
NOTES FOR SCHOOLS AND EDUCATORS

Key information Ōkārito Lagoon is the largest unmodified wetland on the West Coast of the 
South Island. It is part of a tidal estuary that is home to thousands of native birds 
belonging to more than 76 different species, including the famous white heron/
kōtuku and royal spoonbill/kōtuku-ngutupapa. 

For centuries, this lagoon has been a valuable natural resource for Māori and 
Europeans alike. As well as being a rich mahinga kai (food-gathering site), flax and 
timber were milled and exported from the wharf in the late 19th and early  
20th centuries. 

The small village is now home to around 30 permanent residents and is a fantastic 
area to explore many different habitats. The Ōkārito Kiwi Sanctuary is home to 
the endangered Ōkārito brown kiwi/rowi, the only natural mainland population of 
which is restricted to the Ōkārito Forest and numbers around 450 birds.

For more information, see  Ōkārito area.

Cool facts about 
this estuary

 ▪ The Ōkārito township was once a bustling goldrush area, with miners flocking 
to mine the black sand beaches. Established in 1865, the population peaked at 
4000 people and the busy township boasted 33 stores.

 ▪ Ōkārito is only a 30-min drive from Franz Josef Glacier/Kā Roimata o  
Hine Hukatere.

Ōkārito Lagoon. Photo: Petrus Hedman (CC BY 4.0)

VISITING ŌKĀRITO LAGOON 

The following information can be used to help plan your educational visit to Ōkārito Lagoon. Have fun and 
remember to look after this estuary and the plants and animals that live here during your visit.
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Getting there Drive 15 km north from Franz Josef/Waiau township on State Highway 6 to the 
Ōkārito Forks turnoff, which is signposted on the left. Drive 13 km along a sealed  
road to Ōkārito township.

Visitor facilities 
and parking

The tidal mud flats of Ōkārito Lagoon can be accessed by the historic wharf shed off 
Wharf Street. Parking is available here and interpretation panels with local storytelling 
are displayed inside the wharf shed. There are no shops in Ōkārito, so make sure you 
take your own refreshments and adequate fuel. There is also only patchy cell phone 
coverage in the township, which should not be relied upon in an emergency, so please 
have alternative safety measures in place. 

Toilets are available 500 m away at the Ōkārito Campground.

Self-guided 
activities for 
school groups 

Biodiversity survey 

Try completing a Marine Metre Squared Project (Mm2) sandy 
shore survey around the Ōkārito wharf to investigate what 
is living in this estuary. Use the survey to look for changes 
over time, which may depend on the season, weather or even 
human impacts. Note: There are tidal restrictions to visiting 
the beach to Three Mile Lagoon. Do not attempt to cross the 
mouth of the Ōkārito Lagoon.

For more information, resources and other survey results, see  Marine Metre 
Squared,  NZAEE Seaweek and Activity 9: Visiting estuaries.

Observing shorebirds / five-minute bird count  

The sandspit (to the left of the wharf in the map above) is the best spot for 
birdwatching at the lagoon and is the easiest part of the estuary to access. Birds can 
also be observed while kayaking. 

Keep your distance, as the birds like a quiet life!

The 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. See  MarineWatch estuary survey species ID slides.

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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Self-guided 
activities for 
school groups

Beat plastic pollution with Young Ocean Explorers

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

Conduct a litter survey on Ōkārito Beach to investigate human impacts on this estuary.

Kayak trail (1–3 hr) 

The self-guided  Ōkārito Lagoon Kayak Trail allows you to explore the lagoon on 
the water in a kayak. 

Short walks 

Ōkārito Wetland Walk (20 min, 1 km return): This track starts at the car park by 
the Ōkārito School House and winds through bush before crossing the estuary on a 
curving boardwalk. Watch for small fish darting amongst the rushes. If you are very 
lucky, you may spot the secretive fernbird/mātātā and the Australasian bittern/matuku 
hūrepo. The track then climbs gently to a viewpoint overlooking the estuary.

Pakihi Walk (30 min, 1 km return): This track crosses a pakihi swamp before climbing 
gently through a forest of kāmahi and rimu to a lookout platform. ‘Pakihi’ refers to the 
fire-induced plant community that grows here on poorly drained infertile soils. At the 
top you will be rewarded with views of the surrounding rainforest, coastal landforms 
and the Southern Alps/Kā Tiritiri o te Moana, including Aoraki Mount Cook, as well as 
a glimpse of the Franz Josef Glacier/Kā Roimata o Hine Hukatere.

For other walks in the area, see  Ōkārito walking tracks. 

Health and  
safety 
considerations

 ▪ Do not cross the mouth of the Ōkārito Lagoon, as the flow and shifting mouth can 
be very dangerous to people and boats. Many lives have been lost to quicksand 
and swift-flowing water along west coast beaches. It is extremely dangerous to 
attempt to cross river mouths or lagoons running out to sea.

 ▪ Ōkārito Lagoon is tidal, so you must plan your visit around low tide if you wish to 
explore the mud flats. Check out  Tide times for Okarito.

 ▪ The coastal route of the Three Mile Pack Track: Ōkārito Coastal Walk is only 
suitable within 1 hr either side of low tide. Return to Ōkārito via the inland pack 
track outside this low-tide window. There is no track beyond the bridge over Three 
Mile Lagoon.

 ▪ Kayakers are always advised to stay upstream of the wharf building.

 ▪ Take insect repellent as sandflies can be numerous.

 ▪ Wear appropriate footwear and carry wet weather gear. 

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.

Please 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 EOTC. A prior site visit by staff is highly recommended to identify and 
manage any current risks/hazards.
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Native or endemic 
species found at 
this estuary 

Ōkārito Lagoon is home to a large array of bird life. The beautiful white heron/kōtuku 
is rare in New Zealand and only breeds in one location here, north of the lagoon. 
These birds spend time in the estuary while breeding, feeding on small fish and 
invertebrates.

Other birds found at this estuary include royal spoonbills/kōtuku-ngutupapa, pied 
stilts/poaka, eastern bar-tailed godwits/kuaka, Australasian crested grebes/kāmana, 
little shags/kōau, Australasian bitterns/matuku hūrepo, fernbirds/mātātā, tūī, kererū, 
kingfishers/kōtare and pūkeko. 

In the water, you can find longfin eels/tuna and whitebait/juvenile īnanga.

The nearby Ōkārito Forest is home to the most threatened species of kiwi, the Ōkārito 
brown kiwi/rowi, which has only one remaining breeding population. Here, you will 
also find the ancient forest giants kahikatea and rimu.

Habitats found at 
this estuary 

This estuary contains mud flats, a tidal lagoon and sandy beaches. 

White heron/kōtuku. Photo: Peter J. McClelland
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Education 
providers in  
the area

Guided tour operators

Local guided tour options for exploring the Ōkārito area include  Okarito Boat Eco 
Tours,  Okarito Kayaks and  Okarito Kiwi Tours.

DOC rangers

DOC rangers may also be available to speak to sizeable education groups at the 
lagoon. If interested, please contact the Westland Tai Poutini National Park  
Visitor Centre at 69 Cron St, Franz Josef, South Westland.  
Email westlandtaipoutininp_vc@doc.govt.nz or phone +64 3 752 0360. 

Other education 
experiences 

Toyota Kiwi Guardians Ōkārito 

For activities and an adventure map, see  Kiwi Guardians at Ōkārito.

Donovan’s Store, the Ōkārito wharf shed and the Ōkārito School House

Visit Donovan’s Store, the Ōkārito wharf shed and the Ōkārito School House to learn 
more about the history of the gold rush boomtown, which almost reverted into the 
wilderness. See  Historic Ōkārito.

Waiau Glacier Coast Marine Reserve 

This area also boasts the  Waiau Glacier Coast Marine Reserve.
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