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Summary 

The Waikato River system is the longest river system in the country (425 km) with the second largest 

catchment area (14,300 km2) and the fourth largest mean flow (400 m3 s-1 at Mercer). About 383,000 

people reside in the catchment and produce an estimated 9% of the national gross domestic product, 

with the top five primary industries being farming, power generation, forestry, tourism and mining.  

The communities that reside within the river catchment form a mix of urban (Hamilton City being the 

main centre) and rural, with a number of rural towns and communities. In this report the Waikato 

River includes its tributaries, lakes and wetlands. Waikato River Iwi include:  

 Waikato-Tainui. 

 Maniapoto. 

 Raukawa. 

 Te Arawa. 

 Ngati Tuwharetoa. 

The Crown and Waikato River Iwi are together moving towards important settlements of Treaty of 

Waitangi Claims.  These settlements will usher in a new era of co-management in relation to the 

Waikato River. Co-management provides a unique opportunity to restore the Waikato River by 

bringing together maatauranga Maaori (Maaori knowledge and knowledge systems) and western 

science. An overarching principle of these settlements is the restoration and protection of the 

άƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƛƪŀǘƻ wƛǾŜǊΦ 

The Waikato River Independent Scoping Study (WRISS) was established to identify: 

 Restoration scenarios for the Waikato River; 

 Costs and benefits of the restoration scenarios and identification  of priority actions in both 

market (quantitative) and non-market (qualitative) terms, including co-benefits; and 

 Information gaps and risks in relation to restoration options.

This report completes phase two of a four phase study, and provides a review of the existing public 

information and maatauranga Maaori to identify a baseline of the current state of the Waikato River. 

This is achieved by merging maatauranga Maaori and western science perspectives. 

The report card framework presented in this report is the means by which maatauranga Maaori and 

science are melded together to inform restoration options and priorities for the Waikato River. A 

benefit of the framework is that it may also provide a tool for monitoring change as restorative 

actions are implemented. 
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Different people in the community value the Waikato River in different ways but one important 

finding of this study to date is that many of the attributes which support health and wellbeing values 

(e.g., clear and safe water, healthy ecosystems, engagement with and respect for the River) are 

consistently shared across the community.  

This report records that over time, human activities have degraded the health and wellbeing of the 

Waikato River.  This has compromised the ability of Waikato River Iwi and non-Maaori to interact 

with the Waikato River to the extent that they may desire. Although there have been significant 

improvements in waste treatment since the 1970s and some aspects of water quality have improved, 

(including human-sourced microbial contamination), this report confirms that problems exist with 

low clarity, discolouration, erosion and sedimentation, depleted fisheries, excessive nutrients, toxic 

contaminants, algal blooms, aquatic weeds, pest fish, riparian weeds, access to the River, swimming 

and flow regimes, and microbial contamination.  

The Waikato River continues to be widely used by the community, despite the signs of degradation. 

However, the ability of Waikato River Iwi to exercise kaitiakitanga and conduct their tikanga and 

kawa has been compromised.   

The next phase in this study involves a second round of community consultation, informing about the 

findings to date, describing the framework for deciding which restorative actions to take, and asking 

attendees to comment on, add to, and prioritise the list of possible restorative actions. 

This information, along with melding science and maatauranga Maaori, will be used in the final 

phase: an assessment of possible restoration actions. A wide variety of tools will be employed to 

assess the most sensible and cost-effective restoration scenarios, and their implications for 

communities and the economy. There is a lot of capital invested in, and income derived from, 

activities that adversely affect the Waikato River, and it will be necessary to balance the costs of 

restoration against the benefits of improved health and wellbeing. It is anticipated this may be 

difficult because costs can be determined in dollar terms, but many benefits cannot.  

A final report giving a priority list of restoration actions for the Waikato River will inform the 

finalisation of the Crown and Waikato River Iwi Treaty of Waitangi settlements, while also helping to 

guide policy development in regional and district plans. The priority actions for restoration of the 

Waikato River will also assist the Waikato River Authority and the Waikato River Clean-up Trust. 
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1. Introduction 

Water quality is consistently the number one environmental concern for people in 

the Waikato region1. There is scientific evidence that some aspects of water quality 

and ecology have deteriorated, while others have improved, since monitoring 

commenced in the late 1980s2. There is rather sparse scientific data prior to the 

1970s (as summarised in a milestone report3) but there is strong evidence of a 

decline in fisheries and well documented changes in waste discharges, land use, land 

drainage and river engineering.  

Many people in the community perceive the Waikato River4 to be degraded and are 

calling for its restoration. Maaori5 articulate their links to the River and their 

aspirations for restoration very clearly6. Non-Maaori also have links to the River and 

aspirations for restoration, although these are often not articulated so clearly.  

Waikato River Iwi and the Crown have embraced a new era of co-management in 

respect of the Waikato River as an appropriate way to restore the health and 

wellbeing of the River for present and future generations. The Waikato River 

Independent Scoping Study (WRISS) is one of the first steps to achieving this Vision. It 

is an independent review of the status of the River and is charged with identifying 

priority restoration actions to improve the άhealth and wellbeingέ of the Waikato 

River. This report:  

1. Summarises the available scientific information about the current state of 

the Waikato River ς the science baseline. 

                                                           
1
 Environment Waikato (2008) Long-Term Council Community Plan. http://www.ew.govt.nz 

/Policy-and-plans. 
2
 Environment Waikato (2008) Trends in River Water Quality in the Waikato Region, 1987-

2007. Technical Report 2008/33.  
3
 Strachan, C. (ed) (1979). The Waikato River, A Water Resources Study. Water and Soil 

Technical Publication 11. Ministry of Works and Development, Wellington. 
4
 ThŜ ǘŜǊƳ ά²ŀƛƪŀǘƻ wƛǾŜǊέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƛƪŀǘƻ wƛǾŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ Iǳƪŀ Cŀƭƭǎ ǘƻ tƻǊǘ 

Waikato and includes the Waipaa River and other tributaries, the hydro lakes, and shallow 
ƭŀƪŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǘƭŀƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻŘǇƭŀƛƴΦ ά¦ǇǇŜǊ wƛǾŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ά¦ǇǇŜǊ ¢ǊƛōǳǘŀǊƛŜǎέ refer to the 
reach from Huka Falls to Karaapiro ς ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ƘȅŘǊƻ ŘŀƳΦ ά[ƻǿŜǊ wƛǾŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ά[ƻǿŜǊ 
¢ǊƛōǳǘŀǊƛŜǎέ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ YŀǊŀŀǇƛǊƻ ǘƻ tƻǊǘ ²ŀƛƪŀǘƻΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƛǇŀŀ wƛǾŜǊ 
ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǘǊƛōǳǘŀǊƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ƭŀƪŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ άtŜŀǘ [ŀƪŜǎέ ƻǊ άwƛǾŜǊƛƴŜ [ŀƪŜǎέ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ 
their age, location and colour. Because what happens on the land affects water quality and 
ecology, activities within the catchments of the Waikato River are also considered.  
5
 This report adopts the Waikato-Tainui preference of using double vowels to guide 
ǇǊƻƴǳƴŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¢Ŝ wŜƻ όŜΦƎΦΣ aŀŀƻǊƛ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ aņƻǊƛ ƻǊ aŀƻǊƛύ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
requested. The report authors acknowledge the conventions of other iwi in this regard, e.g., 
Ngati Tuwharetoa expressed a preference for no macrons or double vowels in referencing to 
the name of their iwi. 
6
 Guardians Establishment Committee (2008) Restoring and Protecting the Health and 

Wellbeing of the Waikato River. Vision and Strategy for the Waikato River. Prepared by the 
GEC, Waikato, New Zealand. 
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2. Summarises the results of consultation hui with Waikato River Iwi aimed at 

identifying maatauranga Maaori7.  

3. Discusses the melding together of maatauranga Maaori and science8 to 

inform restoration planning. 

4. Sets out the key points of a high level economic profile ς the economic 

baseline. 

5. Describes the framework underlying the report card that is helping decide 

which management actions will be effective in restoring the health and 

wellbeing of the Waikato River.  

6. Discusses the ways priority actions will be identified, the challenges of doing 

this, and the approach to cost-benefit analysis that will be used. 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Swimming and boating are important recreational uses of the Waikato River along its entire 
length. In places weed beds, waste discharges, muddiness, poor clarity and the risk of 
illness adversely affect contact recreation

9
. Source: NIWA.  

                                                           
7
 Maatauranga Maaori means  Maaori knowledge and knowledge systems. 

8
 ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 
ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέΣ ŀǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀŀǘŀǳǊŀƴƎŀ aŀŀƻǊƛΦ 
9
 Contact recreation refers to activities where people are likely to come into direct contact 

with the water and may ingest or inhale small quantities (e.g., swimming, kayaking, sailing, 
waterskiing). There is a higher risk of contracting disease from contact than from non-contact 
recreation (e.g., fishing, picnicking, walking). 
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2. Treaty of Waitangi Relationships 

 άWAIKATO TANIWHARAU ς HE PIKO HE TANIWHA HE PIKO HE TANIWHAέ 

Ko te puu, ko te kaauru, 

Kei te hiahia, kei te koronga 

Ko Rongomaataane 

Tuuramarama-aa-nuku 

Tuuramarama-aa-rangi 

Te rangi e tuu nei, te papa e takoto 

Ngaa tauira o ngaa waananga whakamau, whakamau ki te ingoa o Io 

In December 2009, the Crown and Waikato-Tainui signed a revised Deed of 

Settlement in relation to outstanding Treaty of Waitangi claims and the Waikato 

River. The Crown also signed a co-management Deed with Raukawa in December 

2009, and will shortly sign similar co-management deeds with Ngati Tuwharetoa, the 

affiliate Te Arawa Iwi/Hapuu, and Maniapoto. 

Amongst other things, the Crown has acknowledged that it has failed to respect, 

provide for and protect the special relationship of Iwi with the Waikato River.  The 

Crown has further acknowledged that the deterioration of the health of the Waikato 

River, while the Crown held authority over the River, has been a source of distress to 

Iwi.  The Treaty settlement with Waikato-Tainui, and the co-management 

agreements with the other Waikato River Iwi, reflects a commitment by the Crown to 

enter into a new era of co-management with Waikato River Iwi over the Waikato 

River.  

Generally speaking there is not one world view that is shared by all Maaori. 

Nevertheless, tangata whenua (people of the land) are inextricably linked to their 

whenua (land) by virtue of their whakapapa (genealogy) which derives from the 

creation stories of mankind in Maaori cosmology. It is this interconnectedness that 

lies at the heart of the way Maaori view the world.  

Ko au ko te Awa, ko te Awa ko au ς Waikato Taniwharau 

I am the River and the River is me ς Waikato of a hundred taniwha. 
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The revised Deed of Settlement with Waikato-Tainui, the co-management Deed with 

Raukawa and the co-management deeds under negotiation with Ngati Tuwharetoa, 

the affiliate Te Arawa Iwi/Hapuu, and Maniapoto strongly state that the Waikato 

River and Waipaa River and their tributaries are integral to tribal identities as 

reflected in the following statements: 

Waikato River is a tupuna (ancestor) which has mana (prestige) and in turn 
represents the mana and mauri (life force) of the tribe. The River has its own mauri, 
its own spiritual energy, and its own powerful identity. It is a single indivisible being10. 

For over 600 years Raukawa have held that the mauri of the Waikato Awa and the 

mauri of Raukawa are inextricably linked11. 

Te Mana o Te Wai was such that it would provide all manner of sustenance to 
Maniapoto including physical and spiritual nourishment that has over generations 
maintained the health and wellbeing of Maniapoto marae, whaanau, hapuu and 
iwi12. 

Te Heuheu safeguarded the source of the Waikato River άTe matapuna wai o 
Tongariro - in recognition of the source of the Waikato River flowing through the 
waters of Taupoo te moana - the Lake, to Te Taheke Hukahuka - the Huka Falls, 
where it becomes the Waikato River13. 

                                                           
10

 Her Majesty the Queen in right of New Zealand and Waikato-Tainui (2009). Deed of 
Settlement in Relation to the Waikato River. 
11

 Raukawa and the Raukawa Settlement Trust and the Sovereign in right of New Zealand 
(2009). Deed in relation to a co-management framework for the Waikato River, December 
2009. 
12

 Maniapoto and the Crown. (2008). Agreement in Principle in respect of a Co-Management 
Settlement for the Waipaa River. September 2008. 
13

 Waikato-Tainui and Her Majesty the Queen in right of New Zealand. (2007). Draft 
Agreement in Principle for the Settlement of the Historical Claims of Waikato-Tainui in 
relation to the Waikato River. 26 May 2007.  
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Waikato River Iwi and the Crown have embraced a new era of co-management in 

respect of the Waikato River as an appropriate way to restore the health and 

wellbeing of the River for present and future generations. The Guardians 

Establishment Committee (GEC) was formed under the aforementioned agreements 

to develop a Vision and Strategy to restore and protect the health and wellbeing of 

the Waikato River:  

Tooku awa koiora me oona pikonga he kura tangihia o te maataamuri. 

The River of life, each curve more beautiful than the last. 

 

Our Vision is for a future where a healthy Waikato River sustains abundant life and 

prosperous communities who, in turn, are all responsible for restoring and protecting 

the health and wellbeing of the Waikato River, and all it embraces, for generations to 

come. 14 

 

The settlement legislation will establish a statutory body called the Waikato River 
Authority15. The legislation will provide that the purpose of the Waikato River 
Authority is to:  

 Set the primary direction through the Vision and Strategy to achieve the 
restoration and protection of the health and wellbeing of the Waikato River 
for future generations; 

 Promote an integrated, holistic and co-ordinated approach to the 
implementation of the vision and strategy of the management of the Waikato 
River; and 

 As trustee for the Waikato River Clean-up Trust, fund rehabilitation initiatives 
for the Waikato River. 

 

This Scoping Study will be central to informing the Clean-Up Trust, through the 
Authority, of priority setting and investment decisions. 

                                                           
14

 Guardians Establishment Committee (2008) Restoring and Protecting the Health and 
Wellbeing of the Waikato River. Vision and Strategy for the Waikato River. Prepared by the 
GEC, Waikato, New Zealand. 
15

 The Waikato River Authority area, as set out in the SO Plan in the revised 2009 Deed of 
Settlement in relation to the Waikato River between the Crown and Waikato Tainui, differs to 
the study area of the WRISS in that the Waipaa River is included only from the junction with 
the Waikato River to the Puuniu junction. 
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3. Melding Maatauranga Maaori and Science 

In the past, restoration initiatives have focused on water quality, ecosystem health 

and biodiversity. The Vision and Strategy statement clearly intends the restoration 

and protection of the άhealth and wellbeingέ of the Waikato River. Restoring 

άhealthέ involves improving water quality, ecosystem health and biodiversity. One 

important finding that emerged from the hui is that restoring the health of the 

Waikato River (viz., water quality, ecosystem health and biodiversity) is only a 

stepping stone to restoring the άwellbeingέ of the River and the communities that 

live alongside it. Wellbeing is currently damaged because the River is degraded and 

people are disengaged from the River. Restoring wellbeing involves the River being 

clean, healthy and attractive for its own sake as communicated in the principle Te 

Mana o Te Awa. Restoration also includes: people using the River; people engaging in 

its restoration and protection; and people feeling they are able to influence decision 

making. This view is expressed strongly by Waikato River Iwi and is an overarching 

principle of the co-management agreements signed with the Crown. Similar views 

have emerged from consultation with the wider community.  

Maatauranga Maaori and science together help identify what actions need to, and 

can sensibly, be taken to restore the health and wellbeing of the Waikato River. As 

will be seen later in this report, there is a lot of overlap between the restoration 

priorities identified by Maaori and non-Maaori communities, even though there are 

differences in belief systems and behaviours. There are differences, for example 

Maaori have a zero tolerance to the discharge of human sewage to water whereas 

many non-Maaori accept the discharge of treated sewage. The WRISS takes the 

approach of including both views in the report card framework.  

Whaanau and hapuu at all the hui stated their commitment to restoring the health 

and wellbeing of the River and their landscapes. Their aspirations include: 

revegetation, protection or reintroduction of culturally-important species; 

conservation of valued landscapes including re-establishing connections; and (where 

supported by whaanau, hapuu and iwi) promoting greater understanding of historical 

associations with the River. If implemented, these efforts would see environmental 

restoration activities combined with cultural affirmation, knowledge transmission 

and Te Reo revitalisation.  

Maatauranga Maaori has an important role to play in restoration. Traditional Maaori 

systems like rahui allow species to rejuvenate. At three of the hui, participants 

expressed a willingness to participate in άon-the-groundέ restoration and monitoring 

projects. They explained that this represents an ideal context for helping to re-

connect whaanau and hapuu (especially tamariki and rangatahi) with the River which 

helps restore the wellbeing of communities.  
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A number of non-iwi volunteer groups active in άon-the-groundέ restoration of 

wetlands, lakes, river banks, catchments and streams attended the seminars in 

August 2009 and are taking an interest in the WRISS.  

Maaori have expressed the view that their aspirations (e.g., in relation to sewage) are 

often ignored at consent hearings. Several community groups (Maaori and non-

Maaori) stated their dissatisfaction at being unable to influence decision making and 

this adversely affects community wellbeing. Community engagement is desirable not 

only in άon-the-groundέ restoration but also in policy and decision making. This 

normally involves some members of the community (with the necessary skills and 

commitment) becoming involved in local and regional statutory and non-statutory 

planning processes. The involvement of such spokespeople helps restore the 

wellbeing of the whole community by giving the community a voice and an 

opportunity to influence decision making.  

For Maaori, degraded water quality impacts on cultural activities including: the 

gathering of kai; and spiritual activities such as birth rituals and prayers before 

travelling. Some of the key issues raised by Waikato River Iwi include: the decline in 

water clarity observed over the lifetimes of hui participants, particularly in the lower 

Waikato lakes; the decline in clarity from Lake Taupoo to Port Waikato; the fact that 

it is no longer possible to drink water directly from the River; the continued discharge 

of wastes; algal blooms, particularly in the lower Waikato lakes; impacts on 

swimming and waka ama; and the impacts of erosion and sedimentation on water 

quality and the physical characteristics of the River, particularly in the lower Waikato 

River. To Maaori the discharge of human sewage to water is unacceptable, even if it 

is treated.  

Some of the key issues from a wider community perspective have been identified 

from regional and district-level strategies and plans and include: the need to ensure a 

safe and secure supply of water from the River, including for potable and industrial 

uses; the current use of the River to discharge treated wastewater from communities 

and industries; competing demands for the River including for water supply, 

irrigation, electricity generation, and recreational uses; land use practices resulting in 

discharges, such as nitrogen, to the River; the decline in water quality; the desire to 

improve physical access to and along the River and its tributaries for recreational 

purposes such as walking, boating and fishing; the desire to protect the landscape 

amenity values of rivers, waterways and riparian areas; increasing pressure on the 

River arising from population growth and associated development; and the value of 

water as a basis of the rural, and inland, economy.  

Approximately two-thirds of the attributes identified by Waikato River Iwi were 

shared by the wider community but a number of additional attributes were identified 

through the documents examined. 
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4. Science Baseline  

A first step when planning restoration of the Waikato River is to describe its current 

state (termed the baseline). The current state of the River in terms of water quality 

and ecology has been assessed by Environment Waikato16,17,18. There are also a 

number of published and unpublished papers, reports and articles that quantify 

particular aspects of water quality and ecological health. We have undertaken an 

independent review of this material, and discussed issues with relevant experts. In 

Tables 1-5 we summarise our conclusions using colour coding to identify where there 

is evidence the Waikato River is degraded ς red indicates serious degradation, yellow 

indicates some degradation, and green indicates little degradation. Degradation can 

only be assessed relative to objectives, which change depending on community 

aspirations and as research improves our understanding. In our review we have 

assessed degradation using either guidelines established by the Ministry for the 

Environment or Environment Waikato where such guidelines exist, or our expert 

opinion.  

 

Figure 2:  The confluence of the Waikato (clear, lower) and Waipaa (turbid, upper) Rivers during the 
1998 floods. Poor water clarity during low flows is a significant issue identified by the 
community. Source NIWA. 

                                                           
16

 Environment Waikato (2008) The Health of the Waikato River ς Information for the 
Guardians Establishment Committee. Doc #1288444. March 2008. 
17

 http://www.ew.govt.nz/Environmental-information/Environmental-indicators. 
18

 Environment Waikato (2008) Waikato River Water Quality Monitoring programme ς Data 
Report 2008. Technical Report 2009/10. 

http://www.ew.govt.nz/Environmental-information/Environmental-indicators
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4.1 Water and Sediment Quality 

4.1.1 Introduction 

There is general consensus among Maaori and the scientific community, and by many 

in the wider community, that several aspects of water and sediment quality 

throughout the Waikato River are degraded, notably: colour and clarity, waterborne 

pathogens, phytoplankton (especially blooms of toxic cyanobacteria19), nutrients 

(nitrogen and phosphorus), fine sediment, and geothermal toxicants (arsenic and 

mercury). There are also localised problems with industrial toxicants (dioxins, resin 

acids). In our opinion these are high priority concerns that merit remedial action. 

There are a number of point source discharges of treated sewage and industrial 

waste into the Waikato River which contribute to these problems (see Maps 1 and 2). 

These discharges are controlled by consent conditions imposed by the Regional 

Council. In recent years significant improvements in waste treatment have occurred 

in the Waikato Region and this has resulted in measurable improvements in some 

aspects of water quality20. Examples of improvements are given in Section 4.1.7 for 

industrial discharges and in Section 4.1.8 for municipal discharges. Nevertheless, 

some of these discharges still have detectable effects on water quality, may be 

contributing to degraded ecological health, and may not meet the aspirations of the 

community.  

In recent years it has become obvious that non-point sources make a significant 

contribution to the degradation of the Waikato River. There is clear scientific 

evidence that sediment, nutrients and pathogens21 in runoff from farmland degrade 

water quality and ecosystem health in the Waikato River. Environment Waikato finds 

it more difficult to control non-point source pollution than point source discharges13. 

                                                           
19

 /ƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άōƭǳŜ-ƎǊŜŜƴ ŀƭƎŀŜέΦ 
20

 Environment Waikato (2008) Trends in River Water Quality in the Waikato Region, 1987-
2007. Technical Report 2008/33. 
21

 Pathogens are micro-organisms that cause illness (e.g., Giardia, Campylobacter). 
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Map 1:  Local Authorities boundaries and major municipal (red) and industrial (purple) discharges in 
the study area.   






































































































































