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To reimagine the Mataura River system by bringing together catchment 
by design methodologies and mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) in 
order to build cultural, environmental, and economic resilience in the 

catchment. 
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Background 

The Mataura River is found in the Murihiku Southland region and is approximately 240km long. 
The river’s headwaters are located in the Eyre Mountains to the south of Lake Whakatipu. From 
there it flows southeast towards Gore, where it turns southward. It then passes through the 
town of Mataura and enters the Pacific Ocean at Toetoes Bay on the southern coast of the 
South Island. Much of its channel was braided. 

Prone to flooding and ad hoc responses by local Government, there is a need to reconsider the 
current flood investment and flood plain management to move towards a climate resilient 
platform in support of enhanced cultural, economic, biodiversity and community outcomes.  

Since 2022, Hokonui Rūnanga, Awarua Rūnanga, and Waihopai Rūnanga and Ōraka/Aparima 
Rūnanga have worked together with Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu, Fonterra and Toitū te Whenua 
|LINZ to consider a re-imagined Mataura River system, based on the bringing together of 
catchment design methodologies and Mātauranga Māori (Māori Knowledge).  
 

 

Description: Mataura awa catchment (white) and Mataura Statutory 
Acknowledgement (red) in Murihiku. 
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Key Objectives and Goals 
To ensure that effective planning and research informs future investment across the Mataura 
River system, the following goals/ objectives provide focus for project development: 

● Improve the current Mataura River system management and re-establish natural buffers 
● Reduce the intensity of flood peaks in downstream bottlenecks such as Gore and 

Mataura townships 
● Enhance mahinga kai, cultural values and taonga species 
● Reintroduce mid-system wetlands 
● Restore riparian habitat 
● Provide alternative livelihood pathways for ngā rūnanga and communities. 

 

Reimagining Mataura Project Governance 
The project is governed by a Project Steering Group with representatives from: 

● Hokonui Rūnanga 
● Awarua Rūnanga 
● Waihopai Rūnanga 
● Ōraka/Aparima Rūnanga 
● Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu 
● Fonterra 

The Project Steering Group meets monthly to provide project direction and oversee delivery of 
the work programme. 
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FY24/25 Summary 

In FY24/25 a major focus for the project has been on developing a formal governance structure, 
with a range of stakeholder activities carried out to explore what a future governance entity 
could look like.  

This included: 

● Stakeholder Wānanga in September 2024 to update the community and stakeholders 
about the project and discuss governance options, with over 130 attendees (see 
Wānanga programme in Attachment 1) 
 

● Follow up online hui in October 2024 for interested parties to further discuss the shape 
of a governance structure for the project (outcomes from hui in Attachment 2) 
 

Mataura River Place-Based Partnership & Restoration Programme 

● Wilkins Family and Reimagining Mataura Project Steering Group 
The relationship between the Wilkins family and members of the Reimagining Mataura 
Project Steering Group (PSG) has been steadily developing since April 2025, following 
initial engagement after a stakeholder wānanga held at the Ascot in September 2024. 

In April 2025, PSG members participated in a whanaungatanga hui at the Wilkins Farm, 
marking the beginning of a collaborative relationship. During this hui, the Wilkins family 
shared their economic and environmental aspirations, including recent initiatives 
focused on environmental data collection. PSG members reciprocated by outlining the 
broader social and environmental aspirations of the rūnanga for the Mataura Catchment. 
A guided visit across the Wilkins property provided PSG members with valuable insight 
into the scale and scope of the family's landholdings. 

Following this initial engagement, the PSG identified opportunities to build a high-trust, 
long-term relationship with the Wilkins family. In June 2025, PSG members, 
accompanied by kaimahi from the Office of Te Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu, returned to the 
Wilkins Farm to further explore the potential for an intergenerational partnership between 
Papatipu Rūnanga and the Wilkins family. During this hui, the PSG extended an invitation 
to collaborate on a restoration project, which the Wilkins family agreed to consider. 

Subsequent engagement between PSG members and the Wilkins Farm’s environmental 
advisor provided deeper insight into the family's environmental priorities and potential 
areas for collaboration. The Wilkins family expressed strong interest in riparian 
management at a farm scale, with existing efforts underway across a 1km stretch of land 
encompassing approximately 3 hectares. This work is focused on improving water quality 
and enhancing biodiversity. Complementing this, they are actively involved in monitoring 
and mapping at both farm and catchment levels, aiming to support informed decision-
making and build water quality capability. 

The concept of a native corridor has resonated strongly particularly given ongoing native 
planting efforts. A site containing degraded swamp and eroding riverbanks has been 
identified as a potential pilot site for restoration, noting the farming challenges 
associated with poor drainage and erosion. While there is interest in addressing larger-
scale issues, the PSG recommendation is to start with smaller, manageable projects to 
build momentum and test collaborative approaches. Both parties acknowledge a shared 
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interest in the cultural and historical narratives of the Mataura Catchment, recognising 
that this partnership represents not only a long-term environmental initiative but also an 
intergenerational relationship.  

The Wilkins family’s recommendation is to consider that tributaries may offer the most 
strategic starting point, and this was supported by PSG members, who agreed that 
addressing issues at the tributary level could yield significant downstream benefits for 
the Mataura River. This alignment of values and vision has laid a strong foundation for a 
collaborative restoration project and a meaningful, enduring partnership. 

At the most recent hui in August, the PSG formally proposed the Mataura River Place-
Based Partnership & Restoration Programme, a two-phase initiative designed to 
establish sustainable, trust-based stewardship of the Mataura River frontage. The 
proposal was well received by the Wilkins family, who later confirmed their support for 
the approach and expressed enthusiasm for progressing the partnership.  

Phase 1 focuses on shared learning, site discovery, and project planning, with joint field 
visits, cultural and ecological knowledge gathering, and the development of draft 
restoration concepts. Phase 2 will translate these plans into tangible restoration actions, 
including riparian planting, erosion control, wetland restoration, and culturally informed 
monitoring.This programme integrates mātauranga Māori, ecological science, and 
sustainable farming practices to revitalise key sections of the river. It also provides a 
framework for collaborative governance, adaptive management, and community 
engagement, ensuring that restoration efforts are both environmentally effective and 
culturally meaningful. The PSG and Wilkins Farming are committed to progressing this 
partnership with transparency, shared purpose, and a long-term vision for the health and 
mauri of the Mataura River. 

 

 Other activities completed in FY24/25 are detailed below. 

 

● Takiwā Ltd has provided mapping and data‑storytelling services to Reimagining Mataura 
/ Hokonui Rūnanga via an established Hokonui Rūnanga workspace on the Takiwā 
platform, where ongoing data collection and curation ensure the catchment strategy 
remains data‑driven. A specific output was a presentation at Awarua Marae during the 
Harakeke Hub Hīkoi to “build a shared understanding” of the Mataura River and 
catchment among diverse stakeholders, using existing datasets and visualisations from 
the Hokonui Rūnanga workspace on Takiwā. 
 

● Hokonui Rūnanga continues to provide coordination, leadership and administration 
functions for the Project Steering Group (PSG) on behalf of Murihiku Rūnanga. The PSG 
meets monthly to monitor and review the project budget and workplan.  

 

Edendale Aquifer Group (EAG) 

The EAG formed in 2024, in response to community concerns around high nitrate levels in the 
shallow aquifers in the Edendale area. EAG is a sub-group of the Three Rivers Catchment 
Conservation Trust (TRCCT) which is a legal entity and registered charity. Funding for the EAG is 
held by TRCCT and administered by way of a legally binding MOU between the two parties. 
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Nitrate issues had been identified in bores around the Edendale area, some of the levels were 
approaching NZ drinking water standard limits. People wanted to understand the causes of high 
nitrate in some bores in the catchment to inform changes on farm that could be taken to reduce 
nitrates in the aquifer and meet future environmental limits. 

The foundation project for the EAG was understanding the movement, interactions and 
monitoring of nutrients, particularly nitrogen, through the Edendale Catchment. The project is 
split into five workstreams: 

 

 

 

1. Community Engagement 

In FY24/25 the EAG ran several well attended community events as well as the regular nitrate 
testing event every 3rd Friday. In July 2024 the EAG purchased a portable real time nitrate sensor 
to support community engagement and to help build up a better understanding of water quality 
within the catchment.  

Key community events: 

- 24th September 2024 – Presentation of the project at the Re-imagining Mataura 
stakeholder hui.  

- 10th October 2024 – Understanding Our Water – Community presentation at Seaward 
Downs Hall on the work Land and Water Science had been undertaking for EAG on why 
we see different nitrate levels in bores across the catchment and the significant 
influence landscape plays in determining water quality outcomes. 

- 31st March 2025 – Drop Your N but not Your Profit – Community presentation at Seaward 
Downs Hall looking at different strategies to reduce nitrogen loss on farm and their 
financial impacts. 
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2. Mitigations of Outputs 

The workstream focused on capturing and treating nitrate lost from farms within the catchment 
as well as understanding the key pathways in which nitrate gets to water, moves through the 
landscape and the types of interventions that will be most effective.  

Phase 1 commenced in 2024 and investigated the landscape and contaminant flow paths 
within the catchment. The catchment is unique as it has a long (42km) terrace running along its 
western boundary with numerous seeps discharging high nitrate groundwater into waterways 
on the floodplain (mainly historic drains put in to drain the original wetland areas) and 
ultimately into the Mataura River.  

Land and Water Science developed a high-resolution hydrological network for the catchment 
identifying water sheds, drainage networks, different stream types, and used airborne radio 
metrics to find former and degraded wetlands. The landscape was found to have a significant 
role in determining water quality. Water in the upper terrace was low in nitrate due to its 
interaction with lignite (carbon), compared to the lower terrace where free draining soils allow 
nitrate to pass rapidly into the underlying aquifer and lignite deposits are much deeper resulting 
in minimal interaction with water in the aquifer.  

A final piece of work is due to be complete in early in FY25/26 looking at the distribution of 
nitrate within the flood plain drainage network to help finalise locations for potential 
interventions.  

Phase 2 of the workstream will commence in FY25/26 and will use the information from Phase 1 
to pilot mitigations, such as wetlands.  Mitigations will be trialled at a farm scale and potentially 
at a catchment scale if suitable sites are found and landowners are supportive. Re-imagining 
Mataura has put $70,000 towards this wetland creation mahi.  

 
McRae Demonstration Site (550 Natives Planted) 

 

Two demonstration sites were started in FY24/25 but were delayed due to resource consent 
requirements and winter weather. These are due for completion in summer 2025.  
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3. Mitigation of Inputs 

Four case study farms were modelled in Overseer and Farmax, highlighting how stacked 
mitigations, including plantain, fertiliser efficiency, reduced stocking rates, low nitrogen 
fertiliser use and off paddock facilities impact profit and nitrogen leaching.  

 

4. Water Quality Analysis 

The project seeks to build community engagement through real time water quality information 
and provide confidence that mitigations are working (or not!).  

An Eco Detection unit was installed on Oteramika Creek. This collects four samples per day and 
anal these for nitrogen and phosphorus. In addition to this, two Adroit nitrate sensors will be 
installed in early FY25/26, within the Fonterra demonstration site. These will measure inflows of 
nitrate from a nearby spring and subsequently nitrate levels of the water once it has passed 
through a woodchip filter and small wetland.  

 

 

 

5. Flow path 
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Data from the EAG real time monitoring is being used by Professor Tony Pleasants and others to 
build a more accurate model for predicting nutrient losses from land use and the impact this 
will have on water quality. Using advances mathematics and regression models, the model will 
continuously adapt and improve its accuracy over time.  

 

  



10 
 

Attachment 1 – Wānanga Programme 
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Attachment 2 – Online Hui October 2024 
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