
Results inside...

This is a summary of the key findings from State of the Environment 
monitoring we carry out in the Wellington Harbour and south coast 
catchments. 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 
This sub-region is home to most of the people living in the Wellington 
region – although it only makes up 14% of the region’s land area 
(1,183km2). It covers Wellington, Upper Hutt and Hutt cities, and also 
the Wainuiomata Valley and Wellington’s south coast. The sub-region 
is centred around Wellington Harbour (Te Whanganui a Tara), which is 
regionally important for its landscape, ecological, cultural, geological 
and recreational values. The harbour is also a ‘sink’ for urban and rural 
runoff from the entire Hutt Valley and much of Wellington city. 

What we routinely monitor in this sub-region

•  Air quality at residential areas in Upper Hutt, Lower Hutt and 
Wainuiomata, and at a busy intersection in central Wellington

• Rainfall and soil moisture at selected locations
• River flows and/or water levels at 13 sites
•  Groundwater levels at selected sites (17 of these via automated 

level readers)
• Groundwater quality at 9 sites, mostly in the Hutt Valley
•  Recreational water quality at selected locations on the Hutt, 

Pakuratahi and Wainuiomata rivers, and at 36 sites around 
Wellington Harbour and the south coast of Wellington city

•  General water quality and ecological health at 14 river/stream sites
•  Ecological health and sediment quality in the Hutt Estuary and 

Wellington Harbour

Soil health is not currently monitored in this sub-region because there 
are limited high-class soils here compared with other parts of the 
Wellington region.

Key points

•  Air quality is very good overall, except 
during winter in some residential areas 
on cold and calm evenings – when fine 
particles produced by woodburners don’t 
disperse

•  The quality of the groundwater is very 
high

•  Most of the freshwater used in the sub-
region goes to public water supply – 
there’s very little water left to allocate from 
the major rivers or groundwater aquifers

•  River and stream health is excellent at sites 
near the ranges but is degraded further 
downstream, especially in urban areas  

•  Most beach and river recreation sites we 
monitor are suitable for swimming but 
water quality at many – especially river 
sites – is compromised after rainfall when 
stormwater and occasionally sewage flow 
into streams and the coast

•  Contaminants from urban stormwater, 
such as lead, copper and zinc, are present 
in the sediments on the bed of Wellington 
Harbour – the levels are highest in Evans 
Bay and Lambton Basin

Sampling invertebrates in the 
Kaiwharawhara Stream

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

Wellington Harbour sub-region 
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How clean is the air?
It’s not too bad where people live. Monitoring between 2008 
and 2010 shows that air quality met national standards for 
the three key variables we monitor – fine particulate matter 
(PM10), nitrogen dioxide and carbon monoxide – in residential 
areas in both Lower Hutt and Upper Hutt.  Levels of PM10 in 
Wainuiomata were high on some cold and calm winter nights 
when many homes are heated with fires.  Wood burner use in 
the region is highest in Wainuiomata (39% of homes) followed 
by Upper Hutt (36%) and Lower Hutt (27%).

Free vehicle emissions 
check at Westpac 
Stadium (March 2006) 
in Wellington city 
offered as part of the 
publicity and education 
campaign running in 
tandem with the on-
road vehicle emissions 
testing study

In the industrial area of Seaview, 
monitoring from 2004 to 2007 
showed PM10 concentrations were 
largely made up of marine aerosol 
and soils (both natural sources) 
with some zinc, lead and sulphate 
detected from industrial sources. 
Benzene and other volatile organics 
compounds met relevant guidelines 
when measured

Air quality is also pretty good along roads with heavy traffic 
flows – national standards were not breached at any sites we 
monitored (including the now-closed sites at Melling (SH2) 
and Ngauranga Gorge). At our Wellington CBD monitoring 
site (Victoria Street) peak levels of PM10 and carbon 
monoxide declined over the period 2004 to 2010, despite 
high traffic volumes. Peak nitrogen dioxide levels have also 
declined since 2005.

Water resources – what’s being used and how much is left?
Most of the freshwater used in this sub-region goes to public water supply 
– there’s very little water left to allocate from major rivers or groundwater 
aquifers.  As at the end of 2010, water allocated through resource consents 
was 114.6 millions cubic metres per year – 94% of this went to public supply, 
and the rest to irrigation (mainly golf courses) and industry. 

The Hutt River near Manor Park. The Hutt, 
Wainuiomata and Orongorongo rivers are the source 
of 70% of the public supply, while the remainder 
comes from groundwater aquifers. The upper 
reaches of these rivers are highly allocated – during 
times of low flow, up to 40–70% of water in the 
rivers can potentially be removed. Prolonged low 
flows are known to contribute to water quality 
issues, particularly nuisance algae growth

Between 1990 and 2010, water allocation increased by about 10%. This 
largely reflects actual and anticipated population growth in the cities. 

Annual extremes in minimum summer rainfall and river flows have not 
changed significantly over the past 30 to 40 years. Groundwater levels 
also appear to be stable; recent analysis of data from a well in each of 
the Lower Hutt and Upper Hutt aquifers showed no trend for the period 
1994–2010. The Lower Hutt aquifer, the source of 95% of the groundwater 
contribution to public supply, is fully allocated.

What’s the condition of Wellington Harbour?
Wellington Harbour acts as a drainage ‘sink’ for the entire Hutt Valley and much of 
Wellington city, so it is no surprise that contaminants from urban stormwater and other 
land uses accumulate in the harbour sediments.  In 2006 we tested these sediments at 17 
locations and found levels of some contaminants were above ‘early warning’ guidelines 
for aquatic health – including lead, copper, zinc, mercury and polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs).  Concentrations of the long-banned insecticide DDT were also 
elevated – highlighting how long past practices can continue to affect the environment.

Contaminant levels are highest in the sediments of the inner Lambton basin and Evans 
Bay, a clear indication that nearby urban stormwater outfalls are the main source of 
contamination.  In late 2011 we completed a second survey so we’ll soon have a better 
idea whether this contamination is getting any worse, and what it might mean for the 
animals living in the harbour sediments.

Total lead concentrations in Wellington Harbour 
sediments. The length of the bars is proportional to the 
concentrations present. Bars coloured orange indicate 
levels above ‘early warning’ guidelines

How healthy are the Parangarahu Lakes?
The ecological condition of Lake Kohangapiripiri 
and Lake Kohangatera (commonly referred to as the 
Pencarrow lakes) was rated ‘high’ and ‘excellent’, 
respectively, in aquatic vegetation surveys carried out  
in 2011. Lake Kohangatera was ranked 10th best in  
New Zealand and noted as an outstanding example  
of a lowland lagoon system.
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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. 

Poor

Fair

Excellent

Good

Water quality index

Will I get sick if I swim?
Weekly summer water quality monitoring between 2005/06 and 
2010/11 shows popular river spots in the Hutt and Wainuiomata areas 
mostly comply with national guidelines for swimming, except when 
it rains.  The exceptions are sites at Silverstream, Boulcott and Richard 
Prouse Park, which sometimes breach guidelines in dry weather too – 
these sites are graded ‘fair’ or ‘poor’.  

Scorching Bay in Wellington city is one of only a handful 
of sites across the Wellington region graded ‘very good’ 
for recreation – water quality at this site didn’t breach 
the ‘action’ level of the national guidelines on any 
occasion over the five summers examined

Toxic algae 
(cyanobacteria) is 
often a problem in 
the Hutt River in 
summer – since late 
2005, 11 dogs have 
died after coming 
into contact with 
the algae

On the beaches…
Almost all of the beach sites around 
Wellington city are graded ‘good’ for 
recreation, indicating that the water is 
suitable for swimming most of the time.  
Around Petone and along the Eastbourne 
coast there are more sites graded ‘fair’ 
– these sites tend to breach guidelines 
more often, especially after rainfall.  
Only Owhiro Bay and Robinson’s Bay 
are graded ‘poor’ (see the red circles on 
the map).  Faecal contamination at these 
sites is at least partly due to sewer and 
stormwater infrastructure problems.

Recreation grade 
    Very Good  
    Good 
    Fair 
    Poor 
    Very Poor  

How good is the quality of the 
groundwater?
Very good. Looking across all the key 
indicators we measure, groundwater in the 
Wellington Harbour sub-region is fit for 
drinking, with no significant deterioration 
in quality in recent years. In contrast with 
the Kapiti Coast and Wairarapa Valley, 
nitrate levels in the nine wells we monitor 
are all within the ‘background’ range (less 
than 3 mg/L as nitrate nitrogen).

How healthy are the rivers and streams?
Over half of the 14 monitored sites are located in 
the Hutt catchment, and water quality is mostly 
graded ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ at these sites.  The two 
exceptions are sites on the lower reaches of the 
Mangaroa River and Waiwhetu Stream that are 
graded ‘poor’ because key indicators don’t meet 
recommended guidelines. The Mangaroa River fails 
some indicators, as a result of agricultural land use 
around it, while urban contaminants, including 
stormwater and sewer inputs, mean the Waiwhetu 
Stream fails to meet guidelines for all six water 
quality indicators.

Urban stormwater discharges also affect the Karori 
and Kaiwharawhara streams in Wellington city.  
Here monitoring sites are only graded ‘fair’ because 
nutrient and E. coli bacteria levels are too high. 
Levels of heavy metals such as copper and zinc are 
also above recommended guidelines at times. 

The clean-up of industrial pollutants 
from the streambed and subsequent 
native replanting along the banks has 
improved the stream environment of 
the lower Waiwhetu Stream. However, 
water quality is still very degraded and 
invertebrate health is poor

Are they getting better  
or worse?
Water quality generally 
remained stable over the 
2006 to 2011 period we 
examined – but there were 
small improvements in some 
indicators at some sites. 
Unfortunately, levels of 
dissolved reactive phosphorus 
and cover of nuisance algae 
increased in the Mangaroa 
River. Nuisance algae also 
appears to have increased at 
our monitoring sites on the 
Kaiwharawhara Stream, the 
Pakuratahi River and the lower 
reaches of the Hutt River.

How healthy is the  
Hutt Estuary?
Despite its closeness to an urban 
area and its stormwater discharges, 
the Hutt Estuary is in a moderate 
condition. Ecological assessments in 
2010 and 2011 found the sediments 
are quite muddy and slightly 
enriched with nutrients – which 
limits the diversity of organisms 
that can live there. In contrast, levels 
of organic matter and heavy metals 
in the sediment are low. Overall, the 
main issues are the nuisance levels 
of algae along the estuary margins 
and a lack of high value estuarine 
habitat, such as saltmarsh.



What you can do to help

•  Burn only dry untreated wood in your fireplace or 
switch to clean heating – see  
www.gw.govt.nz/warmer-gw

•  Ensure you keep your car well tuned so there’s less 
pollution from its exhaust

• Use water efficiently – only use what you need
•  Avoid contaminants entering the stormwater system 

and, from there, nearby streams and the harbour 
or coast by saving the roadside gutter outside your 
house just for rain:

 •  Clean your car in a commercial carwash where all 
runoff is treated

 •  Take household chemicals and waste oil to the 
specific sections at official landfills

 •  Leave small leftovers of paint and solvents to dry 
rather than pouring them down the drain. Some 
paint retailers accept unused/ unwanted paint

•  Don’t swim or collect shellfish near stormwater 
outfalls or stream mouths, especially after heavy 
rainfall

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

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

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 Wellington Harbour sub-region about their environmental concerns. 
Transport, air quality, rubbish and litter management, riparian planting and 
stormwater infrastructure were identified as important areas for resource 
management. Participants in Wellington city meetings also identified community 
gardens and care groups as important.  

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

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

•   Contact us at  environmentalscience@gw.govt.nz

If you see pollution in 
a river, stream or at the 
coast, phone Greater 
Wellington’s 24-hour 
Pollution Hotline 
(0800 496 734)

Workshop participants contribute their 
environmental concerns and ideas
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Masterton office
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Masterton 5840 
T  06 378 2484
F  06 378 2146

Upper Hutt office
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T  04 526 4133
F  04 526 4171

Wellington office
PO Box 11646
Manners Street
Wellington 6142
T  04 384 5708
F  04 385 6960

www.gw.govt.nz 
info@gw.govt.nz

For more information, contact Greater Wellington:


