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“If you think of it as a human body these tributaries are the capillaries and blood vessels of the 

lagoons” 

- Barry Margan [resident of Piha]
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Executive Summary 

Auckland’s West Coast contains a number of outstanding natural features which have been highly 

valued by people for hundreds of years, including beautiful forests, powerful black sand beaches, 

serene rivers and waterfalls. A particularly significant natural feature of several of the beaches is 

their lagoons, which drain broad catchments and create a unique environment for wildlife, a safe 

place for children to swim in compared to the ruggedness of the open coast, a place traditionally 

used for conducting ceremony, and a visually stunning feature appreciated by locals and visitors 

alike. 

 

Unfortunately over the past fifty or so years, water quality in the lagoons has deteriorated to the 

extent that monitoring by local councils indicates many are unsafe for swimming about half of the 

time. The reasons for poor water quality appear highly complex, with some contributions from dogs, 

waterfowl, horses, however monitoring information suggests much contaminant input is of human 

origin, and in particular from poorly performing septic tanks and long drops. 

 

EcoMatters was therefore commissioned by Auckland Council as a bridge organisation, to deliver a 

waste system support programme aimed at improving water quality. Our approach has been to 

recognise the complexity of the problem, the uniqueness of the individual communities along the 

coast, and the necessity for a community approach to understanding and resolving the problems.  

We have sought throughout the project to enhance empathy; to listen closely for hidden gems 

emerging as a result of our conversations; and overwhelmingly, to provide a means of empowering 

local community members, Tangata Whenua and Council.  

 

This report details the engagement approach and our core findings from discussions and provides 

aggregated findings from the technical support programme. As a result of our inquiries we suggest: 

 

1. Build trust and good practice from home owners by demonstrating that Auckland Council is 

performing good practice (e.g. demonstrating results of effluent testing and regularity of 

system maintenance at Council facilities, using environmentally friendly products in public 

toilets, ensuring that adequate facilities are available during busy periods etc.);  

2. Continue engaging with the west coast communities on what to do about water quality issues 

in the lagoons (particularly in relation to signage, by providing workshops and further 

technical support, and further collaborative action); 

3. Work kanohi ki te kanohi with Tangata Whenua; 

4. Evaluate the long term efficacy technical support by establishing whether behavioural change 

has occurred 3-6 months after checks have been performed; 
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5. Consider development of a certification system for maintenance with annual reporting in 

which homeowners can become certified if they complete a workshop (supplemented with 

online information). 

6. Develop a strategy for inclusive water quality monitoring, raising awareness, and empowering 

communities. 

 

While it seems that an answer to the water quality problems are still a little way away, there is an 

immense desire within the communities for concerted and unified effort, and thereby making 

genuine progress on these complex issues.  
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Background 

To achieve the high level intentions of the Auckland Plan the Auckland Council’s Environmental 

Services Unit (ESU) has identified the following priority environmental outcomes for their work: 

 

 Flourishing indigenous biodiversity 

 Healthy waterways and harbours 

 Aucklanders’ adopting environmentally sustainable lifestyles 

 

More specifically, the Unit has identified a need to “identify high priority catchments and work 

collaboratively with stakeholders (including iwi, landowners, community groups, business, council 

departments, and council controlled organisations) to determine water quality objectives and 

actions to achieve them” and to “agree regionally significant water quality issues (e.g. sediment 

runoff to Kaipara, west coast lagoon water quality) and develop a work programme to address 

these”. 

 

These priorities were formulated based upon the council’s statutory obligations and strategic 

objectives to improve water quality and biodiversity. 

 

Water quality issues on the west coast 

The council has identified that the lagoons in the west coast of Auckland regularly experience poor 

water quality. To address this issue a cross-council working group focused on the water quality in 

west coast lagoons has been set up with the aim of reducing all major sources of contamination. 

This includes wildfowl, dogs, livestock and human faecal contamination - the latter due to on-site 

wastewater systems and centralised systems. The Bethells, Karekare, Piha and North Piha lagoons 

are affected.  

 

The preference for addressing the sources of pollution is to take a non-regulatory approach and 

rather place an emphasis on education and engagement with residents and visitors to these 

communities. Education has been emphasised, with the intention of engaging with the local 

communities and potentially offering a form of non-financial incentive.  

 

EcoMatters community engagement 

EcoMatters Environment Trust specialises in community engagement approaches in the restoration 

of the environment. EcoMatters has a long history of helping communities and councils work 

together to solve difficult issues - particularly in the West Auckland area. In our experience 

community projects such as this have enhanced outcomes where the community has a stake in their 
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success and robust knowledge of how to participate in the process of change. To achieve this, 

EcoMatters must be an effective conduit between community members, support organisations, and 

councils. 

 

Auckland Council thus engaged EcoMatters to develop and pilot a community-based strategy for 

addressing the issues on the West Coast with septic systems. The approach that we developed was 

piloted between mid-January and July 2015, results of our interactions and learnings are provided in 

this report.  
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What is currently known about water quality in 

the lagoons? 

From at least the early 1980s, concerns have been raised regarding water quality in the west coast 

lagoons. The first known water quality test for E.coli was performed in 1985 [1]. Since that time 

much effort has been expended to better understand, and to reduce, contaminant input and a 

number of reports have been compiled [2-5]. The following sections summarise the state of our 

current knowledge. 

  

Water quality sampling 

Routine sampling - Safeswim programme 

Karekare, Piha, North Piha and Te Henga lagoons have been monitored under the MfE 2003 national 

guidelines since summer 2003-2004. Water samples are analysed weekly from November until the 

end of March each year for the level of the faecal indicator bacteria Escherichia coli (E. coli), which 

provides an indication of the potential health risk associated with swimming in the lagoons. Two 

sampling sites are monitored at Karekare (one in the lagoon and one at the confluence of Karekare 

and Company streams that feed into the lagoon) and one site in each of the other lagoons. 

Additionally, between 2002 and 2011, water quality was also monitored monthly, during the ‘off-

peak’ season, but was discontinued in 2011.  

 

Non-routine sampling 

In addition to the general sampling performed as part of the Safeswim programme, Auckland 

Council has also conducted targeted sampling in an attempt to gain a better understanding of water 

quality issues on the lagoons. Environmental Laboratory Services conducted a water quality 

investigation of the Glenesk Stream in 2011 [6]. The Institute of Environmental Science and 

Research (ESR) has performed faecal source tracking analysis in December 2008, April 2009, April 

2010, May 2013 and July 2014 [5]. 
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Figure 1. Sampling sites at South Piha, North Piha, Te Henga Bethells, and Karekare (clockwise 

from tip left) 

 

What we know 

Human pollution is in the lagoons 

Source tracking analysis by Auckland Council confirms that human contamination may be found in 

all of the west coast lagoons. However, additional sources have also been identified as bird 

droppings, dog faeces, and ruminant (primarily cow and horse) sources. Further possible sources 

include possums, rats and other mammals associated with humans and living in native bush.  

 

Humans are a significant contributor to pollution problems 

While sample analysis is not capable of determining the proportion of contamination which may be 

attributed to humans, evidence suggests that direct and indirect human input is likely to be 

considerable. Firstly, seasonal peaks suggest that more humans = more lagoon contamination 

(Figure 2). While possible contributors may be seasonal/migratory birds, strong peaks may be found 

in monitoring data during times of heaviest beach use. Secondly, high E.coli levels have been found 

in stormwater at Piha, and in Karekare stream data (Company stream) in which only human markers 

have been present. Levels of E.coli in Piha stormwater are the highest detected anywhere in the 

four catchments. 
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Figure 2. Seasonal variation of water quality in West Coast Lagoons, 2002-2014 (source: 

Safeswim) 

 

Human faecal contribution from leaking or poorly performing waste water systems has been 

understood for some time. For instance, Noble reports [5]: “During the peak summer holiday season 

months of 1983-1984, 1984-1985 and 1985-1986 Challis 1985 found a morning peak in faecal coliform 

concentrations suggesting a ‘morning flush’ effect caused by people using their bathroom facilities. 

This sent a pulse of high bacterial concentrations down the stream that took several hours to reach 

the lagoon, depending on flow rate and tidal conditions, but by mid-afternoon had usually 

dissipated (Challis 1985)” 

 

Indirect contribution emerges through human behaviours which give rise to contaminant input, even 

when humans are not the primary source of contamination. Not collecting waste after dogs, walking 

horses through the lagoons, and feeding birds at the edge of the lagoon have all been cited as 

contributing to the loadings [5]. For this reason a cross-cutting Auckland Council working group has 

been set up. 

 

Community Engagement 

There is little written evidence of community engagement on the issue of water quality in the west 

coast lagoons. Generally, reports conducted by Auckland Council and contractors have focused on 

water quality testing and understanding the issues through scientific analysis and have not noted 

community interactions. Nevertheless, there is considerable evidence suggesting that the 

community members of Piha, Karekare and Te Henga are interested in the issues and concerned 

about the state of the lagoon. For example, a water quality collective is a permanent subcommittee 

of the Piha Residents and Ratepayers Association, and water quality is regularly discussed at Piha 

R&R meetings (available at: http://www.piha.org.nz/about/downloads/?category=1). 

http://www.piha.org.nz/about/downloads/?category=1
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There is also little written evidence of historic Tangata Whenua involvement in discussions 

pertaining to the lagoons. However, there is considerable evidence that the lagoons were highly 

regarded as taonga. Specific literature points to the lagoons as important food sources, for 

example, “the lagoon abounded with eels, and Brown relates a story of an eel hit by the launch 

propeller that weighed forty pounds (18.1 kilograms).” [7] Additionally, “there were many defensive 

pa built at different times on islands and high points along the coast and inland, especially 

associated with rivers which provided a water supply. Among the most distinctive were a famous pa 

built on totara poles in the Te Henga wetland itself, probably in the lagoon where the Mokoroa 

stream joins the Waitakere River. This pa was no longer in existence at the time of the Ngapuhi 

invasion in the 1820s” [7]. 
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Programme objectives 

The primary purpose of this project is to improve water quality in the west coast lagoons by 

engaging with west coast communities and encouraging behaviours which reduce contaminant input 

from waste water systems. 

 

To achieve this objective the following tasks were developed in conjunction with Auckland Council: 

1) Understand better the communities’ connection to the lagoons, in particular: 

a. What do people love about the lagoons? 

b. What do people know about water quality issues in the lagoons and how they can 

help? 

c. How much do people feel empowered to act and make changes to improve water 

quality? 

2) Advocate simple things that may be done to reduce the likelihood of contaminants entering 

the lagoons from waste water systems (e.g. reducing peak flows, performing regular 

maintenance); 

3) Support community members’ knowledge by performing up to forty free confidential 

technical checks of their waste water systems. 
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Our approach for the Love Our Lagoons project 

(Methodology) 

Human influence on water quality is determined by the behaviours of the community, kaitiaki, 

Auckland Council and visitors. Any approach which attempts to improve water quality must engage 

with all of these groups. Community engagement is a complex and rapidly evolving discipline. While 

there are wide variety of tools, methods and techniques for developing public engagement plans, 

probably the most widely adopted basis is IAP2 ‘Core Values for the Practice of Public 

Participation’. These are (IAP2, 2005): 
1) Public participation is based on the belief that those who are affected by a decision have a 

right to be involved in the decision-making process. 

2) Public participation includes the promise that the public's contribution will influence the 

decision.  

3) Public participation promotes sustainable decisions by recognizing and communicating the 

needs and interests of all participants, including decision makers.  

4) Public participation seeks out and facilitates the involvement of those potentially affected by 

or interested in a decision.  

5) Public participation seeks input from participants in designing how they participate.  

6) Public participation provides participants with the information they need to participate in a 

meaningful way.   

7) Public participation communicates to participants how their input affected the decision. 

 

EcoMatters aligns strongly to these values and has endeavoured to implement the project with these 

core ideals firmly in mind. To operationalize these values however, a framework has been used 

which supports the fundamental attributes of collaboration [8]. The PERE model suggests that to be 

present, a necessary precondition for connection, individuals must possess high levels of empathy 

toward themselves and those they interact with, understand the complexities of the given situation, 

and not only feel empowered, but also act in service to others to help empower them (Error! 

Reference source not found.). 

 

Project delivery 

The engagement strategy followed four distinct phases (Figure 3): 

 

- Phase 1: Setting the foundations of the programme 

- Phase 2: Main community engagement phase 

- Phase 3: Technical implementation 
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- Phase 4: Evaluation and reporting 

Phase 1: Setting the foundations of the programme

Phase 2: Main community engagement phase

Develop flyer for 
event

Advertise event

Lagoon event

Ecomatters 
gazebo, 

personnel etc..

Broad 
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Information 
Posters (from 
EcoMatters & 
other orgs...)

Visioning and 
storytelling 
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Technical 
check

 sign-up
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selection of 
awareness 

campaign 

Map of 
priority areas

Survey 

Collaborate with 
community orgs

Develop event 
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Home visit

Collect list of 
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septic test

Phase 3: Technical implementation and survey
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of homes
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Septic tank 
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Report
Dissemin-
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SurveySurvey

 

Figure 3. Flow chart of the engagement process 
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Phase 1: Setting the foundations of the programme – Community events and initial engagement 

The first phase of engagement entailed initial discussions with community members of Piha, 

Karekare and Te Henga Bethells.  

 

A series of community events were then organised to better understand the communities’ 

connection to the lagoons. Events were held on the grassy area in front of South Piha lagoon on Feb 

7 2015, at the edge of the carpark lagoon at Karekare on 14 March, and near the public toilets at Te 

Henga Bethells on 22 March. Approximately 30 people were contacted personally from the 

communities of Piha, Karekare, Te Henga Bethells, Te Kawerau ā Maki, Ngati Whatua, and 

Waitakere local board. Advertising was performed through community newspapers, community 

organisations, websites, and social media.  

 

Events consisted of the Ecomatters gazebo with accompanying posters detailing the project, the 

issues, and information on septic tank health (Figure 4). Community input was encouraged on areas 

for prioritisation of effort through a modifiable map, appropriate campaign message through 

‘dotmocracy’ voting, and general input through an ideas board. Understanding of community 

connection to the lagoons was facilitated through an opportunity for community members to tell 

their stories (captured on video) and through completion of a community connection survey. 

 

Approximately 100 people attended events at Piha, Karekare and Te Henga. Attendance overall was 

diverse, including members from community groups which have been known to not always get 

along. Initially however, at the Piha event, representation was slightly limited in terms of young 

adult demographic. To better include that group of people, and to facilitate connection to the 

lagoon, a web page was set up (www.loveourlagoons.org) and a facebook page constructed 

(www.facebook.com/loveourlagoons). See also Figure 5.  

 

At this time an Excel database was set up to manage data flows as a result of the project. The Love 

Our Lagoons workbook consisted of: Project timeline for planning; list of contact people with notes 

from conversations, community ideas, outstanding questions, technical check signups, and survey 

results.  

 

http://www.loveourlagoons.org/
http://www.facebook.com/loveourlagoons


EcoMatters Environment Trust  Love Our Lagoons Page 18 

 

 

 

 

   

   

 

 

Figure 4. Photos from events at Piha and Karekare. Top right illustrates posters developed for 

the programme. 

 

 

Figure 5. Screenshot of loveourlagoons facebook page 
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Community engagement was central to the methodology, and community input greatly improved 

how the project proceeded. Conversations with community members modified the project 

substantially, for example, an initial idea to enrol community member assistance for the 

walkarounds was discouraged by community members, priority areas were modified, information 

was absorbed about the best places to post information about the program, and ideas were 

collected about the current knowledge and future aspirations for the lagoons. 

 

Community engagement was particularly important for modifying priority areas for walkarounds. At 

the event community members modified Auckland Council’s original priority maps to include the 

Marawhara Stream in North Piha, homes adjacent to the lagoon at South Piha (Figure 6), and 

broader catchments within the Tasman View area of Te Henga Bethells. These community 

modifications added robustness to the programme by including known contamination areas which 

had been accidentally omitted during preliminary investigations (North Piha) and areas which had 

been calculated as low likelihood by Council officers but perceived as high risk by community 

members (homes adjacent to the South Piha lagoon). 

 

Figure 6. Community engagement helped to define priority areas for walkarounds. Left: 

Auckland Council defined priority areas. Right: Community assisted prioritisation (defined using 

wool).  
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Figure 7. Results from the ‘dotmocracy’ at Te Henga of campaign prototypes 

 

People at the events appeared to enjoy engaging with the campaign ideas through the dotmocracy 

process. Not all demo posters were appreciated universally however, for example one resident 

suggested a comedy-style poster was “stupid and confusing”. At the Piha event, messages which 

identified happy children playing in the lagoon were preferred. At the Te Henga Bethells however, 

the message “Let’s Cut the Crap” received the most likes, further illustrating that an approach 

tailored to each community may be the most effective for future engagement.  

 

Figure 8. Finalised campaign poster for Piha 
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Phase 2: Main community engagement phase 

The purpose of the primary community engagement phase was to: 

- Discuss individual waste water system functioning with residents of Piha, Karekare and Te 

Henga Bethells by visiting at least 25% of houses; 

- Talk individually with local people/Mana Whenua interested in the issue and gather a 

database of people who would like to continue engagement; 

- Increase awareness of the programme through web presence [facebook]; 

- To collect list of contact details for those people who are interested in having their septic 

tanks checked; 

- Perform mail drop of best practice advice on how to look after your septic system. 

 

House visits 

House visits were performed by three experienced EcoMatters staff members and undertaken during 

the weekends. For safety reasons two people visited each house. The initial consultation was 

designed to take approximately 15 minutes.  

 

The Auckland Council has supplied us with the following estimates of systems in the focus 

communities: 

Table 1. Waste water systems at Karekare, Piha and Te Henga 

Catchment Advanced (‘high-tech’)  Standard (‘low tech’) Long drops 

Karekare 40 134 17 

Piha 62 143 11 

Piha North 12 56 11 

Te Henga/Bethells 43 104 11 

TOTAL (PERCENTAGE) 157 (24%) 447 (68%) 50 (7.6%) 
 

In total, 189 homes were visited, approximately a further 100 people were engaged during events, 

and approximately 30 local residents and Mana Whenua were telephoned directly for conversations 

about their connection to the lagoon. Discussion times varied during the house visits, with most 

lasting between 15-30 mins; for large/complex sites and in instances where community members 

had much to discuss, house visits occasionally reached 60 mins. An approach was taken to 

emphasise discussion about individual tasks and personal responsibility (what are you doing/what 

have you done?) and deemphasise finger pointing and blaming of others. All visits were recorded on 

a worksheet (Appendix 1. Home visit form) and later entered into an MS Excel spreadsheet. Walk 

around areas (following modification through community engagement) can be found in Appendix 2. 

Walk around areas. 
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Phase 3: Technical implementation 

Purposes: 

- To support residents by checking the health and appropriateness of up to 40 existing waste 

water systems, focusing on priority areas; 

- Conduct resident survey detailing community connection to lagoon; 

- Contact residents who will not be able to participate this year and thank them for their 

interest 

 

Method: 

- List of potential septic tank test recipients prioritised according to impact on lagoon; 

- Scheduler to call each home in order of prioritisation to set up 40 appointments (on a discrete 

number of days); 

- Once appointment list has been filled, scheduler to call remaining participants and thank 

them for their interest, and ask if they would like to be put on a list if future testing is to be 

conducted. 

- Scheduler to confirm appointment with home owner on the day prior to the test. 

- EcoMatters specialist to conduct septic tank test; 

- Specialist to hand out survey (during portion of test when he is likely to be busy) and retrieve 

at the end of the test; 

 

Septic Tank Assessments 

To support community members in their understanding of their wastewater systems, free 

professional check of up to 40 household’s septic systems was offered. Checks were carried out by 

waste water engineer Craig Brown with support from Dan Ducker.  

 

Technical checks took 1-1.5 hours to perform and required the householder to be home. Checks 

involved a “stress test” of the septic system to establish where problems may be occurring (running 

up to 700L of water through the system), in-depth discussion with participants about water and 

cleaning behaviours, checking the rate of water fixtures, reviewing previous notes on the system 

where available, developing an understanding of system configuration, observing discharge system, 

and assessing risk to environmental and public health (see Appendix 4. Technical Check Sheet for 

more information). A ‘traffic light’ system was developed, providing an overall assessment of risk to 

public health and the lagoon (Table 2). 

 

The checklist with recommendations was provided to the householder after the assessment (either 

through email or post). 
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Table 2. 'Traffic light' system developed to identify threat to the lagoon. 

 

Red Currently likely to be contributing to downstream pollution (i.e. not containing and 

treating pollutants on site). Urgent action is required: Reduce water consumption, 

avoid harsh chemical use and budget for an upgrade to the treatment and/or discharge 

systems 

Amber Currently not likely to be a major contributor to downstream pollution under current 

operational practice, but careful management is required and upgrades/improvements 

would be desirable to treatment and/or discharge systems. Under certain weather 

conditions or with an increased level of use, or lack of maintenance (not just pump out 

every three years), the wastewater system would likely contribute to downstream 

pollution. 

Green Currently not likely to be contributing to downstream pollution, provided that there is 

ongoing careful management and maintenance (not just pump out every three years) 

of the wastewater system. 
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Results and Discussion 

General findings 

Table 3 describes the project outcomes as of 31 July 2015. As can be seen, a total of 132 homes 

were visited in the three communities, and 63 people were spoken to directly. Of the houses where 

someone was present, 90% (67) were willing to discuss lagoon contamination and their waste water 

system, providing strong evidence that the communities wanted to assist in water quality 

improvements. In total approximately 42% (28) of the people who engaged in conversation wanted 

to have their waste water systems checked to determine if they were working correctly. A further 

21 systems were registered at events, through email, or as a result of survey and media (e.g. Piha 

Village Voice) promotion of the programme. In total, 49 waste systems were requested to be 

checked and a further 16 expressed interest in participating in the program in future (a maybe 

response). In total 67 community members wanted to continue engagement with the program (e.g. 

being sent the results of this pilot study, involved in future discussions etc…) 

 

Table 3. Statistics from the Love Our Lagoons Pilot as at 31 July 2015 

 

Piha Karekare 

Te Henga 

Bethells Total 

Homes visited 107 50 32 189 

Home 47 19 8 74 

Engaged during home visit 42 17 8 67 

Rejections 5 2 0 7 

Registered at door 18 5 5 28 

Registered at events 7 4 5 16 

Registered online 3 2 0 5 

Requested septic tank check 28 11 10 49 

Interested in septic tank check (maybe 

response) 10 5 1 16 

Total homes engaged  52 21 13 86 

Surveys delivered 50 21 21 92 

Interested in staying involved 39 15 13 67 
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Technical check results 

As of 31 July, 29 waste water systems have been checked in the three communities, including 3 long 

drops, 18 older style septic systems, 7 modern high tech systems, and one vermiculture system. 

Results are shown in Table 4. Of the 29 systems tested, 4 were assessed to be RED, 8 AMBER, and 17 

GREEN. In other words 40% of systems checked had significant issues. Problems were found in 

systems in all 3 locations and in all major waste treatment types. 

 

Due to the relatively small sample sizes, it is not possible to confirm assertions statistically, 

however, the results of the pilot provide some indication of the following: 

1) Modern systems are just as likely to have problems as older systems; 

2) Regular maintenance is very low (14%); 

3) Systems with regular maintenance are ½ as likely to have significant problems (red or amber) 

detected. 

 

Table 4. Technical check results 

 

Piha Karekare 

Te Henga 

Bethells Total % 

Waste water systems checked 17 6 6 29 

 Long drop 2 0 1 3 10% 

Old septic tank 10 4 4 18 62% 

Modern hi tech septic tank 4 2 1 7 24% 

Other 1 0 0 1 3% 

      Red 1 2 1 4 14% 

Amber 5 1 2 8 28% 

Green 11 3 3 17 59% 

      Long drop (with significant problems) 1 0 1 2 67% 

Old septic tank (with significant problems) 2 2 2 6 33% 

Modern septic tank (with significant 

problems) 3 1 0 4 57% 

Other (with significant problems) 0 0 0 0 0% 

      Regular maintenance regime  3 1 0 4 14% 

No regular maintenance regime (with 

significant problems discovered) 5 3 3 11 44% 

Regular maintenance regime (with 

significant problems discovered) 1 0 0 1 25% 
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Reasons for Amber and Red Ratings: 

- Dripline damaged by garden fork; 

- Damaged dripfield; 

- Pipe into tank near gully traps needs repair. Install indicator of pump failure; 

- Water pressure very high and fittings not low flow, capacity for system overloading; 

- Discharge blocked; 

- Low level of treatment, could bypass soil treatment and go straight to groundwater; 

- Solids not being retained in septic tank. Very old steel tank. No maintenance access; 

- Pit - with possible contribution to groundwater contamination; 

- Likelihood of groundwater intrusion; 

- Evidence of water in long drop - may be seeping into groundwater; 

- Soakholes clogged. Overflowed from top of soakaway and from septic tank; 

- Drip lines have moved and cross over many times. One flush tap left open. One non-

functioning tee. Air relief placed incorrectly. Field lines clogged; 

 

What do people love about the lagoons? 

There is an obvious and deep love of the lagoons from most people that we spoke with, for a wide 

variety of reasons. Most acutely, the lagoons presented a safe place for children to swim, a spiritual 

place, a taonga, a place of ceremony (formerly for Tangata Whenua), a place to kayak, walk dogs 

and horses, look at the interesting creatures that live there, a place of beauty, relaxation, an 

enhancement to the value (including property values) of the area etc... 

 

Most residents were acutely aware of contamination problems in the lagoon. “I'd love it to be safe 

for children.”; “I would like a clean lagoon for children to swim in”  

 “I used to love the lagoon more than I do now, because I consider it unsafe” 

“It is contaminated and is in an appalling state” 

 “It’s important that the creatures have a right for life” 
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Figure 9. Some of the reasons people love the lagoons and how people care for their 

wastewater systems 

 

What is known about water quality issues and how people can help?  

Most residents who lived near the stream were aware of their connection to the stream and the 

local watercourse. Conversely however, residents situated further away from the stream were less 

aware that they too could be contributing to the contamination. Given the high levels of 

contamination input which have been detected in stormwater (particularly at Piha and Te Henga), it 

seems that a greater emphasis on the issue being community wide would be helpful.  

 

Almost all residents spoken with failed to have regular maintenance performed on their waste water 

systems. There appears to be a general perception to which 3 yearly Auckland Council pump-outs 

are all the maintenance required for septic systems. Most people do not perform maintenance 

unless a problem is detected. 



EcoMatters Environment Trust  Love Our Lagoons Page 28 

 

 

A lot of residents were aware of the negative effects of harsh cleaners on the biota within the 

waste water system. Many already use eco-friendly products. However, many do not and price is 

often cited as a major reason for their lack of use. Residents wondered whether it would be possible 

to negotiate special rates with environmentally friendly cleaning suppliers specifically for the 

residents of Piha, Karekare, and Te Henga. A resident also suggested that the store or post office at 

Piha could carry bulk supplies which may then be distributed to citizens. 

 

Many of the residences, especially at Piha, were found to be used irregularly, especially outside of 

summer periods. Most residents were not aware of the need to “warm up the system” if seasonal. 

 

Information collected during discussions with residents on awareness of contamination and good 

practice is likely to be helpful for developing any future awareness campaigns. 

 

Although many homes had water efficient fittings (especially dual flush toilets), or were on systems 

with low water pressure, many people were not aware of the effects of a “water rush hour”. 

Information on staggering water use would be helpful for many residents. 

 

Anecdotal evidence of health effects 

There is very little robust health data attributing illnesses to the lagoons and there are some 

community members who question the supposed health problems associated with swimming in the 

lagoons. However, during walkarounds a few people (6) talked about what they believed were 

sicknesses caused by contact with contaminated water. For example: 

“Had small cut on hand which became infected and required being on intravenous fluid for three 

days after washing hands in lagoon at Karekare beach” 

“We had some guests who dipped in the Glenesk Rd part of the creek that flows to the lagoon and 

they both became very ill for about a day and a half - like they had a severe stomach bug.” 

“Kids became sick after swimming in the Piha stream” 

“Friends got sick after swimming” 

“Friend became sick after surfing near the exit to the Piha lagoon, just after a storm. Had very bad 

diarrhoea for a number of days.” 

“Attributes some stomach illnesses of kids to playing in the Te Henga / Bethells lagoon” 

 

How empowered do people feel to make changes to improve water quality? 

Personal responsibility 

During initial discussions with community members (during preliminary chats with community 

members, at the first community event, and during the first day of walkarounds) it became clear 
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that community members were enthusiastic about telling us who or what they believed was causing 

the problems. Although we never asked about the activities of other community members, people 

were eager point out individuals or organisations [e.g. Auckland Council], particularly those near 

the stream, that were believed to be primarily responsible for the contamination. 

 

As stated in the methodology, our approach was to bring these discussions back to personal 

responsibility and what the individuals were doing or had done to ensure their wastewater system 

was functioning correctly. The exception of this approach was when residents mentioned Auckland 

Council. In these instances notes were made and are relayed in the section below.  

 

Auckland Council responsibility 

There is currently no readily available evidence of Auckland Council regularly checking and 

maintaining its wastewater infrastructure. Neither is there evidence that Auckland Council (or 

subcontractors) is adhering to best practice in terms of cleaning products. As a result there is some 

confusion in the communities regarding the level to which Auckland Council is upholding its 

responsibilities. 

 

For example residents overwhelmingly wanted to know more about what Auckland Council was 

doing to reduce contaminant inputs. “Pollution from domain (campground) wastewater, system in 

front of tennis club. Overflow on the ground sometimes and stinks often. Whatever this contributes 

to lagoon pollution, we don't know. However it is a poor example for the Council - asking people to 

take responsibility for their own sewage systems, but not attending to its own problems. 

Undermines credibility of Piha lagoon project Piha tennis club wants wastewater system removed 

from its entrance. Also malfunctioning final disposal of end stage in "Trees for Babies" area (smells 

etc.) similarly sets poor example.”  
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Figure 10. Opportunities for signage of Auckland Council maintenance and effluent testing, and 

demonstation the use of Eco-friendly cleaning products (Piha toilet and changing facilities) 

 

Community Suggestions 

The following sections provide verbatim accounts of community ideas in relation to lagoons water 

quality improvement, collected from surveys and face-to-face communications. These items are in 

no particular order – they do not represent a prioritisation of ideas, however, as may be seen, some 

of the ideas appear to have a stronger consensus than others. 

 

Community Involvement 

The communities want to be involved: “We don't talk much about the subject, but willing to help” 

“should all work hard to fix the situation.” “Let’s treat this as a ‘community problem’ and all get in 

together and address it“. “When it will be fixed?” 

 

Council Enforcement 

Stronger regulation is desired by some sectors of the community: “Council has regulations about 

effluent control on private property, and they should not be reticent in insisting that faulty septic 

systems are fixed” “Emphasis should be on enforcement / bringing worst systems up to standard” 
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“Get serious, take action. Fine those who don't cooperate. Now!” “Council did dye tests and 

discovered the source of contamination at Karekare a long time ago - why have they not regulated?” 

 

However: “Fear of Council prosecutions - compliance heavy handed enforcement and restrictions 

prevent people from being open with Council & working with Council in partnership.” “My worry is 

Council will point the finger at one thing and it may not be the answer at all, which will stir up 

division in the community and not fix the issue” 

 

Council support 

Home owners want financial support from Council: “Home owners need an effective, stock 

standard, cost realistic solution, so they can upgrade.” “In some cases financial assistance may be 

required, e.g. payment for upgrading a system spread over a series of payments.” 

 

Monitoring  

A lot of people want to understand the issues better through closer analysis and monitoring: “It 

seems obvious that the first thing necessary is to get representative samples in strategic places 

across the catchment” “I would like to see this testing carried out regularly over the course of an 

entire year more frequently in summer & every few days over peak summer period 19th Dec to 20th 

Jan.” 

 

“Would like more information about where contamination is coming from. Would like more testing 

locations & ability to see more testing results i.e. opal pools stream -> at opal pools waterfall 

stream -> at waterfall -> this stream between bridge & where it meets other stream -> KK stream at 

watchman's bridge -> KK stream where Rd bridge is into KK -> 2-3 other testing locations further 

along. If contamination occurs higher up than opals then higher up testing to determine location.” 

 

“Intensive testing at multiple locations & all results public -> give people warning that this will be 

happening so people have time to upgrade their systems i.e. advertise intensive testing program 

how & make sure testing starts this now at latest.” 

 

Community involvement in monitoring. One community member from Karekare was very 

enthusiastic about being involved in stream monitoring. Was directed to Wai Care. 

 

Contracted pump-outs 

Many people question the efficacy of pump-outs: “Council pump 3 yrly, should this be more 

regular?” “After an inspection, the council should re-inoculate the tank with good bacteria” 

“Ensure council contractors seal all septic tanks where stormwater goes over them” 
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Signage 

There is a general understanding of the complexities of good signage: “Signs should go up targeting 

awareness of problem in local community.” “Sign near bowling club hidden amongst vegetation. 

People need to be given the chance to choose if they want to swim in the lagoon. Appropriate 

signage”. “And can anyone tell me why the warning sign still can only be read from the viewpoint of 

being actually in the lagoon. Hidden from view. How stupid is that? How can any visitor or school 

group, canoeists make a decision to dive in or under the water or figure out whether it is in 

between readings or conclude that it is polluted or not if they are unaware of the lagoons 

reputation? What is the point of taking readings? For local consumption?”  

 

“Sign gets always removed” 

 

“Signs might do better at sharing a vision of hope, our aspirations as a community to do better in 

our relationship with these waters... local artists could help craft signs to stand with the more 

formal ones like this.”  

 

Streamside planting 

People want assistance planting stream banks “I would be keen for Council to provide me with more 

plants to plant on my stream bank.” “I don’t know what to plant on the stream edges” “stream 

planting is a no-brainer” 
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Cleaning products 

More information on what to put, and more importantly, what not to put in waste water systems is 

desired: “I would be keen for Council to provide information about impact of washing products such 

as cold water surf & nappy san on stream quality, are these products a source of contamination?” 

 

A large majority of people we spoke to already used Eco-friendly detergents, some however were 

using them due to general environmental connection rather than an understanding of potential 

effects on septic system and lagoon health. Some people suggested that price affected their 

decision to use Eco-friendly products. 

 

Construction of a centralised treatment plants 

Some believe that the only long-term solution is reticulation: “Only one solution, a reticulated 

sewerage system”. “The only effective means of addressing sewage at Karekare is to install a 

community treatment plant.”  “We need a sewage treatment plant at Stedfast Park.  There are 

some 900 permanent residents in Piha with 5 outlets to the sea.  It is ridiculous there is no sewage 

treatment.” 

 

However: “Scared after talking to family about community waste water treatment plants after 

Mangawhai experience” “Composting toilets compulsory at remote coastal settlements”  

(www.facebook.com/loveourlagoons) 

 

Increased Temporary Public Toilet Facilities 

Many people in the three communities talked about the inadequacy of public toilets during busy 

summer periods: “There are 7 public loos for as many thousand visitors. The area around the lake 

carpark is a public sewer as is the beach behind the lagoon…Check out the amount of loo paper in 

the bush by the lagoon also. (The patterns in the water & sand)/why do we have to deal with visitor 

sewage - that is what council is for/no)” 

 

Maintenance 

“I tried to find maintenance contractors but nobody would come this far out” “I’d love someone to 

remind me when maintenance is due”  

 

Lagoon draining 

Some suggested that human alteration of the lagoon exits may be beneficial in the short term: “Get 

Lagoon flowing - needs to act as tidal estuary, occasionally needs opening in summer”. However, a 

Piha resident suggests that opening up the lagoon “just moves the problem from one place to 

http://www.facebook.com/loveourlagoons
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another” and “surely we can reduce pollution without such drastic measure”. It is clear there is no 

consensus on this strategy for improving water quality. 

 

Education 

Greater education on the lagoons and waste water systems was desired by many: “Information 

about eco-systems should be widely available” “Increase householder & house dwellers knowledge 

of contamination issues.” “Council needs to be up to date + promote with available systems e.g. 

composting, worms.” “Promote consciousness and awareness of the issues for the lagoon, correct 

information (factual) from reliable sources should be promoted” 

“Signs up like ones on display stall (visiting Karekare the other day) -> use local billboard 

publications to raise awareness” 

 

Dogs 

More information for dog owners was desired: “People do not pick up dog poo on the beach and at 

the edge of the lagoon. There are no signs to inform people to do so and no one enforcing it.” 

 

Birds 

There have been suggestions to erect signage reminding everyone not to feed the ducks: less ducks 

= less duck poo. 

 

Algal Growth in the Lagoons 

Many residents speak of water quality as an issue not solely related to faecal coliforms, that the 

issue of water quality includes a reduction in nutrient input and associated algal growth:  

   

Figure 11. Images of algal growth in the at Piha lagoon, Company Stream Karekare, and below 

Karekare Falls. 

 

 “The green snotty weed has increased massively over the summer & I no longer walk through it to 

the beach as it is unpleasantly slimy & stringy” 
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Many long term residents have suggested a new algae may be choking our waterways.  

 

 

 Figure 12. Left, new "grey" algae; right green algae known for many years. 

 

Manage Overland Flows 

Some have suggested more catchment management to reduce overland flows: “Manage overland 

flows to lessen the risk of water intrusion from stormwater” 

 

Ongoing engagement 

Most people would like deep, ongoing engagement: “Cultural context; what is the Piha Lagoon's 

name? whakapapa / where is it connected to / who it is connected to / why is it (or isn't it) 

considered significant. How do people determine the significance? What does 'improved water 

quality' look like - in terms of relationships to people, flora, fauna, and whenua? Should it have its 

own legal status? i.e. be recognised as a living entity & therefore have its rights protected? Legal 

recognition could be a means to acknowledging respect of the 'lagoon'. The lagoon is an end point, 

on the shore, for an awa (or perhaps several?), it is the meeting point with tangaroa. Is there 

possibility for a whole river strategy, in collaboration with iwi, local government and commercial 

and recreational users?” 

 

Empowerment of others 

“Would like to help others” 

“Ridiculous question - would you help neighbours to fix theirs?” 

“Wondered about holding lectures on tank operation/care.” 
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Nuances of the Different Communities 

Piha 

Five separate survey responses mentioned the Trees for Babies disposal area (colloquially known as 

“Wees for Babies”) as potentially contributing to the contamination (Figure 13). “Quality of 

‘treated’ water discharge on trees for babies area. Observation is more flies in our home [which is 

close to the reserve]. Also we have noted a smell from the discharge.” 

 

Many people spoken to at Piha saw similarities in the aims of the Love Our Lagoon pilot with 

aspirations for improving water quality in the Claude Abel Reserve (Figure 14). 

 

 

Figure 13. Photo of the South Piha lagoon indicating sewerage system effluent disposal field in 

the 'trees for babies' area (photo credit: piha.co.nz) 
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Figure 14. There is considerable community concern regarding the pond in Claude Abel Reserve 

 

Karekare 

During walkarounds we saw what appeared to be horse manure placed as fertiliser under trees near 

the carpark lagoon. Further investigation is recommended. 

 

 

Figure 15. Map of carpark area near Karekare lagoon showing where horse manure was 

discovered under trees and shrubs (red line). 
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Figure 16. Horse manure placed under trees near the Karekare lagoon. 

 

 

 

General discussion 

Is now the right time to engage on these issues? 

While we had been engaged by Auckland Council to conduct the programme, throughout the course 

of engagement we continually looked for clues on whether now was actually the right time to be 

discussing the issue of contaminated lagoons from the perspectives of community members. 

Indicators of the appropriateness of timing relate to whether people were engaged and passionate 

about the programme, whether people turned up to events, whether people contributed to 

discussion, whether community members closed off discussion or did not wish to discuss the issues 

at all during walkarounds. 

 

Overwhelmingly, in all of the communities, residents WERE willing to talk. In fact many people took 

the time to sit with us, offer us tea, show us different things they loved about the stream, the 

lagoon, or their specific waste water system. Most expressed an interest in being added to a 

database for future involvement, for example, one community member wrote after the event at 

Piha “I couldn't make it today, but I AM interested in the problem and how to solve it”. Another 

wrote “we would like to help rather than contribute to problems in the lagoon”, a sentiment that 

was repeated by many community members, to the degree that many offered voluntary assistance 

to the programme or future programmes to help improve water quality. 

 

Many residents appeared to appreciate the fact that we were in the community talking to people. 

For instance, a person responding to our anonymous survey noted: “talking with stall by carpark the 

other day was beneficial & raised concern and awareness, door knocking definitely best approach”, 

another kindly noted simply: “We are impressed by the work you are doing. Thank you.” We 
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received no negative feedback except for one instance early in the project, a community member 

suggested that some people were wary because of privacy concerns. Following this feedback we 

emphasised the fact that no information identifying people or property would be disclosed to 

Auckland Council. 

 

From this feedback it appears that the residents of Piha, Karekare and Te Henga are ready and 

willing to take action to improve water quality in the lagoons. In fact, most community members 

wanted to help in any way they could. 
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Recommendations 

Auckland Council may like to consider the following recommendations to assist in efforts to improve 

water quality in the West Coast lagoons. These are: 

1) Look inwards. The best way to build trust and good practice is to demonstrate that Auckland 

Council is upholding its responsibilities; conversely, the best way to alienate the 

communities is acting hypocritically. Check that Auckland Council facilities are working 

properly and operations are functioning well. Acknowledge any issues that are detected, 

publish results widely. Suggestions: 

a. Use testing and maintenance regime at Council facilities to promote good practice 

in the community.  

b. Erect signage in public toilets indicating when waste water system was last 

maintained and what the last results were of effluent testing. 

c. Use and promote eco-friendly products in Council facilities; 

d. Erect signage directing users to alternative public toilets (where available – e.g. 

Piha, Karekare). Consider placing temporary toilets at Piha, Karekare and Te Henga 

Bethells during busy summer/autumn periods to reduce likelihood of people using 

the “second public loo”; 

e. After pump-outs, ensure Auckland Council (or sub-contractors) seal tanks. 

Investigate the efficacy of adding bacteria following pumpouts; 

f. Ensure AC managed stream banks are planted and stable; 

g. Work with Auckland Council Stormwater Unit and communities to discuss 

possibilities for the treatment of contaminated storm water (esp. South Piha 

catchment). 

2) Continue engaging with the west coast communities in relation to water quality in the 

lagoons. Specific recommendations: 

a. Celebrate the fact that a considerable number of community members have 

expressed determination to improve water quality in the lagoons. There have 

already been approximately 1/3 of the communities engaged in the programme, 49 

willing participants for technical checks and 29 wastewater system checks 

completed; 

b. Continue with face-to-face walk around engagement in each of the catchments; 

c. Offer continued technical support for people wanting to find out whether their 

waste water systems are working correctly (incl. targeted support for those people 

who have received red or amber check results); 

d. Offer workshops in the communities on septic system functioning, maintenance, and 

care, stream planting, and composting;  
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e. Facilitate education and community action for stream planting and stabilisation on 

private properties; 

f. Consider collaborating and developing a festive programme (maybe a week or a 

weekend) to highlight the different ways that people love the lagoons, encourage a 

deeper understanding of the ecology, and promote good septic system practices; 

g. Develop a confidential database offering free reminders that waste water system 

maintenance is due (in much the same way as many service stations do for WOFs); 

h. Facilitate community discussions surrounding signage. Try to find a solution in each 

of the lagoons which shares a vision of hope and community aspirations to improve 

water quality; 

i. Come up with solutions jointly. There has been some negative feedback regarding 

past expert-based attempts at resolving the contamination problems, but there has 

also been negative feedback regarding too much talk and not enough doing. West 

Coasters would like to be involved in the development of strategies and solutions 

to the issues, and would like to see progress being made. 

3) Work kanohi ki te kanohi with Tangata Whenua. This equates to greater involvement with 

Tangata Whenua than present. A member of Te Kawerau-ā-Maki has been added to the 

Auckland Council working group which will augment Tangata Whenua involvement, however 

further action taken to facilitate involvement and build connection between Tangata 

Whenua, the communities on the coast, and Auckland would likely be helpful (e.g. 

translating documentation into Te Reo Rangatira, closely liaising with Tangata Whenua for 

planning action); 

4) Evaluate the long term efficacy of this type of technical support program by establishing 

whether behavioural change has occurred 3-6 months after checks have been performed; 

5) Consider development of a certification system for maintenance with annual reporting (c.f. 

Washington State), in which homeowners can become certified if they complete a workshop 

(supplemented with online information). 

6) Develop a strategy for inclusive water quality monitoring, raising awareness, and empowering 

communities. Ideas such as the one from a resident regarding a catchment competition of 

water quality have considerable merit. For any such strategy to be effective, it should: 

a. Involve communities and Tangata Whenua in the planning as well as the 

implementation; 

b. Combine Council and community water quality testing, as well as cultural factors 

such as effects on Mauri; 

c. Facilitate education, understanding and action (especially in the wider catchment); 
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EcoMatters Environment Trust 

EcoMatters is based at Olympic Park New Lynn, alongside the Waitahurangi/Avondale Stream, and is 

closely tied to many community organisations and groups both within the Whau catchment and 

regionally.  EcoMatters also has partnerships with the Universities of Auckland and Sinaloa Mexico, 

Watercare Services, and Auckland Council. 

 

Key personnel  

EcoMatters Personnel 

 Role Background and skills 

Dr Daniel 

Ducker 

 

 

Project 

Manager, 

Engagement 

and Evaluation 

Advisor 

Dan’s PhD research developed a decision support framework to 

assist with environmental management. He originally trained as a 

biologist before undertaking his PhD in the School of Engineering. 

He is interested in decision making processes that emphasise 

diverse involvement, thereby extending traditional expert-centred 

approaches. His philosophy is aligned to the “whole person” 

approach which seeks to balance feeling, thinking and action and is 

particularly enthusiastic about facilitating groups and generating 

alignment so that the outcomes can be pursued with passion and 

energy. 

Daniel managed the project, undertook some of the house visits, 

assisted Craig with technical matters as required, and conducted 

the evaluation. 

Gabriela 

Ezeta 

 

 

Engagement 

Coordinator 

Gabriela is a specialist in the delivery of community engagement 

projects. She has lead community engagement/facilitation for the 

La Rosa Stream Daylighting Project and has organised community 

open days, native tree planting events and workshops 

(environmental education), creating webpages and generating 

online engagement. Gabriela was responsible for coordinating the 

community events, undertaking house visits, for the ongoing 

awareness campaign and for scheduling appointments for the 

technical team. 

Pamela Gill  

 

Engagement 

Advisor 

Pamela has worked for the EcoMatters Environment Trust for the 

past four years. During this time she has worked on a number of 

projects, particularly around community involvement and stream 
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restoration including Project Twin Streams Glen Eden.  

Pamela is a landscape designer with a passion for growing food and 

in her spare time can be found working at her local community 

orchard in Laingholm. She believes that everyone should have 

access to healthy locally grown food and to do this we need to 

build a community culture of normalising food growing as part of 

our everyday life so that we can all live healthy, fruitful lives. 

Pamela advised on the engagement approach and performed some 

of the house visits. 

Craig Brown 

 

 

Specialist  

Wastewater 

Technical 

Advisor 

Craig specialises in on-site wastewater systems, and has designed 

over a hundred systems on Waiheke and maybe a dozen elsewhere 

in the country. He’s been employed by Iwi groups as a consultant 

and as an expert witness in the Environment Court. He provided 

expertise to the Rotorua District Council to help them plan a 

suitable sanitation scheme for their poor lakeside communities, 

taking into account the environmental as well as social needs. He 

also designed the Tuhoe HQ Living Building wastewater system. He 

has advised widely to households on how to improve the 

performance of wastewater systems. 

Craig provided the lead technical expertise on this project and 

along with Daniel was responsible for providing assessments of west 

coast households' septic systems. Craig also provided guidance on 

the production of a best practice “user brochure” for the project.  

Craig performed the septic system assessments. 

Damon 

Birchfield 

 

 

Stakeholder 

Advisor  

Damon provided oversight and guidance on the behaviour change 

elements of the initiative and along with the project manager and 

Auckland Council communication’s team assisted with work on the 

programme’s communications materials.   

 

When we participate together, we see restoration of not only our environment 

but also of the people and our communities 

 



EcoMatters Environment Trust  Love Our Lagoons Page 45 

 

References 

1. Challis, D.A., Piha Stream and Lagoon Survey, Summer 1985/86. 1985, Corporate Services 
Library, Auckland Regional Authority: Auckland. 

2. Leonard, G. and R. van Duivenboden, Investigating the effects of on-site effluent systems 
in a coastal lagoon: Waitakere city’s experiences at Piha. 2007, Waitakere City Council: 
Auckland. 

3. Noble, A., Karekare, Piha, North Piha and Te Henga Lagoons: What’s the problem? Auckland 
Council Working Report, WR2014/004. 2014, Auckland Council: Auckland. 

4. WCC, Piha - Karekare On-site Wastewater Disposal report. 1995, Waitakere City Council, 
prepared by Worley Consultants: Auckland. 

5. Noble, A., West Coast Lagoons: Sources of Faecal Contamination. 2015, Prepared by A 
Noble, Environmental Services, Land and Water Advisory, Auckland Council: Auckland. 

6. ELS, Water Quality Investigation of Glenesk Stream, Piha. 2011, Environmental Laboratory 
Services Ltd: Auckland. 

7. Cultural History of the West Coast. 
8. Ducker, D.J., Development of a strategic framework for effective community-manager 

participation at contaminated sites : development of the PERE Framework and an 
investigation into the remediation of the former Fruitgrowers Chemical Company site at 
Mapua, New Zealand. PhD Thesis, 2013. University of Auckland 

9. http://villagevoice.co.nz/ecomatters-update-lagoon-contamination/#comments 
 
 

http://villagevoice.co.nz/ecomatters-update-lagoon-contamination/#comments


EcoMatters Environment Trust  Love Our Lagoons Page 46 

 

Appendix 1. Home visit form 

Please note all information noted on this form and any other information recorded by EcoMatters staff will be kept in 

strictest confidence and will only be reported to Council as combined data which does not identify people or properties and 

will be destroyed following completion of the project. 

General information 

 Address: 

 Name (optional): 

 Occupant:  home owner/ tenant /regular bach user/ temporary renter (e.g. bookabach) 

 Occupancy  seasonal/  all year/  bach (weekend use) 

 Are you aware of septic tank contamination of the lagoons: Y / N 

Septic System Questions 

 Septic System:  Long drop / Old septic tank / Modern hi-tech septic tank / Don’t know / Other 

 Working properly:  Y / N / don’t know 

 Last pumped out:     / don’t know 

 Outlet filter fitted:  Y / N / don’t know 

 Riser fitted: Y / N / don’t know 

 Frequency of maintenance:   6 month /12 month / As required / Never / don’t know 

 Last system maintenance:       / don’t know 

 Septic tank capacity:     / don’t know 

 Discharge field:  Boreholes  / Trench / Low Pressure Effluent Distribution LPED / Other / don’t know 

 Solids building up: Y / N / don’t know 

 Volume pumped out:     / don’t know 

 Standing water on surface after rain: Y / N / don’t know 

 If seasonal do you “warm up” the system? Y / N 

Household questions 

 Number of people are living there now: 

 Highest #of people at any time: 

 Number of potential bedrooms: 

 Number of toilets                     Number of showers 

 Water supply:  Tank / Bore / Stream / delivery / recycle water 

 How much water supply do you have? (test will 700L $15 water) 

 Knowledge of nearest water course: Y / N 

 Water efficient fittings: Y / N / don’t know 

 Cleaning products : aware of effects on system Y / N 

 Stagger water use:  Y / N / sometimes 

Interested in being involved in further discussions Y / N / maybe 

 Best way of contacting:                 Post / Facebook /E-mail /Phone /Other 

 Contact details: 

Interested in technical check Y / N / maybe 

 Contact phone: 

 Preferred time for visit :  Week  / Weekend 

 Morning / Afternoon / Evening / Anytime 

Comments: 
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Appendix 2. Walk around areas 

 

Figure 17. Walkaround area for North Piha catchment 

 

Figure 18. Walkaround area for South Piha catchment. 



EcoMatters Environment Trust  Love Our Lagoons Page 48 

 

 

Figure 19. Walkaround area for Karekare catchment. 

 

 

Figure 20. Walkaround area for Te Henga / Bethells Beach catchment. 
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Appendix 3. Brochure 
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Appendix 4. Technical Check Sheet 

Property Contact Information  

Owner Name: «Owner_Name» Tenant Name: «Tenant» 

Contact Address: «Contact_Address» Property Address: «Property_Address» 

Owner Phone: «Owner_Phone» Property Phone: «Property_Phone» 

Notes:   Occupancy: «Occupancy» 

DISCLAIMER – please note: These wastewater system assessments are intended to enable general advice to be provided 
regarding onsite wastewater system use and possible improvements to the system. The assessments are limited by what is 
visible to the assessor at the time of the visit, the time they have to do the assessment and the information they have available 
to them. No warranty as to the effectiveness or appropriateness of these possible improvements can be provided, given the 
scope of the assessment. It is NOT comprehensive and is NOT an assessment of compliance with any relevant standards, rules or 
guidelines. You should seek further advice before implementing any of the suggestions. EcoMatters Environment Trust accepts 
no responsibility or liability for any health hazards, failure of a system or losses incurred following a review. Specialist advice 
should be immediately taken if there is any concern with a wastewater treatment system. Wastewater treatment systems are 
complex and the check relies upon correct information being provided by authorities and the property owner or lessee. 
Important geological information, operational factors and specific risks cannot be observed or verified by the review process. 
 
Although assessments have been funded by Auckland Council, no information will be disclosed to Auckland Council that 
identifies people or properties. Information may be aggregated in a report and results used to help formulate Council policy,  
with the aim of improving water quality in the area. 

Overall Rating Explanation 

«Colour» RED: Currently likely to be contributing to downstream pollution (i.e. not 
containing and treating pollutants on site). Urgent action is required: 
Reduce water consumption, avoid harsh chemical use and budget for an 
upgrade to the treatment and/or discharge systems. 
AMBER: Currently not likely to be a major contributor to downstream 
pollution under current operational practice, but careful management is 
required and upgrades/improvements would be desirable to treatment 
and/or discharge systems. Under certain weather conditions or with an 
increased level of use, or lack of maintenance (not just pump out every 
three years), the wastewater system would likely contribute to 
downstream pollution. 
GREEN: Currently not likely to be contributing to downstream pollution, 
provided that there is ongoing careful management and maintenance 
(not just pump out every three years) of the wastewater system. 

«Notes2» 

 

Owner’s concerns 

«Owners_concerns» 

Water stress test (700L over approx. 1 hour) 

 

 

Signed: Date: End Time: 
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Flow rates from fixtures (L/min) & water supply 

 Preferred maximum Actual  Preferred maximum Actual 

Toilet: 6/3 dual flush  Shower: 9 L/min  

Toilet: 6/3 dual flush  Shower: 9 L/min  

Bathroom sink: 6 L/min  Bath: 100L/ bath  

Bathroom sink: 6 L/min  Kitchen sink: 6 L/min  

Washing machine: 10L per kg capacity  Dishwasher: 1L per place setting  

Laundry tub: 9 L/min     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Water tank:  Bore:  

Water tank:  Recycling:  

Stream:    

 

Type, age, expected performance of treatment system(s) 
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Outlet filter:  Food waste unit:  

Grease trap:    

 

Any diversion to greywater? 

 

 

 

Discharge system 

Location 

 

 

 

Size 

 

 

 

Dosing/distribution 

 

 

 

Condition 
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Vegetation 

 

 

Soils 

 

 

Other 

(reserve/alternative possible?, protected from damage e.g. car parking?, etc.) 

 

 

Any environmental health concerns? Proximity to sensitive environmental features? 

Watercourses 

 

 

 

Drains 

 

 

 

Groundwater 

 

 

 

Short-circuit pathways, driveways, pathways, accessible areas, retaining 

 

 

 

Potential for mitigation 

 

 

 

Other 
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Any public health concerns? 

Potential for people to contact the wastewater (people on-site, people adjacent, people downstream) 

 

Stormwater/flooding issues (potential/actual)? 

 

Advice (steps to take, cost level $ - $$ - $$$, level of need/urgency) 

Discharge system 

 

 

Maintenance, behaviours, inputs 

Treatment system 

Other 

 


