A Bridge for the Nukumea South Arm
Petition
Transit is congratulated for its bridging of the Otanerua North valley floor and the Nukumea North valley floor.

Transit stated in August 2004 that its decision not to bridge the Nukumea South valley was based on construction costs, and on the Assessment of Ecological Effects prepared by Boffa Miskell for Transit New Zealand in 1999. Evidence filed with the Environment Court in 2000 criticizes that report for its inaccuracy and lack of scope.

Transit’s assessment described the Nukumea south arm as ‘poor quality habitat … not typical of RAP 21’. This assessment is not reliable, and there are matters not reckoned. These include: 

The Nukumea south arm is entirely in Crown ownership. The forested watershed is a Water Conservation Block, with the addition of land-take which is to be Scenic Reserve. The kanuka/manuka canopy protects the dual tangelfern – wetland habitat of fernbird. The south arm, its tributaries and wetlands abound in native fish and mature long-finned eels, not described in Boffa Misskell’s meagre Assessment of Ecological Effects. 

When Transit NZ required a designation for the ALPURT B road in 1994, the stream habitat in the B2 sector was not described. The Environment Court was aware of the need for further detailed description and design, and the 1997 determination included the Requirement, 4.1 ‘Where possible construction of stream, estuary and river crossings shall minimise disturbance of the stream, estuary or river bed.’ 

The 1997 Requirement for the final alignment and design to minimise disturbance has not been met in the Nukumea south arm, where the old design employing embankment and culverting has been retained. The south Nukumea contains the richest of all native fish sites surveyed along the ALPURT route. Its diverse fish fauna is comparable with the diversity of birdlife in the Straka Wildlife Refuge. (Both wetlands have been enlarged by man-made damming.)

The Nukumea catchment is entirely free of introduced fish and 96 percent of its vegetation is indigenous. The Nukumea is an almost pristine habitat.

A FAULTY ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT
The Assessment of Ecological Effects prepared by Boffa Miskell for Transit New Zealand in 1999 reported that only three species of native fish required passage into the north arm of the Nukumea: banded kokopu, red-finned bully, long-finned eel. There was no report of requirements for fish migration along the south arm, as Boffa Miskell did not know that this arm fed into the Peterken wetland. The North arm was described as singly ‘the Nukumea stream’.

In fact, the forested Nukumea in all its reaches is a treasury of native fish. In 1999 Auckland Regional Council reported that its surveys of the Nukumea in 1998 and 1999 had found inanga, banded kokopu, giant kokopu, common bully, red-finned bully, giant bully, long-finned eel, short-finned eel, and koura and shrimps. In 2000 surveys by DoC, NIWA, and Native Freshwater Fish Society confirmed the presence of all but giant kokopu upstream of the ALPURT B2 alignment; however, there are deep pools ideal for giant kokopu in both arms above the alignment. The presence of so rich an inventory of species high in the catchment, was unexpected, and is attributable to the gentle gradient and swampy valley floors of the Nukumea’s upper reaches.
Because the Assessment of Ecological Effects prepared by Boffa Miskell for Transit New Zealand in 1999 did not discover the existence of the Nukumea south arm, the large in-stream wetland (Peterken wetland) at the confluence of the two arms was described as a stand-alone wetland. On the contrary, it is legally stream bed, 30 metres wide, contained within the stream’s full flow banks. There are legal and ecological imperatives to protect the stream bed, which were not considered.

In fact, a strong current flows through the wetland. The water is fresh and of very high quality, originating from springs which flow perennially in the forested headwaters of the south arm. In the south arm there are scenic waterfalls and sandstone cascades, old forest remnants, numerous small, spring-fed pockets of swamp used by banded kokopu, a large flax swamp, giant dragonflies, giant aquatic snails, forest remnants with old kahikatea, occasional large kauri, stands of regenerating tanekaha/kauri forest, and extensive tracts of tanglefern (fernbird habitat) – all unassessed in the Boffa Miskell report. Only the existence of two rare plants – giant astelia and toetoe – was noted.

In-stream wetlands are characteristic of the gumlands. The Peterken wetland occupies one hectare within the bed of the Nukumea south arm. It is on average 30 metres wide by 330 metres long. It is contained by a farm embankment, which was breached in 2002. The wetland has remained, and although it may shrink, its location within the streambed on a gentle gradient of the valley floor ensures that it will endure. Raupo predominates for a large part of its length, but where the stream converges with the north arm it is thickly filled with rushes and sedges and native grasses which constrain flows during floods and maintain a gentle regime at the confluence of the two arms. This is significant for weak-swimming species like inanga which were found in the wetland in June 2000, their presence unexpected so high in the catchment and not taken into account when culverting was proposed.

Ecological groups surveyed the Peterken wetland in 2000. Forest & Bird Society drew attention to the dual habitat of fernbird, who forage in fernlands and nest in the wetland scrub. Professor Craig reported the occurrence of fernbird at the wetland as frequent, and noted the significance of the wetland scrub as safe nesting habitat for fernbird and spotless crake, both species with high ecological rating. Native Freshwater Fish Society found koura at all life-cycle stages, and a rich density of banded kokopu – 17 in one scoop of the net. 

The presence of mature long-finned eels, a species unique to New Zealand and in decline, adds to the high ecological importance of the wetland as an eel bed. 

The wetland plays an important part in the ecological network. Against the wetland’s purity of water, richness of indigenous biota, total freedom from introduced fish, the density of its native fish populations, its role as a nesting place for fernbird and crake, as an eel bed, breeding ground for koura, and migration route of native fish, Boffa Miskell’s laissez-faire report to Transit reads as follows: 

6.4.2 ‘Other freshwater wetlands also exist within the ALPURT Sector B2 project area which the alignment may impinge on. The most seriously affected of these is that located within the Pederkin Block. This wetland is dominated by raupo, and appears to have been artificially formed as a result of impeded drainage. The alignment through this area will result in the batter slopes completely infilling this feature.

However notwithstanding that this wetland is of reasonable quality it is small in size and at the time of survey was not fenced off from stock. It contains some open water but is predominantly characterized by raupo, although it is probable that it serves at least as a loafing area for common waterfowl species. While the retention of freshwater wetlands is always beneficial, such an outcome is not always possible, and in this particular case there appears to be no cost-effective or practical design solution which would permit its retention while still allowing the carriageway to be built.’ [SOURCE: Transit New Zealand. ALPURT Sector B2 Application for Resource Consents, May 1999. Assessment of Ecological Effects, p.50]

Boffa Miskell did not advocate the cost-effectiveness of avoiding environmental losses by bridging, nor Transit’s responsibility to protect an ecological hot-spot, a migration route of native fish, bed of an eel species in decline, and nesting site of species who have little safe breeding habitat left elsewhere in Rodney. 

The Nukumea South arm has a much larger catchment than the Otanerua North arm, for which an “eco-viaduct” has been designed.

The RAMSAR guidelines 1999 specify that a wetland should be considered internationally important if it ‘supports vulnerable, endangered, or critically endangered species’ (Criterion 2) and if it ‘is an important source of food for fishes, spawning ground, nursery and/or migration path on which fish stocks, either within the wetland or elsewhere, depend’ (Criterion 8). The Nukumea South arm fills these criteria.
The earlier Ecological Studies commissioned by Transit NZ in 1992 did in fact propose bridging the Nukumea valley to reduce the effects of the road. Bridging was then rejected as too high a construction cost in proportion to the total cost of the road. This is no longer the situation. The current decision by the Northern Gateway Alliance to infill the Nukumea south arm is based on an inadequate assessment of design impacts, and on a failure to include environmental losses in the costing. 

The decision to infill the Nukumea’s south arm has not had regard – 

1. For the Transit NZ Requirement under the 1997 Conditions of Designation to ‘minimise disturbance of the stream, estuary or river bed’ (s.4.1), 

2. For Transit’s undertaking under the Land Transport Management Act 2003 to ‘exhibit a sense of social and environmental responsibility’, to ‘take into account the views of affected communities’, and to ‘avoid, to the extent reasonable in the circumstances, adverse effects on the environment’. (s.77). Responsibility includes not using untrialled culvert designs.

3. For the purpose of the Hauraki Gulf Marine Park Act 2000 to ‘protect in perpetuity’ the Park’s ecological systems (s.32), 

4. For the purpose of the Conservation Act 1987, ‘To preserve as far as practicable all indigenous freshwater fisheries, and to protect …freshwater fish habitats’, and for the unexpected presence, so high in the catchments, of a great variety and abundance of native fish species. 
5. For the status of the gumland forests as Recommended Area for Protection under the Reserves Act 1977, and for the future status of the Crown-owned gumlands as Scenic Reserve under the Reserves Act 1977. The Act has in its purpose s.3(b) ‘Ensuring, as far as possible, the survival of all indigenous species of flora and fauna, both rare and commonplace, in their natural communities and habitats …’, and s.3(c) ‘promoting the preservation of the natural character of the … margins of lakes and rivers…’.

6. For the requirement in the Resource Management Act 1991 to protect the natural character of rivers and their margins from unnecessary development (s. 6),

7. For the use of riparian margins as a major foraging habitat for eels and native fish, and the preference by native fish for using the margins when migrating upstream.

8. For the unsuitability of long steep culverts for passage by New Zealand native fish and the absence of a proven engineering solution to culvert design. 

9. For the results from monitoring the motorway culvert installed in the West Hoe riverbed which demonstrate its failure to provide passage for the full inventory of native fish present (the handful of whitebait trapped upstream of the culvert were few in number and bruised; no other species and no mature fish were trapped). 

10. For the presence in the catchments of the endangered giant kokopu, a large-bodied fish which will try to return to the upper catchment after moving downstream to spawn. The long, steep motorway culverts cannot provide passage for adult giant kokopu. 

11. For the changing face of modern, low-impact road building. 

The local ecological and landcare groups do not wish to inherit a landscape irreparably harmed by the ALPURT B2 project. Infilling valley floors is an unnecessary development. We seek the recovery and perpetuation of the gumland eco-systems. A bridge protects stream morphology and its use by wildlife. We request that the Nukumea south arm is bridged to protect the catchment in perpetuity. 
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