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Introduction
Our Catchment Group story began in 2013 and 
its one we are proud to be part of. It is a story of 
blood, sweat and really hard work by communities 
and farmers. At its heart it is a story of a group of 
people who got together to “get stuff done” to 
improve the state of the environment in their area.  

It’s a story that starts small and grows big – fast.

Southland is a special spot, with some of the most 
beautiful and remote land in the country. Over 
the last seven years, Southland’s farmers and 
communities have been working hard to set up 
Catchment Groups to look after their waterways. 
Our aim is to improve water quality through Good 
Management Practices, and help people and 
communities identify what they can do to improve 
water quality in their areas… and then help them 
do it.

The project is now made up of 21 catchment 
groups, with more on the horizon, with more than 
650 farmers and community members, covering 
over 70 percent of Southland. 

Every person and every farmer that is part of 
a Catchment Group has given their time, their 
knowledge and their passion to make a real 
difference to the land for the future. To each of 
these farmers – thank you.

We know this is only the start. The job is not 
finished, and perhaps will never be finished, as we 
all keep playing our part in making our little slice of 
paradise truly wonderful.

The issues in 2017
In 2017, it became clear that many waterways in 
the Southland region had deteriorating water 
quality.  The Proposed Water and Land Plan had 
been developed by Environment Southland as the 
first stage of implementing the National Policy 
Statement for Freshwater. It was seeking to 
actively manage key land use activities in Southland 
such as wintering, cultivation, stock access to water 
and tile drains. 

Many farmers across the region were already in 
the early stages of setting up Catchment Groups 
to proactively respond to the expectations of the 
community and regulators, but most importantly 
they wanted to collectively take responsibility for 
managing the effects of their land use on water 
quality in their own catchments.  

It was very clear that more time and resources 
were going to be needed to understand the key 
drivers to improve water quality, and to support 
and coordinate farmers to take early proactive 
action. It was also clear that sector groups, other 
agencies and Councils would need to work together 
to organise extension activities to resolve whole 
catchment issues.  

Image: Proposed Southland 
Water and Land Plan. 

Photo below: 
Edwin Mabonga
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How the project came about
Farmers and their communities had already set up 13 
Catchment Groups prior to 2017 with support from 
local agencies. This work took another milestone step 
in 2017 when the NZ Landcare Trust, with supporting 
agencies; Environment Southland, DairyNZ, Beef 
+ Lamb NZ, Deer Industry New Zealand, and the 
Southland Branch of the New Zealand Deer Farmers 
Association and farmer groups, applied to the 
Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) for funding from 
the Sustainable Farming Fund. 

This was to support the development of more 
sustainable farmer-led Catchment Groups across 
Southland, and help them identify their local issues, 
implement solutions (including Good Management 
Practices), and improve water quality within their 
catchments and across Southland.  

The idea was to create more Catchment Groups that 
were cross-sector; so included sheep, beef, dairy, 
deer, arable, horticulture and took a holistic whole 
of community approach across urban and rural 
communities.  

By strengthening relationships and sharing resources, 
ideas and information between Catchment Groups, 
farm sector organisations, rural professionals, 
and local, regional and national agencies, the 
project aimed to create action on the ground. The 
Catchments Groups, in discovering the solutions and 
actions that work best for them, could share their 
initiatives through activities that could range from 
events, communication, education, practical on-farm 
change and much more. 

The funding was also to support forum meetings that 
would enable a diverse range of stakeholders and 
Catchment Groups to come together to discuss issues 
and share information, both at catchment level and 
wider regional level.

Who helped get this party started?
First and foremost, the Catchment Groups are farmer 
led. With over 650 farmers and community members 
involved in 21 Catchment Groups; the farmer and 
community effort is significant. 

But the initiatives, sharing opportunities, events 
and funding support wouldn’t be possible without 
a collaborative effort and support from the 
Ministry for Primary Industries, NZ Landcare Trust, 
Environment Southland, Beef + Lamb NZ, Southland 
Branch of the Deer Farmers Association, Deer 
Industry New Zealand, DairyNZ, rural professionals, 
and other members of the Southland community.

It’s unlikely the project would have got off the 
ground without the vision of the NZ Landcare 
Trust, who were in a uniquely independent space 
to broker, coordinate, facilitate and support. The 
original funding grant to MPI was drafted by the NZ 
Landcare Trust on behalf of multiple agencies and 
Southland’s Catchment Groups. 

NZ Landcare Trust’s Sarah Thorne manning the catchment 
group information stand at the Riverton Aquavan event, 
September 2019. Photo: Environment Southland 

The NZ Landcare Trust independence meant that they were perfectly positioned to support the multi-farmer, multi-agency approach.

Southland Catchment Group Forum Meeting, February 2018. 

Forum meetings have allowed 

Catchment Groups to listen and 

work with agencies and groups 

that hadn’t traditionally worked 

together, such as iwi, Department 

of Conservation, Southland Fish 

& Game New Zealand and the 

Invercargill Water Forum.
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Map of 21 Catchment Groups (Mimihau and Lower Oreti Catchment Groups forming at time of publication) Map: Environment Southland
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The power of a catchment group 
Southland has growing network of unique 
Catchment Groups, set up and led by farmers to 
cover town and rural communities across Southland. 
Each group is different, targeting their approach 
to their unique needs, and are well supported by 
businesses, rural professionals, farm sector support 
groups, councils, and regional agencies. 

The groups are set up and run by farmers, and 
although these groups have specific challenges in 
their areas and they apply unique solutions – they 
are all working to improve water quality in an area 
that is special to them. 

Each group chooses their boundary, identifies their 
issues, comes up with their solutions and celebrates 
their successes. 

The groups work because farmers like talking to 
farmers, and they trust and respect the knowledge 
and expertise shared this way.

Each catchment group is unique, but they all  
work to:
• improve water quality.
•  identify local issues and solutions. 
•  raise awareness and education.
•  provide a community voice and contact point.
•  help people get ready for changes in policy and 

regulations.

First meeting of the Lora Gorge Catchment Group (now the 
Makarewa Headwaters Catchment Group), at Aaron Gill’s 
Woolshed/Mancave! 15 May 2019. 

Fast facts

• 21 thriving Catchment Groups 
across the region, with two more 
starting up.

• More than 650 farmers and 
community members involved 
across Southland.

• 281 meetings and events 
involving Catchment Groups  
since 2017.

• 11361 meeting hours by farmers, 
community members, agencies 
and rural professionals. 

• Contributions from MPI and 
other organisations, including 
from NZ Landcare Trust, 
Environment Southland, Beef 
+ Lamb NZ, Deer Industry New 
Zealand, the Southland Branch of 
the New Zealand Deer Farmers 
Association and and Landpro.

• More than $800,000 in-kind 
support from these and other 
organisations, including DairyNZ, 
farmers, community members, 
rural professionals and many 
more.

• Over 250 agency members 
and rural professionals have 
supported the Project.

"We are getting fantastic 
access to ideas, research 
work, knowledge 
and enthusiasm from 
various members of 
our catchment group 
– it’s interesting and 
motivating."
Bruce Allan, Gore-Waimumu 
Catchment Group
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The 23 Southland Catchment Groups

Waiau Catchment Aparima Catchment Oreti Catchment Mataura Catchment Waikawa Catchment

Upper Waiau 
Te Anau Basin 

Catchment Group

Upper Aparima 
Catchment Group

Between the Domes Catchment Group  
(in both Oreti and Mataura Catchments)

Waikawa Catchment 
Group

Waiau River Care 
Group

Mid Aparima 
Catchment Group

Makarewa 
Headwaters 

Catchment Group

Wendonside 
Catchment Group

Lower Aparima 
Catchment Group

Mid Oreti 
Catchment Group 

Balfour Waimea Upper 
Mataura Catchment 

Group

Waimatuku 
Catchment Group

Hedgehope 
Makarewa 

Catchment Group

Otamita Catchment 
Group (set up and 

ready to go)

Pourakino Catchment 
Conservation Trust

Waihopai 
Catchment Group

Waikaka Stream 
Catchment Group

Orepuki Catchment 
Group

Lower Oreti 
Catchment Group 

(about to start)

Gore – Waimumu 
Catchment Group

Three Rivers 
Catchment 

Conservation Trust

Mimihau Catchment 
Group (about to start)

Lower Mataura 
Catchment Group Farmer discussions at 

Lorne Peak Station, 
March 2019. Photo: Olivia 
Ross, Beef + Lamb NZ
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Three years of growing success
In three years, the impact of the project has 
reached far and wide. Four distinct roles for 
Catchment Groups have emerged:

1. Catchment Groups working as individual 
groups. 

2. Catchment Groups working as a 
collective of groups within a Freshwater 
Management Unit (river catchment).

3. Catchment Groups working across 
different catchments to share knowledge 
and expertise.

4. Catchment Groups working as a network 
across Southland, known as the Southland 
Catchment Group Forum.

Olivia Ross showing the Between the Domes Catchment 
Group a clarity tube as part of their training for the Rapid 
Habitat Assessment, on the Oreti River near Dipton, 25 March 
2019. Photo: Tessa Schmidt, DairyNZ

Events have been designed and 

delivered to support Catchment 

Group needs and targeted Southland 

topics, such as the Beef + Lamb 

NZ and Deer Industry NZ Farm 

Environment Management Plan 

workshops, the Beef + Lamb NZ 

Freshwater Monitoring workshops, 

or the Beef + Lamb NZ and DairyNZ 

Smart Wintering events.

Greater awareness and implementation of Good 
Management Practice is being seen across 
Southland. Baseline data on water quality is being 
developed by Catchment Groups in some areas 
which previously had no data.  

Along with this, there is an increased sense of 
community through the groups, and a push to 
look after individual and community wellbeing, 
along with a developing sense of community and 
cross sector understanding that ‘we are all in 
this together and we all have a responsibility for 
water quality improvement’.

The Catchment Groups have run field days, found 
expert speakers and organised workshops to help 
people look after their farms and waterways. 

They are working with schools, trialling 
technologies and nutrient modelling systems 
with agribusiness companies, sharing knowledge 
on Good Management Practices and providing a 
community voice on local plans. 

They are undertaking innovative projects on 
waterways, using citizen science, and most 
importantly making well-informed changes on 
their farms across Southland.
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Tips for setting up a 
successful Catchment Group
» Ask for help – people will give it.

» Don’t give up, even if not many 
people turn up at the meetings; 
they will still read the minutes.

» Things take time - be okay with 
that.

» Data is key. Be clear on why you 
want the data, and then figure out 
how to get the data you need.  

» Funding is out there - find 
someone to help you look.

» Just start!  Once you have that 
first meeting and find some like-
minded people to work with, you 
are going to be okay. 

» Celebrate!  Catchment Groups are 
all about people and communities, 
and you need to take time to be 
together and celebrate what you 
are doing.

» Have a clear goal.  It will connect 
and motivate people.

» Look around at what other 
Catchment Groups are doing, and 
ask them questions.

» Don’t forget the power of a cake 
or plate of chips. We all love food!

You will never regret the relationships  
you build – they will last for life. 

Alexis Wadworth, Makarewa Headwaters Catchment Group 
Chair, Oreti Catchment.

“Connecting with other farmers 
through the catchment group 
network has been refreshing 
for us. Being able to understand 
what’s working well for them, 
and scope actions within 
our business that give us the 
confidence to pursue the ideas 
we have been exploring.” 
Alexis Wadworth, Makarewa Headwaters 
Catchment Group Chair, Oreti Catchment

“Being in a Catchment Group 
makes you look at your 
community differently. It makes 
you ask yourself “how does what 
I do affect my neighbours?”
Suzanne Hanning, Hedgehope Makarewa 
Catchment Group Co-Chair, Oreti Catchment

Three Rivers Catchment Group. Photo: Three Rivers 
Conservation Trust.

Hedgehope-Dunsdale Catchment Group (now the Hedgehope 
Makarewa Catchment Group), learning how to undertake 
the Rapid Habitat Assessment river health monitoring at the 
Dunsdale Reserve in October 2018.  
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Exploring Good Management Practices 
Good Management Practices (GMPs) are industry 
agreed practices which provide guidance to farmers 
on how to improve water quality (specifically nitrogen, 
phosphorus, sediment, and faecal contaminants). 

The GMPs enable farmers to identify areas to focus on, 
standards to aim for and what management decisions 
to consider with their farm resources. 

Implementing good management practices will result 
in a more sustainable farm and healthier environment, 
as well as a whole range of other benefits, including 
profitability, reduced costs, greater efficiencies, fewer 
compliance visits, pride in farming, and meeting 
market demands. 

Focusing on Good Management 
Practices 
Good Management Practices were summarised 
as an A2-sized poster and circulated widely in 
the region. Download a copy from https://www.
landcare.org.nz/current-project-item/supporting-
farmer-driven-community-catchment-groups-in-
southland

“The brilliance of the GMPs are that 
they are practices which help  
manage farm resources while 
improving environmental outcomes. 
This is a vital balance as without good 
management of the business and 
financial side of farming alongside 
environmental drivers, there would 
be no farm”.
Sarah Thorne, NZ Landcare Trust

NZ Landcare Trust Project Coordinator Sarah Thorne at her 
Waimumu Field Day stand in the Environment Southland tent 
at the field days, February 2018.

https://www.landcare.org.nz/current-project-item/supporting-farmer-driven-community-catchment-groups-in-southland
https://www.landcare.org.nz/current-project-item/supporting-farmer-driven-community-catchment-groups-in-southland
https://www.landcare.org.nz/current-project-item/supporting-farmer-driven-community-catchment-groups-in-southland
https://www.landcare.org.nz/current-project-item/supporting-farmer-driven-community-catchment-groups-in-southland
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Paul Marshall, Waiau Rivercare Group Co-Chair, Waiau 
Catchment.

“The thing that gives me greatest 
heart is seeing how the whole 
family is embracing the challenge 
of running a sustainable dairy 
operation at scale, on the edge 
of Fiordland, while protecting 
high environmental values that 
surround us. On farm we're 
especially pleased to be re-
establishing wetlands at the 
bottom of sub catchments to 
capture sediment from overland 
flow, and with it phosphate and 
E-coli before it can enter the main 
waterways”.
Paul Marshall, Waiau Rivercare Group Co-Chair, 
Waiau Catchment

“Good Management Practises are 
not only easy to achieve they can 
make a visible difference”.
Mark and Deborah Hamill

Wintering focus
In the last couple of years, the interest in wintering 
practices has increased significantly, with greater 
public awareness of the challenges in the colder and 
wetter winter months of keeping animals well fed 
while maintaining good environmental outcomes.

Many of the Southland Catchment Groups have 
focused in the last year on sharing what practices 
work best and how to minimise the risks associated 
with wet conditions and animal soil disturbance. 

Crop paddock with buffer beside creek. Photo: Bruce Allen, 
Gore-Waimumu Catchment Group

Glenham School restoration project on David Clarke’s 
Farm, Three Rivers Catchment Group. Photo: Environment 
Southland

Canadian exchange students visiting Pourakino catchment. 
Photo: Environment Southland
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Building relationships  
that will last forever
Geordie and Frances Eade, 
Pourakino Catchment 
Conservation Trust

The Pourakino Valley sits 
in the Longwood Ranges 
and feeds into the Jacobs 
Estuary at Riverton. It is made up of predominantly 
conservation land, forestry and some dairying, and 
sheep and beef. 

Geordie Eade, who farms sheep and beef in the 
catchment explains that the highlight of the last six 
years has really been the buy-in from other farmers 
and the willingness for everyone to work together.

“When we formed the group, and first met some 
of our fellow farmers, we found that we’d all been 
fencing off our native bush blocks and we discovered 
we had something in common - the environment. 

“Many of us sheep and beef farmers hadn’t really 
connected with our dairy neighbours because there 
was no reason to. We now all know each other and 
it feels like we have a rejuvenated community. The 
Catchment Group has helped us form relationships I 
know will last forever”. 

The catchment receives some of the highest 
rainfalls in Southland and Geordie’s farm has one big 
challenge - keeping sediment in the paddock. 

“Because sediment is so hard to measure, everything 
we’re doing is based on visual assumptions. But 
through Good Management Practices we know 
which techniques to use, although some of it is trial 
and error”. 

Geordie says one of the big successes has been using 
the ‘Mitigator’ programme from Ballance, which 
gave him some insights into his runoff. He was able 
to see that his cattle shouldn’t be winter grazed at 
the top of the farm and only sheep will winter grazed 
there in the future.

He also experimented with block winter grazing 
for sheep and reaped the environmental rewards. 
He has his fences up at the start of the winter and 
only shifts the sheep every three days. He says 
the environmental benefits are significant and the 
sentiment stays where it should be, with reduced 
pugging and a lot less groundwork required.

The catchment group is looking at water sampling 
in the lower Pourakino Valley on the Apourariki 
tributary in the catchment. “We are focusing on the 
waterway that gives us the best bang for buck in 
terms of needing to understand how to improve it”.

Pourakino Catchment Group members Ewen Matheson, 
Geordie Eade, Ross McKenzie, David Diprose and Geoff 
Baldwin.  

Eade farm. Photos: Geordie Eade



13

Eade farm. Photos: Geordie Eade

The Catchment Group sees its main role as 
promoting the good management practices to the 
farming community.

“We used field days and meetings to share 
information. Most of us are owner-operated which  
I believe means that we are more likely  
to try new things and innovate.”

The Committee normally meets every six weeks and 
holds a couple of catchment meetings a year where 
often more than half the catchment turns up.

“We knew it was a challenge getting people to the 
meetings, so we created an email and phone log. 
Each committee member has a list of farmers and we 
phone everyone before a meeting so we can touch 
base, find out any issues and encourage them to 
attend. 

“It might be the old-fashioned way, but it works”. 

Geordie comments that another of the benefits of 
the Catchment Group has been the engagement 
with the Ōraka Aparima Marae, with a representative 
now sitting on the committee. They have formed a 
partnership with the mana whenua of the river.

“Having Jade Maguire as part of the Community 
Group has been amazing. He’s been eco-sourcing 
native plant seeds and then growing seedlings in a 
nursery at the Marae until they’re big enough to be 
planted on farms around the catchment. 

“But even more than that, he and his team then 
come out to the farms to check on the plants to 
make sure they’re healthy and growing. There is 
so much potential in what Jade is doing and it’s 
inspiring to all of us that he really wants to look after 
the native blocks we’ve got. Our next push is for 
more riparian planting, so watch this space”. 

“The formation of our 
catchment group brought 
a community of many land-
use types together to start 
conversations, invest in 
science and learn about our 
environment at a grass roots 
level. Creating opportunities 
as a community, opening 
doors to technical knowledge, 
accessing funding and being 
heard as one collective voice 
at a regional level, are the 
considerable strengths of any 
catchment group”.
Sarah and Johnathan Crooks, on behalf of 
Wendonside Catchment Group in Mataura 
Catchment and their Chair Rob Dingle

 “There’s always huge value in 
talking with other like-minded 
farmers about the issues 
affecting us as farmers”.  
Lynden Prebble, Between the Domes 
Catchment Group Chair, Oreti & Mataura 
Catchments
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Getting a whole 
community involved
Gore-Waimumu Catchment Group, 
Chris and Desiree Giles

Chris and Desiree Giles have 
farmed from Northland right 
down the country, before finally settling 
in Gore six years ago, at their fully self-contained 
farm with 550 Jerseys.

Desiree says it’s the people that have kept them in 
Southland, “well that and because the grass grows, 
and the weather is great – really!” 

In March 2019, Chris and Desiree decided they 
wanted to begin a catchment group but weren’t sure 
where to start. They approached NZ Landcare Trust’s 
Sarah Thorne and Janet Gregory and shared their 
vision for not only their farm but also the values that 
drive them. 

“We wanted to be able to give back the community; 
in a sense pay it forward. Some might think these are 
old fashioned values, but we really wanted to help 
people learn about the environment while we are 
learning ourselves, while not being in the limelight,” 
says Chris.

Desiree expands on this sentiment, “we just wanted 
to involve as many people as possible in the farm 
and have people around. Our kids would comment 
when they came home from school that sometimes 
people would say negative things about dairy. This 
was our opportunity to share the truth and be 
another voice.”   

Chris and Desiree knew they couldn’t do it alone and 
started to contact their neighbours. 

“It started with a couple of beers and perhaps a little 
bit of peer pressure. It’s amazing how many people 
want to help when you actually ask,” says Desiree. 

Although Chris owns up to being a bit anti ‘social 
media’, they knew that it was the easiest way to 
contact multiple people. 

“Because not everyone is on every thing we had to 
cover multiple channels, so we created email lists, 
a Facebook group which now has 80 members, and 
we use Whatsapp to message each other.” 

“We want urban people to be 
as interested in the water as 
farmers are.” 
Desiree Giles, Waimumu Catchment Group

Development of trial wetland using filtration of Douglas Fir 
wood chips and straw bales. Photo: Chris Giles
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Cowshed art.  Photo: Chris Giles 

And although COVID-19 may have slowed down the 
activity in early 2020, Chris and Desiree, along with 
the support of many others, have achieved amazing 
things. 

“Members of the catchment group have given large 
amounts of their time to making things happen, and 
it’s amazing how many people were interested once 
we got talking. They all care about the environment 
and the community want to do their part,” says 
Chris.  

“We held a wintering event and have teamed up 
with the Gore Youth Council for a river walk, and had 
a really popular site at the Gore children’s day out 
where it certainly felt like 1000 kids had fun throwing 
balls at pests to see the birds pop up and enjoyed 
the eels and Giant Kokopu we showed off in the fish 
tanks.  We’ve also had events on the Mataura River 
to learn about the river and native fish. In Mataura, 
we’ve done rivers walks and clean ups. We’ve also 
done fish surveys and had a site at the Waimumu 
Field Days to share what we were doing.”

Closer to home, Chris and Desiree have a vision to 
get every school in the area to be an Enviroschool. 
As part of the Waimumu Downs project they are 
bringing together 16 schools from the surrounding 
area to plant 57,000 natives along the 4-5 km 
Charlton Steam and wetlands on their farm.  

“The Waimumu Downs project is a great way to 
bring schools and kids together in one place, giving 
them the opportunity to get their hands dirty. They 
get to plant trees, seed source, propagate natives, 
look at stream studies and ultimately understand the 
environment around them,” says Chris. 

Gore Catchment Group school colouring competition. Photo: 
Chris Giles

Poster advertising 
Southland 
Enviroschools 
Waimumu Downs 
Activities Day.

The catchment group’s work doesn’t stop there, and 
over the next four years they have plans for plenty 
more planting. Chris and Desiree have big glass 
houses to help propagate native seedlings. 

“We are planning to do more to share the history of 
this area and are working alongside the Rununga to 
teach about Maori weaving and history.

“We’re about to start stream studies to see what 
fish are in the river to understand stream health, as 
well as doing water testing on our farm from our 
wetlands to see how much nutrient is being caught. 

“Although it still feels like we’re new on this journey, 
there are so many people that have helped make this 
happen that this really feels like a community effort,” 
says Chris.
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Little by little
Edwin Mabonga, former Chair Mid-
Aparima Catchment Group

The Mid-Aparima catchment group 
started three years ago and has 
gone from strength to strength. 

Edwin Mabonga, who with his family 
relocated from Zimbabwe to the lush countryside 
in Southland 17 years ago, has a strong love of the 
land.  Throughout the past few years, Edwin has 
undertaken action on his own farm, doing what 
he can, when he can – with it all adding up to a 
substantial effort. 

“Any time I can do a little more, I do – it all adds up.”

The farmer, and passionate catchment group 
member and advocate, says that while catchment 
groups can sometimes be a challenge to start as 
often farmers are already so busy, the positive 
change they can bring about in a community is worth 
the work in the long run.

“When we first went to start, sometimes our 
meetings would only have three people, but people 
were still interested in how the meeting had gone. 
We just kept going, even if the numbers were low, 
and now the numbers have built up and we are doing 
more,” he says.

“It is not without its challenges, but it’s very much 
worth it. For some, people don’t like to hear they 
have a problem, whereas others are acknowledging 
it and wanting to know what can be done.”

Photo: Edwin Mabonga

“Catchment groups are like churches 

in a community – not everyone goes 

to it, but people want to have one 

there,” says Edwin Mabonga, former 

Chair of the Mid Upper Aparima 

Catchment Group in Southland.

The Mid-Aparima Catchment Group also works with 
five other catchment groups in the area, ensuring 
the whole of the Aparima River catchment is 
covered. This collective means positive changes in 
each part of the catchment can combine to make a 
bigger difference overall.

“It is imperative that we all work together – we are 
all working towards the same goal. It is no use the 
upper catchments doing their part, if the lower are 
not and vice versa. This way, we really can make a 
positive change.”

Photo: Edwin Mabonga
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Robust science is key
Wendy and Bevan Hopcroft, Wendonside Catchment 
Group

Wendy and Bevan farm 280-effective hectares in 
northern Southland with over 2500 ewes and 700 
hoggets, as well as some winter dairy.

 They, and 46 other farmers, started the 
Wendonside Catchment Group in June 2019.

“It started as a vision for our community to farm 
sustainable, in a thriving environment, that wasn’t 
socially divided on the basis of nutrient allocation. 
We knew it was a big endeavour but it’s fantastic 
how we’re all on the same page”. 

“It was important to us that our catchment 
group was grounded in science and that our 
initiatives provided members with sound technical 
information”.

In less than a year, and totally funded by the 
farming members, the catchment group is sampling 
23 groundwater and 17 surface waterbodies across 
the catchment every quarter. 

“We want to get a better understanding of how 
water interacts with our farming environment 
across our catchment and are working with 
scientists to establish a sampling programme that 
meets national standards. It’s liberating to be doing 
research ourselves, to such a high standard, that 
will give us data that may directly impact on the 
way we farm.”

The Group have also begun a pilot project in 
conjunction with Aquatech to monitor continuous 
surface water quality at a site in the catchment. 

Views of Hopcroft 280-effective hectare farm in northern 
Southland. Photos: Wendy and Bevan Hopcroft

Wendonside Catchment Group. Photo: Environment Southland

“This site provides live monitoring information of 
stream water quality that we can access via a web 
portal. We hope to widen the sampling at this site in 
the future to monitor more water quality indicators 
and establish more live monitoring sites around our 
catchment.

“We just need to keep positive in the current farming 
environment and continue to make good progress 
so that our farmers can improve their business and 
environmental footprint simultaneously.”

Facts about  Wendonside Catchment GroupSize: 27,000 hectaresMembers: 46 properties covering  82 percent of the area.Started: 2019

Mix of sheep, beef, 
dairy, dairy support, 
deer and cropping,  
with some organic beef, 
regenerative farming, 
forestry, mining, a 
horse stud and a rural 
transport business.

The Wendonside Catchment Group was highly commended in the 2019 Southland Environment Awards.
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Message from Project Chair, 
Raewyn van Gool 
In the three years of the Southland Project, 
we’ve witnessed many catchment groups 
develop from being farmer-led to being 
community-led. It just shows how successful 
a project can be when it takes a grassroots 
approach, with farmers and communities 
leading the way, rather than top down 
direction.  

I truly believe that Southland is like nowhere 
else in New Zealand, and not only has a 
unique environment, but also a unique 
culture founded on community. Every one 
of the 21 catchment groups reflects the 
diversity within their communities and the 
catchment itself and, more importantly, 
supports and celebrates those differences.

The success of the Project has in part 
rested with the independent nature of 
the NZ Landcare Trust, and how they have 
supported the facilitation of multiple 
agencies coming together to support these 
diverse catchment groups. It’s very clear 
that one size most definitely does not fit all, 
but that with a united vision, great things 
can be achieved for our environment and 
communities.

From my perspective, a key strength of 
this project has been the Forum meeting 
several times a year. Bringing such a 
range of different groups, speakers and 
stakeholders together has allowed everyone 
to collaborate, work together and break 
down barriers.  We were able to put our 
community first and that’s an absolute 
strength of the Southlanders involved.

It has been a privilege to Chair this project 
which has created a strong foundation for 
the next phase; Thriving Southland. Once 
a community understand the challenges 
and issues, that community will take 
responsibility and amazing things can, and 
do, happen.  

Message from Sarah Thorne –  
Project Coordinator 
I feel so lucky to have such an amazing job, 
where I get to work with so many wonderful 
people across Southland. The people who have 
been part of this Project have inspired me with 
their passion and enthusiasm, and I’m in awe of 
what they have achieved. 

Our network of Catchment Groups feels special.  
They are true community groups, with members 
young and old, urban and rural. The Group’s 
members are practical and down to earth, 
and they believe in what they are doing, and 
then find the time to make it happen.  When 
they make change, they really care about what 
they’ve done and that makes all the difference 
to the change becoming real and lasting.

As a facilitator and coordinator supporting the 
Catchment Groups, I know first-hand that we 
couldn’t have achieved what we have without 
the network of agencies that supported us.  We 
worked together in the best kind of way to help 
the Catchment Groups thrive. I want to thank 
them for all their help and support. 

Working for the NZ Landcare Trust has made me 
appreciate the wealth of knowledge and skills 
that they bring to farmers and communities. This 
helps make changes on the ground to look after 
our water and land.

And finally, a huge thank you to my Catchment 
Groups.  Everyone I worked with brought their 
own unique passion to looking after their bit of 
Southland.  There is nothing quite like taking a 
drive around Southland to see all the wonderful 
things happening on farms and across 
communities.  You have created something 
wonderful, and I have loved being part of it.



19

Next steps 
Thriving Southland

Southland Catchment Groups have been part of 
the successful MPI funded Thriving Southland bid, 
which was announced by Minister Damien O’Connor 
in December 2019.  This project has been developed 
by a collective of Southland farmers and Catchment 
Group members, and will build upon the great work 
of the last three years, and see continued support 
and resources for Southland’s expanding network 
of Catchment Groups.

About the NZ Landcare Trust 
The NZ Landcare Trust is an independent charitable 
organisation established in 1996.  It is one of the 
only national, non-government organisations 
working with landowners and communities to 
encourage and support sustainable land and water 
management.  It gives practical, and down to earth 
support to landowners, farmers and community 
groups to carry out sustainable land and catchment 
management projects.

www.landcare.org.nz

Thank you

"The best chance we will 
ever have to get the 
environment right for the 
future of Southland's rural 
communities. Catchment 
Groups, supported and 
coordinated by Thriving 
Southland, will enable direct 
'bottom up' interaction with 
scientists and politicians to 
achieve this goal."
Laurie Selbie, former Chair, Between 
the Domes Catchment Group, Oreti and 
Mataura Catchments
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 “If you don’t know what you 
have, you don’t know what you 
have to lose.  Know what you 
have, protect it and cherish it.
Mark and Deborah Hamill


