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New RAMSAR Site
Greetings
The Secretariat is very pleased to announce that the 

Government of New Zealand has designated its sixth 
Wetland of International Importance, effective 25 July 
2005.

Manawatu river mouth and estuary (~200 hectares, 
40Á29ôS 175Á14ôE) is a moderate-size estuary on the 
southwest coast of North Island which retains a high 
degree of naturalness and diversity, important as a 
feeding ground for migratory birds - a diverse range of 
bird species can easily be seen, especially at high tide, 
including Wrybill Anarcynhchus frontalis, Australasian 
bittern Botarus poiciloptilus, Caspian tern Sterna 
caspia, Banded Dotterel Charadrius bicinctus, White-
fronted Tern Sterna striata, and Shore Plover Thinornis 
novaeseelandiae. 

The salt marsh-ribbonwood community is the largest in 
the ecological district and contains its southernmost and 
biggest population of fernbirds (Bowdleria punctata). 

MANAWATU ESTUARY - NEW RAMSAR SITE 

A high diversity of ýsh is supported, including some 
that are threatened, and the site has high ýsheries 
values. Archaeological signs of the semi-nomadic Moa 
hunter culture date from A.D. 1400-1650, and present 
Iwi groups in the area, chieþy the Rangitane, Muaupoko, 
and Ngati Raukawa, support Ramsar designation. The 
main land uses include recreational activities such as 
sailing, boating, ýshing, and seasonal duck shooting. 
Invasive plants (especially Spartina anglica) and off-
road sport vehicles pose potential threats, but measures 
to address both in cooperation with stakeholders are 
progressing.

There are presently 1459 Wetlands of International 
Importance worldwide, covering a surface area of 
125,397,780 hectares.

Dwight Peck 
Communications Ofýcer 
Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar, Iran, 1971) 

A grateful thanks to Mighty River Power 
for sponsoring Wet & Wild.  Contact the NWT on
www.wetlandtrust.org.nz  

Left & above: aerial 
views of Manawatu 
Estuary
Wet & Wild is published 
three times a year April 
to December. We seek 
contributions, though 
published at the editorõs 
discretion.  Each issue 
will be available on 
www.wetlandtrust.org.
nz within a month of 
publication, where they 
can be downloaded as 
pdfs.  Submit articles to
slindsay@þshandgame.
org.nz 
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THE MANAWATU ESTUARY 
RAMSAR PROJECT 
By Joan Leckie, Chairperson, Manawatu Estuary Trust

The local people were an important key to starting 
the project.  To begin with some people thought the 
Iraqis wanted to get involved!    Ramsar is a strange 
word that many had never heard of. But the video 
which the Ramsar Convention people sent out was very 
persuasive, and reassured folk that it was a worthwhile 
thing to do.    

 A letter to every household in Foxton and Foxton 
Beach produced 60 letters of support.   Iwi are very 
supportive and have provided very interesting details 
about the Maori history of the area, indicating their 
signiýcant sites.  The local newspaper has also been 
very supportive in publishing lots of articles about the 
Manawatu Estuary Trustôs promotional activities.    Now 
most people are aware that there is a world class 
wetland out there.

The Manawatu Estuary covers about 250 ha of salt 
marsh, mud þats and sand dunes, and is the largest 
near natural estuary in the Foxton Ecological District.    
It supports 23 threatened species of birds, ýsh and 
plants. It is a shelter for many birds in times of adverse 
weather conditions, and the winter home of 1% of the 
world population of the NZ native wrybill, plus a stopover 
for many more travelling up the coast to Miranda from 
their braided river breeding grounds in Canterbury. It is 
also a vital migratory path for all the native ýsh in the 
Manawatu River catchment, as most native ýsh at some 
stage in their lives migrate out to sea.   In all, it meets six 
of the eight Ramsar criteria.

The large salt marshes and salt meadows are difýcult 
to access, (even to see) and this has allowed them to 
remain relatively natural, and provide an undisturbed 
place for the fernbirds, Australasian bittern and crake.  
Royal Spoonbills also nest in the area.  

A study was recently commissioned by the Friends 
of Mana Island, to see if there were enough fernbirds 
to move some to a safe haven on Mana Island.  Emilio 
Tobon, from Massey University. found 20 pairs of 
fernbirds. Although even with a kayak he was unable to 
penetrate to the very centre of the saltmarsh because 
of the dense vegetation and wet ground.   So it was 
decided that the population was not large enough to 
move any.

 Dr Jill Rapson, a lecturer at Massey University, spoke 
to Trust members recently about the plants of the 
estuary.  She said it had been worked out that salt marsh 
and wetland plants provide services to the environment 
worth $39,000 per hectare if the problems had to be 
sorted out by mechanical means!

There are very real threats to the Manawatu Estuary, 
such as 4wd vehicles, dogs, cats, rabbits, stoats, cattle, 
and water pollution.  The Manawatu River has its source 
on both the eastern and western sides of the Ruahine 
ranges.   It passes through 8 towns and 1 city, intensive 
dairy farms, sheep country scoured by slips, and several 
large industrial enterprises.    So managing the estuary 
in a sustainable way with wise use will be a challenge.  
But Ramsar nomination will be a very useful tool to use 
to ýght these problems, and regional and district councils 
will be required to respect this internationally signiýcant 
wetland in their planning.

At this stage the proposal has been given the big tick 
by New Zealandôs Ramsar agent, the Department of 
Conservation and received the support of the Ministers 
of Conservation, Foreign Affairs, Environment, Maori 
Affairs, and Lands.   It has now been forwarded to the 
Ramsar Convention in Switzerland, and is probably 
going through the process all over again.    The 
Manawatu Estuary Trust and Forest & Bird are planning 
a big celebration around the time of World Wetland Day 
in early February. Manawatu Estuary Trust, PO Box 19, 
Levin. (06)368-1277

Letters to Wet & Wild contributors
Hi Keith 
In your article in the latest NWT newsletter, you make the comment that advice on wetland restoration needs to given by qualiýed wetland 

hydrologists/
BIODIV.  I think that this needs to be clariýed - Jan Hoverd of 0800 BIODIV has not given speciýc wetland advice to landowners, because she 
recognises that it is not her ýeld of expertise.  Rather, she refers them to the EW wetland planting guide publication and to EW ecologists or 
consultants if necessary.  Jan will advise on funding options as she has a comprehensive and regularly updated database of all of the grant 
programmes available.  Therefore, I think that the statement in the newsletter is a bit dismissive of what is actually a very useful referral service 
on biodiversity 
restoration projects.  We are doing our LTCCP at the moment and we will certainly do our best to make this happen.  Iôm happy to discuss this 
further with you if you like, 

Kind regards 

Judy van Rossem , Programme Manager - Biodiversity/Special Projects , Environment Waikato
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News Items
Environment Waikato sponsors 
National Wetlands Centre

Environment Waikatoôs environment committee has 
authorised a $40,000 grant from its environmental 
initiatives fund to go towards the design and architectural 
costs of building the National Wetlands Centre. The 
grant will provide about a third of the design costs of the 

$3 million the centre is expected to cost.

Environment committee chairperson Paula Southgate 
said she was pleasantly surprised by the size and scale 
of the project. ñIt is a far-reaching and exciting concept 
and when it comes into being it will be a world-ranked 
site. People should recognize how important it is. Within 
5-10 years we should really start to see it bloom.ò

National Wetlands Trust chairman Gordon Stephenson 
says he expects the proposed National Wetlands Centre 
at Rangiriri will enhance Waikatoôs image as a leading 
ñnature destinationò within New Zealand.  He is optimistic 
that the innovative Rangiriri project could do for the north 
Waikato what the Maungatautari Ecological Island is 
doing for Waipa district in terms of eco-tourism.

ñYou have got to have a brand for tourism, and with the 
Waitomo Caves, west coast harbours, Maungatautari 
and the river trails, this is another piece of the nature 
jigsaw for the Waikato,ò says Stephenson. ñWetlands 
are a much neglected but very important part of our 
environment, scientiýcally, ecologically, hydrologically, 
and recreationally. But if you want to know something 
about wetlands, where do you go? We want to recreate 
examples of wetland types -- including geothermal, bogs 
and swamps -- found in New Zealand.ò

Although Waikato is the national stronghold for 
wetlands - three of New Zealandôs ýve internationally 
important sites the Whangamarino, Kopuatai and the 
Firth of Thames are all within close proximity - but 
wetlands are far more challenging than the usual 
conservation estate as they are usually very difýcult to 
access.

NWT AGM
Election of ofýcers
Chairman: Gordon Stephenson 
Deputy Chairman: Karen Denyer
Secretary: Don Scarlet and co-option as a trustee 
Treasurer: David Lawrie and co-opt as Trustee
Auditor: Merv Baker (subject to his acceptance) 

Guest speaker at our AGM, Chris Thomas, gave 
a well-attended talk about his iconic documentary 
Waterfowl and Wetlands: A NZ Odyssey.  Seven years 
in the making, Waterfowl and Wetlands describes the 
various wetland types and shows the countryôs ýve 
Ramsar sites - wetlands of International Importance.  

It also explains the natural history of the waterfowl and 
other birds that depend on different parts of a wetland 
habitat - from the brown teal of Northland to the þightless 
teal of the sub Antarctic Auckland Islands.  It includes 
information on waterfowl predators, the role of Fish and 
Game Councils and the waterfowl species introduced 
for hunting as well as the work of Ducks Unlimited in 
creating waterfowl habitat.

Thomas has a long background in wildlife ýlm making, 
although his career has essentially been that of a 
scientist.  His ýrst ýlm was shot underwater in Australiaôs 
Great Barrier Reef where he had gone to help set up an 
Outward Bound school and teach seamanship.  This was 
followed by work with CSIRO in ýsheries oceanography 
and later work on elephant seals for the Australian 
National Antarctic Research Expeditions at Macquarie 
Island where he spent 15 months before coming to 
New Zealand to work for the Marine Department (later 
to become the Fisheries Division of the Ministry of 
Agriculture & Fisheries, and now NIWA).

He also made ýlms throughout this time, one of 
which won the prestigious Conservation Award at the 



4Issue 9 - Spring 2005 

Biennial Wildscreen Film Festival in Bristol.  A self-taught 
ýlmmaker, Thomas is the producer, director, writer and 
cinematographer of Waterfowl and Wetlands: A NZ 
Odyssey.  Now on DVD, it has chapters devoted to each 
waterfowl species - Maori, scientiýc and common names 
included - and links to relevant sites such as Ramsar 
and Fish & Game NZ.  Indexed for quick access to a 
particular subject such as wetland type or one of the 29 
bird species shown in the programme, it is an excellent 
educational resource.

Largely self-funded, Thomasô documentary also 
received ýnancial support from Ducks Unlimited, the 
Paciýc Development Conservation Trust - set up with 
French reparation monies from the invidious bombing 
of the Rainbow Warrior - and the Eastern and Central 
Community Trust.

National Wetlands Centre 
Developments

 
     Detailed briefs have now been developed for  Chow 
Hill and Richard Mansergh Priest ( project architects and 
landscape architects), which have broadly asked that 
they ensure the siteôs design is integrated, attractive, 
educational and in keeping with its surroundings and 
purpose. It will also be a world-class facility with state-of-
the-art educational and interpretative services that are 
instructive, accessible, enjoyable and creative.  It will 
recognise the cultural, ecological, social, landscape and 
hydrological values of wetlands.

óThere will be total sympathy and coordination between 
the building and surrounding landscaped gardens.  The 
instant ýrst impressions must say ówetlandô and óthat 
looks interestingô.

The functions of the Centre as a whole include: 
Å Enticing in the casual visitor, to enjoy and learn.An 
educational facility for wetland managers, schools, 
farmers and others who seek a deeper understanding of 
wetlands. 
Å A facility for furthering wetland research. 
 Å A meeting place for wetland organisations and others 
with an interest in the natural environment. 
Opposite are the schematic concept and 
development phases roughly sketched out by the 
Centreôs architects Chow Hill. 

INTERNATIONAL NEWS
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

has announced that ancient Iraqi marshlands drained by 
Saddam Hussein as punishment against their occupants 
are back to almost 40 percent of their former level.

UNEP said latest satellite imagery showed 
a ñphenomenalò recovery rate for the southern 
marshlands, back to almost 3,500 square km after 
dwindling to just 760 in 2002.  Some scholars view 
the marshlands, at the conþuence of the Tigris and 
Euphrates River, as the site of the original ñGarden of 
Edenò in the Bible. 

Saddam began moving against the Marsh Arabs in 
the early 1990s, accusing them of supporting a Shiite 
Muslim uprising after the ýrst Gulf War and harbouring 
criminals.   A combination of dams and canals blocked 
water from the marshes, turning what was once a 
pristine, wetland ecosystem into semi-desert and forcing 
all but 40,000 of the areaôs 450,000 inhabitants to þee. 

Since the Iraq war began in 2003, residents have 
been returning, breaking the barriers and letting water 
again þow freely in a region where people had lived on 
small islands and moved on small wooden boats for 
thousands of years.  According to UNEP the marshlands 
totalled almost 9,000 square kilometres in the 1970s 
-- one of the worldôs largest wetlands with rare species 
like the Sacred Ibis bird.  And that while satellite images 
show wetland cover back to nearly 40 percent of that 

in August, the ýgure was closer to 50 percent back in 
the Spring thanks to winter rains and snow melt in the 
headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates.

UNEP, however, warns that full re-þooding would still 
take ñmany yearsò and must be carefully nurtured.  With 
funds from Japan, UNEP is running drinking water, 
sanitation and wetland management projects in the area 
where locals live an austere and deeply impoverished 
existence. 

The NWT acting as a information clearing 
house for advice on wetlands.  

This is an idea that has been suggested to us, and that 
we are interested in starting in a small way by publishing a 
list of organizations along with speciýc individuals who have 
specialized knowledge about wetlands -from hydrology to 
restoration planting and from a regional t o national level - on 
our website www.wetlandtrust.org.nz  Of course, everyone 
on this list would have to approve their entry. If you are 
interested in being included could you please write to Keith 
Thompson at bogman@ihug.co.nz with a brief outline of 
your area of expertise and providing your contact details.

Waterfowl and Wetlands: A NZ Odyssey (67 minutes) 
can be bought directly from Chris Thomas for $49.00 by 

emailing c.thomas@paradise.net.nz
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