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Marlborough District Council (Brin Williman). This document is a Council agenda item agreeing to 
management practices for the Taylor river so as to achieve ecological and aesthetic values in the river 
management of this urban river.. Date April  2004. 

 

7. Taylor River Weed Clearing (R780-02) 
(Clr Pigou)  (Report prepared by B Williman, R Fitzgerald, P Hamill, R Keys) 

Background 
1. Vegetation growing in waterways is often simply referred to as ‘weed’ and is considered to be 

unsightly and unwanted.  Some species of aquatic vegetation are in fact weedy and are detrimental 
to the environment.   There are species, both native and introduced, that are valued.  Watercress for 
example, has cultural values and is considered to be a food source by iwi.   Aquatic vegetation also 
provides valuable habitat and food for species of native fish, invertebrates and birds.  Some native 
aquatic vegetation is very rare and considered to be endangered.  

2. Councillors are aware that over the last three years there is increasing public interest in the manner and 
degree that aquatic weed is removed from the Taylor River through Blenheim below the upper High 
Street Bridge. This high profile 1.5 km of reach of channel grows weed prolifically and is 
approximately 1% of the length of waterways on which the Rivers section of Council controls aquatic 
weed. 

3. The Wairau /Awatere Plan contains rules in volume 2 empowering Council to remove aquatic weed 
by excavator, weed cutter or by hand as a permitted activity. There are very few conditions on the 
manner in which this may be done.  Agrichemical herbicide can also be used for aquatic weed 
control, under a 2002 resource consent which includes significant conditions.  

4. The Regional Policy Statement has a policy with regard to habitat disruption.  The policy states 
“Avoid, remedy or mitigate habitat disruption arising from activities occurring within wetland, lake 
or river systems.” 

5. The Rivers section of Council voluntarily adopts protocols on the manner of weed control 
especially to deal with site specific issues. These protocols will change from time to time as more 
knowledge comes to hand and public requirements change.  A key advisory document is the 1994 
Marlborough Rivers Management and Ecology & Code of Practice, prepared in association with 
the Wairau River Floodways Management plan.  

6. Some consultation has been carried out with the public through a selected stakeholders group and a 
smaller working party. It has been agreed that the primary reasons for aquatic weed control are for 
aesthetic and recreational reasons while maintaining ecological values and are inter-related with 
water level. 

7. The EPoli section of Council has also carried out investigations of the ecological values of this 
reach of river and the degree to which these vary during the year. These studies are continuing. 

Habitat values 
8. The Taylor River is known to be the home of at least eight species of native fish.  These include; 

Longfin eels, Shortfin eels, Inanga, Common Bully, Upland bully, Lamprey and Black flounder.  In 
the past Banded kokopu and Giant kokopu were also found in the Taylor River and its tributaries.  
The introduced Brown trout is also present and valued as a recreational species.  Inanga are one of 
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the five species of fish that make up the whitebait catch, and in the Wairau catchment makes up the 
majority of the catch. 

9. The Taylor River downstream of the Doctors Creek confluence has a permanent flow which 
increases as Murphys, Fultons and Waterlea creeks join.  These spring fed stream tributaries, being 
the sole source of water in the river for the majority of the year, mean that the Taylor is essentially 
a spring fed stream.  The character of the river changes at about the confluence with Murphys 
Creek. Above Murphys the river has greater slope and is a shallow quite fast flowing stream with a 
gravel riverbed. Below Murphys the river is tidally affected and becomes deeper and slower 
moving with a mud substrate.  These two distinctive characteristics produce different habitats.  

10. The gravel based stream with emergent vegetation is an important habitat for bullies, juvenile eels 
and inanga.  The gravel substrate and instream vegetation provide cover and protection for these 
species and the gravel base provides an ideal habitat for caddisflies and true flies on which the fish 
species feed.   

11. The deeper slowing mud substrate is an important habitat for adult eels, Common bullies and 
Inanga.  Inanga congregate in this area as they put on condition and prepare for spawning.  Inanga 
spawn downstream at the tidal interface on the spring tide. When the eggs hatch on the next Spring 
tide and are washed out to sea to return 5-6 months later as whitebait. 

. 

Aesthetic and Recreational values 
12. Aesthetic values change with time, especially as the riparian vegetation that has been planted on the 

Taylor river berms grows up and gives a different perspective. 

13. In July 2002 the results of a questionnaire on a trial of degrees of weed removal from this reach of 
channel were reported to Council.  This questionnaire was sent to the group of selected 
stakeholders who had attended a previous workshop, and also to all councillors. The results showed 
that there was a wide range of opinions.  A middle viewpoint was to leave a metre of weed on each 
bank edge and a degree of submerged weed in the channel itself.   

14. Recreational fishing will be adequately provided for by leaving this target amount of weed. This 
target amount of weed will also hold up the water to a sufficient depth for recreational boating. 

Subsequent operations and experiences 
15. Various methods of aquatic weed removal have been examined. This includes a mechanical 

floating weedcutter (with or without a harvester), aquatic herbicide, excavator (with normal or 
special designed bucket), and hand removal. All methods have their advantages and disadvantages 
both in environmental and economic terms.  
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16. Staff have examined methods of weed removal in terms of their effects on river ecology. After six 
different trials we consider that the most acceptable method is use of a digger equipped with a tined 
bucket on a long reach boom with a skilled operator trained to keep the tines above the riverbed 
itself so as to minimise silt disturbance and to slowly lift the weed above the water, give the bucket 
a delicate shake to free koura, eels and other fauna before placing the weed on a truck for direct 
removal. 

17. To control the weed amounts as determined above, at least two weed clearings per year are 
required; one is early summer and one in late summer/autumn. More than two weed cleans are 
required a year if only moderately small amounts of weed are removed each time. This will vary 
from season to season depending on growth patterns and water flows. 

18. However there are ecological and recreational use constraints as to when the weed should be 
removed. From previous consultation the acceptable time  “windows” were believed to be late 
November, late January and late February. March and April were specifically excluded as not 
acceptable because of whitebait spawning. Late January had previously been particularly favoured 
time for weed removal so as to have the river in a publicly aesthetically pleasing condition for 
Blenheim's festival week.  

19. This year in late January a joint inspection between EPoli and Rivers section staff determined that 
the weed in this reach of the Taylor provided very valuable habitat for a large amount of 
developing whitebait species. A decision was made not to remove the weed at that time and to 
review the situation in late February. 

20. The February Picton flood event and its aftermath took precedence for Rivers section staff and 
contractors in late February and it was not until mid March that the Taylor River weed situation 
was reviewed. 

21. By mid March the amount of weed in the Taylor exceeded the target guidelines.  The degree to 
which guidelines were exceeded is described in following paragraphs. 

Situation in March for the 400 m downstream of Hutcheson Bridge 
22. Large areas of submerged oxygen weed were breaking the surface in the 400 m reach from the new 

Riverside Park up to the Hutcheson Street Bridge.  This looked unattractive to some people when it 
caught floating weed from upstream being cleaned out of Murphys Creek.  It also caught plastic 
bottles and other rubbish floating down the river. 

23. 
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By March this year the majority of inanga utilising the instream vegetation had migrated 
downstream to the spawning areas. Removal of the instream vegetation in March had previously 
been excluded as there is concern regarding the impact this removal may have on whitebait 
spawning at the saline interface 10 kilometres downstream.  If the vegetation removal produces 
significant silt this could be carried downstream to detrimentally affect the whitebait spawning 
there.  This is of particular concern around the spring tide periods but less of a concern during neap 
tide. (A neap tide is at the least tidal range, and occur twice a month. Spring tides are at max tidal 
range and when the whitebait eggs are laid in the grasses at the saline interface). 

24. Following discussions made between EPoli and Rivers section staff a decision was therefore made 
to remove the oxygen weed breaking the surface in this reach. This work was carried out as a trial 
in March 26, during a period of neap tides.  Turbidity monitoring was carried out over the day of 
excavation and for the following week at the whitebait spawning area 10 km downstream. 

25.  A considerable amount of submerged weed still remained following the operation, within target 
guidelines. 

26. The turbidity measurements showed no significant changes in turbidity at the whitebait spawning 
areas that could be directly attributed to the clearance operation. Short peaks of increased turbidity 
were recorded but they are unlikely to be attributable to the clearance operation. 

Situation in March for the reach Hutcheson Bridge to Murphys Creek 
27. In the 600 metre reach from Hutcheson Street to Murphys Creek outlet the river weed in March was 

on the target guidelines. EPoli, Rivers, and Reserves section staff agreed that no weed clearing 
should be done at that time. 

 

28. It could be noted that in the month since that inspection the weed is growing steadily in some spots 
so that weed islands are now breaking the surface and the target guidelines are exceeded. Some 
minor weed clearing is now desirable. 
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Above Murphys Creek 
29. By March for the 300 metre reach upstream of Murphys Creek confluence the previously agreed 

target guidelines were well exceeded with emergent weed over much of the full width of the 
channel. 

 

30. As discussed in paragraph 10 in this channel reach the channel characteristics including habitat and 
the weed type (emergent) are different. It is above Murphys and Fultons Creeks and thus does not 
catch cut weed or rubbish floating down from those sources. For both instream life and birds there 
are habitat values associated with this weed. Weed has continued to grow over the last month. 

31. Arguably this reach of river should be treated differently. It is a value judgement as to whether the 
aesthetics of this river reach are compromised by the presence of the weed; and if the aesthetics are 
compromised whether there is sufficient compensatory benefit to aquatic habitat values. It is 
suggested that the target guidelines for weed control be relaxed somewhat for this reach of the river 
ie; to remove less weed, to enable an evaluation of possible habitat benefits, and to see whether 
amenity values are unacceptable compromised. 

32. A staff decision was made in March not to remove the weed from this reach at that time, because of 
uncertainty of the effect of weed removal on turbidity downstream and lack of unanimity on 
desirability.  Nor has the working party been reconvened to discuss this. Instead it is suggested that 
councillors should decide whether there should be different target levels for weed removal for this 
reach of river. 

33. The trial removal of downstream weed on March 26 showed no deleterious change in turbidity 
downstream. It is expected that weed in this reach can now be removed (in the March and April 
period) without deleterious effect on downstream whitebait spawning, provided that it is done on a 
neap tide and if only moderate amounts of silt are produced Inanga are not shoaling in the target 
area. If Council agrees this will be done as soon as practical. 

Possible use of aquatic herbicide for control 
34. It is to be noted that the use of diquat aquatic herbicide does not stir up silt.  Last year a very 

successful diquat operation was carried out for aquatic weed control in Spring Creek.  That 
operation left plenty of aquatic weed for habitat values, while controlling the weed to acceptable 
levels. It also encouraged the development of a gravel substrate by minor scouring of some of the 
silt. It could also be noted that diquat has been used for many years in the Opawa Loop with public 
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support as the preferred method.  It should be noted that there has not been any research carried out 
of the effect of diquat on the survival rate of Inanga eggs. 

35. It is possible that the use of diquat in the Taylor would now be seen in a more favourable light than 
it was two years ago when the issue was discussed with a selected stakeholders group.  That was 
before the renewal of Council’s aquatic spray resource consent and the associated consultation 
process.  

36. Consent conditions for the use of herbicide in the public entry areas ( such as the Taylor) require 
warning signs of non water contact for a period of time. We have yet to seek clear advice on the 
applicable non-contact period time here, but it could be as much as 24 hours.  

 

37. Such a sign may bring public concern and is a reason that Rivers section has avoided the use of 
agrichemical herbicide in this public park area in the past. While staff believe that the resource 
conditions of using diquat spray are very precautionary, if diquat trials were to be embarked upon 
then a considerable public awareness campaign would be required. 

38. The economics of diquat application are favourable. It is likely that the task can be done for an 
annual cost of $4000, as compared the $15,000+ for the current operational methods.  However the 
effectiveness of diquat in this river has yet to be determined. 

Other Factors affecting weed control requirements 
39. It should also be noted that weed control in the Taylor River cannot be carried out in isolation. It is 

interrelated with how and when weed control is carried out on the Lower Opawa downstream  
which affects water depth in the Taylor and thus the degree of weed above the water surface. 
Council has previously developed protocols regarding weed cutter use relating to the timing of 
spring tides to ensure better flushing of the cut weed. 

40. Similarly the weed cutting of the tributaries of Murphys and Fultons Creeks will affect the Taylor. 
This can be eliminated by catching the weed (and rubbish) floating down these creeks, but this will 
be at extra cost estimated at $14,000 per annum..  
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41. The construction of the Riverside Park, and its desired maintenance will also have an impact. 

42.  It should also be noted that silt excavation or other river control works may be desirable in the 
Taylor and/or Lower Opawa on occasions, and this will also impact on a weed control regime. 

43. The need to clear weed out of the river is also affected by river flows. Freshes will naturally remove 
the submerged weed and do so most winters, but only occasionally in summer. Winter frosts may 
also knock back emergent weed, but not submerged weed. Summer low flows accentuate weed 
growth problems. 

Changing requirements for weed control  
44. Taylor River aquatic weed control is still in a “trials” stage, and may continue to be for some years. 

Protocols on the desired manner and method of weed control will vary from time to time as more 
information comes to hand.  

45. On the other hand there are practical difficulties if these protocols are altered during the weed 
growth and control season (November to May). This was demonstrated over the last season with 
differing public/interdepartmental expectations and Council not having a clear mandate for action. 

46. In future it is proposed that, following staff consultation, Rivers section will draw up an intended 
annual weed clearing protocol and programme that will be reported to Council each spring. Further 
fine tuning to allow for seasonal effects as practical will be accommodated by discussions with 
EPoli and Reserves staff in mid January.   

RECOMMENDED 
1. That Council confirm a general target of “leaving a metre of weed on each bank and a degree 

of submerged weed in the channel so as to minimise the occurrence of surface breaking 
aquatic weed islands”. 

2. That this target be relaxed for the reach above Murphys Creek ie; to remove less weed, to 
enable an evaluation of possible habitat benefits, and to see whether amenity values are 
unacceptably compromised. 

3. That trials should be carried out on the use of diquat in the Taylor River, including a public 
awareness campaign   

4. That for the Rivers and Drainage Engineer to report back annually Council on the weed 
removal operations of the previous year and any proposed changes in protocols for the 
following year.  
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