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Introduction 
The Upper Buller area is situated between St. 
Arnaud and Murchison. Surrounded by Nelson 
Lakes National Park, Kahurangi National Park 
and Victoria Forest Park, the area is famous for 
the scenic beauty and the clear waters of the 
Buller River and its tributaries. Tourists from 
all over the world flock to the area in summer 
to experience the rivers world-renowned 
reputation for whitewater rafting, kayaking and 
trout fishing.

Against this backdrop live a rural community 
made up of farmers and tourist operators. Many 
of the farms have remained in the same family 
for  multiple generations, owned by  people 
who have been forged by tough conditions. A 
history of isolation, earthquakes and extreme 
floods have bound the community together, 
making local people resilient and self reliant. 

Upper Buller Catchment area. 
Map: Google

This booklet aims to highlight the resilience of 
farmers in the Upper Buller and reflect on their 
ability to respond to changing expectations by 
adopting sustainable farming strategies related 
to wetland and riparian management. Their 
collaborative approach demonstrates how 
independent communities have the capacity to 
quietly adjust when they are given the necessary 
support, even during times of economic hardship. 

This is the story of a wild dramatic part of New 
Zealand and the community behind NZ Landcare 
Trust's Upper Buller Enhancement Project.
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Clematis. Photo: Barbara Stuart/NZLTTrout. Photo: Jacob Lucas/Fish & Game NZ

Farming, whether intensive or extensive, only 
occupies 2-5% of the total landscape in the 
area, with dairy farming making up the main 
agricultural activity on the alluvial river terraces 
and in the tributary valleys. There are also hill 
country sheep, beef and deer farming, and 
forestry on the steeper slopes. Many farms are 
strung out along river terraces and are regularly 
subjected to extreme rainfall events. Rapidly 
rising creeks and rivers often wash away fences, 
block culverts and in some instances  even 
threaten bridges and houses.

The climate is characterised by hot summer days 
with cool nights and cold winters.  During the 
winter months, mists at night protect the town 
at Murchison and surrounding plains from most 
frosts, but can linger well into the morning. 
Rainfall is about 1600 mm per annum, and is fairly 
evenly distributed throughout the year. 

Lake Rotoiti. Photo: Yuki Fukuda 
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How the 
Upper Buller 
Enhancement 
Project began   
Because farming comprises only a small fraction 
of the landscape, it has a relatively low impact 
on the Buller River, compared to many other 
parts of the country. Nevertheless, there is a 
growing awareness of the potential negative 
impact of farming on water quality so farmers 
are responding to change.

The Upper Buller Enhancement Project began 
in response to changing environmental 
expectations. Changing public awareness 
and government legislation caused some 
misunderstanding amongst local landowners. 
To find solutions that would work for the whole 
community, the Upper Buller Enhancement 

Group was formed. It took a collaborative 
approach involving many different stakeholders 
including local farmers, landowners, DairyNZ, 
Department of Conservation, Fish & Game 
New Zealand, Tasman District Council, tourism 
operators and NZ Landcare Trust.

The  group placed an emphasis on valuing local 
knowledge and collaborating between interest 
groups. Their objectives were to:

• increase the awareness about the 
importance of collaboration between 
recreation, tourism and land-users;

• increase landowner awareness about the 
value of farmers leading Industry’s best 
practices and the importance of retaining the 
wild river naturalness of the Upper Buller.

• increase knowledge sharing to find 
practical options for  filtering farm run-off 
through appropriate riparian or wetland 
management.

Upper Buller Enhancement Group made up of farmers 
and stakeholders.   
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Wetland Workshop held at Nelson Lakes.

Murchison Area School students helping to grow native 
plants at the plant nursery. 

David Kings effluent system.

Beef Cattle, Tutaki Valley. 

The group has utilised DairyNZ and Beef + Lamb 
New Zealand’s knowledge to run a variety 
of Industry-led workshops and events for 
farmers and locals. These helped develop good 
management practices that are applied by the 
Upper Buller community (see ‘The Upper Buller 
Good  Management Practices’ guide - in Useful 
Information section). Importantly, a wide range 
of farmers have been adopting these good 
management practices. For example, dairy 
cows have been eliminated from the industry-
defined waterways; the majority of farmers 
are now compliant with both Tasman District 
Council’s legislation and Fonterra’s Sustainable 
Water Dairy Accord. 

The Department of Conservation opened 
their community nursery to provide plants 
to farmers at a reduced cost. Murchison 
Area School students have been helping to 
grow plants at the nursery. The Upper Buller 
Enhancement Group, NZ Fish & Game Council 
and the students also helped out landowners 
on planting days. The key message is a 
collaborative approach can achieve far more 
than individuals working in isolation.



5

The importance 
of the rivers  
in the Upper  
Buller area  
The  Buller River (177 km) is the thirteenth 
longest, and its catchment is the fifth largest 
in the country. The average annual flow is 
approximately 429 cubic metres per second. 
The river holds the highest flood flow of any 
New Zealand river at over 14,000 cubic metres 
per second. In the Upper Buller area, the Buller 
River has three major tributaries (the Gowan, 
the Matakitaki and the Maruia Rivers) along with 
many other smaller tributaries (including the 
Hope, Owen, Mangles and Matiri Rivers).

Buller River at Thurlows Rd. Photo: Barbara Stuart/NZLT 

In 2001, The Buller Water Conservation Order 
came into force. It provides recognition of the 
outstanding values of water bodies and lists the 
waters to be retained in their natural state, or 
protected. The features include: 
• recreational characteristics
• wild and scenic characteristics 
• fisheries or wildlife habitat features
• scientific values

These features serve as a cornerstone for the 
Upper Buller Enhancement Group, guiding their 
activities.

Tourism is booming in Murchison. The Visitor 
Centre’s manager, Leanne Ealam, said, “There 
has been a 30 to 40% increase in tourist numbers 
compared to the previous summer.” The Upper 
Buller River is a magnet for whitewater kayakers 
and rafters from various parts of the world. 
The GODZone adventure race also selected this 
area for their 2016 competition. The river and 
its tributaries have abundant trophy-sized trout 
which attract trout fishermen. The cultural and 
commercial harvest of longfin eels also takes 
place in this area.
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Above: The Buller River Water Conservation Order. Map: DOC

Murchison Visitor Information Centre.

Brown trout. Photo: Owen River Lodge

Eel. Photo: Yuki Fukuda

White water rafters. Photo: Ultimate Descents New Zealand 
Ltd
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A thrilling rapid testing the participants courage. 
Photo: Alexandre Socci/GODZone

Tramping across Kahurangi National Park. 
Photo: Alexandre Socci/GODZone

Murchison is the whitewater rafting and kayaking 
capital of New Zealand. Within 20 minutes of the 
town there are a number of fantastic whitewater 
rivers. Hundreds of thrill-seeking travellers flock 
here to experience the legendary river. Two large 
lakes feed the river with no dams to regulate 
its flow, and rain regularly transforms it into an 
exciting rollercoaster ride. Local businesses have 
sprung up in response to demand and offer a 
range of services that allow visitors to  paddle all 
year round - water flow is well maintained from 
snowmelt during the summer months.

The wild ride in the Upper Buller Gorge.  
Photo: Ultimate Descents New Zealand Ltd

Local business are all impacted by the increase in tourism.
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Kayaking down the rapid in the Matakitaki River. Photo: Alexandre Socci/GODZone

Journeying  through the bush-clad landscape can 
inspire people to value the environment. In April 
2015 farmers from the Upper Buller Enhancement 
Group were invited on a rafting trip from the 
Owen to Longford. The journey passed beside 
native forest and farmland, underlining the value 
of such an experience, and the broader benefits 
associated with natural areas.

Since 2012, GODZone has been the most 
technically-challenging adventure race in the 
world. It is held each year in different locations 
around New Zealand, and in April 2016 the epic 
530 km race took place in the Tasman region. 
Four person teams navigated across spectacular 
wilderness and backcountry landscapes using 
a map and a compass. Teams travelled from all 
over the world to compete in the event, which 
must be completed within seven days.  The wild 
rugged scenery and crystal-clear waterways were 
a big draw cards for competitors. 

The race left an indelible mark for the local 
communities, too. Among the 71 teams, 
former captain of the All Blacks, Richie McCaw, 
participated in the Cure Kids team. GODZone was 
his first major sporting event since retiring from 
his legendary rugby career. “We know we are in 
for one heck of a challenge that will push us all to 
the limits, mentally and physically - it is definitely 

Photo: Andrew Conway/GODZone

Farmers experiencing the rafting in the Owen River. 

going to be a true test of our grit, determination 
and resilience,” McCaw said.
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The Upper Buller River and its tributaries are 
considered one of New Zealand’s premier brown 
trout fishing locations, due to the large number 
of trout that often grow to trophy sizes. Trout 
fishing alone is estimated to bring in about 
$10,000 per day during the fishing season, 
as many fly fishermen stay in luxury lodges, 
employ fishing guides and hire helicopters to 
reach remote 'back country' fishing locations. 
Murchison is a very popular base for international 
anglers due to the thirty great trout rivers 
located within an hour of the township. Caddisfly 
and mayfly are favourite food items for trout and 
require clean water to thrive. 

In recent years Didymo has become the biggest 
threat to the trout fishery. Unfortunately, like 
trout, the weed thrives in pristine rivers; low 
phosphorous concentration (< 2  parts per billion) 
is linked to the cause of their bloom. The thick 
smothering mats can cover large proportions 
of the river bed, which reduces invertebrates 
that trout prefer. Scientists and Fish & Game are 
working hard to find a way to control Didymo, 
but solutions are currently proving elusive.

American fishermen holding a trophy-size trout. 
Photo: Nick King

Spectacular scenery at one of the tributaries. Photo: Owen River Lodge

Trout needs clean water because they rely on their vision to 
search for food. Photo: Jacob Lucas/Fish & Game NZ
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The longfin eel is only found in New Zealand 
and is the targeted species for the commercial 
and cultural harvest in the Upper Buller area. 
The longfin eels in Nelson Lakes National Park 
constitute as important breeding stock. Except 
for the small amount (less than 15 kg) of cultural 
harvest by local iwi, these lakes are some of 
the largest commercially-unfished waters in the 
country, and forming 17% of the total area of 
New Zealand lakes unaffected by hydroelectricity 
development. 

The eels only reproduce once, at the end of their 
long life. The average migration age for female 
longfins from Nelson Lakes was 93 years old. 
They migrate to tropical pacific waters, probably 
the deep ocean trench near Tonga, to breed. 
A female releases 1 to 20 million eggs and they 
perish afterwards. Their larvae (1 mm long) float 
on ocean currents for eight to nine months, many 
of which will die before reaching New Zealand. 
They transform into glass eels (elvers) before 
start ascending rivers. They are known to climb 
up to 40 m; however, overhanging culverts 
prevent this upstream migration. They prefer 
habitats with plenty of cover. Loss of habitat has 
had a significant impact. Small eels feed on insect 
larvae and worms whereas larger eels prefer to 
feed on fish.

Outside the protected waters in the Upper Buller 
area, the eels are commercially harvested. The 
catch from the Buller River in 2011-2012 was 2,085 
kg, making the fishery worth approximately 
$10,000-12,000 per year. Nevertheless, research 
shows that the current national harvest levels 
are of serious concern. Larger females are so 
easily caught by baited fyke nets that more than 
half the longfins in a waterway can be removed 
within a night of fishing. As larger individuals 
have become scarcer, more small individuals 
within the commercial size have been processed. 

Longfin eels migrate to the South Pacific 
deep sea trenches for reproduction. 
Photo: Alexandre Socci/GODZone

Fyke nets (smaller one on the left is used for the longfin eel). 
Photo: Mike Beentjes/NIWA

About 75% of eels are exported to South Korea. 
Photo: Mike Beentjes/NIWA

Eels in a Murchison stream.
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Positive action 
by farmers and 
landowners
Managing run-off from land

Not only is protecting our waterways good for 
the environment but it makes good business 
sense too. Clean water benefits the health of 
farm livestock and attracts recreational visitors 
who support local tourist operators. The 
farmer-led Upper Buller Enhancement Group has 
focused on getting all parties with an interest 
in clean water working together to support 
positive initiatives from landowners, such as 
better dairy shed effluent management.

While riparian management sounds simple, 
it is in fact, complex. Farm run-off has now 
become a focus for Tasman District Council, 
especially when soils are saturated during the 
winter and early spring. Almost every farm in 
the district has areas that drain into waterways 
so run-off is a significant risk for most. If during 
in wet conditions, stock are allowed to pug the 
ground near these sites, run-off containing both 
E.coli and sediment will make its way to the 
waterways.

In recent years, dairy farmers have improved 
on-farm infrastructure. They have fenced 
off streams, installed bridges and culverts, 
improved dairy shed effluent management 
and storage, and introduced systems for 
spreading effluent to land at a low rate 
during dry conditions. Cows no longer have 
access to creeks and the run-off from yards 
and lanes is better managed. This has been 
a huge achievement, resulting in significant 
improvements even during periods of rain. 
What remains is ordinary run-off from land 
which can be very hard to manage, especially 
during high rainfall events.

Industry and landowners are aware of the 
ongoing need to filter farm run-off in order 
to reduce the risks associated with nutrient 
and sediment escape. Riparian planting plans 
are being developed, along with  timelines for 
implementation.  

Planted habitat conducive for fish spawning on the Bavin farm.  
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The  Fonterra Sustainable Water Accord requires:

• 50% of dairy farms with waterways to have a 
riparian management plan by 31st May 2017

• these farms will have completed half of the 
work on their plan by 31st May 2020, with full 
implementation of all plans by 2030

• planting to be done in places that will reduce 
farm run-off into waterways and improve 
water quality in the a significant manner.

It is important to remain aware of the risks, 
especially if grazing on crops when the ground 
is saturated during winter or spring conditions.  
Tasman District Council is required to regulate 
and check for situations where run-off is 
degrading water quality.  The Council flies over 
the whole district every July-August - the most 
cost effective way to monitor compliance.

The Department of Conservation has opened 
their native plant nursery to provide plants ‘at 
cost’ to farmers and landowners involved in 
riparian planting work. Plenty of information is 
on hand to help. Representatives from DOC can 
give advice to landowners about which plants 
are best for specific locations, while Fonterra and 
DairyNZ websites also provide information about 
riparian planning and planting. In addition the 
Upper Buller Enhancement Group has compiled a 
list of local tips for riparian management to help 
landowners.

Wetlands are permanently or temporarily wet 
areas that support plants and animals adapted 
to wet conditions. Over 95% of Tasman’s original 
wetlands have been lost due to development.  
Now there is a strong push from central 
government to re-establish lowland wetlands and 
to retain existing wetlands on both public and 
private land, with councils required to identify 
and protect these areas. While generally farmers 
acknowledge the reasons behind the changes, for 
many it still came as a shock.

Thankfully many wetlands remain intact in the 
Upper Buller. This is largely due to the practical 
knowledge of locals who have always known how 
to manage these areas with light grazing in order 
to reduce the risk of stock getting bogged.

Science now tells us wetlands bring a number of 
benefits especially in a big river system like the 
Upper Buller. They store water for dry periods, 
absorb water and reduce flooding in the lower 
reaches of a river system during medium rain 
events. In the right situation, they filter run-off, 
provide habitat for wildlife and have unique 
biodiversity values.

Landowners wanting to spray weeds or alter a 
wet area on their land should check out Tasman 
District Councils Provisions for Wetlands Guide 
(see Useful Information at the back of this 
booklet), before draining or modifying wetlands. 
 

Rick Monks, effluent storage, Mt Ella. 
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Case studies 
The following six case studies demonstrate 
examples of positive actions and collaborative 
approaches taken by the Upper Buller 
farming community to enhance the rivers and 
biodiversity. 

3

24

6
15

Upper Buller

Approximate 
location of farms 
in case studies.
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CASE STUDY 1 

Protecting 
spawning 
habitats for trout 
and native fish
Landowners: Paul and Nicky Bavin

Property type: Dairy Farm

Property size: 213 on the milking platform  
(246 ha total)  

Stock numbers: 550 milking cows

Positive outcomes:

 Improved spawning and rearing habitats  
for trout, ensuring trout fishery

 Improved spawning habitats for native fish

 Stock fenced out of waterways

 Shelterbelts offer protection for stock 

 Increased habitats for pukeko and other 
waterfowl

 Job creation for family and staff

When Paul and Nicky undertook a dairy 
conversion on their St Arnaud farm in 2008, 
they were determined that there would be no 
detrimental impact to the Buller River. 

So they collaborated with Fish & Game, Tasman 
District Council (TDC) and Department of 
Conservation. Because of their involvement in the 
Sherry River Catchment Group, Paul and Nicky 
knew two key things: the importance of fencing 
and planting riparian areas for water quality; and 
the benefit of collaboration.

They put a total of 9 km of fencing along the river 
and streams that run into the Buller. They also 
left riparian buffers of two to four metres width, 
between the farmland and the river/streams. 
Paul and Nicky gradually planted the riparian 
margins with plants, such as Carex secta, flaxes, 
kowhai and other frost-flat species. These were 
purchased from the Department of Conservation 
plant nursery at Murchison - locally sourced plants 
tend to have greater survival rates once planted. 

Fencing off waterways reduces the amount of 
sedimentation going into the water. This helps 
increase the survival of trout eggs. Following 
advice from Fish & Game and Tasman District 
Council, Paul and Nicky planted the inlet and 
outlet channels to create a quiet spawning habitat 
for trout and native fish. Their farm is located 
within a likely spawning area for the upland 
bully, dwarf and northern flathead galaxias, and 
possibly kōaro, too. It was a huge undertaking 
because the land was completely bare and the 
harsh winter climate made plant establishment 
slow. But Fish & Game and Department of 
Conservation also assisted them with plantings 
and release spraying to keep the weeds under 
control. “It has taken eight years, but it’s been a 
big success. We now have habitat for trout and 
native fish in the channel,” says Paul.  “It’s great to 
see fish! It is so satisfying to feel that we all made 
it happen. Collaboration with other stakeholders is 
essential to our success”, says Nicky.  

Sandra Wotherspoon, DOC, and Nicky Bavin (right) 
choose plants from the nursery. 

Dairy Farmer Nicky Bavin, Milking. 
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CASE STUDY 2

Balancing 
affordability and 
sustainability
Landowner: Simon Blakemore

Property type: Sheep and Beef Farm

Property size: 570 ha (350 ha effective)

Stock numbers: 1,000 breeding ewes, 250 
replacement lambs, 230 breeding cows, 60 
replacement calves and 250 breeding hinds

Positive outcomes: 

 300 acres of native bush protected

 Practical cost effective outcomes for 
maintaining wetlands

 Sustainably managed farm unit

In 1963, Simon’s parents, George & Shirley 
Blakemore, purchased the farm. Simon and 
his late wife, Nicola, took over the property 
in 1993. His farm is located in the Tutaki Valley 
near the Braeburn range where the alpine fault 
line lies. The Homestead is part of the historic 
Braeburn Station and his family have recorded 
the local history. Simon has a deep respect for 
both his land and a sustainable community in 
the Upper Buller. 

The property lies on the western slopes of Mt 
Baring. The Blakemore family has retained a 300 
acre block of original native bush on a steep 
hillside which Simon says, “I would never like to 
see milled.” 

Simon says, “Below the fault line, there are areas 
of granite and a series of spring-fed streams 
where seeps have formed small wetland basins”. 
Simon believes that the best practice is to 
manage his stocking rates to the right level 
so that they do not pressure these sensitive 
areas. It is about maintaining an affordable 
balance between reasonable profitability and 
sustainability. The amount of fencing required 
for protection is cost-prohibitive for hill country 
farming and, therefore, he prefers to farm 
carefully around these areas. “These basins are a 
natural feature which suites light grazing to keep 
weeds out”, he says. 

His strategic grazing allowed many native 
trees and plants, such as kahikatea, Pokaka, 
broadleaf, kanuka and Carex secta to regenerate 
around the wetland areas. As these plants grow, 
they give valuable shade habitat in the wetland 
areas for many native species.

Blakemore Farm below Mt Baring, Braeburn range. Sheep & Beef Farmer Simon Blakemore in front of wetland.
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CASE STUDY 3

Collaboration 
towards wetland 
protection
Landowners: Tony and Sarah Peacock

Property type: Deer and Cattle Farm

Property size: 430 ha (350 ha effective) 

Stock numbers: 950 breeding hinds, 150 stags, 
200 replacement fawns, 140 cattle

Positive outcomes:

 Habitats maintained for flora and fauna, 
including eels, native fish and birds

 Farming sustainably with the natural 
environment

 Collaboration with Tasman District Council 
and Queen Elizabeth II National Trust

Glengarry farms are situated on a narrow river 
terrace above the Maruia Falls on the Maruia 
River which flows into the Buller. The property 
boundaries with the Brunner range within 
Victoria Forest Park. At 206,000 hectares, it is the 
largest forest park in New Zealand. So the farm 
sits in a stunning setting surrounded by steep 
bush-clad mountains.

Like many landowners in the area, the Peacock 
family has a strong tie to their farm. The family 
have farmed here since the 1930s when Tony’s 
grandfather purchased the land. The farm has 
been passed down through the family. “I know 
how they carved a farm out from the bush, what it 
took to do that. It’s our home, we care and want to 
protect it for that reason,” says Tony. 

An annual rainfall of 1,800-2,000 mm and bush 
back drop ensures natural wetlands remain to this 
day. Tony and his father, Mike, decided that they 
wanted to do the right thing when their wetlands 
were identified by Tasman District Council. They 
approached Queen Elizabeth II National Trust 
(QEII) to identify areas of a high conservation 
value, so that they could be protected. “Living 
alongside the river in all its moods is paradise,” says 
Tony. “We want to make sure our farming practices 
will not deteriorate a number of wetland areas 
between the bush line and where we farm,” he 
continues. 

Collaboration with other stakeholders has been 
a helpful process for reaching joint outcomes 
directed by the wider community aspirations.  
The biggest gain for the family is an idea proposed 
by QEII to construct a wetland that will enhance 
a soggy area and provide a filter effect for farm 
run-off. 

Tony coaches the local rugby team, and the 
Peacock family have always contributed to the 
local community. They demonstrate that positive 
outcomes can be achieved through discussion and 
the sharing of ideas.

Tony Peacock in front of one of his wetlands. Stags graze the bush edge of the Peacock farm. 



17

CASE STUDY 4

Supporting the 
trout fishery and 
kayakers in the 
Mangles River 
Landowners: Ray and Pam Borcovsky

Property type: Dairy Farm

Property size: 1,080 ha (360 ha effective)

Stock numbers: 425 milking cows, 120 cattle, 130 
dairy heifers and 200 sheep

Positive outcomes:

 Public access for trout fishermen and 
kayakers, supporting local economy

 3 bridges and culverts installed 

 Stock crossing risks eliminated

 200 acres of native bush retained

Since 1944, Ray and Pam Borcovsky have been 
farming alongside the Mangles River. Their farm 
has extensive river flats and river terraces. The 
Mangles is renowned for its trout fishing, and 
also has good eel populations. Ray is proud of 
the reputation and really enjoys seeing people 

fish the Mangles River. “Guides bring in three to 
six parties a week to our farm. Plus, there are good 
numbers of other individual fishermen during the 
season,” Ray says. Polytechnics and school groups 
also access the Mangles through their farm, and 
use the river for teaching kayaking. Ray says that 
he is of the generation of landowners who believe 
in allowing public access, and enjoyment of the 
land and river is a responsibility of ownership so 
long as the public respect his right to farm.

Since 2006, the family has installed bridges at 
three major river crossings, and three large 
culverts to meet Fonterra’s environmental 
conditions of supply. These conditions required 
that dairy farmers would eliminate all stock from 
permanently flowing streams and rivers and, thus, 
reduce the amount of farm run-off into the water 
in wet conditions.

Since converting to dairy, 200 acres of the steeper 
hill country (which used to carry a lot more 
sheep) is now regenerating native bush.  Ray says, 
“Light grazing mimics the original fauna in this 
area; browsing by (now-extinct) moa would have 
had a similar effect. So light grazing has proved as 
both effective and practical management”. Light 
stocking keeps many of the weeds under control, 
gives the farmer some return, without hampering 
regeneration of native trees. 

Maori used to hunt kereru (wood pigeon) in 
the Mangles Valley, which is evident from the 
tools found locally. Kereru are still abundant and 
thriving in this area, thanks to many remaining 
natural habitats left untouched by the farmers.

Ray Bocovsky at his dairy shed. A wetland on the Borcovsky property. 
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CASE STUDY 5

Planting  
riparian areas 
with future 
generations on 
the Four Rivers 
Plain
Landowners: Graeme and Shirley Thompson

Property size: 275 ha.  80 hectares flat, 75 
hectare hill country in forestry & native bush, 120 
hectares leased to the neighbours

Stock numbers: 120 beef cattle 

Positive outcomes:

 Cows out of the creek from fenced-off 
riparian zones

 300 native plants added in the riparian zone 
filtering nutrients

 Providing educational opportunities for  
local students 

 Securing habitat for wildlife

 

Since Graeme’s great grandfather bought the 
farm in 1897, the Thompson family has been 
farming on the flood-prone Four Rivers Plain. 
Flooding is part of nature, but presents a lot of 
challenges for the Thompsons. The area was 
once a lake in the ancient past. To this day, when 
the Buller floods, 50% of the farm is under water. 
Graeme says, “every ten years or so we get an old 
man flood especially after snow at Nelson lakes, as 
that melts, the flood leaves a thick layer of silt.” In 
these conditions, Graeme is always alert to the 
threat of floods, as he would have to move the 
stock to higher ground and check on them every 
three hours. Even on holiday, he is alert to what 
the rainfall is at home just in case his stock need 
to be moved to higher ground.  

When approached by Tasman District Council, 
Graeme decided he would like to enhance the 
creek. He has fenced off his creek, cleaned out 
the drains and has prepared sites for planting. 
Plants, of course, need to be able to cope with 
flooding to survive the condition. In September 
2016, 28 students from Murchison Area School 
helped with planting native plants at the 
Thompson’s farm. The students have been 
helping to grow native plants in the Murchison 
DOC nursery since 2013. 

He also has a few remnant beech trees with 
mistletoe, a threatened plant species. “It’s 
nice to see the mistletoe flowering again after 
the animal health board (carried out) possum 
control,” Graeme continues, “the farm has been 
very important to me all my life. As I’ve become 
older, I have become more of a conservationist”.   
He is keen to see the farm enhanced, and says he 
has plans to turn the gold-mine disturbed land 
into a wetland.  

Graeme Thompson holding mistletoe branch from a 
remnant beech tree on his property.

Students helping to plant riparian zone on Graeme and 
Shirley’s farm. 
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CASE STUDY 6

Young farmer’s 
vision for 
sustainable 
farming 
Landowner: Hunter Harrison

Property type: Sheep and Beef Farm

Property size: 240 ha (130 ha effective)

Stock numbers: 120 cattle and 150 sheep

 Positive outcomes:

 Streams fenced off to improve water quality 

 Planted trees will offer shade shelter for 
stock, improving their health and wellbeing 

 Habitats provided for eels, fish and birdlife

 Wildlife corridors created between higher 
altitude forests, farm and river 

 Trees absorbing greenhouse gasses will 
reduce the impact on climate change

Hunter purchased the original property in 2014, 
taking a liking to its unique location and natural 
assets. He has since acquired a neighbouring 
block with flats. Hunter is passionate about 
conservation. He has been fencing 4.5 km to 

protect a total of 3.5 ha of creeks, wetlands 
and a lagoon. Some areas have already been 
planted with native grasses (e.g carex secta) 
to filter run-off on lower banks.  His vision is to 
rehabilitate them back into appropriate native 
vegetation - this is a massive undertaking! 

His farm has a wide range of native trees and 
shrubs, such as totora, kowhai, matai, flax and 
manuka. A small selection of exotic deciduous 
trees will also be planted to provide stock shelter 
on the flats because this area can experience an 
extreme fluctuation in summer temperatures.   
Hunter says, “The stock does far better over the 
summer if we provide adequate shade and a clean, 
reliable water source. These limit parasites and 
heat stress”.

Hunter feels that planting corridors of 
native species will encourage greater native 
biodiversity, by allowing creatures to travel 
freely between the river flats and higher altitude 
forests. There may also be options in the future 
of producing native honey from these reserved 
areas too. 

After spending the last 20 years living and 
working overseas, Hunter says, “It’s critical 
we preserve what we have here and face up to 
impacts of climate change affecting the planet”.  
He continues, “Being at home, I find it very 
satisfying to watch cattle grazing contentedly, 
listening to frogs whistling, keas calling from 
above, and the famous tui singing. This has got to 
be a sign of a very healthy environment. Little New 
Zealand is very precious, it’s unique, it’s clean – we 
need to keep it this way.”

Hunter Harrison.Riparian zone fenced off to filter farm run-off.
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National parks 
and biodiversity 
Very few areas in the country have two national 
parks, but the Upper Buller is one of them. 
Snow-capped Southern Alps and magnificent 
alpine lakes attract travelers from around the 
world. The region is a home to many threatened 
native fish, birds and plants that do not occur 
outside New Zealand.

Blue Lake. Photo: Sandra Wotherspoon/DOC 

A large amount of snow captured by mountain range will 
continue to supply water in the spring and the summer. 
Photo: Paul Dulieu/DOC 

Lake Rotoiti in winter. Photo: Barbara Stuart/NZLT
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Lake Rotoroa. Photo: Alexandre Socci/GODZone

Source of Buller River, Lake Rotoiti. 

Many longfin eels can be found at the jetties. 
Photo: Philippe Gerbeaux/DOC

Nelson Lakes National Park

Nelson Lakes National Park (101,733 ha) is 
famous for its beautiful alpine lakes. Two of the 
largest lakes in the area, Rotoiti and Rotoroa, 
were formed by massive glaciers gouging out 
troughs in the headwaters of the Buller River 
during the last Ice Age. Attracted by spectacular 
alpine landscapes, many international and 
domestic tourists come to enjoy tramping, 
kayaking, canoeing, swimming and trout 
fishing. A four-day return tramp will take you to 
breathtaking Blue Lake - the clearest freshwater 
in the world. The water from here feeds 
into Lake Rotoroa, approximately 10% being 
snowmelt.

The Department of Conservation, with support 
from volunteers including Friends of Rotoiti, has 
worked hard over the last 20 years to manage 
the 5,000 ha Rotoiti Nature Recovery Project 
site at the park. This site is one of six ‘mainland 
islands’ where pests are controlled to restore 
the ecosystem and threatened native species. 
Thanks to these efforts, the park sustains 
growing numbers of great spotted kiwi, kaka, 
South Island robin, as well as mistletoe. 

Another iconic native species is the longfin eel. 
The protection given by the national park and 
the protected waters of the Buller River mean 
that large adults (up to 2 m and weighing 25+ kg) 
can be seen at the lakes, often congregating at 
the jetties. They are exceptionally slow growing, 
with females growing a rate of 9 mm per year. 
The oldest eel found at Lake Rotoiti was a 
whopping 106 year old! 

Lake Rotoroa, Nelson Lakes National Park. 
Photo: Alexandre Socci/GODZone
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Kahurangi National Park 

Kahurangi National Park (452,002 ha) is the 
second largest national park in New Zealand. 
Biodiversity is remarkably rich. A total of 18 
native bird species are found in the park, 
including kea, falcon and rock wren, and the 
largest population of great spotted kiwi.  
Plants are the most diverse of any national park 
- it is a home to more than half of New Zealand’s 
2400-odd native plant species, over 80% of all 
alpine species. Sixty seven plant species are 
found nowhere else on the planet.

Mt Owen (the highest peak in the park at  
1875 m), the Owen River and its tributaries  
form a part of the Upper Buller catchment.  
A wild alpine karst landscape is the prominent 
feature of the area. The views from Mt Owen 
are spectacular. Scoured by glacier and eroded 
by water and riddled with caves, the marble 
landmark was the filming location of the ‘exit 
from the mines of Moria’ scene in the Lord of 
the Rings movie. 

Lake Matiri was formed by earthquakes and 
supports populations of native fish, such as 
longfin and shortfin eel, upland bully and 
kōaro. This lake has no trout and, therefore, 
acts as a sanctuary for the native fish. Lake 
Matiri also has a large population of a native 
species of unusual freshwater mussel. It can 
live up to 50 years, and attaches itself to native 
fish for ‘hitchhiking’ before detaching itself 
and growing to adult size. A single mussel 
can filter around one litre of water per hour, 
improving water clarity all the time. Worldwide, 
freshwater mussels are in decline. Agricultural 
contaminants like ammonia are believed to be 
one of the causes for the decline.

The Fyfe and Sandstone rivers, tributaries of 
the Owen River, hold a nationally-significant 
breeding population of whio. This is managed, 
along with the Wangapeka, as one of the  whio 
security sites. Aerial 1080 and trapping reduce 
their main predators which includes stoats. Six 
to ten pairs of whio are resident in the Fyfe/
Sandstone Rivers and, in successful breeding 
years, the number can reach 40 birds. 

Nationally-endangered kea is the only alpine parrot in the 
world. Photo: Sally Gordon

The stunning alpine karst landscape at Mt Owen. Photo: 
Alexandre Socci/GODZone

Freshwater mussel improves water quality: this is a close up 
of  their siphon, a water- intake tube. Photo: Sue Clearwater/
NIWA

Lake Matiri, a sanctuary for native fish. Photo: Peter Hale
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Native fish 

The variety of native fish in the Upper Buller area 
is naturally limited by both the distance from the 
sea and the altitude. Eight species were found 
by Tasman Regional Council’s surveys between 
2006 and 2010. From the most common to 
the rarest, these were longfin eel, shortfin eel, 
kōaro, upland bully, dwarf galaxias, shortjaw 
kokopu, torrentfish and northern flathead 
galaxias. With the exception of shortfin eels and 
kōaro, these fish are only found in New Zealand. 
The majority (except for galaxias species and 
some individuals of kōaro) are migratory, using 
both sea and freshwater as their habitats. Such 
a high proportion of fish using both habitats is 
unique from a global perspective.                         

The typical migratory fish’s lifecycle starts with 
adult fish laying eggs on vegetation or leaf litter 
near streams during floods. When the water 
recedes, the eggs are out of water for several 
weeks, so they need good plant cover to keep 
them moist. When the eggs mature, the young 
fish hatch during another flooding event and are 
swept out to sea. They grow larger in the ocean 
over the winter, before migrating upstream in 
spring as ‘whitebait’. 

Every species above (except for upland bully 
and naturally-uncommon galaxias species) is 
considered to be in decline for various reasons. 
Firstly, the migratory fish are vulnerable to 
barriers (e.g., overhanging culverts). Second, 
the widespread conversion of native forest 
to pasture and land drainage has resulted in 
the decline of habitats for many large fish 
(e.g., kokopu) that live mostly in small streams 
beneath forest canopies. Third, the introduction 
of predatory trout has reduced the abundance 
and distribution of many native fish.

There are many actions landowners can take 
to maintain healthy abundance of native fish. If 
fish ladders are installed at barriers, native fish 
can reach their spawning habitats upstream. 
Retaining the natural meander of streams is 
recommended. Fencing off streams that are 
spawning habitats for fish would increase 
their hatching success by eliminating livestock 
trampling. Planting riparian margins will also 
benefit by keeping the stream temperatures  
low and provide plenty of insects.

The mouth of the Buller River: where the upstream journey 
of young fish starts. Photo: Martin Rutledge/DOC

A kōaro. Photo: Tom Kroos

Torrentfish. Photo: Tony Eldon

Dwarf galaxias. Photo: Peter Hamill/MDC

A fish ladder attached to a culvert will help the migration of 
native fish. Photo: Trevor James/TDC
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Native birds 

Four threatened species utilise riverbeds as 
nesting sites: whio, black-fronted tern, the banded 
dotterel and black-billed gull. All of them only 
occur in New Zealand. 

The whio is the true champion of white water and 
is one of four torrent duck species worldwide. 
The species was once considered abundant 
from lowland rivers to high alpine streams, but 
now it is classified as nationally vulnerable with 
the estimated population being approximately 
3,000. They feed almost exclusively on aquatic 
insect larvae and get all their food from clean 
and fast flowing streams in the forested upper 
catchments. They nest along the riverbanks and 
they also become completely flightless during 
post-breeding moult periods. These make whio 
extremely vulnerable to predators, particularly 
stoats. It is also crucial for whio’s breeding 
success that the riverbeds remain undisturbed by 
wandering livestock and human activities between 
August and January. Good quarantine practices of 
not spreading Didymo (e.g., cleaning boots) will 
help maintain sufficient food supply for the bird. 

The estimated population of endangered black-
fronted tern is between 5,000 and 10,000. 
However, it is declining rapidly due to attacks from 
predators and habitat loss. Approximately 60 birds 
nest in colonies on gravel river islands in the Upper 
Buller, and about 35 birds are found in the Howard 
and the Matakitaki Rivers. They breed only on the 
braided riverbeds of South Island, and young must 
remain near the nest and rely on parents to bring 
them food. Like whio, the parents abandon their 
nest and chicks if disturbed by wandering stock 
and humans during breeding seasons. The banded 
dotterel also nest in similar areas, so if stock 
tramping is eliminated from August to January, 
it would help improve breeding success of these 
birds, too. 

The Black-billed gull is the most threatened gull 
species of the world. The ‘nationally-critical’ 
species occur on or near braided channels of 
inland rivers and streams and on nearby farmland, 
often at high altitudes. Large colonies of nests  
(up to 100) are found in the area upstream of 
Harley’s Rock. Invertebrates and small fish are 
important food for the colonies. Their numbers 
are rapidly declining in South Island due to a wide 
range of reasons, such as predators and vehicles 
driving through their colonies.

A black-fronted tern nesting. Photo: Dave Murray

Braided-riverbed in the upper Matakitaki: an example of an 
important habitat for nesting birds. Photo: Martin Rutledge/
DOC

Black-billed gull colony on the Matakitaki River. Photo: 
Sandra Wotherspoon/DOC

Whio: a champion of whitewater. Photo: Herb 
Christophers
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Native plants  

The Upper Buller is a special place for plants and 
is home to 97 threatened species. Mt Murchison 
has a special hebe which grows nowhere else in 
the world, and Kahurangi National Park holds an 
impressive tally of rarities. There are 20 species 
of rare plants found on private lands, too. 
The critically-threatened Glenhope buttercup 
occupies exactly 3 m2 of wetland habitat in a 
forestry block, while a sheep, beef and deer  
farm holds the only stands of nationally-
vulnerable heart-leaved kohuhu in the northern 
South Island. 

Frost flat shrubland are a feature of the 
tributaries, such as Tutaki, Mangles, Owen, 
Matakitaki and Maruia valleys. Limited in height, 
these plants can tolerate very hard frosts in 
winter and the occasional frost in summer. 
Eight threatened species need protection from 
stock – but occasional light grazing can benefit 
them by creating the right conditions for seed 
germination. Blackberry and Douglas fir control 
would help these plants survive, too. Leafless 
mahoe is the most distinctive frost-flat plant – it 
has evolved to imprison their few leaves and 
flowers in the centre of the shrub to protect 
them from frost and the extinct moa. 

The fertile flats close to the Buller and its 
tributaries make fantastic pasture, but once 
these flats would have been covered in a fertile 
riparian forest. These were sometimes slightly 
swampy places that flooded occasionally, 
which kept the soil fertility high. The lacebarks, 
ribbonwood and kowhai stands that we see 
surrounded by pasture today were part of this 
type of forest, along with Hectors tree daisy 
and heart-leaved kohuhu. The main trees of 
this forest would have been largely deciduous 
– losing their leaves in winter, and this is a rare 
trait of NZ native forests. We now have stands 
of only a few trees. All these trees are favoured 
food of kereru (wood pigeons), bellbirds and tui.

Many old beech trees, often surrounded by large 
paddocks, host magnificent red, scarlet and 
yellow mistletoe that flower around Christmas. 
These threatened plants have been largely 
devoured by possums, so possum control can 
benefit them greatly.

Flowers of Mt. Murchison hebe (Veronica societatis).  
Photo: Sandra Wotherspoon/DOC

Heart-leaved kohuhu (Pittosporum obcordatum) growing 
in a riparian flat photographed before fencing - note stock 
damage on trunks. Photo: Sandra Wotherspoon/DOC

Hectors tree daisy (Olearia 
hectorii) are being 
reintroduced into the 
Murchison area. Photo: 
John Barkla/DOC

Leafless mahoe (Pittosporum  
patulum): a mass of twigs 
with leaves and fruit in the 
centre of the plant. Photo: 
Sandra Wotherspoon/DOC



26

Conclusions 
The Upper Buller area is a very special place. The 
environment remains relatively healthy, thanks 
to the low percentage of farms and a community 
who has cared for the land. Sandwiched 
between two gorgeous national parks, the 
spectacular scenery, combined with clear water, 
draw thousands of visitors each year. The rivers 
are highly rated for whitewater rafting, kayaking 
and trout fishing. Various threatened fish, bird 
and plant species that do not occur outside 
New Zealand are also found in the area. Clean 
water plays an important role, whether it is for 
drinking, agriculture, water recreation, wildlife 
habitats, beautiful landscapes or the trout and 
native fishery.

While national parks dominate the landscape 
a small percentage of land is in private 
ownership. These farmers and landowners 
need to make a living from their land, so can’t 
afford to simply treat it like a conservation 
area. The local economy is underpinned by 
both farming, tourism and a number of other 
smaller enterprises. The towns at St Arnaud 
and Murchison rely on these land and river 
users to help maintain the services for tourism - 
everything is interconnected.

Working in collaboration with others can 
maximise the benefits for those living and 
working in this isolated rural community - various 
groups bring different knowledge and skills. The 
landowners have extensive knowledge of their 
farms backed up by generations of accumulated 
experience, while industry representatives have 
knowledge of global consumer trends and can 
suggest suitable farming practices. Department 
of Conservation and Tasman District Council 
have specialised skills and knowledge that can 
assist with conservation, while Fish & Game 
monitors trout numbers and identifies solutions 
to sustain the fishing industry. The tourism 
operators know what attracts tourists to the 
region and understand what is required to 
ensure they continue to visit. 

Lake Station.

Hodgsons, Hardware & Drapery.

Blackwater Creek.

Lawson Davey, Fish & Game and Dairy Farmer Jane Field 
planting a small side creek on the Field Farm. Photo: Rhys 
Barrier/NZ Fish and Game Council
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When asked what are the most significant 
barriers to improving water quality, the 
majority of farmers interviewed in the Upper 
Buller identified cost and time. The majority 
also expressed a strong pride in the area 
and showed a desire to farm responsibly. 
The greatest challenge was how to balance 
maintaining economically viable levels of 
productivity, with caring for natural assets, 
especially during times of economic downturn.  

The Upper Buller Enhancement Group 
hopes that the information presented over 
the past three years has helped farmers 
with their decision making. When planning 
new development works, the Upper Buller 
Enhancement group recommends that farmers 
get advice from their industry representatives, 
such as the Fonterra Sustainable Dairy Advisor, 
a DairyNZ representative or Tasman District 
Council Land Management Advisor.

The future looks positive. Valuable collaboration 
between the farming industry and the wider 
community will see reduced impacts on water 
quality by limiting the amount of run-off from 
farming and other practices. It will take a 
joint effort from everyone to prevent future 
bio-security incursions like Didymo, that have 
impacted on the Buller. 

It is acknowledged that it’s the people who 
open their gates to us, that make the real 
difference, and the ongoing goodwill of 
everyone which brings the balance.

One person’s effort can go far, but if you 
combine the effort of everyone who cares, that 
can take you much further and achieve greater 
outcomes.  Long-term prosperity will be easier 
to maintain if all of us are working together. 

Murchison Pre-loved shop.

Murchison Township.Todd Dairy Farm, Tutaki Valley South.

Murchison Meats Team.

Hampden Hotel.
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Useful 
information  
for farmers
One of the outputs of the project ‘The Upper 
Buller Good Management Practices’ guide 
outlines  specific practices for achieving 
environmental goals. This has the contact details 
of people who can assist landowners with advice: 
www.landcare.org.nz/files/file/1623/Upper%20
Buller%20GMP%20Poster_A3%20LR.pdf

Information for landowners:
www.dairynz.co.nz/environment/waterways

DairyNZ riparian planner:
www.dairynz.co.nz/environment/waterways/
riparian-planner

Sustainable drainage management - Field guide:
www.wet.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/
fieldguide_final.pdf

Tasman Resource Management Plan Guide 
outlines specific rules related to boggy, swampy 
or wet areas. If you want to alter these on your 
property, check it out:
www.tasman.govt.nz/policy/plans/tasman-
resource-management-plan/summary-
guides/#good

Information on fish ladders: 
www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/conservation/
native-animals/Fish/fish-passage/fish-passage.pdf

Tasman District Council Land Management 
Advisor can help with advice and fencing  
Support: 03 543 8446

Fonterra Sustainability Advisor can help with 
riparian management plans on dairy farms:  
027 703 2415 / 0800 656568

Wetland alongside farming. 

Milking at Todd’s Farm in Tutaki Valley.

Milking at Maitai Farm.

http://www.landcare.org.nz/files/file/1623/Upper%20Buller%20GMP%20Poster_A3%20LR.pdf
http://www.landcare.org.nz/files/file/1623/Upper%20Buller%20GMP%20Poster_A3%20LR.pdf
http://www.dairynz.co.nz/environment/waterways
http://www.dairynz.co.nz/environment/waterways/riparian-planner
http://www.dairynz.co.nz/environment/waterways/riparian-planner
http://www.wet.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/fieldguide_final.pdf
http://www.wet.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/fieldguide_final.pdf
http://www.tasman.govt.nz/policy/plans/tasman-resource-management-plan/summary-guides/#good
http://www.tasman.govt.nz/policy/plans/tasman-resource-management-plan/summary-guides/#good
http://www.tasman.govt.nz/policy/plans/tasman-resource-management-plan/summary-guides/#good
http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/conservation/native-animals/Fish/fish-passage/fish-passage.pdf
http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/conservation/native-animals/Fish/fish-passage/fish-passage.pdf


The river connects the  
        mountains to the sea,  
                    and all the communities  
            who live in between.


