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1. Abstract 

In July 2025, a sudden avalanche disrupted access to the Hooker Valley Track, one of New 

Zealand’s most iconic alpine hiking trails within the Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park. 

Although no fatalities occurred, over 140 tourists were trapped for several hours, and several 

hiking routes were closed for inspection. This crisis presented a significant operational, 

emotional, and reputational challenge for New Zealand’s Department of Conservation (DOC) 

and the broader tourism industry. 

This report outlines a strategic crisis communication plan designed for such nature-based 

destinations. Built upon the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions, and Faulkner’s disaster response framework, the plan addresses 

communication needs across staff, tourists, and institutional partners. Practical deliverables 

include an internal memo to DOC staff, a press release for public media, and a stakeholder 

coordination letter. 

Beyond immediate messaging, this assignment also explores intercultural risk communication, 

visual language accessibility, and brand recovery tools suited to New Zealand’s ecotourism 

brand. It proposes a multi-phased recovery strategy that aligns with Aoraki’s cultural 

significance, environmental vulnerability, and visitor safety expectations. Through this exercise, 

we demonstrate that in wilderness tourism, communication is not just about managing risk—it’s 

about restoring trust and connection between people and place. 

 

2. Introduction 

Natural landscapes are powerful draws for global tourists—but they also present unpredictable 

risks. Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park, a UNESCO-listed heritage region in New Zealand’s 

Southern Alps, is one of the country’s most visited alpine destinations. Known for its glacial 

valleys and challenging hikes, it also sits in a high-risk avalanche zone. On 9 July 2025, 



following unexpected snowfall and warming temperatures, a Category 3 avalanche occurred 

along the upper section of the Hooker Valley Track. Though no one was injured, over 140 

tourists were temporarily stranded until DOC rangers arrived with helicopters and rescue teams. 

The event, while controlled operationally, generated intense online speculation and public 

concern. Visitors posted footage of the avalanche on TikTok, which was picked up by global 

news outlets within hours. The DOC was criticized for not closing the track earlier, while others 

praised the quick rescue. 

This assignment, written from the position of a communication strategist within the New 

Zealand Department of Conservation, outlines a full strategic communication plan to address 

the aftermath. It focuses on three goals: 

1. Communicate swiftly and clearly to affected parties, minimizing panic 

2. Protect and reinforce New Zealand’s brand as a responsible and safe destination 

3. Support cultural and environmental values in recovery messaging 

The following sections will explore relevant theory, outline stakeholder communication 

strategies, and offer templates that can be replicated for future alpine crises. 

  

3. Literature Review 

A successful crisis communication plan is never created in isolation—it draws from theory, case 

studies, and tourism-specific insight. For a nature-based destination like Aoraki/Mount Cook, 

communication must not only manage fear and misinformation but also honor cultural context 

and promote sustainable tourism values. 

This section explores the theoretical frameworks and communication models that shape the 

structure of the plan presented in this assignment. 

 

3.1 Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 

Developed by W. Timothy Coombs (2007), SCCT is the backbone of most modern crisis 

communication strategies. It categorizes crises based on perceived responsibility and 

recommends appropriate response styles. In the case of a natural disaster, such as an avalanche, 

the organization (e.g., the DOC) is considered a “victim”, meaning that the public does not 

assign blame. However, if pre-warning systems were available and not used, the organization 

could shift into a “preventable” category. 

SCCT recommends three main types of messaging for “victim” crises: 

 Instructing information (what is happening and what to do) 



 Adjusting information (showing concern, explaining decisions) 

 Reinforcing information (highlighting commitment, transparency, or reputation) 

In this case, DOC messaging should be swift, empathetic, and safety-led—without becoming 

overly defensive. 

 

3.2 Faulkner’s Tourism Disaster Management Framework 

Faulkner (2001) offers a tourism-specific crisis model structured in six stages: 

1. Pre-event (preparedness) 

2. Prodromal (early warning) 

3. Emergency (response) 

4. Intermediate (clean-up) 

5. Long-term recovery 

6. Resolution (new normal or innovation) 

In the avalanche event, the crisis moved rapidly from the emergency phase (rescue and trail 

closure) into intermediate recovery (clean-up and tourist reassurance). According to Faulkner, 

the critical mistake many tourism bodies make is ending their communication after the 

emergency is over. This plan adopts the full model, extending communication into branding and 

legacy planning. 

 

3.3 Destination Image and Emotional Safety 

Echtner and Ritchie (1991) highlight that destination image includes functional (e.g., facilities, 

infrastructure) and psychological (e.g., feeling safe, being respected) components. In a 

wilderness destination, tourists don’t just want scenic views—they need to feel physically and 

emotionally safe. 

After a natural hazard like an avalanche, visitors may question: 

 “Is it safe to return?” 

 “Are authorities honest and prepared?” 

 “Do I feel respected as a visitor?” 

This emotional dimension means that empathetic storytelling—through local voices, visuals of 

ranger work, and honest updates—can be more powerful than pure data. 

 

3.4 Intercultural Risk Communication and Hofstede’s Framework 



Given Aoraki’s international tourist demographic, communication must also account for cultural 

variation. Hofstede’s (2010) dimensions are useful here, especially: 

 Uncertainty Avoidance: High in Japan and Germany, requiring structured, detailed 

safety info 

 Power Distance: Low in New Zealand and Scandinavian countries, requiring friendly, 

informal tone 

 Individualism vs Collectivism: U.S. tourists may want self-guided advice; Asian tourists 

may expect group guidance 

A one-size-fits-all message will not work. Visual tools, translated materials, and platform 

diversity are essential to reach everyone meaningfully. 

 

3.5 Digital Crisis Communication and Visual Media 

As noted in studies by Beirman (2003) and Ritchie (2004), modern crises in tourism often 

escalate due to user-generated content. In this case, tourist videos of the avalanche spread 

before the DOC could issue a formal response. This shift reinforces the need for proactive 

digital messaging: 

 Crisis messages must be “mobile-first” and emotionally intelligent 

 Influencers and local guides should be briefed in advance 

 Visual updates (maps, drone footage, signage) can help more than long texts 

New Zealand’s previous experience with the White Island volcanic eruption (2019) showed the 

importance of owning the digital narrative before misinformation sets in. 

 

4. Methodology 

The purpose of this section is to explain how the strategic crisis communication plan for the 

Aoraki/Mount Cook avalanche incident was designed. It draws on academic models, scenario-

based planning, and audience mapping to create a tailored set of messages and tools. 

4.1 Scenario Simulation and Role Definition 

The communication plan was built around a hypothetical yet realistic scenario: a Category 3 

avalanche affecting the Hooker Valley Track on 9 July 2025. This case study was constructed 

using environmental risk data from the New Zealand Avalanche Advisory (NZAA) and tourism 

traffic estimates from the DOC. 

Role Assumed: Communication strategist within the New Zealand Department of 

Conservation (DOC) 



Location: Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park 

Crisis Type: Natural disaster (avalanche, non-fatal) 

Scope: Track closures, stranded tourists, national and international media interest 

This framing provided a grounded basis for message tone, urgency, and content needs. 

 

4.2 Theoretical Integration 

Three main frameworks guided the creation of communication materials: 

 SCCT (Coombs, 2007): For choosing appropriate message types (instructing, adjusting, 

reinforcing) 

 Faulkner’s Disaster Framework (2001): To define communication actions across crisis 

phases 

 Hofstede’s Intercultural Dimensions (2010): For adjusting tone, platform, and content 

across cultures 

Each template—whether internal memo, public press release, or partner letter—was crafted 

using these frameworks as design filters. 

 

4.3 Stakeholder Segmentation and Messaging Strategy 

The communication plan was developed for three distinct audiences: 

Audience Needs Format Emotional Tone 

Internal DOC Rangers Fast, actionable instructions Internal memo Calm and directive 

Tourists & General 

Public 
Safety, updates, empathy 

Public press 

release 
Reassuring, clear 

Industry & Govt 

Partners 

Status, coordination, 

confidence 
Stakeholder letter 

Professional, 

collaborative 

Each group required different language, emotional tone, and levels of technical detail. Messaging 

was customized accordingly. 

 

4.4 Platform and Accessibility Planning 

All messages were designed to be multi-platform adaptable, covering: 

 Print (e.g., posters at visitor centres) 



 Digital (websites, social media, email) 

 Verbal (audio announcements, guide briefings) 

To ensure inclusivity, messaging considered: 

 Multilingual versions (English, Te Reo Māori, German, Mandarin, Japanese) 

 Pictorial formats for signage (e.g., trail closure icons, detour arrows) 

 Accessible design (large fonts, color contrast, plain English) 

This approach reflects UNWTO’s accessibility guidelines and the inclusive tourism principles 

practiced across New Zealand. 

 

4.5 Cultural Sensitivity Measures 

Given that Aoraki/Mount Cook is not only a tourism site but also a sacred Māori landmark, the 

communication plan was reviewed through a cultural respect lens: 

 Messages avoided language that “blamed” the mountain or framed nature as hostile 

 Where appropriate, references to Māori values such as kaitiakitanga (guardianship) were 

used 

 Coordination with Ngāi Tahu, the local iwi (tribe), was included in the stakeholder 

engagement strategy 

This ensures that the DOC’s messaging aligns with bicultural responsibilities, not just tourism 

interests. 

 

4.6 Real-Time Adaptability 

Templates and tone were stress-tested across multiple timing scenarios: 

 “Breaking crisis” (0–6 hrs after avalanche) 

 “Stabilization” (6–48 hrs) 

 “Recovery” (Day 3 onward) 

Messages were built to scale up or down depending on severity, casualty reports, and weather 

changes. This flexibility makes the communication plan usable for future hazards, not just 

avalanches. 

 



In summary, the methodology balances structured crisis theory with cultural values and modern 

tourism communication formats. It emphasizes clarity, empathy, and accessibility, ensuring 

that DOC responses don’t just deliver facts—but rebuild trust with every word and action. 

  

5. Findings 

This section presents the three core deliverables developed in response to the 9 July 2025 

avalanche near Hooker Valley Track, Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park. Each tool addresses a 

key audience segment: internal staff, the general public (including tourists), and institutional 

partners. 

5.1 Internal Communication Memo (To Department of Conservation Staff and 

Rangers) 

To: All DOC Rangers and Visitor Centre Teams, Aoraki/Mount Cook 

From: Rohan Mehta, DOC Communications Team 

Date: 9 July 2025, 15:00 NZST 

Subject: Avalanche Response Protocol – Hooker Valley Track Closure and Support Info 

Kia ora team, 

As many of you are aware, a Category 3 avalanche occurred this morning around 10:35 AM near 

the mid-section of Hooker Valley Track. There were no injuries, but several tourists were 

stranded and were airlifted to safety by 13:00. Thank you to the rangers and Alpine Rescue for 

their swift action. 

Please review the following key updates: 

Track Closure: Hooker Valley Track is officially closed to the public until further notice. 

Closure signage and detour maps should be displayed by 16:00. 

Visitor Engagement: 

 Please reassure visitors that Aoraki remains open. 

 Recommend alternate routes such as Kea Point Track and Tasman Glacier View Track. 

 Kindly inform guests that safety is our top priority. 

Incident Reports: All staff should forward any avalanche-related queries to the DOC Safety 

Hotline: 0800 DOC SAFE. 

Emotional Support: Debriefing sessions will be available daily at 18:00 for any team members 

needing emotional or psychological support. 



Your safety, professionalism, and manaakitanga (hospitality) mean the world to us and to the 

visitors you support. Thank you for your continued dedication. 

Ngā mihi nui, 

Rohan Mehta 

DOC Communications Team 

 

5.2 Public Press Release (For Tourists and Media) 

Issued by: New Zealand Department of Conservation 

Date: 9 July 2025, 17:00 NZST 

Subject: Avalanche at Hooker Valley Track – Safety Update and Visitor Info 

Aoraki/Mount Cook Avalanche – Visitor Safety Update 

Earlier today, a natural avalanche occurred on the Hooker Valley Track due to sudden 

temperature shifts and overnight snowfall. No injuries have been reported. Our team responded 

immediately, and all visitors have been safely escorted from the area. 

Hooker Valley Track is now closed to the public while we conduct a full safety inspection. 

Updates will be posted daily at www.doc.govt.nz/aoraki-trails. 

Alternative Trails Remain Open, including Kea Point, Governor's Bush, and Tasman Glacier 

Walk. Visitor centers remain operational and staffed. 

We understand that some of your travel plans may be affected. Our team is available to assist 

you with rebooking, guidance, and safety advice. 

24-Hour Visitor Support Hotline: 0800 DOC HELP 

Email: visitorinfo@doc.govt.nz 

Website: www.doc.govt.nz 

Aoraki is a powerful place, and nature always leads. Our duty is to respond with care, clarity, 

and protection—for the land and for you. 

Stay safe and stay informed, 

Department of Conservation (DOC) 

 

5.3 Stakeholder Coordination Letter (For Partners, Operators, and Government) 

To: Regional Tourism Operators, Ngāi Tahu Representatives, Tourism New Zealand, UNESCO, 

and Related Stakeholders 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/aoraki-trails
mailto:visitorinfo@doc.govt.nz
http://www.doc.govt.nz/


From: Department of Conservation – Aoraki/Mount Cook Unit 

Date: 10 July 2025 

Subject: Strategic Response to Avalanche Event – Partner Coordination 

Dear Partners and Colleagues, 

Following yesterday’s avalanche near Hooker Valley Track, we write to provide clarity, 

reassurance, and partnership pathways as we manage response and recovery. 

The avalanche occurred at approx. 10:35 AM. No injuries were reported. DOC rangers and 

Alpine Rescue executed a full extraction by 13:00. 

Hooker Valley Track is closed until a full geotechnical and conservation review is completed. 

We aim for a phased reopening with guidance from avalanche safety authorities. 

Alternate routes and tourism experiences remain open. We ask for your support in redirecting 

visitor flows to these options and in sharing official updates across your networks. 

DOC is collaborating with Ngāi Tahu to ensure that all messaging respects cultural and spiritual 

values associated with Aoraki. 

Media coordination is underway to manage public messaging with transparency and 

professionalism. 

We encourage partners to use the official communications toolkit shared in the partner Dropbox. 

A coordination call will be held on 11 July at 11:00 NZST to align efforts. 

We appreciate your commitment to safety, sustainability, and manaakitanga. Together, we can 

ensure Aoraki’s legacy and tourism integrity remain strong. 

Warm regards, 

Rohan Mehta 
Crisis Communication Lead 

New Zealand Department of Conservation 

rohan.mehta@doc.govt.nz 

  

6. Analysis and Discussion 

Crisis communication is not just about releasing information—it is about shaping perception, 

ensuring safety, and reinforcing trust. The tools developed for this avalanche incident at 

Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park demonstrate how tailored messaging can reduce confusion, 

align stakeholders, and support destination resilience. 

mailto:rohan.mehta@doc.govt.nz


This section examines the effectiveness of each message tool, the logic behind platform selection 

and tone, and how cultural and emotional factors were integrated to support a responsible 

tourism brand. 

 

6.1 SCCT in Action: Tone and Message Type 

Each message created in this assignment follows Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

(SCCT) principles for victim-type crises (Coombs, 2007). Since the DOC was not responsible 

for the avalanche, the priority was to show concern, transparency, and preparedness—not to 

over-apologize or appear defensive. 

 The internal memo focused on “instructing” content: closure updates, safety priorities, 

and emotional support. The tone was direct yet caring, acknowledging staff well-being. 

 The public press release combined instructing (trail closures), adjusting (acknowledging 

emotional disruption), and reinforcing (DOC’s commitment to safety). 

 The stakeholder letter leaned into reinforcing messaging—strengthening alliances, 

clarifying DOC’s role, and ensuring ongoing trust among institutional partners. 

This tiered messaging structure reflects best practice in SCCT, where communication is 

customized based on audience responsibility perception and emotional state. 

 

6.2 Timing and Platform Responsiveness 

Crisis messaging is only effective if delivered through the right channels at the right time. 

Following Faulkner’s disaster model, the messaging in this plan was staged across key crisis 

phases: 

Phase Message Tool Timing Primary Platform 

Emergency (0–6 hrs) 
Internal memo, press 

release 
Real-time 

DOC website, internal comms, 

social media 

Intermediate (24 hrs) Stakeholder letter Coordinated Email, partner portals, media kits 

Recovery (72 hrs 

onward) 
Visitor updates Ongoing Social media, signage, newsletters 

The inclusion of QR codes, signage icons, and visual detour maps ensures that even tech-

challenged or non-English-speaking tourists receive critical updates. 

 

6.3 Cultural Adaptation and Emotional Intelligence 



One of the key strengths of this plan is its commitment to intercultural communication and 

emotional resonance. Drawing on Hofstede’s framework: 

 High uncertainty avoidance tourists (e.g., from Germany, Japan) were offered detailed 

trail updates and backup plans. 

 Collectivist cultures (e.g., China, India) were addressed with group safety references and 

clear official channels. 

 Low power distance visitors (e.g., from New Zealand, Australia) received informal yet 

informative messaging. 

Tone across all communications was calm, empathetic, and culturally aware, avoiding 

alarmist phrases like “danger” or “disaster,” and replacing them with “closure for safety 

review” or “trail stabilization underway.” This aligns with Echtner & Ritchie’s emphasis on 

psychological safety as a crucial part of destination image. 

 

6.4 DOC Branding and Reputation Management 

Aoraki/Mount Cook’s tourism identity is built not just on beauty—but on values: conservation, 

guardianship (kaitiakitanga), and manaakitanga (hospitality). The messaging strategy protects 

that brand by: 

 Emphasizing DOC’s swift response and preparedness 

 Including Ngāi Tahu collaboration to honor the cultural status of Aoraki 

 Promoting alternative trail experiences to retain economic flow without endangering 

safety 

Rather than placing blame on nature or tourists, the plan positions the DOC as a protector and 

partner, reinforcing trust and continuity in visitor relationships. 

 

6.5 Digital Leadership and Misinformation Control 

In the age of TikTok and Instagram, controlling the narrative is harder—but more necessary than 

ever. By responding within hours of the incident and using simple, visual-friendly language, 

the DOC was able to guide online conversation rather than react to it. 

This proactive stance reflects the lessons from Beirman (2003), who emphasized the damage 

misinformation can cause in tourism crises. The DOC’s use of real-time visuals, multilingual 

updates, and social listening tools positions it as a digitally competent and visitor-first agency. 

 



In summary, this analysis shows that a well-structured, culturally adaptive, and emotionally 

intelligent communication plan not only mitigates short-term crisis fallout—it also strengthens 

the long-term reputation of nature-based destinations like Aoraki. The combination of theory and 

heart is what makes these messages truly effective. 

  

7. Intercultural and Risk Communication Strategy 

In destinations like Aoraki/Mount Cook, where international visitors arrive with different 

languages, safety expectations, and emotional responses to risk, effective crisis communication 

must go beyond translation—it must be interculturally fluent, emotionally intelligent, and 

visually clear. This section outlines the key strategies used in this assignment to ensure inclusive 

and accessible risk communication. 

7.1 Understanding Diverse Risk Perception 

Research shows that risk is not perceived equally across cultures (Hofstede, 2010). For example: 

 German and Japanese tourists (high uncertainty avoidance) require precise, structured 

updates—timelines, expert authority, and closure details. 

 American and Australian tourists (low uncertainty avoidance) may accept vague 

updates but need clarity on personal responsibility. 

 Chinese and Korean tourists (collectivist orientation) often look to group consensus or 

tour leaders before reacting. 

 Indian and Latin American tourists (higher power distance) may expect strong 

government control and reassurance from “official-looking” messaging. 

This variety necessitates a mix of formats, tones, and access points—not just a single press 

release. 

 

7.2 Language and Translation Strategy 

To cater to Aoraki’s international tourist base, key messages were designed for translation into 

five core languages beyond English: 

 Te Reo Māori (for bicultural alignment) 

 Mandarin (for East Asian tourists) 

 Japanese (for adventure and photography tourists) 

 German (for high-risk-sensitive backpackers) 

 French (for European markets) 



Each translated message was kept simple and culturally respectful—avoiding idioms, slang, or 

emotionally loaded words. DOC’s usual tone (“friendly but firm”) was adjusted to suit each 

language’s reading conventions. 

Where possible, infographics and pictograms (e.g., trail closed , detour route , rescue ) were 

prioritized, ensuring accessibility even for those with limited literacy or vision impairments. 

 

7.3 Emotional and Visual Messaging 

Crisis communication often leans heavily on words, but in emotionally charged contexts, images 

speak louder. This assignment prioritizes: 

 Map-based graphics showing what is closed, what is open, and how to move safely 

 Drone visuals or ranger videos explaining safety work being done 

 Warm, human-centered photos showing calm tourists, helpful guides, and nature 

healing 

These visual choices aim to replace fear or confusion with clarity and confidence, especially 

for audiences unfamiliar with alpine environments. 

 

7.4 Cultural Safety in Messaging 

Beyond translation, cultural respect was built into the communication strategy by: 

 Avoiding blame language toward tourists or the mountain 

 Referring to Aoraki with dignity as a living ancestor (per Māori belief) 

 Using the principle of kaitiakitanga (guardianship) to explain safety closures and 

recovery actions 

 Consulting Ngāi Tahu leaders in wording and tone choices, especially for signage or 

public addresses 

These decisions position the DOC not as an authority over the land, but as a partner with local 

communities and cultural values. 

 

7.5 Platform Diversity and Reach 

To ensure messages reached all audience groups: 

Channel Target Audience Example Use 



Channel Target Audience Example Use 

DOC Website Global travelers, media Full updates and documents 

Social Media (Instagram, WeChat, 

Facebook) 
Tourists under 40 

Visual alerts and reassurance 

posts 

Radio/Local TV 
Older travelers, local 

residents 
Safety notices and interviews 

On-site Posters & QR Codes Walk-ins, hikers Trail-specific info and maps 

Partner Networks (Airlines, Tour 

Groups) 
Pre-arrival travelers 

Pre-warning and refund 

advice 

This multi-channel strategy ensures no group is left out, and all messages are reinforced by 

consistent visual identity and tone. 

  

8. Crisis Recovery and Communication Ethics 

Crisis recovery is not just about reopening trails and restoring normalcy. In a culturally and 

environmentally sensitive region like Aoraki/Mount Cook, recovery communication must align 

with ethical tourism principles, foster trust, and contribute to long-term resilience. 

This section discusses how ethical values guide communication during and after a crisis, 

including transparency, cultural sensitivity, environmental responsibility, and emotional 

accountability. 

 

8.1 Transparency vs. Tourism Image Protection 

One of the hardest balances in tourism crisis communication is between being transparent and 

protecting the destination’s image. It is tempting to downplay incidents to avoid cancellations, 

but this short-term strategy damages trust in the long run. 

In this plan, the DOC chose to name the event clearly (“avalanche”), report the timeline 

honestly, and confirm the closure—even though it might affect bookings. By doing so, the 

organization: 

 Prevents misinformation from dominating social media 

 Establishes the DOC as a truthful and responsible authority 

 Reinforces the idea that safety always comes before profit 

This aligns with UNWTO’s 2021 Crisis Communication Guidelines, which emphasize that 

honesty builds longer-lasting reputational strength than denial ever could. 



 

8.2 Duty of Care to Tourists 

New Zealand markets itself as a safe and welcoming country. This promise creates an ethical 

duty of care toward all visitors, including: 

 Timely safety alerts in multiple languages 

 Clear trail closure signage before danger points 

 Emotional and logistical support for stranded or anxious tourists 

 Refund and redirection options without hassle 

The internal memo reminds DOC rangers of their role not just as professionals, but as kaitiaki—

guardians of both the land and the people who visit it. 

 

8.3 Respect for Indigenous Culture and Land 

Aoraki is more than a peak—it is an ancestral being for Ngāi Tahu, the Māori iwi (tribe) 

connected to the Southern Alps. Any communication involving the park must recognize and 

respect this worldview. 

Ethical communication practices in this assignment included: 

 Avoiding phrases like “Mother Nature attacks” or “disaster zone” 

 Using terms like trail stability instead of damaged area 

 Involving Ngāi Tahu in communication strategy design 

 Including Te Reo Māori terms like manaakitanga and kaitiakitanga to reflect shared 

responsibility 

This is an example of cultural relational ethics—not just avoiding offense, but actively inviting 

indigenous perspectives into tourism discourse. 

 

8.4 Avoiding Blame and Panic Language 

Ethical communication avoids language that creates scapegoats, fear, or xenophobia. In crisis 

moments, emotions run high, and the wrong words can lead to dangerous assumptions. 

Examples of ethical tone choices in this assignment: 

Unethical Ethical 

“Unprepared tourists risked “Visitors were guided to safety after natural conditions shifted” 



Unethical Ethical 

lives” 

“DOC failed to close trail” 
“Closure followed rapid environmental assessment and rescue 

coordination” 

“Aoraki is dangerous” 
“Aoraki remains majestic and powerful—visitor safety remains our 

shared responsibility” 

This emotional sensitivity supports psychological safety, not just physical protection. 

 

8.5 Recovery as Opportunity for Reflection and Rebuilding 

Lastly, ethical recovery means using the crisis to do better, not just to bounce back. 

In this plan, recovery communication includes: 

 Invitations to resilience workshops for staff and guides 

 A public campaign titled “Aoraki: Always Listening” to collect visitor feedback 

 A short docu-series on DOC’s trail management post-avalanche, showing real ranger 

work 

 Long-term collaborations with climate scientists to prepare for future alpine changes 

Rather than hiding the crisis, the destination embraces it as a moment of learning and 

humility—qualities that modern tourists deeply respect. 

  

9. Long-Term Brand and Destination Recovery Plan 

Recovering from a crisis is not just about restoring services—it’s about restoring confidence. 

The sudden avalanche at Hooker Valley Track has potential long-term effects on Aoraki’s image 

as a safe, accessible, and sacred destination. This section outlines a recovery strategy that 

combines marketing, culture, infrastructure, and community rebuilding under a unified message: 

Aoraki: Always Alive, Always Protected. 

9.1 Phase-Based Recovery Strategy 

Drawing on Faulkner’s (2001) disaster recovery model, this strategy spans short-, medium-, and 

long-term interventions: 

Phase Timeline Goal 

Short-Term (0–3 weeks) 
Restore trust, manage 

emotions 
Safety updates, media outreach 



Phase Timeline Goal 

Mid-Term (1–3 months) Rebuild experience 
Reopening trails, alternate 

experiences 

Long-Term (3–12 

months) 
Strengthen identity Cultural campaigns, brand refresh 

Each phase uses tailored tools and audience engagement formats, reinforcing continuity and 

resilience. 

 

9.2 Messaging Campaign: “Aoraki: Naturally Resilient” 

Central to the recovery strategy is a multimedia storytelling campaign called “Aoraki: 

Naturally Resilient.” This campaign emphasizes: 

 Nature’s power and beauty 

 DOC’s preparedness and ongoing work 

 Māori cultural wisdom about balance and adaptation 

 Real visitor testimonials (e.g., “We felt safe, even in the wild”) 

Campaign elements include: 

 Mini-documentary series: “Guardians of the Mountain” – following rangers and Ngāi 

Tahu elders 

 Social media challenge: #StillWithAoraki – encouraging past visitors to share peaceful 

memories 

 Augmented reality trail guide: showing how trails are monitored and stabilized after 

weather events 

 School-based learning kits on avalanche safety and mountain geography 

This campaign turns the crisis into a reputation-strengthening narrative, grounded in human 

resilience and natural respect. 

 

9.3 Tourist Experience Innovation 

While Hooker Valley Track undergoes inspection, new visitor experiences will be introduced to 

retain interest and revenue: 

 “Ranger for a Day” program – tourists can join monitoring walks and learn about 

conservation 

 “Story Circles with Ngāi Tahu” – guided storytelling evenings about Aoraki’s cultural 

significance 



 Geo-Safe Route Pass – mobile map that updates live trail statuses based on 

snow/weather conditions 

These experiences not only compensate for closures but also make visitors feel like participants, 

not just spectators in recovery. 

 

9.4 Infrastructure and Safety Investment Messaging 

To demonstrate lasting commitment to safety, the DOC will announce: 

 A new Alpine Visitor Safety Command Hub at Mount Cook Village 

 Expanded use of avalanche drones and real-time terrain monitoring tools 

 Public dashboard showing DOC’s environmental monitoring statistics and incident 

response times 

All of these will be communicated in clear, friendly language through info boards, websites, and 

ranger talks. 

This makes safety visible and interactive, rather than a hidden system behind the scenes. 

 

9.5 Partner and Community Engagement 

Recovery will not succeed without the trust and input of key partners: 

 Tour operators and guides will be offered recovery communication training workshops 

 Hospitality businesses will be provided with signage and messaging kits to help align 

tone 

 Local artists and school groups will be invited to co-create murals and poetry reflecting 

the event 

This participatory recovery process strengthens community ownership and turns visitors into 

ambassadors. 

 

9.6 Measuring Recovery Success 

Success will be measured not just in visitor numbers but in: 

 Visitor sentiment analysis (e.g., Google reviews, social media emotion mapping) 

 DOC hotline feedback metrics (e.g., clarity, tone, helpfulness) 

 Return visitor rate to Aoraki vs. previous 3-year average 



 Narrative reach: campaign shares, #StillWithAoraki   

 

10. Conclusion 

The unexpected avalanche near Hooker Valley Track on 9 July 2025 tested more than the 

infrastructure of Aoraki/Mount Cook—it tested the communication strength, cultural awareness, 

and emotional readiness of the New Zealand tourism system. Through this assignment, a 

complete crisis communication plan was developed that prioritizes empathy, inclusivity, and 

transparency. 

By applying theories such as SCCT and Faulkner’s tourism disaster model, and adapting them to 

real-world stakeholder dynamics, the plan offers clear communication tools—a staff memo, 

public press release, and stakeholder letter—that respond to distinct emotional and logistical 

needs. These tools were further enhanced by intercultural sensitivity, accessible formats, and 

ethical storytelling. 

The plan goes beyond the immediate crisis and positions recovery not just as repair—but as an 

opportunity for deeper resilience, stronger partnerships, and redefined visitor experience. 

Through campaigns like “Aoraki: Naturally Resilient” and participatory innovations like 

“Ranger for a Day,” the DOC can rebuild trust while elevating public understanding of alpine 

risks and cultural reverence. 

At the core of this strategy is a belief: crises are not just interruptions—they are mirrors. 

They reflect the strength of our systems, the clarity of our voices, and the values we uphold. For 

destinations like Aoraki, the true recovery lies in how we continue to speak for the land, with the 

land, and for the people who cherish it. 
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