
Sink or swim: A radical overhaul to water policy-making 
approach in New Zealand. A case study of lake Te

Waihora
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Kia ora from New Zealand



Sink or swim in Lake Te Waihora

What we’ll cover today:
• Introduce lake Te Waihora

• Recent history

• New policy-making approach 

• New science into policy approach

• A package of measures proposed and 

implementation



Agriculture in New Zealand



Lake Te Waihora
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Situation in 2008:
• Contested Science
• Adversarial 

planning
• Water demand 

increasing
• Flows decreasing
• Water quality 

decreasing
• Cultural values 

poorly recognised

Canterbury 
Water 
Management 
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released

Environment 
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Act
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Recommended 
outcomes

Catchment 
limits

Supplementary 
information 
requested

Statutory 
process

Implementation



Changing role of scientists 
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Recognise 
the role

Share 
uncertainty

Walk in 
their shoes

Create a fit 
for purpose 
assessment 
framework
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Lake rehabilitation:
• Lake-level and opening 

management
• 50% reduction in lake-bed legacy
• Restore macrophyte bed
• Lake-margin and floating wetlands

Farming at significantly better than 
good management practice (GMP):
• Agricultural nitrogen limits
• Reduce catchment phosphorus load 

by 50%

Water allocation to deliver ecological 
and cultural flows:
• New takes prohibited
• Allocated volumes reduced
• Water transfers restricted

Use water from alpine rivers for:
• New irrigation
• Replacing groundwater takes
• Augmenting lowland stream flows

Manage catchment recognising its 
cultural importance to Ngai Tahu:
• Cultural landscape zone 
• Employ cultural land management 

advisers
• Cultural values in Farm Environment 

Plans

Package of measures



2
0

/
1

1
/
2

0
1

8
1

1

Package of measures and implementation



In a nutshell…..

Key parts of the story so far:

• Focus on community values

• Participatory policy making

• Science-informed not science-led

• Package of measures

• Emphasis on implementation
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Thank you to the ‘Our Land and Water’ National Science Challenge 
for supporting the research on this case study


