
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Health of the Hutt River 
Some Observations & Suggestions 

 

 

Community Law Wellington & Lower Hutt 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by Nathan Ross (BEnvSc) 

March 2013  

DRAFT 



 

 
i 

Community Law Wellington and Lower Hutt 

Community Law Wellington and Hutt Valley provides community legal services to meet 

unmet legal needs. 

The Wellington Community Law Centre was established as an incorporated society in 1981.  

From the beginning, the law centre adopted a different structure and belief system to that of 

traditional law firms.  We believe we must involve our community in the way we run.  We 

also believe in getting away from the hierarchy that has been and still is inherent in the legal 

system and profession. 

At drop-in free legal advice sessions, we provide initial legal information and advice.  In 

special circumstances, we may take people on as an ongoing client. 

We are also committed to informing and educating our community about legal rights and 

responsibilities.  To do this, we produce a range of plain-English legal publications.  We 

provide legal education on different topics and in different formats. And we are an active 

voice on law reform issues. 

The Law Centre’s objectives are:  

 To provide a community legal service to meet unmet legal needs, including the 

provision of legal advice and the production of legal rights resource material; 

 To inform and educate the community about their legal rights and obligations and the 

legal system; 

 To promote the honouring of the Treaty of Waitangi and develop a partnership 

response with Tangata Whenua on the provision of legal services; 

 To initiate and work for appropriate law reform to assist individuals and groups in the 

community; and 

 To aid and assist the development of the community law centre movement. 

Acknowledgements 

For providing their expertise and insights, thanks to Pat van Berkel from Friends of the Hutt 

River; Russell Bell from Forest and Bird; Bryce Johnson from Fish and Game; Nick Urlich 

from Capacity; and Councillor Paul Bruce, Andrew Samual, Summer Greenfield and Jo 

Beaglehole from the Greater Wellington Regional Council. 

 

 

  



 

 
ii 

Contents 

1. Purpose ................................................................................................................................ 1 

2. The River .............................................................................................................................. 1 

3. The Health of the River ........................................................................................................ 2 

3.1. Nutrient enrichment ................................................................................................... 3 

3.2. Poor clarity ................................................................................................................ 3 

3.3. Toxicity ..................................................................................................................... 3 

3.4. Microbiological contamination ................................................................................. 3 

3.5. Habitat degradation ................................................................................................... 4 

3.6. Downstream receiving environments ........................................................................ 4 

3.7. Impacts from climate change .................................................................................... 5 

3.8. Cyanobacteria ............................................................................................................ 6 

4. Responses to the River’s needs so far .................................................................................. 7 

4.1. National level ............................................................................................................ 7 

4.2. Regional level ............................................................................................................ 8 

4.3. Livestock industries ................................................................................................... 9 

4.4. Community level ..................................................................................................... 10 

5. Options ............................................................................................................................... 11 

5.1. Data ......................................................................................................................... 11 

5.2. Strategy .................................................................................................................... 12 

5.3. Governance .............................................................................................................. 13 

5.4. Regulation ............................................................................................................... 13 

5.5. Pollution prevention ................................................................................................ 14 

5.6. Ecological preservation ........................................................................................... 15 

5.7. Ecological restoration .............................................................................................. 15 

5.8. Water conservation to increase natural flows.......................................................... 16 

6. Wrap up .............................................................................................................................. 17 

Appendix 1: Guidance for Making Submissions ...................................................................... 18 

 

  



 

 
1 

1. Purpose 

[1] This report has been produced by Community Law Wellington and Lower Hutt in 

response to media coverage and public concerns regarding toxic cyanobacteria in the 

Hutt River.  The aim is to give the community accessible information about the Hutt 

River’s health and ecology, and options for community action.  

2. The River 

[2] In 1850, forests filled the Hutt River floodplains.  Those forests stabilised the River: its 

alignment, its erosion and sedimentation processes, and the force of its floods.  By 

1880, those forests were completely cleared and those natural processes became 

dangerously uncontrolled.
1
  Flood management began in 1875

2
 and is now required in 

perpetuity. 

[3] The other main concern with the Hutt River is its central role in providing potable water 

to the Hutt, Porirua and Wellington communities. 

[4] These two essential concerns – flood mitigation and water supply – take priority over 

other values.  But other values are also important and can in fact be supported without 

compromising those essential concerns. 

[5] The community cares about the health of the river for many different and valid reasons: 

 Flood management; 

 Public water supply; 

 Tangata whenua; 

 Ecological services, such as fisheries breeding and fresh water; 

 Recreation and amenity; 

 The intrinsic value of the river, and the indigenous flora and fauna that rely on it; 

 The ecological health of the river, and its downstream and surrounding 

ecosystems. 

[6] The focus of this report is on the ecological health of the River because all of the other 

values are enhanced as a natural consequence of improved ecology. 

                                                 

1
  Greater Wellington Regional Council “History of the Hutt River” <www.gw.govt.nz>. 

2
  Greater Wellington Regional Council Living With the Hutt River: Hutt River Floodplain Management 

Plan: Phase One Summary Report (November 1996) at 6. 

http://www.gw.govt.nz/history-of-the-hutt-river/
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3. The Health of the River 

[7] The environmental impacts from the deforestation of 1850-1880 have, of course, never 

been repaired, with the floodplain now home to tens of thousands of people.  The 

Greater Wellington Regional Council’s (GWRC) Hutt River Management Strategy 

states candidly that “[t]he floodplain ecology has been irrevocably altered to the extent 

that restoration to a ‘natural’ environment is now impossible”.
 3

  (However, restoration 

and enhancement work is already happening and expanding that work could create real 

benefits for the community and the River’s ecology.) 

[8] Of course, the clearing of the floodplain forest is not the only cause of the River’s 

mixed health.  For example, clearing vegetation for urban, agricultural or other 

purposes leads to increased runoff (because vegetation would otherwise use and 

transpire water), and the runoff transports pollutants from land into creeks, streams and 

rivers.  Pollutants such as nutrients, sediment, and heavy metals all impact on River 

health in a variety of ways. 

[9] The information below about the River’s heath is largely from the GWRC’s State and 

Trends report
4
 but also from other reports and interviews with people involved in the 

River. 

[10] Overall, the upper reaches of the Hutt River catchment are largely indigenous forest and 

therefore the water quality and ecology is in ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ condition.
5
  

[11] Lower in the catchment, increased agriculture and urbanisation damage water quality, 

as happens in other catchments in the region and throughout New Zealand. 

[12] Two sites where the GWRC monitors the Hutt River’s health are rated as ‘poor’, which 

indicates that key indicators did not meet recommended guidelines.  Those sites are: 

a. The Mangaroa River, because of agricultural land use around it; and 

b. The Waiwhetu Stream, because of urban contaminants from stormwater and 

sewer inputs.  (However, the Waiwhetu Stream joins the River right near the 

River’s mouth into Wellington Harbour, so any downstream effects from the 

Waiwhetu are almost certainly on the Harbour rather than the River, except for 

some minor upstream flows.) 

[13] The main stressors on the River’s water quality are: 

                                                 

3
  Greater Wellington Regional Council Hutt River Floodplain Management Plan: Hutt River Environmental 

Strategy (February 2001) at 24. 
4
  A Perrie, S Morar, JR Milne and S Greenfield River and stream water quality and ecology in the 

Wellington region: State and trends (Greater Wellington Regional Council, June 2012). 
5
  Perrie et al, above n 4, at 100-101. 
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3.1. Nutrient enrichment 

[14] This problem contributes to the presence and abundance of nuisance species.  It is a key 

factor for growth of the toxic cyanobacteria (discussed more in 3.8 below). 

[15] Nutrient enrichment is caused by unnaturally high levels of nutrients entering the 

waterways, mostly from sewage overflows and livestock effluent.  The sewage 

overflows come from sewage treatment plants that have resource consents for 

emergency discharges during high rainfall because the capacity of the infrastructure is 

insufficient to cope with those big rainfall events. 

[16] Suburban sources of nutrients probably include fertilisers that are applied incorrectly or 

excessively, and dog droppings that have not been cleaned up.  These sources of 

nutrients wash into the stormwater when it rains, and stormwater goes directly into 

streams, creeks and the River, untreated. 

3.2. Poor clarity 

[17] When the water is unclear, this reduces visibility for animals and reduces the 

availability of sunlight for aquatic plants.  Poor clarity also suggests that there is 

increased sedimentation of the riverbed, which degrades the habitat for 

macroinvertebrates and vegetation, which are at the start of the aquatic food chain. 

[18] Poor clarity is caused by having inadequate sediment control measures on building and 

forestry sites; site-specific causes, such as heavy machinery-based flood management 

measures; gravel extraction; as well as general runoff carrying earth and other 

pollutants that would otherwise be kept in place and by natural vegetation. 

3.3. Toxicity 

[19] The GWRC technical report on the region’s river and stream health only discusses sites 

not within the Hutt as having ongoing exposure to toxic levels of nitrate and heavy 

metals.  However, it is likely to be at least somewhat problematic, since the report 

identifies urban areas as contributing to heavy metal contamination through run-off into 

stormwater drains. 

[20] This problem impacts on invertebrate fauna. 

3.4. Microbiological contamination 

[21] Faecal contamination (E. coli levels) was found at two of the Regional Council’s data 

sites along the Hutt River: (1) Hutt River at Boulcott, and (2) Mangaroa River at Te 

Marua. 

[22] E. coli poses a health risk to humans and fish. 
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[23] The GWRC explains that this contamination occurs primarily when there are “sewer / 

stormwater infrastructure-related issues … during wet weather”, which is understood to 

refer to the over-flows from such infrastructure into the Hutt River or its tributaries 

during heaving rainfall events.  E. coli can also be a problem caused by livestock 

effluent. 

3.5. Habitat degradation 

[24] There are many direct and indirect impacts on the habitat of the River’s flora and fauna.  

Obviously, the clearing of all floodplain forest in the 19
th

 century was devastating, but 

ongoing impacts persist. 

[25] Where vegetation cover is lacking along the banks of the river, there is limited shade 

cover.  Without shade, the temperature of the water increases and that can impact on the 

survival of aquatic plants and animals, which cannot survive above certain 

temperatures.   

[26] Low vegetation cover also means that the river lacks structural diversity and complexity 

(in other words, there aren’t tree roots, vegetation, and the leaves and branches of 

vegetation in the river) that would otherwise provide a wider range of habitat 

opportunities for aquatic and terrestrial species. 

[27] Other ecological issues for the River include:
6
 

a. The lack of passageways for fish to migrate upstream to breed; and 

b. The lack of regulatory protection for the remaining wetlands. 

[28] These issues are also likely to be exacerbated by the reduced flow of the river, since 

species evolve to cope with a certain range of natural flow rates and the minimum rate 

would have been higher than today’s minimum rate after the water extraction.
7
 

3.6. Downstream receiving environments 

“The original vegetation of the Hutt Valley varied depending on its proximity to the river and the 

coast.  A sandy flat near the seashore supported the native sedge pingao. Behind this flat were 

swampy marshes which extended about 3 kms up the valley. This wetland was full of raupo, tall flaxes 

and toetoe, and was criss-crossed by winding tidal creeks. Virtually the whole of the rest of the Hutt 

Valley was occupied by tall podocarp forests dominated by kahikatea but also included matai, 

pukatea, rata and rimu. Drier sites were flavoured more by totara, tawa and beech forests.”
8
 

                                                 

6
  Russell Brown, Forest and Bird, personal communication. 

7
  Ministry for the Environment Draft Guidelines for the Selection of Methods to Determine Ecological Flows 

(March 2008). 
8
  Greater Wellington Regional Council “Hutt River Trail: Environment: How It Used To Be” 

<www.gw.govt.nz>  

http://www.gw.govt.nz/Environment-2/
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[29] Today, the sandy flat near the seashore is the Petone Sand Plant
9
 (i.e. for extraction) and 

upstream from this Plant, the river banks are predominantly grass. 

[30] Wetlands are amongst the world’s most productive environments.  They filter the water 

that passes through, and they reduce flooding by absorbing and slowly releasing water.  

Wetlands also provide exceptional habitat for a wide range of flora and fauna species, 

including providing location for fisheries breeding and for migratory birds. 

[31] The Hutt River is severely hindered in its ability to provide any of these ecological 

services, so poor quality water runs directly into Wellington Harbour and has the 

potential to pollute the beaches around the Bays. 

3.7. Impacts from climate change
10

 

[32] It has long been established that climate change is real and that it is caused by 

greenhouse gas emissions from human activities.  In New Zealand, those emissions 

come from ruminant animals (cows, sheep and deer all burp a lot of methane, a potent 

greenhouse gas) and burning fossil fuels (especially petrol and diesel for cars and other 

motor vehicles).  Globally, weather extremes are already being directly linked to 

climate change, so climate change is not only an issue for the future.
11

 

[33] There are no specific forecasts about how climate change will impact on the Hutt River, 

but there are projections for Wellington:
12

 

a. Increased temperature; 

b. Reduced summer rainfall; and 

c. Increased severity and frequency of major storm events with heavier rainfall and 

stronger winds. 

[34] There are also notable projections for New Zealand and the world, including: 

a. Rising sea levels (perhaps one meter by 2100, over the next 87 years) and 

saltwater intruding into some freshwater areas; 

b. Increasing intensity of heat waves and drought; and 

c. More floods. 

[35] From all these projections, what might climate change mean for the Hutt River? 

                                                 

9
  Google Earth 

10
  This section is developed independently; not taken from the GWRC status and trends report. 

11
  Climate Commission Off the charts: Extreme Australian summer heat (January 2013)  

12
  Wellington City Council “Climate Change: Impacts” <www.wellington.govt.nz>  

http://wellington.govt.nz/services/environment-and-waste/environment/climate-change/impacts
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a. Reduced summer rainfall and increased evaporation from higher temperatures 

could lead to water shortages, so the water allocated for ‘natural flow’ could be 

reduced further.  

b. Rising temperatures could exacerbate the problem with high temperature in the 

River, therefore improving conditions for pest species, and worsening conditions 

for indigenous flora and fauna.  (Note that increased temperature is no longer 

considered to be a factor contributing to toxic cyanobacteria.
13

)  

c. Food web interactions could be affected as conditions worsen for some local 

species but improve for other species, including pest species. 

d. Because of sea level rise, in-flows from Wellington Harbour could alter the 

salinity, pH and/or other key conditions of the water in the lower reaches of the 

River.  Habitat could change in affected parts of the River. 

e. Increased severity and frequency of weather extremes may stress flood 

mitigation measures already in place, and such stress may jeopardise work on 

water quality and ecology. 

f. Increased severity and frequency of major storm events with heavier rainfall will 

affect the frequency of sewage overflows.  

[36] Impacts from climate change and how those impacts affect other priorities are not 

mentioned in the 2001 Hutt River Environmental Strategy, but are being considered as 

part of the forthcoming Regional Plan.
14

 

3.8. Cyanobacteria 

[37] Cyanobacteria is a group of bacteria that occur naturally in a wide range of habitats: in 

the fur of sloths, in plants and in waterways. 

[38] The issue with cyanobacteria in the Hutt River is that these bacteria multiply in the river 

and its tributaries, forming thick mats, and they can (depending on the species) contain 

toxins (‘cyanotoxins’) that pose a risk to the health of people and animals.  Eleven dogs 

are known to have died after eating the cyanobacteria since 2005. 

[39] Concerns about the health of the River are at their peak when there are outbreaks of 

toxic species of cyanobacteria.  These concerns began in the summer of 2005/06 when 

the first dog deaths were linked to cyanobacteria.  It is not known whether 

cyanobacteria was not a problem before that time or whether there were previous 

                                                 

13
  Mark Heath, “Toxic Algae and Dead Dogs”, presentation at the Royal Society of New Zealand’s Café 

Scientifique (28 February 2013). 
14

  Jo Beaglehole, Greater Wellington Regional Council, personal communication. 
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problems but the link to cyanobacteria was not made.  Essentially, before 2005/06, there 

is no data to know whether the frequency or scale of cyanobacteria has changed. 

[40] Favourable conditions for toxic varieties of cyanobacteria arise when:
15

 

a. The phosphorous level is very low; 

b. The nitrogen level is moderate to high; and 

c. There has been a long period without a flushing flow through the River. 

4. Responses to the River’s needs so far 

4.1. National level 

[41] At a national level, there is a National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 

(2011) (NPS), which “sets out objectives and policies that direct local government to 

manage water in an integrated and sustainable way, while providing for economic 

growth within set water quantity and quality limits”.
16

  A National Policy Statement is a 

tool under the Resource Management Act (RMA) that must be given regard by 

consenting authorities (councils) when they consider resource consent applications. 

[42] But, whilst this sounds promising, the effectiveness of the NPS has been heavily 

criticised in an independent assessment of its likely effectiveness.  The assessment 

concluded that “despite the NPS, the condition of New Zealand’s lakes, rivers and 

wetlands is likely to continue to decline for several more years and possibly much 

longer.”
17

 

[43] It seems that the efficacy of the NPS will depend on individual regional councils’ 

implementation of it: the standards they set and enforce. 

[44] The NPS is part of the Government’s Fresh Start for Fresh Water programme, which 

also includes a Fresh Start for Fresh Water Clean-up Fund  of $15 million and – 

counter-productively – an Irrigation Acceleration Fund of $35 million.  See 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/issues/water/.  

[45] The author has been unable to identify any central government policies or initiatives 

that might have any positive effect on the Hutt River. 

  

                                                 

15
  Mark Heath, “Toxic Algae and Dead Dogs”, presentation at the Royal Society of New Zealand’s Café 

Scientifique, Lower Hutt (28 February 2013). 
16

  National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management (2011). 
17

  Jim Sinner Implications of the National Policy Statement on Freshwater Management (Crawthorn Institute, 

June 2011). 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/issues/water/
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4.2. Regional level 

[46] The GWRC is responsible for monitoring the health of the Hutt River, and reports on 

the health of waterways can be found on its website, www.gw.govt.nz.   

[47] The GWRC also has strategies directly relating to the Hutt River, particularly in relation 

to flood management.  The GWRC’s Hutt River Floodplain Management Plan is due 

for review in the 2014/15 financial year.
 18

 

[48] The GWRC is currently preparing its Regional Plan, which – in essence – is the 

document that sets out the policies for what people can and cannot do concerning 

natural resources in the region.  As at February 2013, the Council has spent around two 

years engaging the public and key interest groups about their concerns and options for 

responding to those concerns.  The GWRC is now preparing a draft Regional Plan and 

public consultation is expected to be carried out from August 2013. 

[49] To be involved in developing the Regional Plan, follow what’s happening online at 

http://www.gw.govt.nz/your-environment-are-we-on-the-right-track-3/.  

[50] Regarding the NPS, the GWRC is obliged to incorporate it into the Regional Plan, 

which it is now working on. 

[51] In addition to the regulatory documents, the GWRC runs a number of specific 

initiatives that relate to the River’s health.  It: 

a. Supports the Balance Farm Environment Awards, which recognise people who 

are sustainably managing their land, and which also helps farmers find practical 

sustainability solutions. 

b. Is implementing the Wellington Regional Erosion Control Initiative, which helps 

landowners to plan and implement planting to control erosion, and erosion is 

problematic as it contributes to turbidity and sedimentation of waterways.  

(Currently, this initiative is working only outside the Hutt catchment; in the 

Wairarapa.) 

c. Provides information to assist farmers with managing stock access to 

waterways.
19

 

d. Provides information to assist developers with sediment and erosion control.
20

 

                                                 

18
  Greater Wellington Regional Council, Hutt River Floodplain Management Plan (October 2001). 

19
  See Greater Wellington Regional Council, A Guide to Managing Stock Access to Waterways in the 

Wellington Region, at http://www.gw.govt.nz/keeping-waterways-safe-from-stock/. 
20

  See Greater Wellington Regional Council, Managing Earthworks, at http://www.gw.govt.nz/earthworks/.  

http://www.gw.govt.nz/
http://www.gw.govt.nz/your-environment-are-we-on-the-right-track-3/
http://www.gw.govt.nz/keeping-waterways-safe-from-stock/
http://www.gw.govt.nz/earthworks/
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e. Promotes water conservation, particularly whilst some of the storage lakes are 

being upgraded. 

f. Is implementing the Hutt River Flood Management Plan: Hutt River 

Environment Strategy.
21

 

[52] Capacity, which is the distributor of water for the Upper Hutt, Hutt and Wellington 

cities, has been running a programme of identifying and repairing leaks throughout the 

water distribution network. 

4.3. Livestock industries 

[53] Another primary source of nutrient pollution is livestock.  Dairy NZ has recently 

released the Sustainable Dairying: Water Accord (SDWA) for comment.
22

  This will 

replace an existing Dairying and Clean Streams Accord.  The draft SDWA uses loose 

phrases such as “develop a partnership”, “promote and support”, “build capacity”, 

“build a culture”, “continuous improvement”, “provide leadership” and “measure 

progress”. 

[54] In terms of compliance, it says that “All dairy companies agree there is a collective 

responsibility for ensuring compliance”, and the only consequences for non-compliance 

with the SDWA is the farm will have a new farm management plan with increased 

monitoring.  It is very likely that this will impose pressure on many farmers, but seems 

weak in the context of the SDWA itself.  For example, if a farm management plan uses 

the targets in the SDWA, those targets only relate to water quality management outputs, 

(such as having riparian management plans), not water quality outcomes (such as 

ecologically-acceptable nutrient levels).   

[55] Worse still, some targets aim for the lowest standard legally permissible, such as “Dairy 

farms will comply with … resource consent conditions”.  Industry players have lobbied 

regulators for lower standards, so essentially this compliance “commitment” is saying, 

“We will comply with the lowest standard we can convince local government to apply”. 

[56] It is fair to expect that the SDWA will positively influence some, but it is unlikely to 

drive real change for laggards, who will only do what they need to do to give the 

appearance of doing something meaningful, or they will do nothing at all.  

[57] Regarding other livestock such as sheep, the author has been unable to identify any 

strategy for reducing farm pollution into waterways. 

  

                                                 

21
  Greater Wellington Regional Council, above n 3. 

22
  DairyNZ Sustainable Dairying: Water Accord (20 February 2013). 
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4.4. Community level 

[58] There are specific community-run projects – ‘Care Groups’ – to improve the health of 

the River: 

a. The Friends of the Hutt River is an advocacy group, looking to increase 

awareness of issues facing the River and to raise the profile of environmental 

concerns within government agencies. 

b. The Moehau Stream Care Group is restoring the Moehau Stream in Trentham, 

which flows into the Hutt River. 

c. The Silverstream Care Group is restoring Hull’s Creek, where it meets the Hutt 

River. 

d. The Trentham Ecological Restoration Group is restoring wetlands and streams 

near the New Zealand Defence Force’s Trentham Camp. 

e. The Friends of the Mawaihakona Stream is working on the Mawaihakona 

Stream Restoration Project. 

f. The Friends of the Waiwhetu Stream is working to enhance native biodiversity 

in the Waiwhetu catchment, along with its advocacy work. 

[59] More broadly, people of the Wellington Region have been conserving water.  Over the 

last six to seven years, total water consumption has been trending downwards.  There 

are too many possibilities to know exactly why this is the case, but some of the 

suspected reasons for this decline are:  

a. The predominance of dual flush toilets; 

b. The increasing water efficiency of appliances that also sell in the Australian 

market, which has more serious water conservation objectives; 

c. Increasing awareness of the need to conserve water;  

d. Extensive repairs to leaks in the water supply distribution system; and  

e. The increase in apartment living (no lawn/garden maintenance). 
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5. Options 

[60] Improving the health of the Hutt River is a complex, long-term job, so there are many 

real and tangible opportunities to be involved that will chip away at the problems. 

[61] Here are some things that members of the community and community groups can do, or 

they can pressure other organisations to do. 

5.1. Data 

[62] The Hutt River is a principal body of water for New Zealand’s capital city, and yet data 

is difficult to access.  There are too many different documents that one must work 

through to get an overall picture of the health of the Hutt River.  Furthermore, the 

author found that there was a lot of information in peoples’ minds that was not 

documented so was only obtained through interviews.  This makes it difficult to 

develop a strategy and indeed creates a risk with succession if those people leave their 

respective organisations. 

[63] To help manage the health of the River, baseline and monitoring data requirements 

include: 

a. Having all Hutt River information in one place, such as a regular ‘state of the 

river’ report. 

b. Information about what indigenous flora and fauna the River was once home 

to,
23

 and what pest species persist, to help guide local ecology projects.  Some of 

this information has already been produced by the GWRC in various documents, 

but it would be good to collate it and ensure it is comprehensive. 

Including some ecological knowledge of the various species would help people 

to understand the River as a natural system. 

This information could be produced collaboratively, between the community, 

councils, and education institutions. 

c. An inventory of the main sources of pollution. 

d. An inventory of the worst affected streams and worst affected areas of the 

catchment. 

e. An inventory of key “at risk” sites, including wetlands and other important 

ecosystems not currently managed for conservation and water quality purposes. 

                                                 

23
 GWRC has an excellent guide to native vegetation at http://www.gw.govt.nz/native-plant-guide/  

http://www.gw.govt.nz/native-plant-guide/
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f. An inventory of weirs and other in-stream structures that impede fish migration 

and other ecological cycles. 

g. Forecasted impacts of climate change. 

h. An explanation of water supply regime insofar as when water is extracted from 

the River compared to the other three sources of town water, to show the 

community why demand from the River is as it is now, whether the water supply 

regime can change to improve flows, and if not, why not. 

i. Research into water supply options other than the four existing sources, to see 

what options might be viable, i.e. are economic, functional, meet health and 

safety requirements, and – for the purposes of this report – have a material effect 

on the River’s health and ecology through their effects on flow and flow 

management. 

j. An explanation of water flows in the River, how changes to flow happen, what 

natural flows regime would best suit local native flora and fauna, and therefore 

how changes to flow may or may not assist water quality and ecology.  (There is 

an interesting “live map” of water supply, http://www.gw.govt.nz/live-water-

supply/, but this is “snapshot” information rather than understanding the system.) 

k. Clear information on what constitutes a drought for water supply purposes. 

5.2. Strategy 

[64] There is a GWRC Hutt River Environmental Strategy from 2001.
24

  It sets out useful 

long-term goals and many things that are needed to meet those goals.  However, the 

author has been unable to locate any report on progress or how progress has affected the 

River’s health. 

[65] Ideally, the GWRC would coordinate the development and implementation of an 

updated and comprehensive 20 year strategy, along with a detailed 3-5 year action plan, 

to ensure that flood mitigation works and water supply are done in ways which are 

sensitive to, and constructive for ecological restoration.  The strategy should, of course, 

keep flood mitigation and water supply as essential matters, but look for where those 

objectives can cross-over with ecological and water quality objectives. 

[66] One example might be the choice of vegetation along the banks of the River, and the 

creeks and streams that feed into it: instead of being dominated by willow, are there 

native species that serve the same flood mitigation purposes?  Are there areas of the 

river that are currently grass or other wasteland that could be converted to native 

vegetation? 

                                                 

24
  Greater Wellington Regional Council, above n 3. 

http://www.gw.govt.nz/live-water-supply/
http://www.gw.govt.nz/live-water-supply/
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[67] The strategy would also deal with issues that improve the River’s health but have no 

bearing on flood management and water supply, such as managing pollution, preserving 

indigenous forest and wetlands in the catchment, and restoring riparian ecosystems. 

[68] Community members should consider large-scale and small-scale options for achieving 

other priorities in the strategy, such as recreation and fishing. 

5.3. Governance 

[69] There is a current community conversation about whether the Wellington region should 

become a large unitary council akin to the Auckland ‘super city’. 

[70] Right now, jurisdiction for matters affecting the River is split.  For example, district and 

city councils govern what goes into drains, but the regional council is responsible for 

what comes out and into waterways.  If the city councils are permissive and do not have 

strict rules about what goes into the drains, this undermines work by the regional 

council and others to improve the quality of waterways. 

[71] Further, the different city councils operate different projects that affect the health of the 

River.  Whether those projects would be maintained or lost, or enhanced or undermined 

is all at issue in the debate about amalgamation. 

[72] Whether the councils should be amalgamated or whether multi-organisation steering 

committees should operate instead is beyond the scope of this report, but the debate is 

relevant to the management of the River. 

5.4. Regulation 

[73] As mentioned above, the GWRC is currently developing a draft Regional Plan that will 

set out rules and policies for the region that have a direct impact on the River’s health.  

Consultation has already been undertaken to help create the draft, but the draft will be 

released for further community input.  This round of consultation is expected to begin 

in August 2013. 

[74] This is an important opportunity for community members and community groups to 

have a say about: 

a. What is important for them about the Hutt River; 

b. Why those things are important to them; 

c. What ideas they have for improving the River’s health; and 

d. Whether any ideas in the draft document are counter-productive to what is 

important to them. 

[75] There is information about getting involved and making submissions in Appendix 1. 
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[76] The Hutt River Flood Management Plan is also coming up for review – in the 2014/15 

financial year.  That will be another excellent opportunity for the community to have 

input. 

5.5. Pollution prevention 

[77] With the Regional Plan under development, now is also a time to highlight the 

importance to the community of scientifically-robust standards for pollutant levels. 

Sewage overflows 

[78] One of the key sources of pollution is overflow from the sewage treatment facilities, 

which are unable to cope with heavy rainfall events.  If expanding the scale of the 

infrastructure is unfeasible, the community should expect to see some analyses of 

alternative options:  

a. Are there ways of reducing the inflow during rainfall events? 

b. Are there other ways of preventing overflow?  

c. Are there ways of diverting the overflow? 

d. Are there ways of reducing the nutrient loading of any overflow?  

e. Are there ways of capturing or filtering nutrient overflow in the immediate 

vicinity of where it occurs? 

[79] These analyses should be based on projections for climate, rather than historical data, 

since climate change renders historical data as sub-standard for long-term infrastructure 

planning. 

Agriculture 

[80] Another major source of nutrient pollution is agriculture.  The issue is too complex to 

address is this report, but certainly it appears that the DairyNZ SDWA is weak and 

community organisations may wish to provide feedback on the need for: 

a. Targets relating to water quality outcomes, not management outputs; 

b. Targets derived from independent scientific analysis; and 

c. Genuine sanctions for non-compliance. 

[81] Information about how to provide feedback is suspiciously lacking on the DairyNZ 

website, but there is a basic email contact, info@dairynz.co.nz, on the relevant 

webpage, www.dairynz.co.nz/.../Sustainable_Dairying_Water_Accord.  There is also no 

timeline indicated for giving feedback, so people are encouraged to provide input 

quickly.  

mailto:info@dairynz.co.nz
http://www.dairynz.co.nz/page/pageid/2145879933/Sustainable_Dairying_Water_Accord
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General pollution 

[82] Community awareness programmes are already run to highlight the fact that what goes 

into stormwater drains goes into waterways directly and untreated.  As nutrients are 

thought to be the primary cause of toxic cyanobacteria, awareness should focus on 

nutrient sources, such as fertilisers and dog droppings. 

[83] There could be increased focus on promoting programmes to reduce litter and to collect 

waste, and linking those programmes to issues for the River.  The Keep New Zealand 

Beautiful
®
 charitable trust runs Clean Up New Zealand Week each year.  In 2013, it will 

run from 15-21 September.  People can register to volunteer at www.knzb.org.nz. 

[84] Sediment, which creates turbidity and smothers benthic organisms, comes mostly from 

erosion-prone farms, forestry, and urban developments.  There are many ways to stop 

sediment from reaching the stormwater and waterways, which are mostly about barriers 

such as sand bags.  In the GWRC’s upcoming stormwater management plan and 

accompanying regulations, stormwater management should be a major issue insofar as 

ensuring it is addressed.  However, it is in fact a minor issue insofar as it is very easy to 

manage.  For example, for a single-dwelling development, it only takes one to two 

sediment traps, which are just sand bags around stormwater drains.  

[85] Community members can help by ensuring that they are preventing sediment from 

going into drains when they are building or landscaping.  The GWRC has erosion 

control guidelines online: http://www.gw.govt.nz/earthworks/.  

5.6. Ecological preservation 

[86] The preservation of areas that are ecologically sound should be a priority, i.e. remaining 

indigenous forest and all remaining wetlands.  This should be a priority with the 

development of the GWRC’s Regional Policy Statement and Regional Plan. 

5.7. Ecological restoration 

[87] Creating a large ecological zone down the Hutt River and throughout its tributaries 

could be a long-term project (20 years?) that would reap significant ecological, 

aesthetic and amenity benefits. 

[88] Ecological restoration can have a positive effect on water quality, but often only in 

limited areas, such as around smaller streams and creeks.  But, obviously, ecological 

restoration can have positive ecological effects!  Of course, any ecological work needs 

to be complementary to, or at least not an impediment to, flood management.  But 

planting native vegetation along the banks of creeks, streams and rivers can: 

a. Improve the diversity and complexity of habitat (among tree roots and plant 

debris, for example) for native fish and other aquatic species; 

http://www.knzb.org.nz/
http://www.gw.govt.nz/earthworks/
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b. Provide shade, which maintains lower temperatures of the water, improving the 

survival of aquatic species, and reducing the growth of pest species;
25

 

c. Improve the extent of habitat for native fish, birds and other wildlife; 

d. Play an active role in other ecological projects, and in fact extend the scale of 

those projects, such as Forest & Bird’s work to create ecological corridors 

around Wellington; 

e. Stabilise banks; 

f. Help to sequester carbon dioxide, as part of the region’s work to reduce the 

effects of climate change. 

[89] The opportunity for the community is to create community groups to work with the 

Councils and to take responsibility for restoring some area(s) of the Hutt catchment’s 

waterways.   

[90] There are real roles for business, too: provide sponsorship funding, get staff involved in 

working bees and/or fund-raising, and raising awareness of their staff about what roles 

they can play in protecting and enhancing the River. 

[91] Along with the GWRC’s monitoring, the Victoria University of Wellington could be 

involved through research targeted at the design and monitoring of restoration projects.   

[92] Schools could also get involved in both restoration and monitoring. 

[93] The GWRC has excellent information about native vegetation for the region, including 

an interactive map regarding ecological zones at http://www.gw.govt.nz/native-plant-

guide/.   

5.8. Water conservation to increase natural flows 

[94] Water flow is fundamental for the River’s health.  Aquatic life has evolved  under 

‘natural’ flow regimes and if that flow alters, the ecological niches of different species 

can be adversely affected or even disappear.  Therefore, the reduced natural flow of the 

Hutt River is a significant factor in its declining ecological health.   

[95] Increasing natural flow to the Hutt River is currently prevented by extraction of water 

for public consumption.  It would seem logical, therefore, that reducing consumption is 

central to increasing natural flows: household consumption, commercial and industrial 

consumption, and leakage. 

                                                 

25
  Perrie et al, above n 4, at 113. 

http://www.gw.govt.nz/native-plant-guide/
http://www.gw.govt.nz/native-plant-guide/
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[96] However, it has not been possible to get sufficient data to know whether water 

conservation actually has a direct effect on the River’s flows, since the GWRC draws 

water from the River plus three other sources.   

[97] A foundation step, therefore, is to get an understanding about how the different water 

sources are managed to ensure certain flows in the River, and therefore whether water 

conservation by businesses and the community has any potential to increase flows. 

[98] If water conservation had an effect, then surely some effect would have already been 

realised since water use in Wellington reduced by 4.44 million cubic meters (or 14 per 

cent) between 2005-06 and 2010-11, primarily due to detection and repair of leaks in 

the distribution system.
26

  

[99] If water conservation is shown to have a positive effect on River health, there are 

countless options for how to avoid and reduce reticulated water supply that should be 

examined.  There may be a business case for the GWRC to invest in avoidance and 

conservation measures ahead of new supply infrastructure. 

6. Wrap up 

[100] Real improvements can be made to the water quality and ecology of the Hutt River 

through collaboration between members of the community, community groups, 

councils and businesses. 

[101] Get good data, develop a visionary strategy, and work together, and over time, we will 

see the wildlife continue to return. 

  

                                                 

26
  Capacity Infrastructure Services Ltd Annual Report 2011-2012, at 12. 
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Appendix 1: Guidance for Making Submissions 

Whenever a government body, such as the regional council or the city council, consults the 

public on a proposal, individuals, community organisations and businesses can and often do 

make constructive comments that affect the final decisions about what is being proposed. 

How you make your voice heard will depend on: 

1) What options are available to share your views: 

a) Whether it is written submissions only;  

b) Written plus verbal submissions;  

c) Public meetings;  

d) Specific stakeholder meetings (e.g. a meeting with farmers about farm-related topics);  

e) Whether you can approach local Councillors directly. 

2) What your preference is for sharing your opinion: 

a) You might feel like you perform better in meetings where you also get the privilege of 

hearing other peoples’ views, or  

b) You might prefer to take your time preparing a carefully crafted and detailed written 

submission, or  

c) You might simply like to write something quite brief that just highlights how 

important something is to you. 

If you make a written submission, there is no special format and it can be as long or short as 

you like.  You can write whatever you want to, in any way you wish to.  It is more helpful for 

the readers, however, if you present your information: 

 Accurately (any errors could undermine the credibility of your submission); 

 Clearly and in a logical order; 

 Concisely (avoid the temptation to waffle on!); and 

 With a clear introductions and conclusions that state your most important points 

clearly. 
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Let’s look at some common content.  You might: 

1) State what is important to you.  It can be useful to explain why those things are important 

to you, so that the people looking at the submissions get a better understanding. 

2) Suggest new ideas.  These could be the issues themselves: issues not yet considered so 

far.  Or they could be ideas about how to address those issues.  Your perspective will be 

different and your ideas could be the ‘gold nugget’ that everyone has been searching for, 

so make sure you share ideas that you’ve thought of but were not in the draft policies or 

plans you are responding to. 

3) Criticise the problem that is identified.  Different people have different demands.  What 

one party thinks is a problem, another party thinks is a low priority compared to their own 

problem.  For example, a farmer might see the problem of nutrient run-off into the Hutt 

River as a problem related to cost (the cost of preventing the run-off from their farm), 

whilst someone who wants to let their dogs play in the River is more concerned about 

how nutrients contribute to cyanobacteria.  If you think the priorities are wrong, say so, 

and explain how you think the priorities should be different. 

4) Criticise the solutions that are proposed.  If you think the “solutions” will not actually 

solve a problem that you are concerned about, then say so.  Explain why you don’t think 

they will work and, if you can, suggest some other ways of solving the problem.  You can 

do this in a general way, or – if you have the time – you could go through a proposed 

document piece-by-piece and critique it in great detail.  If you choose to go down the 

route of a very detailed criticism, be sure to also include some over-arching explanation of 

the issues as you see them and what needs to happen to resolve them. 

5) Include evidence.  If you have evidence to support what you are saying, adding it to your 

submission will give it more weight. 

Submissions that play any of the above roles are useful.  But what is really important to the 

people trying to make policy is the substance of what you’re saying: why should this proposed 

policy or plan be different?   

Consultation processes are often dominated by vested interests, particularly businesses and 

their industry bodies which have the resources to get ‘experts’ to craft submissions that assert 

what suits them commercially. 

So it is really important that community members and community groups also make 

submissions: to ensure there is a diverse range of views, and to ensure that priorities other 

than commercial ones are heard and understood. 


