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Opinion: The Annual Whitebait Run
Every year, sometime between August to November, various articles are published about the state of our 
whitebait fishery. These usually begin with a reference to the “good old days” when whitebait were so 
plentiful that they were used as fertiliser in gardens and chicken feed. 
The audience is either taken on a journey of doom and gloom, in which whitebait numbers have decreased to 
levels beyond recovery and extinction is imminent; or regaled with a good news story about how numbers have 
increased from last year in (enter your local region or waterway).

Whatever you choose to believe, there is enough anecdotal evidence from yesteryear that the whitebait catch isn’t 
as bountiful as it used to be. What has caused this apparent decline?    

First, let’s get a better understanding of what whitebait actually are.

The term “whitebait” is a collective noun for the juvenile fish of five native species, including kōaro, īnanga, banded 
kōkopu, giant kōkopu and shortjaw kōkopu, with īnanga generally making up most of the whitebait numbers. The 
whitebait lifecycle begins when adults spawn in autumn/winter in vegetation lining our streams, wetlands and lakes. 
These eggs hatch and wash out to sea.

Subsequently, schools of juvenile fish — often termed “the whitebait run” — begin swimming back upstream during 
spring. Whitebait are transparent, gelatinous-like creatures that even the most experienced ichthyologist (fish 
biologist) struggles to identify to species-level in the field.  

From the very beginning, the odds of survival are stacked against whitebait (around 90% of newborns are 
considered to naturally perish).
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Appropriate conditions (e.g. flood flows) are first required to wash the larvae into the marine/estuarine environment 
where the journey begins. Juvenile fish are subjected to continuous pressure from a range of predators including 
shorebirds flocking near stream and river mouths, to eels lurking around every stream meander and undercut bank. 
Introduced fish also pose a threat. Mosquito fish nipping at the juveniles’ fins and whitebait makes a bite-sized 
snack for trout. 

Predation also comes in the form of “white-baiters” who temporarily take up residence on waterway margins, 
sweeping nets through the water column and, on a “good” day, collecting thousands (10’s of kgs) of wriggling 
whitebait.

If whitebait manage to navigate these vast predation pressures, they then face the issue of finding a good home – 
the problem is that like all of New Zealand, houses are difficult to come by.

In the case of whitebait, habitat loss and modification are a constant occurrence. This can come in an array of 
scenarios from a perched culvert preventing access upstream, to stream and wetland removal, and the degradation 
of spawning habitat through river flood controls and development.  

Changes in the distribution and abundance of whitebait species have been recorded in different catchments from 
both habitat modification/loss and fishing.  So which pressure has caused the decline? The conclusive answer 
remains elusive and the situation is not straightforward. It’s likely that the decline can be attributed to a combination 
of factors, and the magnitude of each pressure is variable for different catchments and species at different times 
and locations across the country.  

Research is desperately needed, but currently limited. However, with three of the five whitebait species classified 
as At Risk (declining) and a fourth considered Threatened (nationally vulnerable), there is an increasing risk that 
one or several of these species will soon become extinct.

It’s a real possibility that current and future research may not be able to provide enough clarity as to the magnitude 
of the different causes of population decline in time to save all or even just one species.   

It is curious to note, as we talk of native species extinction, the difference between native whitebait and introduced 
trout. Whitebait Fishing Regulations (1994) are one of the only documents which provide some degree of protection 
to whitebait.

However, there is no “quota system” in place, and “whitebaiters” are free to collect as much whitebait as they can 
in the time allocated. Some are able to collect enough whitebait to sell and profit from their catch. Where else in the 
world are you able to legally hunt an At Risk or Threatened species for profit?

In contrast, introduced gamefish, such as trout, have a level of habitat protection under the Resource Management 
Act (1991); require a licence to catch, and if you’re a recreational fisher-person caught selling trout, you can receive 
a prison sentence or hefty fine.

It seems absurd that there are stricter regulations for introduced species than native Threatened and At Risk 
species. 

New Zealand has a dark history of species extinction with the loss of numerous birds, reptiles, amphibians and 
fish. Many other species are facing a similar fate, although they don’t have the added threat of being served at the 
dinner table.

It seems illogical that past mistakes continue to be made, particularly at a time when the world is becoming more 
conscious of our resource use and footprint on the environment. Change is required now, otherwise in years down 
the track, sometime between August to November, various articles will be published about the whitebait that use to 
run and how we failed to protect our whitebait fishery.
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EIANZ 2018 Guidelines - Here’s what you need to know 
In May of this year, the Environmental Institute of Australia and New Zealand (EIANZ) issued the second 
edition of their guidelines for ecological impact assessment.
These are the only impact assessment guidelines produced in New Zealand for New Zealanders, dealing both with 
the processes of the Resource Management Act, and the unique ecology of our landscapes.

The initial EIANZ 2015 guidelines were based on international best practice, such as the International Association 
of Impact Assessment (IAIA) and Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management (IEEM) but modified for New 
Zealand conditions. The 2015 guidelines used Boffa Miskell’s ecological impact assessment for the Transmission 
Gully project (which was based at that time on the IEEM guidelines) as a primary case study for the development 
of the assessment framework.

“Placing ecological interpretation within a standard framework should lead to more consistent and 
transparent assessments of effects. The approach may be especially suitable for large, complex 
projects. An example of this is the Transmission Gully Ecological Assessment (Boffa Miskell Ltd, 
2011), which used this approach to bring together extensive data on a wide range of ecological 
features. We draw heavily on this example in this chapter and chapter 6.”

Naturally, Boffa Miskell was an early adopter of Version 1 of these guidelines and since 2015 our ecologists have 
applied and tested the methods and processes for impact assessment throughout New Zealand on a wide range of 
projects from small subdivisions to major infrastructure projects.

Over that time, we have identified areas where the guidelines could be expanded, improved, and brought up to 
date with current practice. We were delighted when Wellington-based ecologist Stephen Fuller, and Christchurch-
based ecologist Scott Hooson were invited to co-author the 2018 update.

The changes to the guidelines, now titled EIANZ guidelines for use in New Zealand: Terrestrial and Freshwater 
Ecosystems (2nd edition), have ensured that the document:

• Is up to date with current effects assessment and mitigation practice;
• Stresses description and analysis as a basis for impact assessment and management;
• Refocuses assessment on section 88/schedule 4 matters (information required in application 
 for resource consent);
• Has revised its approach to assessing Section 6(c) significance versus the assessment of  
 ecological value;
• Has updated and refined the matrices for assessing magnitude and scale of effect;
• Has updated and expanded the recommended approach to biodiversity offsetting; and
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Meet the Boffa Miskell ecology team: Dr Sharon De Luca
When Sharon De Luca started university, she expected she’d end up with a degree in law or accounting. 
She clearly had some inkling of her future, because although she discovered a passion for marine science 
that changed her career path, you’re now as likely to find Sharon in a courtroom as out in the field.
“I had my first Environment Court hearing a few months after starting at Boffa Miskell,” she recalls. “It was 
memorable… and terrifying.

“But after a few hearings I felt more comfortable in the role and my area of expertise became more widely 
recognised. It’s now one of the core areas of my work.”

Sharon says preparation is the key to success in the Environment Court.

“I review my evidence and that of others within the project team; the evidence of the appellant’s witnesses and any 
conferencing statements focussing on the areas of disagreement and why we disagree. I consider where opposing 
counsel cross-examination may focus, and make sure I have all my reference material and supporting figures to 
hand.  And a drop or two of Rescue Remedy doesn’t go amiss before taking the stand!”

After changing tack from law or accounting, Sharon earned an under-graduate degree in zoology. This was 
followed by a master’s degree in environmental science, which quickly morphed into a doctoral degree in marine 
science, focussing on the effects of various contaminants on shellfish.

“Ten years after starting at Auckland University, I finally left! I headed to Hong Kong to take up a position as a 
research fellow.  Upon returning to New Zealand five years later, I was hired by Boffa Miskell as an ecologist and I 
haven’t looked back.”

Assisting an oil and gas extraction company with a variation to their current activities, working on NZTA projects, 
providing technical input to a range of stormwater discharge consents, assisting as an expert witness on a marine 
dredging proposal, and preparing for a hearing in Auckland where she’s sitting as an independent commissioner 
keeps Sharon busy during working hours.

• Which continues to emphasise the ethics of impact assessment as per the EIANZ code of ethics  
 and professional conduct.

As the title of the guidelines state, they do not, as yet, include a specific section on marine assessment; but it’s 
hoped this can be developed and added in the near future.

Boffa Miskell continues to strongly support these guidelines and the rigour and care that they require of an 
ecological impact assessment. If you have any questions about the 2018 guidelines, please don’t hesitate to 
contact us.
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Botanical Surveys:  Native plant communities in the MacKenzie Basin
Ecologist Scott Hooson has worked on various projects in the MacKenzie Basin. He shares insights from 
his botanical surveys of the native plant communities on the basin floor.
he MacKenzie Basin, in inland Canterbury, is well known for its iconic landscapes with tawny brown tussock, 
turquoise glacier lakes, wide-open skies and the ‘backdrop of the snow covered Southern Alps / KaTiritiri-o-Te-
Moana. Its ‘desert-like’ character is a result of the climatic extremes it experiences, from freezing cold winters with 
frost and snow, to stinking hot summers with low rainfall. What many people may not know is that this landscape 
supports a huge diversity of unique and incredibly interesting native plants, many of which are very small and hard 
to spot.

The MacKenzie Basin supports many rare ecosystems including dry tussock grasslands, inland dunes, braided 
rivers and glacial landforms such as inland outwash gravels, moraines and ephemeral wetlands (also known as 
kettleholes – pictured). These ecosystems support a very diverse range of native plants including a large number 
of nationally Threatened and At Risk plant species. At least 81 Threatened and At Risk native plant species have 
been recorded from habitats on the floor of the MacKenzie Basin, including several species that are found nowhere 
else.

Many of the plants that grow in these ecosystems have adaptions to cope with the climatic extremes, and the high 
levels of environmental stress they experience. These adaptations include high levels of dormancy, seasonality in 

Ecologist Kieran Miller has worked with Sharon on many projects. He says, “Sharon’s greatest strength is her 
pragmatism. She can come up with practical solutions for clients while also providing for positive environmental 
outcomes. As a team member, Sharon’s empathy sets her apart and enables her to develop excellent working 
relationships and to connect with not only clients but also colleagues.”

“My father inspired me to be the best I can be,” says Sharon. “Following his example, I strive to be hard-working, 
empathetic, ethical and a team player. I’m also keen to give back to my community and those less fortunate than 
myself.”

Sharon makes time to be involved in her daughters’ school and sport by sitting on school boards and managing 
numerous representative hockey teams. Her colleagues in Tauranga and the wider Boffa Miskell staff benefit from 
her extraordinary energy and organisation skills, too. For the past ten years, Sharon has managed and been a 
runner in Boffa Miskell’s Taupo Great Lake Relay team.

“Between runners and supporters, we can have a group of up to 50 people,” Kieran says. “Sharon has coordinated 
the accommodation, food, transport; the timing of different run legs, dealing with late withdrawals — not to mention 
motivating people to sign up to participate!”
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growth (such as spring annual lifecycles), short stature, leaflessness and compact cushion and mat growth forms.

Surveying these vegetation communities can be challenging. Because many species are small and cryptic, they 
are easily missed and can be difficult to identify, particularly if they are not flowering or fruiting. To identify some of 
these plants, I spend hours on my hands and knees using a small hand lens to see the tiny flowers and other parts 
of a plant. Other adaptations such as dormancy and spring annual lifecycles mean that if surveys are not timed for 
the right season, some plants, including Threatened and At Risk species, may not even be visible.

Despite some of the challenges of surveying the native plants in the MacKenzie Basin, there are some real 
botanical treasures to be found, particularly if you don’t mind crawling around on the ground to have a good hard 
look!


