
NOTES FOR SCHOOLS AND EDUCATORS

Key information The spectacular Otago Harbour is a large inlet on the far southeast coast of the 
South Island that forms a gateway to the city of Dunedin. This harbour is the largest 
feature of the ‘drowned valley’ landscape that characterises the Otago coastline.  

At just under 360 ha, the Aramoana Ecological Area is a highly productive and 
varied landscape of unique character in Otago. Here, mud flats, saltmarsh, salt 
meadow and shrubland bounded by rolling dunes join to form the most intact 
example of this type of ecosystem in Otago. 

The Aramoana Saltmarsh is part of the Aramoana Ecological Area and sits at the 
entrance to the harbour. Its upper limit includes the second largest representation 
of dune slacks (important wet dune hollows) in New Zealand, giving this area 
national significance.

The saltmarsh is sheltered by a prominent sandspit at the entrance to the 
harbour. This is all that is left of what was once the large island Kā Pukepuke-o-Te-
Waiparapara, which was described as hilly and forested in historical land claims 
from 1879. The channel that allows ships to enter Otago Harbour between the 
sandspit and Harington Point is known as Huikaau in recognition of the mixing of 
waters that occurs where the ocean currents meet. 

To find out more about the harbour and saltmarsh, see  Aramoana area.

Aramoana Saltmarsh walk and boardwalk. Photo: Laura Honey, DOC

VISITING ARAMOANA / OTAGO 
HARBOUR 

The following information can be used to help plan your educational visit to Aramoana / Otago 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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Aramoana is a place of cultural significance for Tē Rūnanga o Ōtākou as the 
location where sea trails were linked to land trails in the mobile lifestyle of early 
Māori. In the pursuit of mahika kai (forest, freshwater and marine resources), Māori 
travelled great distances and depended on seasonal access to resources throughout 
the region. Otago Harbour provided an important base to return to, with access to 
abundant barracouta/mangā and mackerel/hauture for drying in late summer and 
a continual supply of cockles/tuangi. Aramoana, which means ‘pathway to the sea’, 
was also the place where Ngāi Tahu whānau crossed the mouth of the harbour to 
travel north through to Pūrākaunui. 

To find out more about the history of this area and traditional Māori place names, 
see the  Ngāi Tahu Atlas and  Te Rūnanga o Ōtākou.

Getting there From Dunedin, take State Highway 88 towards Port Chalmers and then on to 
Aramoana. The Aramoana Saltmarsh Boardwalk can be accessed from the Aramoana 
Domain on Moana Road, opposite the Community Hall. As you drive along Moana 
Road towards the spit and mole, look for a vehicle access gate on the right-hand side 
(signposted for toilets and a picnic area) that gives access to the Aramoana Domain 
on which you can park (if the gate is locked, continue along the road until it curves left, 
where there is a car park on the right). The path to the boardwalk starts from the back 
of the grassy domain – look for the sign under the tall trees. 

See maps below for Aramoana and the spit (left) and access to the viewing  
platform (right).

Visitor facilities 
and parking

Parking is available at the Aramoana Domain on Moana Road, adjacent to the 
settlement of Aramoana, or in the car park further along where the road curves left 
towards the mole and the spit is accessed to the right. The Domain also has public 
toilets and a picnic area.  

There is a bookable community hall at the Aramoana Domain, where you can obtain 
shelter and drinking water during your visit. 
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http://www.kahurumanu.co.nz/atlas
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Self-guided 
activities for 
students 

Biodiversity survey 

Try completing a Marine Metre Squared Project (Mm2) 
sandy shore survey on the mud flats to investigate what 
is living in this environment. 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 check other available data, see  Marine Metre Squared.

To assist with plant, shell and animal identification as you 
explore the estuary, check out the  Southern NZ sandy & muddy shore guide.

Observing shorebirds / five-minute bird count 

The walkway around the estuary has informative signage that displays information 
about the various bird species that can be seen here. The Aramoana Boardwalk and 
mud flats are good places to observe wading birds. 

The DOC website provides instructions on how to carry out  Five-minute  
bird counts. 

Estuary survey 

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

Beat plastic pollution with Young Ocean Explorers

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

Kiwi Guardians: Otago Harbour/Aramoana 

Try completing activities 7 and 9 on the  Toyota Kiwi Guardians Adventure Map. 

Short walks

Aramoana Boardwalk (20–45 min return): The boardwalk starts at the Aramoana 
Domain and passes through tall flax and salt scrub vegetation and across mud flats 
to a platform that provides panoramic views of the saltmarsh and harbour. Take your 
time to spot mud crabs and birds wading and roosting in the marsh habitat. 

Aramoana Spit (45 min, 3 km return): From Moana Street, travel out along the 
sandspit to discover the thin margin of land that is all that remains of a forested  
island. Take in the sweeping views of the harbour and narrow channel towards 
Harington Point. 

Aramoana Mole (30 min, 2.5 km return): Take a walk along this artificially 
constructed breakwater (or mole) to reach a fine viewpoint of the open sea, Taiaroa 
Head (Pukekura) and sweeping Spit Beach. Pack your binoculars for a chance to spot 
royal albatrosses/toroa on Taiaroa Head and don’t forget to also look closely at  
ground level for the threatened Cook’s scurvy grass/nau, which persists in this highly 
modified landscape.

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.otago.ac.nz/marine-studies/resources/otago110044.pdf
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Health and 
Safety 
considerations

 ▪ In the Aramoana area, take care when crossing roads, walking along shared spaces 
with vehicles and travelling across the boardwalk. Keep to marked paths and the 
boardwalk to stay safe and avoid damaging the delicate plants and animals. 

 ▪ If walking onto the Aramoana Mole, note that there is a high likelihood of 
encountering seals. Give these wild animals plenty of space and enjoy them from a 
safe distance. 

 ▪ The opportunity exists to learn the differences between seals and sea lions in this 
area. Sea lions haul out on the spit while seals often rest on the mole. Sea lions are 
not afraid of people and may charge those who get too close. Observe them from a 
distance and have a plan to retreat in a calm way if members of your group attract 
the attention of a curious sea lion. 

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

Please note: The health and safety considerations listed here are not a substitute for 
school safety planning.  

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 EOTC. A prior site visit by staff is highly recommended to identify and manage any 
current risks/hazards.

Native or endemic 
species found at 
this estuary 

Ninety species of fishes use Otago Harbour as part of their lifecycle, with the 
Aramoana Estuary providing critical habitat for juvenile rearing. These fish species 
include flounder/pātiki, mullet/kātaka, sole/pātiki rore, gurnard/pūwhaiau, red cod/
hoka, eels/tuna and whitebait/juvenile īnanga that migrate through the area. 

The saltmarsh provides habitat for migratory eastern bar-tailed godwits/kuaka, 
South Island pied oystercatchers/tōrea tuawhenua, pied stilts/turuturu pourewa, 
spur-winged plovers/tuturuatu, banded dotterels/piopio, white-faced herons/
matuku moana, and various species of ducks and gulls. 

In addition, 400 species of seabed invertebrates have been recorded in Otago 
Harbour, many of which rely on the mud flats of the Aramoana Estuary.  
The  Southern NZ sandy and muddy shore guide introduces you to a  
range of these animals.

New Zealand’s only species of seagrass/karepō thrives in the intertidal flats  
of Aramoana. Although this seagrass grows throughout the country, it is  
threatened by human activities, especially runoff from land modification.  
Aramoana and the greater Otago Harbour still showcase extensive meadows  
of this important seagrass.
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Habitats found at 
this estuary 

Habitats present at Otago Harbour/Aramoana include saltmarsh, intertidal mud 
flats and seagrass meadows. 

The saltmarsh provides habitat of national importance for breeding fish, wading 
birds (including those that migrate from the other side of the world), invertebrates 
and special salt-tolerant plants. It can be divided into three zones. 

The upper zone contains tall rushes, sedges and shore ribbonwood/mākaka. The 
red-stemmed, narrow-leaved shore ribbonwood/mākaka and jointed rush/oioi 
provide habitat for the reclusive and hard-to-spot fernbird/mātātā. 

The middle zone of the marsh appears as a low-lying miniature forest with plants of 
decidedly shorter stature than those of the upper marsh. This zone in combination 
with the plants of the upper marsh provides habitat for over 80 native moth species. 

The plants that live in the lower zone of the marsh tolerate regular submergence by 
the tide. 

The threatened seagrass/karepō makes a large appearance in the intertidal 
flats. This plant underpins the entire marine ecosystem by enhancing primary 
production and nutrient cycling, stabilising sediments, increasing biodiversity, and 
providing a nursery for a range of invertebrates and fishes. 

For more information on the habitats in this estuary, see  Aramoana Saltmarsh. 

Education 
providers in the 
area

New Zealand Marine Studies Centre

The  New Zealand Marine Studies Centre at the University of Otago provides a 
range of options for school groups and educational visits to the harbour. 

Aramoana Otago Conservation Charitable Trust 

For information about education from the Trust,  
email conserve.aramoana@gmail.com.

Healthy Harbour Watchers 

 Healthy Harbour Watchers is a community-based monitoring programme based 
at the University of Otago that welcomes volunteers. 

Te Rūnanga o Ōtākou

 Te Rūnanga o Ōtākou
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https://www.orc.govt.nz/managing-our-environment/water/wetlands-and-estuaries/dunedin-district/aramoana-saltmarsh
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Other education 
experiences

DOC Ōtepoti / Dunedin Visitor Centre 

50 The Octagon, Dunedin 
Phone: 03 474 3300
Email: dunedinvc@doc.govt.nz 

Royal Albatross Centre

1260 Harington Point Road, Otago Peninsula, Dunedin
Phone: 03 478 0499
Email:  reservations@albatross.org.nz 

The Otago Museum

419 Great King Street, Dunedin
Phone: 03 474 7474
Email:  mail@otagomuseum.nz 

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. 
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