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'Some locals thought I was mad': 
Award for pioneer who turned 
water into wine 
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For Waipara local John McCaskey creating wine from water was probably one of his more 

eyebrow-raising farming ventures. But his vision nearly 50 years ago was instrumental in 

placing the Canterbury region on the global wine-producing map. John has been recognised 

for his lifetime contribution to irrigation in New Zealand, receiving a special commendation 

as part of the 2024 Zimmatlc-Trailblazer Sustainable Irrigation Awards. 

John is a pioneer of Wai para in the Hurunui District about one hour north of Christchurch. 

While he downplays his impact, it was his determination and innovation from the 1960s onwards 
that helped cement the district as a grape-growing region. 

John, like his father, knew that water was the key to unlocking the potential of the district's arid 
soils. 

When he finally bought the family farm from his father in 1968, the first thing he wanted to do was 
get the water flowing and grow different crops. 

John has lived all his life in Waipara. His first brush with irrigation was crawling along tunnels his 
f��/t�fi�l\,·��liffaPrff1re'qjl��lthe Weka Creek as he prepared to install what would be the 
r�r.l•!.���yul�.uld Be Easier Than You Thi11 

betterhearlng.co.nz I Sponsored (https://popup.taboola.com/enl?template=c:ol, 

"It was 1945 and my father almost had the system ready to go when a huge snowstorm hit, 
followed by flooding, and it washed away all the headworks. 

"He gave up after that," says John. 







John hopes the recognition he's received from the Trailblazer Awards will spark and inspire a 

few other young people with ambition. 

"For anyone with some ideas that might raise a few eyebrows, I hope it might make them think; 

well, he's done it, maybe I can too." 
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companions, something which few of our urban cousins 

could appreciate. 

What advice would you give to the next generation of 

farmers? 

I've seen the number of family farms drop from 120,000 

sheep and beef, 60,000 dairy in 1964 to less than 20,000 in 

both cases! To me that equates half a million less on the land 

who had grew up with the intergenerational knowledge that 

has been the backbone of farming throughout the ages. This 

is not just farming's loss, it is the countries loss. I have been 

deeply saddened to witness worse in Denmark but a recent 

trip through Canada and USA was enough to almost bring me 

to tears. Where have all the families gone that once occupied 

and worked the land? Their steading lie in ruins, hundreds of 

them added to which are ghost-towns/villages that were 

once vibrant communities. The explanation is simple: being 

conservative by nature they voted for the corporate 

sponsored Republican/Conservative/National ? parties and 

voted themselves off the and into oblivion so please, you 

have a moral duty to the land and your family, to think much 

further than a 3 year, opportunist politician! The last 33 year 

experiment has been a disaster for New Zealand. 
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