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ARENAS

Eden Park is tightly bound to New Zealand’s sport psyche and has been the scene for many of the country’s 

most memorable sporting moments. HG Turf Group’s Erik Kinlon, together with Eden Park turf manager Blair 

Christiansen, look back at last summer’s project to reinvigorate the playing surface for what is set to be a 

massive few years of major international sporting events for the venue.

a new HERO
Fortress welcomes

S
port in New Zealand is currently 
riding the crest of a very exciting 
wave and Auckland’s Eden 
Park, as the country’s national 
stadium, will be front and centre 

of all that is to come. Having previously 
secured the 2021 Women’s Cricket World Cup 
and the 2021 Women’s Rugby World Cup 
(both of which have been shifted to 2022), the 
recent announcement of Auckland as a host 
city and Eden Park as a host venue for the 
2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup brings about 
an incredible three-peat of global events for the 
nation. 

Steeped in history, Eden Park is globally 
recognised as one of the most iconic 
multifunctional stadia venues in the world. It is 
a formidable fortress, not only for the All Blacks 
who have a consecutive winning streak of over 
40 Test matches at the venue, but for every 
team that calls it home. The scene of epic 

encounters between the titans of rugby and 
cricket, Eden Park needs no introduction. 

In order to remain at the forefront of the 
international stadia scene and in preparation 
for the world’s focus to be on Eden Park 
over the coming years, the decision was 
made to upgrade the entire playing surface 
and surrounds. Planning for the resurfacing 
stretches back over two years, when it was 
first decided to replace the old Motz stabilised 
turf system installed by HG Turf Group back 
in 2003. Having researched extensively, it was 
decided that a replacement hybrid carpet type 
system would best suit the multi-functional 
usage requirement that Eden Park now has. 
This selection has been franked even further 
with the announcement in January that Eden 
Park had been granted resource consent to 
host up to six concerts per year. 

As part of the selection process for the 
hybrid technology to be used, two carpet type 

With a heavy international events schedule 
in the coming years, during January and 

February Auckland’s Eden Park switched to a 
new hybrid surface, installing HG Turf’s HERO 

Hybrid Grass system PH
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Eden Park turf manager Blair Christiansen (right) with 
Black Caps captain Kane Williamson
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hybrid products were installed on the ground 
at Eden Park. Following a period of evaluation 
and testing, HG’s HERO Hybrid Grass Eden 
Park Edition turf was chosen. Further to 
upgrading the turf surface, it was also an 
opportunity to carry out some upgrades on 
irrigation and the inclusion of a synthetic grass 
perimeter as part of the works.

“The decision to retire the previous 
surface was proactive,” explains Eden Park 
turf manager Blair Christiansen. “We knew 
the old surface wouldn’t be able to handle 
our aspirations for Eden Park as a truly 
multipurpose venue due to an aged profile, 
that when combined with weather would 
heighten the risk of a less desirable surface. 
The new hybrid surface can cope with a 
packed schedule of varied content, from Super 
Rugby and international cricket to concerts.

“In 2018, we went to Europe and the UK 
to view the latest sports turf technology and 
check out products we knew we needed to 
consider. We were really impressed with some 
of them, which led to an in-situ trial of two 
shortlisted products at Eden Park. In the end, 
we chose HG’s HERO ‘Eden Park Edition’ turf 
because of its year-round performance in our 
environment, longevity and durability. 

“With the frequency and variety of content 
Eden Park experiences, we needed the extra 
assurance and stability the HERO hybrid 
variety offers to meet our hirers’ requirements 
and users’ expectations. The fibres in the 
hybrid product increase stability in ways a non-
stabilised profile simply can’t.”

The HERO system uses artificial grass, 
which comprises around five per cent of the 
playing surface, which is anchored to an 

underlying grid via a knitting process. The 
open foundation promotes enhanced drainage 
and root development, with the artificial grass 
protecting the natural grass and increasing 
the durability of the turf. The artificial grass 
provides vertical stability and the open grid 
provides horizontal stability.

DOWN AT THE FARM
Any resurfacing of such a magnitude starts 
down at the turf farm. Unlike other stadium 
venues, Eden Park is in the unique position 
of having its own turf farm based at Karaka, 
about an hour south of Auckland. Having 
chosen to go with the HERO system in mid-
2019 and with some redevelopment works to 
be completed at the turf farm, it was envisaged 
to have the works completed ready for planting 
in late 2019/early 2020. 

Prior to the resurfacing, 4000m2 of the existing Eden Park surface was stripped and sold off to the public, with a roll of the hallowed turf going for $NZ49 per square metre

HG Turf Group engaged a number of NZ-based contractors to assist in delivering the Eden Park resurfacing project. Among them was Wellington-based Mexted Sports Turf 
which had the principal responsibility for civil and earthworks as well as turf installation
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HG Turf Group set about manufacturing 
and mobilising the 14,175m2 of hybrid 
carpet along with sending two containers of 
specialised equipment for the installation. With 
the pad extension and irrigation upgrades at 
the turf farm completed, the HG team arrived 
in New Zealand from Australia and set about 
laying, stitching and infilling the new HERO turf 
in March 2020. 

With COVID-19 rapidly taking a 
stranglehold around the world, the HG 
crew managed to get the works 90 per cent 
completed in order to catch the last flight out 
of Auckland back to Australia before borders 
were closed. Having their own turf farm meant 
that the seeding process and grow-in could 
be completed by the Eden Park team and 
dedicated turf farm manager Aaron O’Connell. 
The turf variety chosen was a blend of 
Spartacus and Colosseum ryegrasses from 
PGG Wrightson Turf.

The new turf would have around 12 
months to establish and mature at the turf farm 

before works were due to start on the stadium. 
Together, HG and Eden Park turf managers set 
the programmes for the successful production 
of the turf including nutrition, chemical 
treatments, irrigation and specific maintenance 
regimes pertaining to the hybrid system. 

PLANNING, PLANNING  
AND MORE PLANNING
In the months following the planting at the 
farm, HG worked closely with Christiansen, 
Eden Park chief executive Nick Sautner 
and project consultants NZSTI, led by Alex 
Glasgow, to finalise the project design, 
scope and methodology. With a great deal 
of uncertainty gripping the world due to 
the rapidly escalating COVID-19 situation, 
a number of different contingency plans in 
relation to the delivery of the project had to be 
considered and developed in the expectancy 
that they would be required. 

In a normal situation HG would send a 
complete project team that would include 

the rehabilitation works to prepare the field of 
play for resurfacing. A crew of 14 staff from 
HG, supplemented with local support, would 
generally be responsible for the earthworks 
and civil works followed by the harvesting and 
installation works. 

As the possibility of this became further 
and further away due to the restrictions on 
travel and the need to quarantine on both 
sides of the ‘Ditch’, it was decided to instigate 
the primary contingency plan which involved 
bringing together of a number of NZ-based 
contractor partners that HG had worked with 
in the past . 

It may have been ‘Plan B’ but it did 
involve an ‘A-Team’ of local contractors. 
Wellington-based firm Mexted Sports Turf 
were engaged to lead on the final design 
development, along with having the principal 
responsibility for civil and earthworks and turf 
installation. Christchurch-based ReadyLawn 
NZ were engaged to assist with the harvesting, 
transport and installation of the new surface, 
while Polytan would take care of the synthetic 
perimeter works, with their Liga Turf product 
meeting all the required FIFA and World Rugby 
specifications. The final contractor involved 
was Auckland-based FDS which provided local 
labour and machinery support both for works 
at the turf farm during production and also as 
part of the main project works. 

As the end of 2020 neared and with all the 
planning and coordination in place, the final 
piece in the puzzle was to lock in the exact 
project dates. The sporting landscape for all 
codes was up in the air at this time with fixtures 
and schedules changing day to day. Eden 
Park and the project team understood the 
need to have a fluid approach regarding the 
project timeline to also meet the needs of the 
sporting tenants that call Eden Park home. 

Although Australia and New Zealand had a 
good handle on managing the suppression of 
COVID-19 locally, challenges still remained, but 
come the start of 2021 it was all systems go. 

GROUND ZERO
With the project dates locked in and the team 
to deliver the project mobilised to Auckland, 
ground works started in early January 2021. 
Following detailed consideration, it was agreed 
that the best methodology to remove the 
17-year-old Motz surface was by stripping it 
off using excavators and low ground pressure 

dumpers. The depth of removal varied across 
the ground and on average allowed for 
removal to a depth of 120mm. The arising spoil 
material was carted to the outside carpark and 
removed off site back to the Eden Park farm 
where it could be processed and repurposed. 

“We needed to remove all of the old Motz 
turf but also minimise removing clean sand 
beneath the cut depth,” says Cameron Mexted, 
managing director of Mexted Sports Turf. 
“This was a massive consideration throughout 
the planning and execution of the works with 
precise cut/fill modelling of the field of play 
conducted.” 

With the existing surface removed, the 
underlying sand was 3D-levelled to mimic the 
final finished surface design levels. A further 
800 tonnes of Perrys sand was imported, 
spread, incorporated and consolidated to 
complete the profile construction works. As 
part of the project team’s quality assurance 
processes, the sand was tested every 100 
tonnes to ensure it met the NZSTI spec and 
was compatible with the original construction 
sand. Amendments and pre-plant nutrition 
were also added to the sand prior to turfing 
and this was also based on requirements 
following testing. 

Concurrent with the works on the main 
field of play, Polytan got to work installing a 
new synthetic ring road around the perimeter. 
These works also meant that irrigation changes 
would be required including some upgrades 
on fittings, sprinkler heads and a new ring 
main on one side of the field. To ensure 
everything was to spec, Alex Glasgow (NZSTI) 
was available to sign off on all witness and 
hold points and final as-built surveys as they 
were completed. 

“As with any project of this size, scale and 
nature there is always going to be challenges 

and unforeseen circumstances, but thankfully 
for the earthworks and civil portion all works 
were completed on time and on track with the 
project programme,” comments Mexted.

ROLLING OUT 
With the civil and earthworks complete, the 
final piece of the resurfacing puzzle was the 
installation of the new surface. In normal 
circumstances HG would manage all aspects 
of these critical works, however, COVID-19 
meant a ‘new normal’ that the team had to 
adapt to. 

With a number of other major projects on 
at the same time in Australia, it fell to HG Turf 
Group’s managing director Hamish Sutherland 
and project manager Luke Allen to manage the 

harvesting at the farm and installation at the 
stadium respectively. This was not before both 
had to undertake quarantine for two weeks 
in a local Auckland hotel due to COVID-19 
restrictions. 

“Under these restrictions we were limited 
to having one harvest manager and one 
installation manager from Australia,” explains 
Sutherland. “Never before have we resurfaced 
a stadium with only two HG staff. However, we 
were so well supported and after completing 
managed isolation we had some time to upskill 
the local crews to operate our specialised 
equipment and transfer our know-how via 
on-the-job training.” 

With the local crews trained up, the 
14,000m2 of HERO turf was harvested in 
10m long x 1m wide rolls and transported 
the one-hour journey to Eden Park. HG built 
contingency into the programme knowing 
that the resurface would be with a relatively 
inexperienced team, allowing for a quantity 
of 2000m2 per day to be harvested and 
installed over a seven-day period. Following 
the completion of each day’s installation the 
new turf was consolidated and watered until 
completion and handed over to Christiansen 
and his team.

“COVID-related border measures were 
perhaps our biggest challenges during 
the works,” reflects Christiansen. “Several 
members of HG Turf’s workforce couldn’t get 
into the country, but we were fortunate to have 
Hamish and Luke here to harvest and install 
the new turf in early February 2021. Having a 
fully functioning No.2 ground, with televised 
domestic cricket matches throughout the 
project, added further complexity in managing 
access, deliveries and other logistical 
considerations around the event days and 
broadcasts.”

14,000m2 of HERO turf was harvested in 10m long x 1m 
wide rolls from Eden Park’s dedicated Karaka-based 
turf farm and transported the one-hour journey to the 
stadium

Due to COVID restrictions limiting travel, it fell to HG 
Turf Group managing director Hamish Sutherland and 
project manager Luke Allen to head over from Australia 
to manage the harvesting at the farm and installation 
at the stadium respectively

Around 2000m2 of HERO turf was installed each day 
with the resurfacing completed in seven days

• First turf registered metsulfuron-methyl/
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• Low odour and low active ingredient loading/ha

• Synergistic active ingredients provide true shoot 
and root absorption for complete knockdown 
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and other troublesome autumn/winter weeds 
such as clover, oxalis, dandelions and daisies
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HERO OF THE SHOW
The new-look Eden Park surface was due to 
get its maiden outing on 5 March with a Black 
Caps v Australia T20 match, however, with 
Auckland going into Covid-19 Alert Level 3 
restrictions a few days beforehand, the match 
had to be moved. Eden Park would soon 
return to the spotlight, hosting two Super 
Rugby matches on 14 and 21 March, with 
the Blues entertaining the Highlanders and 
Crusaders respectively. 

On 1 April New Zealand’s national stadium 
hosted a Black Caps T20 International against 
Bangladesh and White Ferns v Australia 
double-header, before Christiansen and his 
team quickly turned the ground around for the 
3 April Super Rugby match-up between the 
Blues and Hurricanes. Further Super Rugby 
fixtures are to come in May and June.

The first real test for the new surface, 
however, came on 24 April when Eden Park 
hosted its first ever concert. Popular Kiwi band 
Six60 had the honour of making history that 
night, with more than 50,000 fans packing the 
stadium for the occasion. Despite Auckland’s 
fickle weather trying to put a dampener on the 
event, it was a huge success and the ground 
passed the test with flying colours. 

“The field has performed extremely well 
with minimal damage throughout the first two 
months since resurfacing,” says Christiansen, 
a 30-year industry veteran who has been at 

Eden Park for the past 18 years. “We’ve had 
nothing but positive feedback from users 
across our Super Rugby and international 
cricket matches held to date. 

“The Six60 concert brought new learnings 
for us. A lot of advanced planning went 
into getting the field ready for the concert 
and, equally, remediating it afterwards. We 
ordered 13,500m2 square metres of special 
turf protection flooring which arrived just days 
before the show. Prior to installing this, our 
team undertook a rigorous programme of 
preventative fungicides, growth regulators and 
strategic seeding in certain areas to ensure 
once the floor was lifted the field would be 
improving in turf density rather than declining. 

“With just six days between the concert 
and a Super Rugby double-header, the flooring 
and 70-metre-wide stage were removed and 
while some turf replacement was required in 
the stage area most of it was out of play for 
Super Rugby.

“Now that we are a truly multipurpose 
venue, Eden Park can host up to six concerts 
a summer around our usual sporting fixtures. 
We’ll continue adapting and innovating our 
turf structures and systems to meet the needs 
of a very demanding event schedule. We’re 
fortunate to have our own turf farm off-site 
with a full-time turf manager, whose focus is 
on developing contingency turf to meet the 
stadium’s needs.”

With the new surface surviving its initial 
months well, the next step for Christiansen 
and his crew will be getting a handle on and 
fine-tuning a new maintenance regime which 
comes with managing a new hybrid surface. 

“The new hybrid turf product means 
our previous renovation practices are now 
redundant,” adds Christiansen. “We’ve 
adapted the majority of machinery and 
our management techniques to ensure the 
longevity and continued quality that these 
fibre-based products offer. As an example, 
we’re now using hybrid-specific equipment, 
such as the Koro universal reel, large-volume 
drop spreaders and the Campey UniRake. 

“With the new and improved clean profile 
and combination of ryegrass cultivars, the use 
of wetting agents throughout summer is more 
prevalent and fertility programmes are more 
closely monitored. This is just the beginning. 
The exact system and methodology of how 
we manage the new surface will be developed 
and refined over the next 12 months. 

“We’re committed to working with HG 
to further develop the product for use here 
and overseas – it’s an opportunity to diversify 
revenue streams for Eden Park and utilise 
idle capacity. As New Zealand’s national 
stadium, and the leader in turf innovation and 
technology, we regularly work with industry 
partners here and in Australia to share 
developments, best practice and advice.”

The new HERO Hybrid Grass ‘Eden Park Edition’ turf surface had a four-week consolidation period before hosting its first Super Rugby clash on 14 March

Left: Around 13,500m2 of protective flooring was 
laid on the Eden Park surface ahead of its inaugural 
concert

Below: On 24 April Eden Park hosted the first concert 
in its history, with local band Six60 playing to a sold-
out crowd of more than 50,000
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