
New Zealand Wetlands Management Policy - The Policy 

 

The Policy 

 

In the context of this policy, wetlands is: 

A collective term for permanently or intermittently wet land, shallow water and land-

water margins. Wetlands may be fresh, brackish or saline, and are characterised in 

their natural state by plants or animals that are adapted to living in wet conditions. 

One hundred and fifty years ago the wetlands of New Zealand were widespread. 

They supported very large populations of birds, a prolific range of plants, and were 

an integral part of the life cycle of many species of fresh and salt water fish. Like the 

indigenous forests and tussock grasslands, many wetlands were subsequently 

developed for productive economic uses. 

The various wetland types in their wide range of location (mountain top to estuary, 

snowfield to mud pool, swamp to braided river) are valuable for many reasons. 

Hydrologically, they may assist in reducing floods, in maintaining minimum water 

flows and in recharging underground aquifers. Biologically, they are habitats for a 

wide array of fauna and flora, including some that are in danger of extinction. 

Economically, they are essential for some inland and offshore fisheries. 

Recreationally, they are enjoyed by many thousands of fishermen, shooters, 

naturalists and those engaged in other water sports. Educationally, they form 

excellent examples of the functioning of ecosystems and the study of biology. 

Scientifically, they offer a storehouse of information on climate, vegetation, 

vulcanology, archaeology and other events enabling a better ability to manage future 

events. Culturally, they are of great historic and current importance in Maoritanga. 

Scenically, the New Zealand landscape would be sadly depleted without them. 

Because past and current development and modification of wetlands has greatly 

reduced their former extent, emphasis in wetland management has to be given to 

preservation, with development only when there is an overwhelming balance in its 

favour. 

The need to preserve representative natural ecosystems already has public support 

and has been embodied in legislation. 

Society's recognition of the need to preserve representative natural systems is 

embodied in international conventions and within legislation. New Zealand, as a 



signatory to the International Convention on Wetlands, shares the international 

concern for loss of wetlands as a habitat. 

"Being convinced that wetlands constitute a resource of great economic, cultural, 

scientific and recreational value, the loss of which would be irreparable . . . 

(Convention on Wetlands of International Importance. IUCN Bulletin April/June 

1971.) 

It is now accepted internationally as well as in New Zealand that there are values in 

wetlands that have been too often neglected in the past and lost through lack of 

appreciation and knowledge. 

New Zealand as a society has expressed in legislation its desire to preserve 

representative samples of natural ecosystems (Reserves Act 1977). 

Wetlands are a diverse group. Generally diminished, some kinds of wetlands are 

very scarce indeed. Immediate and continuing action is therefore necessary in order 

to protect them. 

Wetlands are depleted. It is not only the overall quantity that has been reduced. 

There are many distinctly different types of wetland, all with their special values, and 

some are now scarce. Policies and management must recognise these differences 

both of scarcity and kind. 

Wetlands continue to be modified. The Government is concerned that many of the 

rarest wetland types may be developed and lost. 

Wetland management must consider causes and consequences beyond the wetland 

boundary. 

Wetlands can be seen as distinct natural systems but are affected by and have 

effects on other systems. Management must go beyond the 'wet' land to encompass 

the greater system of which the wetland is a part. Such management may not 

necessarily mean reservation of the whole catchment, but particular care of sensitive 

areas. 

The long term benefits lost by modifying wetlands frequently do not justify the short 

term benefits gained. The government must act as advocate for wetland preservation 

because of the less tangible benefits from unmodified wetlands which accrue to the 

general public. Government also has an important role in wetland management 

promoting research and fostering awareness of wetland values. 

It may not be easy to identify and characterise some of the benefits that flow from 

wetlands. Such direct and indirect benefits tend not to be valued in monetary terms 

and may accrue to large numbers of people over a long time period. 



For example, unmeasured hydrological benefits include protecting downstream 

water quality, preventing excess flooding, maintaining water flows in summer and 

recharging aquifers and maintaining water tables. By comparison, the benefits 

obtained from modifying a wetland tend to be more tangible (for example, revenue 

from grazing stock). As these usually flow to one definable group, modification often 

has a strong advocate. 

As trustee of the public interest the Government has the responsibility to retain 

wetlands because of their "economic, cultural, scientific and recreational value" 

(IUCN). 

The Government acknowledges its further role in the management, promotion, 

enhancement and creation of wetlands. 

Wetland modification may cause irreversible changes. Such changes reduce choices 

available to future generations. This risk is heightened by the lack of knowledge 

about wetlands themselves as well as wetland catchment interactions. 

Once a wetland has been significantly modified it can rarely if ever be returned to its 

original state. Some of the values lost may be irreplaceable. A wetland may 

contribute benefits that are not appreciated until they have gone. Possible future 

benefits may not be recognised at the time of development. 

The Government acknowledges a responsibility to future generations. If more of our 

unique wetlands are irreplaceably lost, the quality of life available for future 

generations will be diminished. 

Accordingly, this statement sets out Government policy as a guide to all agencies 

and individuals who manage and make decisions in relation to the use of wetlands 

throughout New Zealand. The provisions of this policy are to be reflected in local, 

regional and national policies and legislation that relate to wetlands and their 

management. 

Objectives 

 

1. Preservation and Protection 

1.1 To act urgently to protect by reservation additional wetlands that fulfil the criteria 

of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources 

(IUCN) for Wetlands of International Importance. 

1.2  To protect wetlands of national importance, and where appropriate, wetlands of 

regional and local importance. 



1.3 To gain adequate permanent protection of representative examples of all types 

of wetland in private and public ownership. Priority will be given to preservation of 

the least modified and most ecologically viable examples of each kind. 

1.4  To retain or re-establish wetlands significant for the protection or enhancement 

of aesthetic, scenic, recreational and tourism values. 

1.5 To protect and manage habitats important for native flora and fauna, giving 

priority to rare and endangered species and habitats of importance to migratory bird 

species.  

1.6 To protect, enhance, or re-establish wetlands and their access ways which are 

important for fish. 

1.7 To promote the concept of managing all wetland catchments so that the complex 

relationships that exist within a wetland, and between a wetland and surrounding 

ecosystems, are taken into account. 

1.8 To protect and manage wetlands that have an important hydrological role in such 

a way as to maintain or enhance that role. 

2.  Wetlands Inventory 

2.1 To maintain an inventory of the most significant wetlands. 

2.2 To link the national inventory for wetlands with other related government 

resource inventories to ensure optimal compatibility of the inventory.   

3.  Public Awareness 

3.1 To promote public awareness of wetland values and encourage public 

participation in the planning and management of wetlands. 

3.2 To preserve and enhance the opportunities afforded by wetlands for education, 

scientific study and recreation. 

3.3 To promote the tourism and recreational potential of wetlands. 

Why wetlands are important 

Flood control 

Wetlands absorb water during heavy rain, releasing water gradually so flooding is 

reduced. Downstream water flows and ground water levels are also maintained 

during periods of low rainfall. Wetlands help stabilise shorelines and riverbanks. 

Water quality 



As water moves into a wetland, the flow rate decreases, allowing particles to settle 

out. Plant surfaces provide for filtration, absorption of solids and add oxygen to the 

water. Growing plants remove nutrients. This cleansing role of wetlands protects 

downstream environments. 

Recreation 

Wetlands offer a wide variety of recreation activities including boating, fishing, 

swimming, bird watching, whitebaiting and hunting. 

Tourism and education 

Wetlands are attractive to visitors because of the large numbers and diversity of 

species they support. The popularity of wetlands is demonstrated by visitor numbers 

at the Sinclair Wetland near Dunedin and the Miranda Shorebird Centre at the Firth 

of Thames. Wetlands also offer many interesting education opportunities and the 

Department has produced a number of education kits for various wetlands.  

Exceptional habitats 

A huge range of plants and animals inhabit wetlands. Wetland plants include 47 

species of rush and 72 species of native sedge. Many of these plants have very 

specific environmental needs and are extremely vulnerable to change. A number of 

New Zealand’s endangered plant species depend totally on wetlands. 

 

Wetlands support the greatest concentrations of bird life of any habitat in New 

Zealand and support far more species that a comparable forest area. Migratory 

species depend on chains of suitable wetlands. The survival of threatened species 

such as the Australasian bittern, brown teal, fernbird, marsh crake and white heron 

relies on New Zealand’s remnant wetlands. 

 

Native fish need wetlands too. Eight of New Zealand’s 27 species including inanga, 

short-finned eels, kokopu and bullies are found in wetlands while the whitebait 

fishery depends on the spawning habitat offered by freshwater wetlands. The best 

whitebait runs are found on the West Coast of the South Island where extensive 

areas of forest and swamp remain. The decline in native fish populations is directly 

related to massive reductions in freshwater habitat. 

 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/templates/summary.aspx?id=33730

