
NOTES FOR SCHOOLS AND EDUCATORS

Key information The picturesque Whangateau Harbour is a coastal estuary in north Auckland.  

Whangateau is one of the last harbours in the North Island to remain in exceptional 
condition. It is home to extensive, healthy cockle beds and mature mangrove forests, 
both of which contribute to the excellent water clarity for educational snorkelling/
kayaking/paddleboarding activities.

Cool facts about 
this estuary

 ▪ Whangateau is one of the healthiest estuaries in the Auckland region. 

 ▪ It is close to the Tāwharanui and Cape Rodney - Okakari Point (Goat Island) 
marine reserves.

Getting there Whangateau is approximately 10 min from Matakana Village, just over an hour’s drive 
north of Auckland City. 

From Warkworth, take State Highway 1 and turn off towards Leigh/Matakana on 
Matakana Road. Drive through Matakana and go straight through the roundabout 
towards Leigh onto Leigh Road. 

Access Whangateau Estuary at Whangateau Reserve, down the driveway opposite  
510 Leigh Road. 

You can also access the other side of the estuary at a smaller site at Point Wells on 
Riverside Drive.

Whangateau mangroves. Photo: Lorna Doogan (courtesy 
of Experiencing Marine Reserves). All rights reserved

Snorkelling in mangroves in the Whangateau Harbour. 
Photo: Lydia Green, Saltwater Eco. All rights reserved

VISITING WHANGATEAU HARBOUR 

The following information can be used to help plan your educational visit to Whangateau Harbour. Have fun and 
remember to look after this estuary and the plants and animals that live here during your visit.
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Visitor facilities 
and parking

Parking is available next to the playground at Whangateau Reserve, as well as at 
Whangateau Hall. Buses can access the reserve here. 

The reserve has expansive grassed areas that are suitable for picnics, a large 
playground and a barbeque. It is adjacent to the Whangateau Holiday Park and 
campground. There are no food outlets or drinking water at this location, so you will 
need to bring your own refreshments.  

Several toilets are available here.

Self-guided 
activities for 
school groups

Biodiversity survey 

Investigate what is living in this estuary by conducting a 
Marine Metre Squared Project (Mm2) sandy shore or rocky 
shore survey. The shore adjacent to the reserve and near the 
playground is suitable a few hours either side of low tide.  
Use the survey to look for changes over time, which may  
depend on the season, weather or even human impacts.  
For more information and to view other survey results, see  

 Marine Metre Squared and  Activity 9: Visiting estuaries.

Observing shorebirds / five-minute bird count 

The walkway along the coastline at Whangateau Reserve is the best place for viewing 
wading birds. Make sure you are quiet and still to maximise your chances of spotting 
shorebirds. The Gulf Journal  Shorebirds of the Hauraki Gulf poster can be used 
to identify local birds. The Department of Conservation (DOC) website provides 
instructions on how to carry out  Five-minute bird counts. 

Estuary survey 

Look for key species of seaweeds, plants, snails, crabs and other invertebrates of the 
estuary at low tide. See  MarineWatch estuary survey species ID slides.

Beat plastic pollution with Young Ocean Explorers

Find out how you can help beat plastic pollution in estuaries by completing this  
 Young Ocean Explorers beat plastic pollution assignment.

Short walks 

Esplanade (10 min, 500 m one way): The esplanade at Whangateau Reserve offers a 
very short, easy walk along the coastline. Walk in front of the rugby fields and past the 
campground. 

Point Wells Reserve, Riverside Drive, Point Wells (45 min return): This walk starts 
at the boat ramp on Riverside Drive, from where it passes around the grassy foreshore 
reserve beside Whangateau Harbour and follows the bollard markers to the village via 
the accessway to Harbour View Road.

Note: when 
conducting a 
Mm2 survey, it 
is important to 
keep disturbance 
of sand and 
animals to a 
minimum and put 
them back where 
you found them.
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https://www.mm2.net.nz/
https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/getting-involved/students-and-teachers/protecting-our-estuaries/activity-9-visiting-estuaries.pdf
http://gulfjournal.org.nz/poster/shorebirds/
https://www.doc.govt.nz/our-work/five-minute-bird-counts/
https://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/getting-involved/students-and-teachers/themes/estuary-survey/estuary-survey-species-id-slide-shows-stewart-island1-15.pdf
https://www.youngoceanexplorers.com/yoe/assignment/7qiwqy9


Health and 
Safety 
considerations

 ▪ Ensure you know the tide times; sandy shore surveys should be started 1–2 hr 
before low tide.

 ▪ Some sharp rock shelves are present that could create slipping hazards. 

 ▪ There is a dog exercise area next to Whangateau Reserve. Advise students of the 
procedure for dealing with unknown dogs. 

Teachers should also consider general risk management around water and  
general health and safety considerations for schools in coastal environments –  
see  Activity 9: Visiting estuaries. 

Native or endemic 
species found at 
this estuary

Please note: The Ministry of Primary Industries currently has a ban on collecting 
shellfish from Whangateau Reserve. For more information, see  Fisheries 
(Whangateau Harbour Cockle and Pipi Harvest Closure) Notice 2015 (Notice No.  
MPI 567)

On the sand flats and surrounds, you may see shorebirds such as New Zealand 
dotterels/tūturiwhatu, variable oystercatchers/tōrea pango, red-billed gulls/tarāpunga, 
black-backed gulls/karoro, pied shags/kāruhiruhi, pied stilts/poaka and  
kingfishers/kōtare. 

Seasonal visitors include bar-tailed godwits/kuaka, spoonbills/kōtuku ngutupapa and 
banded dotterels/pohowera. 

Underwater you can see juvenile snapper/tāmure, black bream/parore, eagle rays/whai 
repo, yellow-eyed mullet/kātaha, grey mullet/kanae raukura and juvenile  
trevally/araara. 

You can also find cockles/tuangi, pipi, tuatua, oysters/tio, barnacles/werewere, estuary 
anemones, lug worms, mantis shrimps and mud crabs/pāpaka on the rocks and in  
the sediment.

Habitats found at 
this estuary

At low tide there are extensive sand flats, shell banks, mud flats and some rocky 
shore near the reserve. There are also mangroves/mānawa on the south side near the 
Whangateau Holiday Park, as well as some areas of seagrass/karepō and Neptune’s 
necklace/rimurimu. 

The most accessible mangroves surround Horseshoe Island, which can be easily 
walked to at low tide or snorkelled to at high tide. Horseshoe Island is also a New 
Zealand dotterel/tūturiwhatu breeding site. 

Note: The health and safety considerations listed here are not a substitute for a 
detailed safety plan. 

This plan should be written by the educators, staff and students who are visiting the site. 
It should reflect the school’s safety policies and procedures and be based on accepted 
best practice in Education Outside the Classroom (EOTC). A prior site visit by staff is 
highly recommended to identify and manage any current risks/hazards.
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https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/getting-involved/students-and-teachers/protecting-our-estuaries/activity-9-visiting-estuaries.pdf
https://gazette.govt.nz/notice/id/2015-go7264
https://gazette.govt.nz/notice/id/2015-go7264
https://gazette.govt.nz/notice/id/2015-go7264


Education 
providers working 
in this estuary

Experiencing Marine Reserves (EMR) 

 Experiencing Marine Reserves is a charitable trust/not-for-profit organisation that 
specialises in providing safe snorkelling experiences for school groups in estuaries 
and marine reserves. All of the necessary gear and expertise are provided. For more 
information, email info@emr.org.nz and/or view their  Facebook page.

Saltwater Eco Ltd 

The  Saltwater Eco team create outdoor learning experiences for small to 
medium sized groups of local and international students. They facilitate marine 
and environmentally focused programmes, bringing together recreation, education, 
conservation and culture. 

Other education 
experiences

Goat Island Marine Discovery Centre

The  Goat Island Marine Discovery Centre is a 10-min drive from Whangateau 
Reserve and has a variety of educational programmes and displays available for 
schools.  
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https://www.emr.org.nz/
mailto:info@emr.org.nz
https://www.facebook.com/emr.mtsct
http://www.saltwatereco.co.nz/
http://www.goatislandmarine.co.nz/groups-tours/



