CRG minutes: 7 April 2003

7.30pm at TDC Meeting Room

Present: Andrew Fenemor, Gloria Higgins, Lloyd Faulkner, Guthrie Beatson, Roger Young, Paul Gillespie, Rob Smith, Suzie Peacock

Apologies: Jan Langford, Elizabeth Martin, Margaret Kilvington, Will Allen

Welcome

Andrew welcomed Guthrie as a new CRG member from Ngatimoti.  Guthrie is a valuer and farmer whose family has lived in the Ngatimoti area for five generations.  Andrew also introduced Suzie who is one of two artists involved in the successful bid for a collaborative arts and science programme to be developed around the theme of “integration” in Integrated Catchment Management.  Suzie described her background in arts including her recent installation on language at Nelson Marlborough Institute of Technology where she works.  Other CRG members described their backgrounds and interest in ICM for Suzie’s benefit. 

Expanding the Community Reference Group

Further to the discussion at the last meeting about expanding the CRG with people having sector knowledge, Andrew asked for opinions on the options of having a permanently enlarged group versus bringing in specific sectors as and when the subject matter required.  Views ranged from ‘it depends who the person is’ to ‘OK either way provided people come prepared to express their own views’.  Andrew said he would make a decision after discussion with Will Allen and Margaret Kilvington.

ICM River habitats research
Roger Young introduced two current ICM freshwater research projects: stream macroinvertebrates (aquatic bugs) as a measure of stream health, and ‘How much water can you take without affecting the habitat?’.

Roger presented macroinvertebrate abundance and diversity, including Macroinvertebrate Community Index (MCI) counts, for 46 sites of differing land use and geology.  Results indicated that the Motueka River is quite healthy, and that macroinvertebrate diversity is greater in native forest streams than in pasture streams, with pine forest streams having intermediate macroinvertebrate diversity.  The same pattern was observed in Moutere Gravel and Separation Point Granite terrains.  There are similar ranges of macroinvertebrates now compared with 1989 results.  Gloria observed that the results don’t correlate with the decline in trout numbers over that period.

Roger asked CRG members how they would assess the ‘health’ of a river, and were these macroinvertebrate numbers the results that they would expect?  Green slime was mentioned as one indicator of deteriorating stream health.  One response at Te Awhina had been “if I can walk across the river without getting water in my gumboots, the river’s in trouble”.  Guthrie observed that fertilising and water extraction during the tobacco days was significant and such activities are more benign now.  Lloyd commented that pine plantings have reduced the upper Motueka river flow, and he recalled that there used to be a ferry across the river from Tapawera School whereas you can walk across now.  Gloria recalled that after the 1995 upper catchment flood, Weyerhaeuser had reported 300 full size trees in the river.  Lloyd’s father had mentioned logs at the Wangapeka confluence with the Motueka after the Dart catchment was harvested.

CRG members agreed that the smell of the Motueka at low flow gives an indication of its health.  Stock access to the river and the variability in the river’s response after disturbance were mentioned as factors affecting the river health.  Bacterial content of the water could be increasing downstream even though macroinvertebrate communities looked stable and healthy.  Guthrie said that eel populations have declined hugely with overfishing and remaining ones need to be protected.  Gloria observed that shag populations have increased and they eat some of the inanga and eels too.

Roger presented the quick hydraulic method they have developed for determining how stream habitat changes in small streams when water is taken out.  The aim is to develop an inexpensive method for small streams compared to the costly Instream Flow Incremental Methodology (IFIM) used on large rivers.  Roger explained preference curves which relate fish numbers to factors like stream velocity and water depth.  He showed results of the ‘quick smart’ method for the Rainy River which showed a reasonable correlation with the full IFIM approach.

Guthrie thought that small streams would actually be more sensitive to flow change than larger ones, so this work is important.  Lloyd was surprised that the preference curves for eels show a sensitivity to low flows, considering they’re often found in sluggish waters.

Roger also presented two-dimensional computer plots of stream habitat at differing flows.   Water extraction can have longer term effects – it takes time for river life to recover after low flows.  A key research question is how does the duration of low flows affect the impacts they have?  Guthrie commented that we can manage low flows whereas we accept flood impacts because they’re hard to manage.  Paul observed that while insects might recover in the river a few weeks after flows increase, it could take trout say 5 years and eels 20 years.

Lloyd has noticed how the summer diversion of water from the Hope River into the Tadmor drives Tadmor trout out into the mainstem Motueka.  He thinks the water quality must be different.  Roger mentioned proposed radio tagging studies of trout to find out what makes them move and where they go during low flows or warm periods.  Gloria asked whether fish affect their habitat and Roger confirmed that they do by eating the invertebrates that in-turn graze on algae, for example.  Guthrie commented on the value of this type of research, as we have no idea now what impacts occurred when trout were first released.  Rob noted that the Shaggery River was so named because it had large numbers of shags present.  Gloria said she has seen the shags flying in at up to 50 at a time, drifting down ‘working the river’ eating fish.  You don’t read about this happening historically, although you do hear about parakeets having affected the hops in the early days.  The Herring Stream may be named because it used to host the now extinct grayling.  And the Maori name Pokororo means net so they must have caught fish there.  Lloyd mentioned having found a gill net set in the Whirley Hole.

Andrew closed the meeting at 9.30pm commenting how valuable the local observations about the river had been.  The next meeting would cover research on riverbed degradation and effects of river gravel extraction.  Andrew said this work needed to be reported first to TDC, but he hoped the next CRG meeting could be early June.

