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1 INTRODUCTION 

The	signing	of	 the	Whanganui	 Iwi	 (Whanganui	River)	Deed	of	Settlement	 took	place	 in	2014	 (New	Zealand	
Government,	2021),	recognising	the	importance	of	the	health	and	well-being	of	the	Whanganui	River,	which	
would	become	its	own	legal	entity.	Three	years	later,	the	Te	Awa	Tupua	(Whanganui	River	Claims	Settlement)	
Bill	was	passed	 to	 give	 effect	 to	 the	Deed	of	 Settlement.	 This	 legislation	 recognises	 the	 special	 relationship	
between	 the	 river	 and	 the	 Whanganui	 Iwi	 and	 provides	 for	 the	 river’s	 protection	 and	 restoration	 by	
implementing	Te	Pā	Auroa,	a	framework	that	recognises	a	set	of	intrinsic	values	that	apply	to	the	awa	and	gives	
the	river	 legal	personhood	in	 law.	The	 legislation	now	recognises	Te	Awa	Tupua	as	an	 indivisible	and	living	
whole,	 comprising	 the	Whanganui	 River	 from	 the	 mountains	 to	 the	 sea,	 incorporating	 all	 its	 physical	 and	
metaphysical	elements.	

As	part	of	the	Te	Awa	Tupua	(Whanganui	River	Claims	Settlement)	Act	2017,	a	representative	group,	referred	to	as	
the	Fisheries	Co-ordination	Group,	is	to	be	established	and	the	Department	of	Conservation	will	be	a	part	of	this	
group.	The	purpose	of	this	group	is	to	coordinate	activities	among	the	organisations	with	responsibility	for	fisheries	
or	fish	habitat	management	in	the	Whanganui	River	catchment.	It	is	anticipated	that	to	advance	the	objectives	and	
work	programme	of	this	group,	it	will	be	necessary	to	understand	the	existing	aquatic	biodiversity	knowledge	that	
is	available	for	the	catchment,	and	to	understand	where	the	gaps	in	this	knowledge	are.	

Within	 this	 context,	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 literature	 review	 is	 to	 provide	 a	 comprehensive	 review	 of	 aquatic	
biodiversity	 information,	 including	research	and	monitoring	data	that	may	be	available	 in	published	or	grey	
literature	for	the	entire	Whanganui	catchment.	The	goal	is	to	summarise	the	existing	available	information	about	
the	catchment,	 to	 identify	gaps	 in	our	knowledge	and	make	recommendations	 for	 future	work	programmes,	
including	the	identification	of	management,	restoration	or	survey	work	that	would	benefit	the	catchment.	It	is	
understood	 that	 there	 is	 significant	 customary	 knowledge	 of	 the	 fisheries	 and	 aquatic	 biodiversity	 of	 the	
Whanganui	catchment,	but	the	inclusion	of	this	information	is	largely	outside	the	scope	of	this	review,	except	
where	this	information	is	within	the	published	or	grey	literature	sourced	for	this	review.	This	literature	review	
has	been	 funded	under	 the	Department	of	Conservation	 (DOC)	Nga	Awa	 river	 restoration	programme.	This	
programme	is	working	in	partnership	with	others	to	restore	the	biodiversity	of	14	catchments	that	DOC	has	
prioritised	to	improve	ecological	health	and	climate	change	resilience.				

The	Whanganui	 River	 extends	 for	 290	 km	 from	 its	 headwaters	 on	 the	 slopes	 of	 the	 Central	 North	 Island	
volcanoes	–	Tongariro,	Ngauruhoe	and	Ruapehu	–	to	the	coast	at	Whanganui	City	(Figure	1).	The	catchment	area	
covers	an	area	of	761,100	hectares,	13%	of	which	is	classified	as	highly	erodible	land	(Horizons	Regional	Council,	
2019).	 The	 major	 tributaries	 of	 the	 Whanganui	 include	 the	 Manganuioteao,	 Retaruke,	 Whakapapa,	 Ōhura,	
Ōngarue,	 Whangamōmona,	 and	 Tāngarākau	 river	 catchments	 (Figure	 1).	 While	 much	 of	 the	 catchment	 is	
covered	in	native	bush	(51%),	sheep	and	beef	farming	are	the	other	major	land	uses	in	the	catchment	(33%)	
(Horizons	Regional	Council,	2019).	

The	headwaters	of	the	Whanganui	River	no	longer	have	their	natural	flow	regime.	The	Western	Diversion	of	the	
Tongariro	Power	Development	(TPD)	uses	a	system	of	intakes,	diversions,	and	canals	to	intercept	part	of	the	
flow	of	the	headwaters	of	the	Whanganui	River,	as	well	as	five	headwater	tributaries,	namely	the	Whakapapa,	
Okupata,	Taurewa,	Mangatepopo,	and	Tawhitikuri	 streams	 (Genesis	Energy	Limited,	2000).	Water	has	been	
intercepted	from	the	headwaters	of	the	river	since	1964	(Knight,	2016),	and	resource	consents	to	continue	this	
activity	were	granted	under	the	Resource	Management	Act	1991	during	2001.	The	water	that	is	diverted	from	
these	streams	into	the	TPD	ultimately	flows	into	the	Waikato	River,	although	minimum	flows	are	released	below	
the	intakes	to	mitigate	effects	on	the	aquatic	environment.	 	



Mount Ruapehu

Mount Ngauruhoe

Mount Tongariro

Whanganui
City

Taumarunui

Layer source: Whanganui catchment and subcatchments: based on
surface water management zones from Horizons Regional Council;
Waterways: REC2 version 4 displaying stream orders 3-7.

0 10 205 Kilometers

Aerial Imagery: Sourced from the LINZ Data Service and licensed for
re-use under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 New Zealand
licence , Earthstar Geographics

Stream Order 6
Stream Order 5
Stream Order 4
Stream Order 3

Waterways

Stream Order 7

Whanganui
subcatchments

Whanganui
catchment

Subcatchments within the
Whanganui River catchment

Ūpokongaro

Matarawa

Manganuioteao

Whakapapa

Whanganui headwaters

Ōngarue

Ōhura

Tāngarākau

Whangamōmona

Whanganui mainstem

Retaruke

Map copyright of EOS Ecology, 2021.
www.eosecology.co.nz

Figure 1: 
Te Awa Tupua/Whanganui 
River catchment map, 
including subcatchments.


