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Opinion: Dr Sharon De Luca on the value of mangroves
The values of mangroves in New Zealand are often misrepresented and misunderstood, and this has led, in 
some cases, to mismanagement and unanticipated adverse ecological outcomes.  
Public perceptions of mangroves are often polarised, with a strong and vocal contingent believing mangroves 
are an unwanted nuisance and that their spread is unacceptable. Some people complain that mangroves are an 
unnatural invader that must be removed.

Others understand the environment doesn’t stand still; and that mangroves are native, have important ecological 
values, and play critical roles in coastal protection and storage of carbon.

Last year, the Thames-Coromandel District Council (TCDC) and Hauraki District Council (HDC) proposed a bill that 
provides for a community-based process to enable mangrove removal, avoiding the Resource Management Act 
(RMA). The Bill passed its first reading in Parliament, opposed only by the Green Party. Submissions were sought, 
and heard by a Parliamentary Select Committee in mid-March.

The Bill was developed in response to the frustration that some residents and Councillors feel about the time 
and cost associated with applying for consent to remove mangroves under the RMA. This is primarily because 
the process of obtaining a resource consent is sometimes not quick or simple, especially when contentious on 
environmental, ecological, landscape, natural character and economic grounds.

While some might argue getting rid of mangroves would improve the look of the shoreline, in ecological terms 
the outcome is usually bad for our marine environment and birds. Arguments put forward in support of mangrove 
removal typically include emotive language and flawed ecological statements.

In the case of TCDC and HDC, loss of shorebird feeding habitat at the internationally significant Firth of Thames 
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RAMSAR site is mentioned as a reason, with international migrant bird species, such as godwits, framed as being 
in grave danger of running out of food. However, published data on bird abundance and the extent and quality of 
available feeding habitat tells us that the estuaries and harbours where mangroves exist are nowhere near their 
bird population carrying capacity. This means there is far greater availability of food and habitat than there are birds 
to use them.

Not only are these migrants not at risk, but recent Waikato Regional Council publications indicate that a large 
variety of Threatened and At Risk birds actually use mangroves or habitats fringing mangroves for foraging and/or 
protection from disturbance; including New Zealand fairy tern, white heron, Australasian bittern, pied shag, North 
Island fernbird, pied oystercatcher, pied stilt, eastern bar-tailed godwit and banded rail. This is rarely mentioned in 
the debate.

There is no doubt that mangroves are spreading in some areas in response to a range of factors; and it seems 
that some people just don’t like looking at mangroves and resent the fact that mangroves have appeared in their 
harbours and estuaries, perhaps in places where historically they were not. However, the establishment and spread 
of mangroves is a natural phase in the life-cycle of many estuaries, which has been accelerated by unnaturally high 
sediment runoff. In contrast, sea level rise over time will cause mangrove areas to decrease.

A recent Environment Court decision regarding mangrove management provisions in the Bay of Plenty concluded 
that mangroves have ecological values and provide valuable ecological habitat. The decision also clearly states 
that removal of mangroves has no ecological benefit, and that a change from a habitat previously not inhabited 
by mangroves, to one inhabited by mangroves, is merely habitat change; and it does not follow that one habitat is 
better or worse than the other. The science research to date supports this view, and the Judge drew on that science 
to reach a decision, which also stated that a mere public dislike of mangroves is insufficient justification for removal.

The TCDC/HDC bill before Parliament supports a different view. If the Bill passes, it could very well lead to 
widespread clearance of mangroves and significant adverse effects on marine environments and birds in the 
Thames-Coromandel and Hauraki Districts.

Maybe if more waterfront residents took up bird-watching, our mangroves would be better appreciated.

Does your project involve native lizards? Here’s what you need to know. 
New Zealand’s native lizards are all protected under various legislation. If your project site is near their 
habitat, you’ll need to follow the required protocols.
New Zealand has over 110 native lizard species in two groups – geckos and skinks.

What’s the difference?

An easy way to remember is: skinks can blink. (Geckos can’t.)
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A gecko’s skin is covered with tiny scales that give its skin a soft appearance, while skinks have larger, shiny 
scales. Many geckos are brightly coloured, as opposed to the dull browns and greys of most skinks; and there are 
numerous other physiological differences.

All these lizards are ‘absolutely protected’ under the Wildlife Act (1953), which is administered by the Department 
of Conservation (DOC). Lizard habitats are also protected by the Resource Management Act (1991), which is 
administered by local government authorities.

Native lizards may live in a range of habitats, from urban areas to farmland, including places that may look weedy 
or otherwise considered of low value.

To ensure lizards in all of these areas are protected, an increasing number of land development consents have 
conditions that require lizard surveys and a management plan to capture and move lizards out of the project 
footprint.

Before you can begin site development, a suitably qualified ecologist or herpetologist (lizard and frog specialist) 
must have permission from DOC to catch, hold, and release any native lizard. This permission is granted by way 
of a Wildlife Act Authority with specific conditions prepared by DOC’s lizard Threat Advisory Group and other 
specialists.

These conditions will be specific to the likely species in the vicinity and their threat classification.

Because of their often cryptic colouration, and secretive behaviour and activity patterns, lizard surveys can be time-
consuming depending on the habitat and species potentially present.

These surveys often require manual searches through potential habitat under logs and rocks, and amongst 
vegetation, visually searching for basking individuals, and spotlighting for nocturnal species. Some species can 
be trapped using artificial habitats or lured into traps by tasty baits such as tinned pears or cat food. Using a 
combination of methods, lizards can be captured and relocated to a suitable release site.

Boffa Miskell has surveyed and managed lizards for development projects across New Zealand; and in our 
experience  permit approval for complex projects can take six weeks or more.

It is best to begin liaison with DOC, tangata whenua and local authorities early to ensure good communication 
and timely permit approval. We have well-established relationships with the relevant agencies and iwi around the 
country and a thorough understanding of the permit application process, and can provide advice as to whether a 
permit would be required for your project.
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Meet the Boffa Miskell ecology team: Tessa Roberts
In her role at Boffa Miskell, Wellington-based ecologist Tessa Roberts blends a passion for the 
environment with keen analytical skills. She has been part of the on-going environmental assessment and 
monitoring teams on major infrastructure projects, including Transmission Gully and the MacKay’s to Peka 
Peka Expressway.
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Tess says that reading a book published over fifty years ago changed the course of her career.

“While in my first year of general science at Massey I read A Sand County Almanac by Aldo Leopold. It’s a 
collection of essays by an American ecologist talking about a ‘land ethic’ – which is a responsible relationship 
between people and the land that they inhabit. This is what made me change my majors from Zoology/Physiology 
to Zoology/Ecology – and I’m so glad I did.”

Growing up on a small farm on the Hauraki Plains near Thames, Tess always had a special interest in plants and 
animals and had collections of just about everything – from ducks, sheep and chooks; to rocks, frogs and cacti. 
Bringing her outdoor discoveries home took on a new meaning when she was carrying out a falcon survey near the 
Needles range in the southern Kaimai Ranges.

“While I sat eating lunch, I noticed a pair of eyes fixed on me and a skinny, ragged, hairless dog appeared. He 
allowed me to approach and I gave him some electrolytes. I carried him out of the bush as he really couldn’t walk, 
put him in the boot of the car and drove home. I made him a comfortable spot in the wash-house, not thinking he 
would last the night.”

Despite extreme malnutrition and skin infections (he was 11 kg at the time when his desired weight is 28kg) the dog 
survived, in large part due to the Massey Vet students who took him on in the teaching hospital.

“I was a student at the time, and I felt I didn’t really have the stability for a dog; so originally I tried to re-home him,” 
Tess says. “But I just couldn’t part with him.”

Now, Falcon lives the life of a pet. “He’s so cruisy. He spends his life sleeping on couches, ridding the yard of pests, 
doing tricks for treats and generally just following me wherever he can.”

Other than finding Falcon, Tess says that her most memorable moment has been: “…driving on the Kapiti 
Expressway for the first time. It was great to see all the hard work pay off. The general care, careful planning and 
respect for ecology on the project was inspiring and I’m pretty proud of the result.

“I enjoy collaborating with a diverse range of people, disciplines and environments, working together to find 
solutions to sometimes unique and challenging problems.”

Along with her role as Wellington branch coordinator for the EIANZ, and her volunteer work at Matui-Soames and 
Mana Islands, Tess has taken on another big project: she’s recently bought her own home, which she says is a 
‘real doer-upper’.

“Aside from all that, I like hiking, gardening, just generally hanging out with friends and family and attending all the 
great gigs, theatre, festivals and fairs that Wellington has to offer.”

White-flippered penguins: These flightless birds are found only in Canterbury 
The kiwi may be New Zealand’s official bird and it has a kooky Dr Seuss-ian appeal, but for charm and 
personality, a 30 cm-tall little blue penguin (Eudyptula minor) is tough to beat.
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For many years little blue penguins held sway as the world’s cutest flightless bird. Despite the common name “little 
blue” it was generally accepted that they occasionally varied in colour – like the random ginger-haired child in a 
family of blonds and brunettes.

However, genetic analysis conducted in 2006 found the equally small white-flippered penguin (Eudyptula minor 
albosignata) may be a distinct species from little blue penguins. Found only in Canterbury, there are approximately 
10,000 white-flippered penguins and the Department of Conservation classifies them as At Risk, Declining.

Ecologist Karin Sievwright from Boffa Miskell’s Wellington office has been surveying white-flippered penguins 
at Lyttelton Port of Christchurch (LPC). These small penguins nest in rock crevices and caves; under logs and 
vegetation; and in a variety of human-made structures. A number of white-flippered penguins were found in seawall 
habitat, which was created following reclamation works.

“During our surveys, we observed three pairs of nesting penguins and six moulting adults,” Karin reported.

“We also found two old nests, four possible nests and saw lots of moulted feathers and guano (penguin poo) – so 
there are a few around. This is a positive finding as it shows that white-flippered penguins are using this human-
made habitat.”

White-flippered penguins, like most penguins, are generally monogamous. The female typically lays a single clutch 
of two eggs, which they incubate for up to 36 days. The chicks are brooded by the adults for approximately three 
weeks and they fledge (leave the nest) 7-8 weeks after hatching.

Following breeding, white-flippered penguins spend a few weeks foraging at sea – feeding on squid, crustaceans 
and small shoaling fish such as anchovies and pilchards – before returning to land for their annual two-to-three 
week moult period. During this time, they are confined to land as their new feathers are not waterproof.

Following the moult, they forage and fatten up at sea for a few months before commencing breeding again.

“As well as ‘mating for life’ white-flippered penguins are site-fidelic – which means they generally return to the same 
place each year to breed,” says Karin. “So, it’s quite possible that this small colony could increase in numbers, 
especially since there’s a source population of penguins nearby, on Motunau/Quail Island.”

Lyttleton Port of Christchurch is private property, so the public can’t see or interfere with the penguins. LPC has a 
management plan for what to do if they discover a penguin while undertaking construction works, and has a wildlife 
permit in place to allow them to capture and relocate penguins, if needed.
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