
Air, land and water in the Wellington region – state and trends

Eastern Wairarapa hills sub-region

Results inside...

This is a summary of the key findings from State of the 
Environment monitoring we carry out in the eastern 
Wairarapa hill country. It is one of five sub-region summaries 
of eight technical reports which give the full picture of 
the health of the Wellington region’s air, land and water 
resources. These reports are produced every five years.

The findings are being fed into the current review of Greater 
Wellington’s regional plans – the ‘rule books’ for ensuring 
our region’s natural resources are sustainably managed. 

You can find out how to have a say in our regional plan 
review on the back page.

Key features 
Covering an area of 2,478km² (30% of the Wellington region), 
the eastern Wairarapa hill country drains to the east coast 
between the Mataikona River in the north and Ngawi in the 
south, and includes the popular holiday beaches of Castlepoint 
and Riversdale. It is the driest, windiest and least populated 
part of our region.

What we routinely monitor in this sub-region
•	 	Soil	quality	at	selected	drystock	farm	and	

exotic forestry sites
•	 	Rainfall	and	soil	moisture	at	selected	

locations
•	 	Recreational	water	quality	at	Castlepoint	and	

Riversdale beaches
•	 Groundwater	quality	at	Riversdale
•	 	Flows	in	the	Pahaoa	River	(in	conjunction	

with NIWA)
•	 	General	water	quality	and	ecological	health	

at six river/stream sites
•	 	Ecological	health	of	Whareama	Estuary	and	

Castlepoint Beach

Air	quality	isn’t	monitored	because	the	eastern	
hills	are	very	exposed	with	no	major	known	
sources of air pollutants.

Key points 
•	 	Soil	stability	is	still	a	problem,	with	fine	
sediment	often	running	off	the	land	into	
rivers, streams and the coast – the very 
high sedimentation rate in Whareama 
Estuary	is	impacting	on	the	small	animals	
that live in and on the estuary sediments

•	 	River	and	stream	water	quality	is	
generally	good	but	water	clarity	is	often	
poor	and	there	is	a	lack	of	flow	in	many	
waterways, especially during summer

•	 Castlepoint	and	Riversdale	beaches	are	
good for swimming nearly all the time

Collecting river water samples



Water – how much is there?
The eastern Wairarapa hill country can be 
very	dry,	with	low	flows	in	many	waterways	
and a shortage of moisture in the soil, 
particularly	in	summer.		While	we	didn’t	
detect	any	significant	changes	in	summer	
rainfall	and	river	flows	in	the	Wellington	
region between 1980 and 2010, the most 
recent	five	years	were	drier	than	normal	
across the region, including the eastern 
Wairarapa (see bar graph).

The most recent drought in eastern 
Wairarapa was in autumn 2010 – in April 
2010 rainfall was less than 25% of the 
long-term average and our monitoring 
site at Tanawa Hut (see map) had its driest 
April since records began in 1956. But this 
drought was relatively short-lived. Between 
November 2007 and April 2008, the soils 
at our monitoring site Lagoon Hill were 
extremely dry with a severe soil moisture 
deficit	persisting	for	100	consecutive	days.	
This	affected	grass	and	plant	growth.	

Very dry eastern hill country during autumn 2008
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The mean annual low flow of the Pahaoa River 
at Hinakura is just 95 litres per second (L/s). As of 
December 2010, 50 L/s is allocated to consented water 
takes for irrigation, equating to more than half of 
the water in the river at low flows. This is a relatively 
high level of allocation. Occasionally the river almost 
dries up – during the 2007/08 drought, river flow at 
Hinakura fell to as low as 20 L/s – placing additional 
 stress on the aquatic ecosystem and interrupting 
irrigation supply
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Is the soil stable?
Soil	stability	has	been	a	major	problem	in	the	eastern	Wairarapa	hill	country	due	to	its	steep	
slopes	and	soft	mudstone	rocks.	When	these	soils	slip	or	slump	down	hillsides	and	get	into	
waterways	and	eventually	the	coast,	they	can	affect	water	clarity	and	quality,	and	the	habitat	for	
aquatic	plants	and	animals.	

The	good	news	is	that	our	surveys	show	the	amount	of	soil	that’s	now	classed	as	stable	has	
increased.	We	compared	aerial	photographs	from	2002	and	2010,	which	show	that	there’s	almost	
15,000 hectares more land under soil conservation cover – much of it in new forestry plantations 
in the eastern Wairarapa hill country.

How healthy are the soils?
We	tested	the	quality	of	soils	at	two	drystock	farm	sites	in	autumn	2007.	The	indicators	we	use	to	
measure	soil	quality	(including	soil	structure,	nutrients,	organic	matter	and	pH)	were	all	suitable	
for pastoral land use. 

Greater Wellington’s soil conservation 
efforts have been successful. In 1977 
the Wellington region contained 
103,000 hectares of erosion-prone 
pasture land with the vast majority 
in the eastern Wairarapa hill country. 
About 60,000 hectares now has stable 
soils thanks to replanting, natural 
regrowth and soil conservation works. 
We’re now working to reduce erosion 
in the remaining 43,000 hectares

Planting poplars to protect 
against soil erosion



How healthy are the  
beach sands?
The intertidal sands at Castlepoint 
Beach are in good condition 
for the creatures living in the 
sediment, according to ecological 
assessments from 2008 and 2009. 
The beach sands are clean and 
well-oxygenated, supporting 
small animals such as isopods, 
amphipods, beetles and polychaete 
worms.

Measuring the depth of 
oxygenated sands

How healthy are the rivers and streams? 
Two of the six river sites we monitor in the eastern 
hill	country	–	Motuwaireka	Stream	at	headwaters	
and	Totara	Stream	at	Stronvar	–	currently	have	
excellent	water	quality.	The	other	four	sites	are	
graded good, because they typically fail guideline 
values	for	one	indicator	–	water	clarity.	That’s	not	
surprising as highly erodible mudstone soils that 
dominate the eastern Wairarapa hill country can 
lead to murky, sediment-laden waterways.

Are they getting better or worse?
River and stream health are about the same. Based 
on	five	years	of	monthly	monitoring	between	July	
2006	and	June	2011,	water	quality	across	the	six	
monitoring sites has remained stable – though 
nuisance algae cover may be increasing at a 
couple of sites.

Good water quality doesn’t always translate into 
good habitat for aquatic animals. Ecological health 
at some sites like the Awhea River (pictured) is only 
‘fair’ – this generally reflects poor habitat such as 
limited vegetation along the river/stream banks and 
low flows during summer. This leads to the water 
heating up and contributes to increased nuisance 
algal growth. When you add in lots of sediment 
(which can smother stream habitat) ecological 
values can be degraded

Will I get sick if I swim?
Both Castlepoint and Riversdale beaches are very popular with 
holidaymakers.	Weekly	summer	water	quality	monitoring	shows	
they’re	safe	to	swim	nearly	all	the	time.	The	two	beaches	consistently	
comply	with	national	recreational	water	quality	guidelines.	All	
five	monitoring	sites	are	currently	graded	‘good’	or	‘very	good’	for	
recreation. 

Children at Riversdale Beach

How good is the quality of the groundwater?
We’ve	monitored	the	quality	of	the	shallow	groundwater	at	Riversdale	Beach	quarterly	
since 2008. Results show slightly elevated levels of nitrate and, occasionally, E. coli bacteria 
are present. The groundwater at Riversdale is not used for drinking.

Recreation grade 
    Very Good  
    Good 
    Fair 
    Poor 
    Very Poor  

What’s in the sediment at Whareama Estuary?
Whareama	Estuary	is	the	largest	river	lagoon	estuary	on	the	
eastern	Wairarapa	coast	and	it’s	not	in	the	best	condition.	
Annual ecological monitoring between 2008 and 2011 found the 
estuary’s	sediments	to	be	very	muddy	with	low	oxygen	levels,	
which limits the types of small animals able to live there. Only 
a small cockle population remains and this is under threat from 
the	very	high	amounts	of	sediment	flowing	into	it	from	the	
upstream	catchment.	The	estuary	is	filling	up	with	sediment	
at almost 7mm/year (more than seven times the natural 
sedimentation rate).

Our assessment
To get an overall 
picture of river and 
stream	water	quality	
we combine six key 
indicators into an index: 
water clarity, oxygen 
content, dissolved 
reactive phosphorus, 
nitrite-nitrate nitrogen, 
ammonia and E. coli 
bacteria. 

Water quality index
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What you can do to help
•	 	Fence	and	retire	steep	and	non-productive	land,	and	

plant trees to stabilise erosion-prone land, enhance 
biodiversity and provide shelter and shade for stock

•	 	Use	water	efficiently	–	only	use	what	you	need	and	
irrigate during the night where possible to reduce 
evaporation

•	 	Restore	stream	riparian	zones	to	help	prevent	bank	
erosion	and	improve	habitat	in	the	stream	for	aquatic	
life

•	 	Keep	stock,	especially	cattle	and	deer,	out	of	rivers	
and streams, including small feeder streams and 
marshy areas in catchment headwaters

What’s happening now?

Our	analysis	of	the	Wellington	region’s	air,	land	and	water	
resources has been a crucial component in reviewing 
our	current	regional	plans.	We’re	now	developing	a	new	
integrated plan to sustainably manage these natural 
resources.	The	review	has	identified	several	key	areas	on	
which the new plan will focus: 
•	 Water	quality	–	stormwater	and	urban	land	use
•	 Water	quality	–	rural	land	use	
•	 Water	allocation	
•	 Coastal	and	hazards	management

As part of the regional plan review process, in winter 2010 
we asked people in the eastern Wairarapa hills sub-region 
about their environmental concerns at workshops in 
Martinborough	and	Tinui.	Good	water	quality,	biodiversity	
and good soils were common priorities for workshop 
participants – biosecurity, landuse planning, sewerage 
systems and landscape protection were also important 
issues for people in this area. 

If you would like to get involved with the review of our 
regional plans, email regional-plan@gw.govt.nz.

Workshop participants contribute their environmental concerns and ideas

More information
•	 	Find	out	about	the	health	of	air,	land	and	water	

resources across the wider Wellington region in 
the Regional overview summary – and for more 
detailed information download the full technical 
reports.	See	www.gw.govt.nz/ser

•	 	Check	out	what	we	currently	monitor	and	where	
at www.gw.govt.nz/environmentalmonitoring 

•	 		Contact	us	at		environmentalscience@gw.govt.nz
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