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LET’S GO FOR A SWIM IN THE AVON 
With the red zone creating space along the river, authorities need to use this significant opportunity to 
make some changes to infrastructure to improve the health of the Avon-Ōtākaro River.

If you were to imagine the Avon-Ōtākaro River red zone becoming a green corridor you would most likely think about 
the recreational opportunities it would create. Many would consider it their right to kayak, row, walk and cycle along it. 
But would you or your children ever consider swimming in it? It shouldn’t require a leap of faith to imagine a river in a 
city this size that is clean enough to swim in. 

Historically, the Avon-Ōtākaro River has 
been considered a conduit for getting rid of 
excess water through the stormwater system. 
However, what is often termed non-point-
source contamination - the zinc and copper 
residues from the roofs and gutters of our 
houses, the petro-chemicals and other heavy 
metals and contaminants from streets and 
roadways produced by vehicles, even the suds 
from the car when you wash it on your asphalt 
driveway -  all end up in the river via our gutters 
and stormwater pipe system. 

But this is a dated design method; there 
are solutions for dealing with contaminated 
stormwater and few forward-thinking and 
environmentally progressive Western cities 
would allow the stormwater (remember, that’s 
not just water from a storm) to drain directly 
into a waterway like it does into our Christchurch 
rivers. The issue here has always been a lack 
of space to allow for the best solutions to 
be implemented1. The silver lining of the 
earthquakes means we now have the redzone  
space. It has opened up a significant opportunity 
to try a retrofit solution to modernise the system 
to clean up the river, so that one day we might 
actually be able to swim in it.

The international best management practice 
(BMP)2 is to cleanse this water, just like kidneys 
do, before it reaches a waterway. By creating 
stormwater wetlands at the terminus of an 

The current stormwater system empties into the river through piped 
infrastructure such as this outlet (above) on Locksley Ave, Dallington. An 
alternative is to terminate the stormwater pipes in constructed wetlands 
(below) to filter contaminants out  of the water.  Photos: K. Bates



existing stormwater pipe system, combined with other methods of stormwater retention throughout the catchment, 
the water is cleaned to some degree by having a ‘residence’ or waiting period where many of the contaminants 
suspended in the water can drop through the water column and settle before the considerably cleaner water re-enters 
the waterway. 

SCIRT’s current policy is to replace the existing underground infrastructure with what was in place prior to the 
earthquakes3, and who can blame them for taking this option with the mammoth task and limited budget they’re 
faced with? But that option may not necessarily be the most cost effective method available, especially when the value 
is viewed not just in monetary terms.  There are many short 
and long term benefits of retrofitting the stormwater system 
into constructed wetlands, primary amongst them cleaner 
water, but also increased habitats for birds, freshwater 
fish species and flora, increased amenity values, and the 
potential to decrease flooding throughout the catchment.

We all have a role in reducing contaminants, as well as the 
quantity of water which we put down the drain. Change 
your paved driveway to a porous surface, or if having EQC 
repairs done to your drive ask to add a permeable surface 
or a pre-street strip where water can soak into the ground 
instead of running straight into the street gutters. Consider 
constructing a rain garden and diverting the water from your 
roof into it so that it is filtered before hitting the stormwater 
system4. Try not to leach fertiliser and herbicides from your 
garden by overwatering it. And never, ever tip unwanted 
chemicals and rinse painting equipment down your drains.

These measures can make some difference, but the bigger picture needs to be addressed; significant changes need 
to be made to the planning and design  of our entire stormwater system and at a policy level to clean up the water. It 
is not an insurmountable task if best practice management of the system is adopted now. Perhaps we’ve got a long 
way to go before we can swim in it, but it would be nice not to have to cover ourselves in sanitiser whenever we have 
contact with the river. 

Kathryn Bates

Further reading
1. http://resources.ccc.govt.nz/files/CityLeisure/parkswalkways/environmentecology/waterwayswetlandsdrainageguide/ 
 8.LowlandWaterways.pdf
2. http://www.bmpdatabase.org
3. http://strongerchristchurch.govt.nz/work/storm-water/fixing
4. Dunnett, N., & Clayden, A. (2007). Rain gardens: managing water sustainably in the garden and designed landscape. Portland,  
 Or, Timber Press. (book)

If you’re interested in actively contributing to the AvON Strategic Steering Group or volunteering for 
planting days and other activities we would be keen to hear from you. Please send us an email at 

AvonOtakaro@gmail.com

UPCOMING EVENTS 

Sat 27 September 1:00-4:30pm
River Walk - part of the CCC walking festival lead by Mark Gibson. Begins 
at O-Tautahi (opposite The Bricks at Barbadoes St Bridge) and ends at 
New Brighton.

Mid-October
AvON public forum: Fauna of the red zone.  
Presentations by prominent ecologists about what lives in and could be 
encouraged to come back to the area.

Raingarden designs, like this one at Canterbury University’s 
Kirkwood block, can significantly reduce both contaminants 
and excess water entering the stormwater system.  
Photo: K. Bates



TIME FOR PUBLIC TO HAVE THEIR SAY IN 
THE EAST

Since the first residential red zone decisions way back in 
mid-2011, people have come forward with a variety of 
ideas for the recovery of the east.

These ideas have been collated by groups like Avon-
Ōtākaro Network and Eastern Vision and then presented 
back to the community as an integrated map for 
comment.

EVO::SPACE, “Eastern Vision’s Online Spatial Planning 
Application for Community Engagement”, is the 
“evolutionary space” or website vehicle for gathering this 
feedback.

There are now about 35 proposals included.  These 
include flatwater sports lakes, city-to-sea river park, eco-
sanctuary, Eden NZ Project, aquatic facilities, new high 
schools, new villages and heritage initiatives.

The east took a big hit with the earthquakes and many 
are still stuck with horrendous challenges, however 
the earthquakes also provide us with wonderful 
opportunities.

It is now timely to make the most of these and work to 
reinvent the east as a great place to live, learn, work and 
play.

Everyone, wherever you live and whatever your age, 
is urged to pop online and tell us what you think:  
http://evospace.co.nz

The survey will end in September and the feedback 
analysed to create a recovery road map for the eastern 
flatlands.

CERA will also be carrying out a “canvas” of public ideas 
for the red zone lands in the future.  They have started 
this exercise in Waimakariri and will roll it out to the 
Christchurch flatland red zones either later this year or 
more likely, early next year.

CERA and CCC have advised that the feedback collected 
on EVO::SPACE will be very useful and will have real 
influence in decision making.

More information on the proposals for the Avon-Ōtākaro 
red zone can be found on the AvON website under the 
“Projects” section: 
http://www.avonotakaronetwork.co.nz/projects/projects-
home.html

Evan Smith

EVAN SMITH MEETS  
ŌTAUTAHI RŪNAKA WHĀNAU

On 1 August it was my pleasure to invite Evan to attend the 
Ōtautahi Rūnaka hui at Rehua Marae.

The Chairperson Mairehe Louise Tankersley, offered Evan 
the opportunity to introduce himself and to speak about 
his work with Eastern Vision, the Avon-Otakaro Network, 
and EVO::SPACE. 

The whānau appreciated what he had to say, and were 
very supportive about his work.

He joined us for lunchtime kai, and had the opportunity to 
kōrero with Maurice Grey our Upoko, and other members 
of the Rūnaka whānau, many of whom Evan already 
knew.

Teoti Jardine     

TURNING THE RED ZONE GREEN WALK

An official sponsored walk in the  
The Breeze Walking Festival 2014 

Saturday 27th September, 1.00-4.30pm 

This is an opportunity to walk our iconic river from city to 
sea, and to hear along the way the inspirational vision for 
how a damaged and polluted red-zone and river can be 
transformed into a place of beauty, healing and recreation. 
It will be led by Mark Gibson (Co-Chair AvON) and other 
members of the network. Meet at Ō-Tautahi Reserve by 
Barbadoes Street Bridge for traditional karakia and blessing. 

Bring food and water and wear suitable 
clothing and footwear. The  walk finishes in 
New Brighton mall, near the No.5 bus terminal. 

Enquiries to nbu.tidemark@xtra.co.nz or  
021 2155450 



The Matariki Planting Day held on June 28 2014 at the Chimera Crescent site, part of the 
Mahinga Kai Exemplar project in Anzac Drive Reserve, was a great success. We were blessed 
with an amazingly warm and sunny day and planted all the vegetable seedlings, fruit trees 
and donated native trees in record time. Thank you to all who turned out in their gumboots 
to lend a hand. It couldn’t have happened without you. A huge thank you also to all our 
speakers, the Christchurch City Council for allowing this to site to be used, Te Rūnanga o Ngāi 
Tahu, Freeville School, CCC Park Rangers, Department of Conservation, Travis Wetland Trust, 
SCION, ECan (NERP), Landcare Research, Soil & Health Canterbury, University of Canterbury 
Biology Dept. (for the inanga in the tank) and Working Waters Trust.

MATARIKI PLANTING DAY


