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Strategy and Action Plan for Waituna now 
available

A Strategy and Action Plan for Waituna has recently 
been completed and can now be downloaded from 

the Environment Southland website. 

Many groups continue to make progress in the Waituna 
catchment and lagoon, working with other agencies and 
the community. To help coordinate this, the Waituna 
Partners’ Group put together a draft Strategy and Action 
Plan, with assistance from members of the local  farming 
community.  The plan outlines a vision and goals for the 
catchment and lagoon.

An engagement programme was undertaken to gain 
feedback from the Waituna community and wider 
Southland public on the draft Plan. Feedback was received 
from 36 submitters, of which 12 were farmers or landowners 
in the Waituna catchment and 12 were recreational users.  
The other submitters were a mix of industry bodies, non-
governmental organisations, and community members.   

A final version is now available online. It is a living plan that 
will be updated annually, and is supported by a detailed 
activity plan that sets out how the actions will be achieved 
and measured. If you’d like a copy please call 0800 76 88 45.

To download a copy of the Strategy and Action Plan and 
supporting information go to www.es.govt.nz/waituna/.

Strategy and Action Plan for Waituna

August 2015

Welcome to this issue of the Waituna Partners’ News.

The Waituna Partners’ Group provides strategic 
direction and has responsibility for achieving the 
vision of the Waituna Project. The Partners include 
the Department of Conservation, Environment 
Southland, the Southland District Council, Te 
Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu and Te Rūnanga o Awarua. 
Each of these agencies have statutory roles in the 
care and management of the Waituna Lagoon and 
its catchment.

By coming together in this way, the Partners are 
able to achieve greater improvements and avoid 
duplication of effort than if they all worked separately.

They formally came together in 2013 to work 
alongside the community and other stakeholders 
for the long-term benefit of Waituna Lagoon, its 
catchment and the community.

In the last financial year the Partners’ Group has 
worked with the community to complete the Strategy 
and Action Plan for Waituna. Its main purpose is to act 
as a guide for everyone working in the catchment and 
lagoon.  The vision within the document still firmly 
focuses on improving the health and wellbeing of the 
lagoon, the Waituna catchment and the community. 
It builds on the significant amount of work already 
completed. 

This is the second annual newsletter and provides 
updates from each of the Partners as well as details 
on several of the key projects completed or underway 
in the catchment.
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Progress has been made on one of the first action 
points in the Strategy and Action Plan for Waituna, 

which is to find out what makes the Waituna catchment 
and lagoon important to people individually, as a 
community, and to the region. To deliver this action, 
two workshops were held with the Waituna Catchment 
Group to identify a set of community values and 
associated indicators for Waituna catchment and 
lagoon.

Fifteen values were identified that fell into four areas: 
healthy lagoon and wetland complex; sustainable farming; 
community wellbeing; and recreational opportunities. 
Those involved in the workshops felt that ‘successful 
partnerships’ was a critical value underpinning the process, 
working together to fulfil those values  

The partnership approach is how the participants thought 
the vision for Waituna would be achieved. As a result, this 
was added to the vision, along with the word ‘ecosystems’ 
so that the vision is now, “Ensuring the wellbeing of the 
people, the land, the waters, the ecosystems and the life-
force of the Waituna catchment and lagoon, now and for 
future generations through a partnership approach.”

The next steps include sharing the values with the wider 
community, developing indicators to measure success, 
developing report cards to demonstrate progress and the 
collation and sharing of scientific information.

You can download a copy of the report ‘Determining the 
values for the Waituna catchment and lagoon’ from the 
Waituna page on the Environment Southland website 
www.es.govt.nz/waituna/.

Determining the values for Waituna 
Waituna Lagoon. Photo: Karyn Owen
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What’s been happening 
in Waituna?
There has been a lot of work happen over the last year. Here are a few 
photo highlights.

The Waituna Lagoon reached 2.0m in September so was opened by 
the Lake Waituna Control Association. It remained open for 30 days. 
The lagoon has been opened twice this winter because of high water 
levels affecting surrounding farmland. Read page 5 for more on the 
Land Inundation Project.

Prime Minister John Key came to Waituna in the September pre-
election period to announce the Government would allocate $100 
million during 10 years to retire land next to important waterways 
such as Waituna. Ros Cole from DOC talks with Ali Timms and John 
Key about Waituna. Read more about this on page 8.

A nitrate catcher trial has begun in the Waituna catchment using an 
innovative wood chip filter. This photo was taken in March just prior 
to it being completed. Read more about the nitrate catcher trial on 
page 8.

A community open day was held at Craw’s Creek Scenic Reserve by 
the DOC-Fonterra Living Water Partnership in July 2014. All Partners 
attended as well as Gorge Road school pupils and local Waituna 
residents. There were fun activities including demonstrations in the 
creek with freshwater scientists, a live fish tank display of some of our 
special freshwater species and a BBQ lunch.
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Land inundation project

Floods and prolonged rain can cause inundation of 
land alongside the Waituna Lagoon and the Waituna 

Partners’ are working together to learn more about 
this.  

There are two different ways the land is affected. One, 
by inundation due to surface flooding; or two, from high 
water levels in the lagoon backing up the sub-surface tile 
drains.

One of the Government’s pre-election announcements 
pledged a $100m fund for voluntary land purchases near 
significant waterways. As yet there is no information 
available on how this fund might work e.g. what it is for 
or the criteria.  However, rather than wait for a further 
announcement to be made about the fund, it was decided 
that we should start compiling information now.  

As part of discussions on lagoon openings, a project has 
begun to collect existing knowledge to better characterise 
the extent of land inundation and drainage impediment 
associated with lagoon levels.  

A series of maps will be created that identify the areas that 
could be affected by flooding and drainage impedance. 
These maps can then be integrated with the property 
boundaries and other features so that the results can be 
tested with local knowledge.

Once this is completed, the next steps will be to:

• discuss findings with landowners

• identify the desired use of this land;

• look at options to achieve this use, and in particular 
‘purchase and retire’ and ‘purchase and lease back’, 
and the practicability of each option;

• consider the likely cost of the options.
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Nearly 1500 fish, crayfish and eels were returned 
to their watery homes during the drainage 

maintenance programme in the Waituna area 
early in 2015.

As part of our work to reduce flood risk, improve 
water quality and reduce sediment entering the 
Waituna Lagoon, the three-yearly programme of 
drainage maintenance was carried out on the Jordan, 
Maher and Armstrong tributaries of Waituna Creek, 
and the main stem. 

“We employed someone to follow along behind the 
digger as it worked to clear the tributaries of weed and 
sediment. We do this in a few areas where we know 
fish life is abundant and the drainage maintenance 
can have significant effect,” catchment manager Noel 
Hinton says.

Happy fish – healthy waterways
About 1500 fish were returned from 14.7km of 
waterway, making it well worth the effort. “The 
number of fish returned was quite impressive.”

Noel says there are a number of ways that drainage 
outfall can be maintained, but for this area it was 
important that the fish life were returned to the water.

Drainage maintenance is often done with heavy 
machinery. Noel says last time these tributaries were 
maintained a weed bucket was used, which tends 
to have a lesser effect on the aquatic life within the 
waterway. However, it meant a large amount of 
sediment was disturbed, discolouring the waterways 
and making its way down to the lagoon. 

“We wanted to avoid that this time by removing both 
the built up sediment and weed growth from the 
system, and also protect the fish life that is abundant 
in these tributaries.”

Environment Southland 
maintains 1,364 km 
of farm waterways across 
Southland – about 10% 
of the total drainage 
network.

608 fish – mostly 

kokopu and brown trout, 

61 crayfish and 779 
eels were returned to 

the water during the 

recent Waituna drainage 

maintenance programme.
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Web Book: Stories from Waituna
A web book has been created to provide a glimpse into 
the Waituna catchment and lagoon, before scientific 
monitoring began. The web book offers some rich, first-
hand accounts of people’s experiences of the area, which 
were gathered to gain a broader picture of what the 
Waituna catchment and lagoon was like between the 1950s 
to the 1980s. The stories help bring the human context to 
changing values and concerns about the unique Waituna 
environment and its ecology.

To download a copy of the web book please go to  
www.es.govt.nz/waituna/.

STORIES FROM 
WAITUNA

First-hand accounts 
of life at Waituna

Joint field day
A field day was held in March to show the community 
the bank reconstruction work on several properties, the 
constructed wetland trial on Inglenook Farm, and the 

Nitrate Catcher Trial on Drakes Hill Farm. The day was 
jointly funded by DairyNZ, Environment Southland and 
the DOC-Fonterra Living Water Partnership.

Snippets
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Diagram courtesy DairyNZ

The nitrate catcher trial: 
Drakes Hill Farm 
This field trial tests an innovative wood chip filter to remove nitrate from agricultural runoff. It aims to provide a 

cost-effective and practical tool for farmers to reduce their environmental footprint and ultimately help improve the 

health of the Waituna Lagoon.

The study trials the ‘nitrate catcher’ under New Zealand conditions to help understand how much nitrate can be 

removed, what a well-designed system looks like and how much it will cost.

Background
Tile drains are an important feature of Southland’s agricultural landscape. They provide essential drainage for pasture 

production. Drainage also accelerates the transportation of nutrients off-farm. Particularly nitrate, a form of nitrogen, 

readily leaches through the soil profile with water. To improve downstream water quality and ecosystem health, we’re 

looking at ways to capture nitrates before they leave the farm. These tools are applicable across New Zealand.

How does the nitrate catcher work?
The ‘nitrate catcher’ treats nitrate as it passes slowly through a wood chip filter bed. Naturally occurring denitrifying 

bacteria, typically found in soil, convert nitrate to nitrogen gas. The bacteria use carbon from the wood chip as a food 

source and nitrate in the water as part of their respiration process. The two-year study will also look into how 

environmental conditions such as flow and temperature influence how much nitrate can be removed. 

Funded by: Delivered by:
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Pre-election fund announcement

Eel/tuna habitat study
The DOC-Fonterra Living Water Partnership contracted 
the Cawthron Institute to develop a riparian and in-stream 
habitat assessment for the whole of the Waituna catchment, 
including Waituna, Carran, and Moffat creeks.  They also 
developed an eel/tuna habitat quality index to provide a 
scientifically-based index that can be used to assess the 
quality of habitat for eels/tuna. Both the assessment and 

index will help identify and inform priority sites where cost 
efficient management actions are needed and habitat 
restoration is required.  Other key local participants within 
the programme included farmers, Waituna Landcare 
Group, DairyNZ, Environment Southland, Fish & Game, Te 
Ao Marama and eel/tuna fishers.  A workshop to present 
the final report was held in June.

In September 2014, Prime Minister John Key, Environment 
Minister Amy Adams and Minister of Primary Industries 
Nathan Guy announced a Government fund of up to $100 
million over ten years to retire land next to important 
waterways such as Waituna.

Since the announcement, Environment Southland 
chairman Ali Timms, on behalf of the Waituna Partners’ 
Group*, sent a letter to the Prime Minister in July this year 
asking for details of the scheme to be progressed as the 

announcement of this particular fund at Waituna created 
an expectation that has yet to be furthered. To date the 
only response that has been received is a letter explaining 
that as the issue falls within the portfolio responsibility of 
the Minister for the Environment, Hon Dr Nick Smith, the 
letter has been forwarded to his office for consideration. 

* As a Government department, DOC had to declare a conflict of 
interest and continue to keep the Minister of Conservation fully 
updated on this issue.

Nitrate catcher trial
With nitrate losses considered a key issue in Southland, 
DairyNZ is leading a filter trial together with funding 
from the DOC-Fonterra Living Water Partnership, 
NIWA, Clean Water Productive Land and the Ministry of 
Business, Innovation and Employment, with support from 
Environment Southland. NIWA has been contracted to 
undertake the project.

This field trial tests an innovative wood chip filter to remove 
nitrate from agricultural runoff with the aim of helping to 
understand how much nitrate can be removed, what a well-
designed system looks like and how much it will cost. 

Naturally occurring denitrifying bacteria, typically found 
in soil, convert nitrate to nitrogen gas. The bacteria use 
carbon from the wood chip as a food source and nitrate in 
the water as part of their breathing process. The two-year 
study will also look into how environmental conditions 
such as flow and temperature influence how much nitrate 
can be removed. 

Work is also underway on a phosphorus trial with more 
details available soon.
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Waituna Partners’  
Annual Report Summaries – 2014/15

Department of Conservation

At Waituna the Department of Conservation has two 
major programmes. 

The Arawai Kakariki Wetland Restoration programme works on 
public conservation land from the Tiwai Peninsula to Fortrose, 
and the DOC-Fonterra Living Water Partnership works in the 
Waituna Catchment. Both programmes work closely together 
and with other agencies to ensure the best possible conservation 
outcomes for the Awarua Wetland.

Engagement, communication and 
education
Throughout the year DOC has worked with many 
community groups, organisations and individuals, 
including the Waituna Landcare Group (WLG), Waituna 
Recreational User Group, Southland Community Nursery, 
Birds New Zealand (formerly Ornithological Society of  
New Zealand), Primary ITO, Fonterra volunteers, as well as 
many local Waituna landowners and residents.

DOC supported the newly formed Waituna Recreational 
User Group with their clean-up of hut sites and provided 
traps for the group’s new trapping network alongside 
parts of Shand Bay on Waituna Lagoon. DOC continued 
to actively fund and support the work of the Waituna 
Landcare Group with its work on creating a track at the 
gravel pit, and on riparian planting and maintenance.

Ecological activities

Arawai Kakariki
Weed control, pest animal control, habitat protection and 
restoration are all part of a normal day’s work for this DOC 
team.

A highlight within this programme was the completed 
weed control and surveillance work (aerial and ground) 
across the 16,000 ha. Major work focused on Spanish 
heath, Spartina, gorse and broom.  They are aiming for 
eradication of Spartina, which is now at extremely low 
levels.

Living Water
DOC-Fonterra Living Water Partnership focused on 
practical collaborative projects, including passive filters, 
constructed wetlands, community planting and supporting 
iwi with their cultural mapping work.

The programme also worked alongside Environment 
Southland to plan the creation of biodiversity corridors 
at two sites on private land to link existing wetlands.  This 
included the purchase of plants.

Monitoring, science and research
The Arawai Kakariki wetland restoration programme runs a 
targeted scientific research programme.  This year saw the 
Ruppia monitoring programme expanded from an annual 
monitoring programme to include seedbank research 
and some monitoring at different times of the year.  All 
the practical and useful bird, lizard, fish, plant and stream 
monitoring was continued,  some of which feeds straight 
into the development of national protocols and guidelines. 

The Living Water Partnership funded the development of a 
Pest Management Strategy within Awarua-Waituna area. 

Compliance and consents
DOC appealed the biodiversity provisions in the 
Southland District Council Plan and joined other appeals 
on these matters as it was felt they didn’t provide enough 
protection for the broad range of Southland’s special, 
native vegetation types and ecosystems.   DOC also 
submitted on the proposed biodiversity variation to the 
Southland Regional Policy Statement.

A small number of activities were undertaken due to 
reports of non-compliance, such as illegal grazing of Public 
Conservation Land, and the creation and putting up of 
signs preventing public access to Public Conservation Land.



10

for Waituna through participatory approaches. It is being 
coordinated by Jane Kitson and supported by DOC’s 
Arawai Kakariki programme. 

A report for this project is currently being compiled from 
the information gathered through interviews, wānanga, 
and available written material, including information from 
the Partners’ Group. Cultural associations, values and 
environmental dependencies are being identified within 
this report.

Compliance and consents
This year, iwi have been involved in a number of consent 
applications in the catchment, mainly relating to dairy 
conversions, discharge permit renewals and vegetatation 
clearance. These involved working with applicants to come 
to a resolution. 

Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu and  
Te Rūnanga o Awarua

Due to time constraints Awarua Rūnanga Upoko 
Tipene O’Regan is no longer able to attend meetings 

of the Waituna Partners’ Group. Gail Thompson, Awarua 
Trustee continues to attend these meetings as the Ngāi 
Tahu representative.

Engagement, communication and 
education
Iwi had Waituna banners and support from DOC at the 
Treaty of Waitangi celebration at Te Rau Aroha Marae in 
February.

Monitoring, science and research
The COMAR (Cultural Opportunities Mapping, Assessment 
and Response) project is a significant piece of work for iwi 
and has been the focus of their research this year. COMAR 
is a method for identifying Ngāi Tahu ki Murihiku values 
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Environment Southland

Engagement, communication and 
education
In this reporting period, Environment Southland provided 
funding for project management; chair and minute/note 
taking for the Waituna Working Group; and MWH to co-
ordinate input and complete updates to the Activity Plan, 
the document which provides the detail about the actions 
listed in the Strategy and Action Plan for Waituna.  

A pilot study was undertaken by Environment Southland’s 
Land Sustainability team to trial the production of farm plans 
throughout Southland as part of the Water and Land 2020 
& Beyond project. Two farms in the Waituna catchment 
took part. The Focus Activity Farm Plans provide advice 
and recommendations on winter grazing management, 
riparian management, nutrient management and other 
issues noted on-farm during the site visit. The Focus Activity 
Farm Plan pilot was successful and is being rolled out across  
Southland as part of the Land Sustainability services. 

Physical works
Environment Southland was successful in obtaining 
funding assistance from the Ministry for the Environment’s 
Fresh Start for Freshwater Clean-up Fund in 2012 to enable 
constructed wetlands and lagoon openings to be trialled, 
and Waituna Creek banks to be reconstructed.  

Bank reconstruction
Bank reconstruction work has been part funded using 
the MfE grant, Environment Southland and landowners 
(including DOC and Southland District Council).

Work recommenced in November 2014 on the bank 
reconstruction not completed in the previous season. It 
was fully completed on the three properties, including 
fencing and grassing, in January 2015. This brought 
the total amount of bank reconstructed at these three 
properties to 6.9 km with approximately 8,700 tonnes 
of rock placed. Flood damage on one property was also 
repaired during the period. 

Further bank reconstruction work commenced in early 
January 2015 with 2.4km of creek bank reconstructed by 
the end of May 2015.

The Waituna Liaison Committee considered the 
various options available to fund the local share of 
the reconstruction work, and to provide for the future 
maintenance of these works.  Following a local poll, the 
option agreed to was for a rate to be charged over a three 

year period commencing in 2015/2016 (based on a per 
hectare rate across the whole catchment).

Constructed wetland
Construction of two phosphorus filtration beds at the 
outlet of the trial constructed wetland on Inglenook Farm 
was undertaken in December. One used gravel-sized lime 
rock and the other crushed oyster shell.

Monitoring the performance of the trial constructed 
wetland was due to commence after the planting in 
March, but an issue with getting the submerged plants 
established has meant that monitoring has been delayed 
until this is resolved. Investigations found that the local 
pukeko population has been pulling out the submerged 
plants, so cages were placed around the plants to protect 
them from any further damage. This is a good example of 
why its helpful to trial these things first.

Formal monitoring of the constructed wetland is now due 
to commence once the plants have properly established, 
expected to be late summer 2016.

Lagoon opening and closing
The Waituna Lagoon was manually opened by the Lake 
Waituna Control Association (LWCA) on 17 June 2015 
after reaching trigger levels, and closed naturally a couple 
of weeks later on the 2 July 2015.  

The application for renewal of the existing consent had 
been lodged by the LWCA before that consent had 
expired, therefore the existing consent can be used until a 
new application is developed and lodged.

Environment Southland and DairyNZ contracted DHI to 
undertake a pre-feasibility scoping study to investigate 
options for locations, timing and methodology for future 
openings/closings of the lagoon. The full draft report 
(including comments from DairyNZ and ES) was received 
in December and a meeting with DHI and DOC to discuss 
the findings was undertaken in January. The report was 
finalised in February and a table summarising the options 
was produced.  The report is available on Environment 
Southland’s website.
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Drainage maintenance
The three yearly drainage maintenance programme for 
Waituna Creek and its tributaries was completed over 
the 2014/15 summer, with 61km of the 80km network 
maintained. Buckets were used to maximise sediment 
removal and any fish removed were returned. It is 
estimated approximately 22,393m³ of weed and sediment 
was removed.  

Monitoring, science and research
Environment Southland’s surface and groundwater 
quantity and quality monitoring programme continued 
this year. Within the catchment there are four surface 
water monitoring sites for water quality and flow, and 

five groundwater monitoring sites for water quality.  In 
addition to these, there are four sites that measure water 
level and quality in the lagoon. These are also measured 
at the Lagoon Monitoring Platform. The monitoring at the 
Lagoon Monitoring Platform was co-funded by DOC.

Compliance and consents
Various compliance and consents activities were 
undertaken during the period including monitoring of 
dairy farm discharge permits, the processing of dairy 
conversion applications, dairy farm discharge permit 
renewals ; and providing comment on applications for 
gravel extraction permits and indigenous vegetation 
clearance to Southland District Council.

Southland District Council

Physical works
Southland District Council area engineer Brendan Gray 
assisted the Waituna Landcare Group with preparations 
for the planting they are planning to do in conjunction 
with the Living Water Partnership on Council road reserve, 
on the corner of the Invercargill-Gorge Road Highway and 
Kapuka South Road.

Policy and planning
Decisions on the review of the Southland District Plan 
were released in October 2014. Council received nine 
appeals on the decisions which are currently being worked 
through with the appellants. There are no policies or rules 
specific to the Waituna catchment in the plan but some of 
the general rules likely to be relevant are those relating to 
earthworks, gravel extraction and indigenous vegetation 
modification/clearance.

Compliance and consents
A small number of consents in the Waituna catchment 
were processed in the reporting period, primarily for 
vegetation clearance and activities associated with farming. 
Monitoring/compliance activities were undertaken as 
required. Council continues to receive enquiries regarding 
activities in the catchment, and while it is not prohibited to 
clear indigenous vegetation, careful consideration is given 
to such applications. 


