
What did the 2016/17 data show? 
None of the streams we monitor in Te Awarua-o-Porirua are in 
a particularly good state (refer back page), which is typical of a 
highly modified urban catchment. 

Urban waterways face many pressures including sedimentation, 
nutrient elevation and heavy metal contamination from 
stormwater. In Porirua, there are additional pressures coming 
from the rural parts of the catchment as well. 

This is further compounded by the fact that all of the streams in 
this catchment are small and therefore affected more readily by 
pollution, ie, pollutants are not diluted as quickly as they would 
be in larger streams or rivers.

Why do we monitor water quality and ecology?
Greater Wellington Regional Council monitors a number of rivers, streams, lakes, 
estuaries and beaches to identify any changes in water quality, and increase our 
understanding of aquatic life in the Wellington Region. 

This information helps identify where further investigation is required, particularly 
where remediation of poor water quality or ecosystem health is desired. It also helps 
determine the effectiveness of our regional policies and plans.

In Porirua we monitor:

3 river or stream sites 2 estuaries 

Water quality grades for river and 
stream sites

MCI quality class for river and 
stream sites
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 The overall condition of the Pauatahanui Inlet is considered to 
be Fair.

 The overall condition of the Onepoto Inlet is considered to  
be Fair.

High rates of sedimentation, excessive amounts of mud and poor 
sediment oxygenation are the key concerns for the harbour.

Sedimentation rates are low to moderate in the intertidal areas of 
the harbour, but are higher in the subtidal areas – particularly in the 
Pauatahanui arm (see table below). Our monitoring also shows that 
sediment deposits or erodes at different rates throughout the harbour and 
can vary greatly from year to year. 

The RPD measures the depth to which the sediment is well oxygenated 
and can support a good population of animals. It’s the equivalent of 
having a healthy layer of topsoil in your garden. Many of the RPD results 
for the harbour are moderate verging on poor. This is a result of too much 
mud and fine mud particles filling in the pores in the sediment.

Freshwater Quality Grade

 Excellent

 Good

 Fair

 Poor

Freshwater MCI Quality Class

 Excellent

 Good

 Fair

 Poor
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Site number 2016/17 
sedimentation 

rate (mm)

Overall 
sedimentation 
rate (mm/yr)

RPD (cm) Mud 
content 

(%)

Ecological 
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Macroalgae
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1 -1.5 -1.0 3 8.0

0.54

2 1.5 2.8 3 8.7

3 5.3 3.6 2 8.4

Subtidal 6 32.0 5.3 1 59.9

Subtidal 7 7.0 -23.3 2 11.1

Subtidal 8 24.0 -16.8 >5 12.7

Subtidal 9 -3.0 2.0 >5 12.2
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6 -4.5 -3.3 2 13.3

7 17.8 1.5 2 37.9

8 -7.0 -2.1 1 10.7

9 0.3 -0.7 2 4.0

10 1.0 3.0 >5 2.2

11 -6.0 -7.8 3 8.5

Subtidal 1 64.0 20.2 2 82.7

Subtidal 2 54.0 27.1 1 66.1

Subtidal 3 90.0 28.7 2 52.4

Subtidal 4 12.0 3.5 2 18.8

Subtidal 5 13.0 2.6 1 65.3

How healthy is Porirua Harbour?

Estuary or beach condition

 Excellent

 Good

 Fair

 Poor

A previous modelling study identified the Horokiri, Pauatahanui and Porirua streams as delivering the most sediment to the 
harbour. Installation of continuous turbidity monitoring stations in the lower reaches of these three streams means we can 
now measure the actual amounts of sediment coming from these catchments.

One of the key things our monitoring shows is that big rainfall events, such as the one that occurred on 15 November 2016 
following the Kaikoura earthquake, can deliver up to 70 percent of the total yearly sediment load in one go.

For example, in 2016 a total of 4,800 tonnes of sediment came down the Horokiri Stream. Around two thirds of that (3,200 
tonnes – that’s about 230 dump trucks worth) was from the rainfall event on 15 November!

Where does all the sediment come from?

None of the streams we monitor in Te Awarua-o-Porirua are in a 
particularly good state.

Water quality is rated Good at one site (33%) and Fair at two sites 
(67%). 

One site (in Horokiri Stream) still has good ecological values as 
indicated by the MCI ranking. This is perhaps surprising given it only 
rates as having Fair water quality however, good water quality alone 
does not necessarily equate to healthy stream life. Other factors, 
such as habitat, are also important.

How healthy are the rivers and streams?

Water quality and ecology in Porirua Stream is degraded, which is typical of 
many urban streams across New Zealand.

Large rainfall events, such as the one that occurred on 15 November 2016, cause huge amounts of sediment to be washed downstream.

Median 
sedimentation rate 

2015/16

Median 
sedimentation 
rate (mm/yr)

Median RPD 
(cm)

Median mud 
content (%)

Ecological Quality 
Rating (EQR)

0.0 -0.3 3 6.7 0.61

Median 
sedimentation rate 

2015/16

Median 
sedimentation 
rate (mm/yr)

Median RPD 
(cm)

Median mud 
content (%)

Ecological Quality 
Rating (EQR)

5.0 3.6 3 6.3 0.61



 
Is it safe to swim?

The suitability of our rivers and beaches for contact recreation 
purposes is reported separately under our recreational water 
quality monitoring programme. 

For more information check out Is it Safe to Swim?  
www.gw.govt.nz/is-it-safe-to-swim 

For recreational water quality reporting go to  
www.gw.govt.nz/Annual-monitoring-reports

2016/17 Freshwater Monitoring Results 

For further information:

Full details of the 2016/17 
monitoring results can be found 
in the following online reports:

Rivers Water Quality and Ecology 
Annual Data Report 2016/17

Coastal Quality and Ecology 
Annual Data Report 2016/17

To view or download 
environmental monitoring data 
go to http://graphs.gw.govt.nz

Pāuatahanui Cockle Count

The Pāuatahanui Cockle Count is undertaken 
every 3 years. Running since 1992, it is the 
longest running citizen science initiative of its 
kind in New Zealand.

Cockles form a large proportion of the 
organisms in the inlet, so changes in the 
cockle population are a useful indicator of 
how healthy it is.

The most recent survey found that overall 
population size of cockles declined 14% 
between 2013 and 2016. 

However, the proportion of juvenile cockles in 
the total population has increased from only 
one percent in 1992 to 17 percent in 2016, 
suggesting reproduction rates have increased 
over this time. 

Volunteers measuring cockle size during the Pāuatahanui  
Cockle Count

Site name Dominant land 
cover

Substrate type Water Quality 
Grade

MCI Quality 
Class

Habitat Score No. times algae* 
cover exceeded 

30%

Algae* cover 
(maximum)

Horokiri Stream at Snodgrass Pasture Hard Fair Good 70.5 1 41

Pauatahanui Stream at Elmwood 

Bridge
Pasture Soft Good Fair 75.5 Not measured Not measured

Porirua Stream at Wall Park Urban Hard Fair Fair 47 1 33

* Note that periphyton/algae is not measured in soft-bottomed streams 

http://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Our-Environment/Environmental-monitoring/Environmental-Reporting/Rivers-Water-Quality-and-Ecology-monitoring-programme-Annual-Data-Report-2016-17.pdf
http://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Our-Environment/Environmental-monitoring/Environmental-Reporting/Rivers-Water-Quality-and-Ecology-monitoring-programme-Annual-Data-Report-2016-17.pdf
http://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Our-Environment/Environmental-monitoring/Environmental-Reporting/Lake-Water-Quality-and-Ecology-Monitoring-Programme-Annual-Data-Report-2016-17.pdf
http://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Our-Environment/Environmental-monitoring/Environmental-Reporting/Lake-Water-Quality-and-Ecology-Monitoring-Programme-Annual-Data-Report-2016-17.pdf
http://graphs.gw.govt.nz

