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Background 
Greater Wellington Regional Council’s Flood Protection Department manages flood protection 
activities on rivers throughout the Wellington region. As a condition of the resource consents issued 
for these flood protection activities, an Environmental Code of Practice and Environmental Monitoring 
Plan has been developed to minimise the impacts of these activities on riverbed-nesting shorebirds 
(GWRC, 2015).   

Included in the Environmental Monitoring Plan is a commitment to carry out annual shorebird surveys 
along 89 km of the region’s major rivers, on a three year on, five year off cycle. (McArthur et al, 2013; 
McArthur et al, 2015). 

Five selected reaches of the Ruamahanga, Waiohine, Waingawa and Tauherenikau rivers were 
surveyed annually for three consecutive years between 2010 and 2012, providing baseline measures 
of the abundance and distribution of shorebirds along these reaches of river (McArthur et al, 2013).  
A second 3-year series of surveys commenced in late 2016, and the results of the first year of these 
surveys are reported in McArthur & Burgin, 2017a.  In late 2017, Wildlife Management International 
Ltd (WMIL) was again engaged by GWRC to carry out a second year of surveys, and this report provides 
a summary of the results from this latest series of counts. 

 

Methods 
Between the 28th of November and the 1st of December 2017, WMIL field staff carried out shorebird 
surveys along 39.6 km of rivers in the Wairarapa, including two reaches of the Ruamahanga River (6.2 
and 9.0 km long) and one reach of the Waingawa River (10.3 km), Waiohine River (7.2 km) and 
Tauherenikau River (6.9 km; Figure 1).  

These surveys were carried out using the methods described in McArthur et al, (2015). One or two 
observers walked slowly along the bed of each reach of the river and recorded the identity and 
numbers of all birds seen or heard in the bed of the river or in the adjacent riparian vegetation. Care 
was taken to systematically traverse all areas of open, un-vegetated gravels, and all muddy backwaters 
to minimise the likelihood of missing territorial pairs of target species such as banded dotterels 
(Charadrius bicinctus), black-fronted dotterels (Elseyornis melanops) and pied stilts (Himantopus 
himantopus). Bird count data were recorded separately for each 1 km section of river traversed, to 
create the opportunity to map spatial patterns in shorebird densities along each river. 

Survey data has been entered into a Microsoft Excel™ spreadsheet, and into the New Zealand eBird 
database.  A copy of the dataset has been passed on to the GWRC Environmental Science 
Department’s Terrestrial Ecosystems and Quality Team. 
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Figure 1: Wairarapa river reaches surveyed in Nov-Dec 2017 as part of GWRC’s shorebird monitoring 
programme. 
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Results 
Table 1 summarises the mean number of three key shorebird species counted per kilometre of river, 
for each of the five reaches of river surveyed in 2016 and 2017.  Mean shorebird counts from the 2010-
2012 surveys are also provided for comparison. 

 

Table 1: Relative abundance of black-fronted dotterels, pied stilts and banded dotterels on 
Wairarapa rivers (mean number of birds per km of riverbed), 2010-2012 vs 2016-2017.   

Survey reach Year 

Number of birds counted per kilometre 

Black-fronted 
dotterel Pied stilt Banded dotterel 

Upper 
Ruamahanga 

(Mean ± SD) 

2016-2017 2.5 ± 0.14 3.0 ± 2.0 0.4 ± 0.6 

2010-2012 1.7 ± 0.2 5.6 ± 2.2 0.8 ± 0.4 

Mid 
Ruamahanga 

(Mean ± SD) 

2016-2017 3.8 ± 0.8 7.0 ± 5.8 6.6 ± 0.9 

2010-2012 3.1 ± 0.2 9.8 ± 3.4 7.3 ± 1.1 

Waingawa 

(Mean ± SD) 

2016-2017 1.7 ± 1.0 2.0 ± 0.1 4.5 ± 2.1 

2010-2012 1.4 ± 0.5 1.8 ± 0.2 2.7 ± 0.9 

Waiohine 

(Mean ± SD) 

2016-2017 1.3 ± 0.8 2.9 ± 0.0 1.9 ± 0.07 

2010-2012 0.8 ± 0.4 1.7 ± 0.5 2.1 ± 0.1 

Tauherenikau 

(Mean ± SD) 

2016-2017 0.5 ± 0.6 0.2 ± 0.2 0.0 ± 0.0 

2010-2012 0.4 ± 0.2 0.3 ± 0.3 0.0 ± 0.0 

 

Mean numbers of black-fronted dotterels counted on all five river reaches were higher in 2016-2017 
in comparison to the 2010-2012 surveys.  Mean numbers of pied stilts were higher on both the 
Waingawa and Waiohine Rivers, but marginally lower on the upper and mid Ruamahanga and 
Tauherenikau Rivers compared to 2010-2012.  The mean banded dotterel count was substantially 
higher on the Waingawa River, but marginally lower on the upper and mid Ruamahanga and Waiohine 
Rivers in comparison to 2010-2012.  Table 2 summarises the percentage increases or decreases in 
shorebird abundance on each of the surveyed rivers, between 2010-2012 and 2016-2017. 
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Table 2: Percentage change in the abundance of black-fronted dotterels, pied stilts and banded 
dotterels on Wairarapa rivers between 2010-2012 and 2016-2017.   

Survey reach Black-fronted dotterel Pied stilt Banded dotterel 

Upper Ruamahanga 
48% 46% 50% 

Mid Ruamahanga 
23% 29% 10% 

Waingawa 
21% 11% 67% 

Waiohine 
62% 71% 10% 

Tauherenikau 
25% 33% 0% 

 

It should be noted that the results reported here should be considered as interim results, and 
shouldn’t be used to inform decisions or conclusions regarding GWRC’s flood mitigation activities at 
the present time. At least one further year of survey data is required before a robust comparison of 
shorebird numbers between 2010-2012 and 2016-2018 can be carried out. 

During the course of these surveys, a number of banded and black-fronted dotterel and pied stilt nests 
and chicks were located.  The locations of these nests and broods of chicks were recorded using 
handheld GPS devices, and this location information was passed on to GWRC’s Flood Protection staff, 
to enable them to avoid disturbing the habitat in the vicinity of these nests when carrying out their 
flood protection activities.  

Unlike the previous season, no black-billed gulls were found to be breeding on the upper Ruamahanga 
reach.  Instead, a breeding colony became established on the Tauherenikau Delta at Lake Wairarapa, 
but breeding attempts at this location subsequently failed due to high lake levels. 

 

Discussion 
The 2017 field surveys were carried out much earlier in the summer than in the previous year’s counts, 
and as a result this second year of counts is much more similar to those from the 2010-2012 surveys.  
The reason for this is that a much larger proportion of the resident shorebird population is likely to be 
occupying territories and guarding nests and chicks earlier in the summer, so counts carried out at this 
time will be a more accurate reflection of true shorebird numbers.  Much of the variation in the mean 
counts for both pied stilt and banded dotterel is likely to be an artefact of the unusually late counts 
carried out during 2016, rather than a true change in shorebird abundance between 2010-2012 and 
2016-2017 (McArthur & Burgin, 2017a).  The overall increase in the abundance of black-fronted 
dotterels observed between the 2010-2012 and 2016-2017 counts however is likely to be part of an 
ongoing, region-wide increase in numbers.  Black-fronted dotterels are a recent coloniser of the 
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Wairarapa rivers, and it appears that the local population has not yet reached the carrying capacity of 
locally-available riverbed habitats (McArthur & Burgin 2017b). 

 

Recommendations 
- We recommend that field surveys along these five reaches of river be repeated in November 

2018, in order to meet the requirements of GWRC’s Environmental Code of Practice and 
Environmental Monitoring Plan for Flood Protection Activities (GWRC, 2015).  
 

- Field surveyors should continue to pass on information regarding the size and location of any 
black-billed colonies found to relevant DoC and GWRC staff and Birds New Zealand volunteers, 
to assist with the ongoing efforts to manage and monitor the local population of this 
Nationally Critical species. 
 

- Field surveyors should also continue to pass on information regarding the location of any 
other shorebird nests, or broods of chicks, to GWRC Flood Protection staff, to enable them to 
avoid disturbing the riverbed habitat in the vicinity of these birds when carrying out their flood 
protection mitigation activities. 
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