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Executive Summary  
 

New Zealand’s pastoral industry was founded on the breaking in of the land, and the 

romanticised image of cattlemen droving stock across rugged countryside remains a 

powerful image, even today. In abrupt contrast, however, is the more recent focus  on 

stock access to waterways and its power as a catalyst for intense debate about water 

quality.  

 

The aim of this report is to better understand the manner in which the problem of stock 

access and proposed solutions have been constructed. The approach used involves a 

case study of the Marlborough region. Ten individuals from a cross section of the 

community were interviewed in depth to gain insight into the values, experiences and 

understandings they had of the issues in question.  Essentially a piece of qualitative 

research, the interview data was extended through an analysis of both the published and 

grey literature, including policy documents, discussion papers and media reports. 

Participant observation, was an additional component.  

 

Participants framed the water quality problem in different ways.  There was no 

consensus either on the scope or nature of the problem. There was some general 

acceptance that stock access as a component in hill and country farming was different 

from stock access in the lowlands, due to relative density of stock numbers in both 

areas. Almost all interviewees believed there was little difference between dairy and beef 

cattle in terms of their impact on water quality.  

 

What were presented as issues of stock access on further examination were viewed as 

symptomatic of broader environmental concerns, including the intensification of 

agriculture over the past two decades, habitat destruction, and lack of pest management.  

 

Perception was identified by interviewees as shaping the views of of the general public. 

The “community” was referred to as demanding of change, yet it was difficult to get an 

understanding of who makes-up that community. Most interviewees had some 

connection to farming in their background and their childhood experiences of local rivers 

became important to their narrative.  
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Council representatives saw stock access problems as easily address through better 

communication between their staff and farmers to encourage riparian planting and 

fencing. Farmers with experience of fencing and riparian planting identified numerous 

barriers to resolving the issues.  

 

The report makes a number of recommendations. 

 

1. We need to develop good frameworks to ensure that environmental problems 

are well defined. We cannot underestimate the importance of the problem 

definition at the outset. 

 

2. Members of local communities need to be empowered, and given the 

agency, to determine their desired water quality and environmental 

outcomes, as part of a regular and iterative process. Fundamentally, this is 

about values.  

 

3. It is important to recognise that science has a critical role in informing the 

development of people’s opinions, informing options for possible solutions, 

and in comparing relative degree or extent of an issue. But science alone will 

not provide us with the answers; they exist within the community.  

 

4. We need to think carefully about our discourse, how we communicate our 

intentions, our experiences, and our beliefs. Language is more powerful than 

we might first realise. 

 

The stock access debate is as much about how environmental and social problems in 

New Zealand, in regions, in local communities are constructed and pieced together as it 

is whether stock should be allowed access to waterways.  

 

In the midst of much debate, discussion and heightened interest, and on the cusp of 

recommendations from Central Government that will determine the pathway forward for 

stock access, I consider that we need to crystalise our thinking on the problem definition. 

It is time to return to the problem definition, and acknowledge and debate the 

preconceptions and assumptions that are contained within that definition. Put simply, I 

believe the problem needs reframing.  
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We will take them up to the headwaters and shut the gate and they will spread up 

into the smaller gullies. In a few months we will open the gate again and they will 

slowly graze their way back…. It's a fragile environment and we need to treat it 

carefully. In early May they will be mustered out of the headwaters at the same 

time as the wether (sheep) muster and then they will work their way back into the 

valley floor to developed pastures with help given to the stragglers to push them 

through the Munroe saddle (Sattertherwaite, as cited in M. Watson, 2016, March 

15). 

 

 

The story of Marlborough’s Muller Station annual muster, as recited by high country 

farmer Steve Sattertherwaite, invokes reflection on life at the turn of the century.  

 

 

The five-day exercise across Marlborough's high country is a team effort as 

700 cows and their calves are driven from the station's developed country on the 

Awatere Valley to autumn grazing at the headwaters of the Acheron River. By 

the end the stock would have covered around 60 kilometres on the tussock-

covered route climbing to more than 1300 metres above sea level, following an 

early stock route between Marlborough and Canterbury (M. Watson, 2016, March 

15). 

 

 

While the cattle are above the headwaters, the land in the Awatere Valley will have time 

to regenerate until the stock come back in early winter (M. Watson, 2016, March 15). 
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Introduction 
 

Water is a critical resource; essential to communities, people and nature (Weber, Memon, 

& Painter, 2011). It is not only a life enabling resource, but the source of spiritual, social 

and economic wellbeing and development (Eppel, 2014). Water is becoming an 

increasingly complex and contested issue, both in areas where water is in abundance, 

namely New Zealand, and in water short landscapes, such as the Australian desert 

(Gibbs, 2010).  

 

In New Zealand, the debate is about water quality. Part of this debate is about 

agriculture’s contribution to declining water quality. Farmers are increasingly being put 

under the spotlight. The demands bestowed upon farmers in the name of sustainable 

agriculture can be varied and frequently appear contradictory (Reid, 2013). In the past 

year, it appears that stock access has become the cornerstone of the discussion on 

agriculture’s contribution to water quality, whether driven by impact or perception. This 

year heralds the introduction of two significant pieces of legislation that could have a 

significant impact on the future management of stock access in New Zealand.  

 

Stock access, in the sense of this report, is taken to mean the access of stock to water, 

whether for the purposes of stock drinking water or inadvertently when stock are grazed 

on hlll country or high country paddocks. Stock access, however, means different things 

to different people. The different meanings ascribed to the term are explored further in 

the results section of this report. Initially I thought that this project would focus on stock 

access in a hill country and high country sense. However, it quickly became apparent 

that this is as just as much about dairy. What now faces sheep and beef farmers, has 

been actively shaped by dairy farming in New Zealand.  

 

Both Australia and New Zealand’s pastoral industries have been founded on the 

breaking in of the land. Now the romanticised image of cattlemen and shepherds droving 

cattle across rugged countryside lingers. In New Zealand, in recent years, stock access 

has been the catalyst for intense debate about water quality. Industry, community 

members and stakeholders have each weighed into the discussion. At the core, 

underpinning this discussion are the values that a community wishes to uphold, and 

balancing these differing values is a delicate and difficult task at times for our 

communities. This project tries to understand community values and opinions in regards 

to the issue, and how these have been shaped, in seeking to answer the question 

around the construction of the stock access problem and solution.  
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Stock access is a pertinent issue for the Marlborough community. Not only is the 

Marlborough region subject to central government’s increasing influence on freshwater 

planning through national policy instruments, most notably proposals to regulate stock 

access. The Marlborough regional policy context is, suffice to say, a complex one. 

Understanding how the problem has been constructed, and how the solution has been 

framed, therefore, is particularly relevant. As Marlborough reviews their Regional Policy 

Statement and District and Regional Plan, the soon to be notified Marlborough 

Environment Plan, the future of stock access is uncertain; it is now being defined and 

written.  

 

Thus, the significant question for rural communities is the extent to which they have the 

ability to shape their own future. The extent and complexity of the external forces that 

shape our rural communities mean that the way they express themselves and respond to 

such change is variable across regions. The degree to which local agency plays a role is 

considered by Measham, Darbas, Williams, and Taylor (2012); they argue for the 

importance of informed dialogue where science and community values are openly 

discussed. Measham believes this dialogue will help communities to identify, understand 

and consider the options for maintaining a viable regional economy and community, and 

bring together agreement on resource management options. Fostering community 

engagement not only is an element of regional natural resource management in general, 

but also crucial to building a prosperous future for rural and remote regions (Larson & 

Brake, 2011) 

 

Inherent in this question too is what is meant by community?  It is a question that has 

been raised a number of times throughout the preparation of this project. While it may 

appear on initial glances that community in this sense would mean the farming 

community,, our provinces consist of a range of actors who all have a role in actively 

defining and shaping the problem, This project has attempted to bring into the discussion 

a range of actors that, through their range of framings, are active contributors to both the 

problem definition and solution. They each have an important voice to bring to the 

discussion.  

 

My narrative is important to understanding how I have approached this issue. My interest 

is very much informed by my Australian background. Before moving to New Zealand, I 

lived and worked for a few years on a 2.2 million acre cattle station on the edge of the 

desert in far western Queensland, Durham Downs Station. Considered the jewel in the 
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crown of the Kidman empire, it remains part of S. Kidman & Co.’s portfolio, and was 

once a stopping point as Sidney Kidman drove his cattle from property to property, the 

Channel Country region recognized as important fattening land. The Channel Country 

extends from northern NSW, northern South Australia and through Western Queensland. 

Today, the station regularly musters some of the 25, 000 head of cattle, using horses 

and bikes, choppers and fixed wing planes, traversing creeks and channels to bring the 

cattle to the yards. Following the station, I lived in the iconic western Queensland town of 

Longreach, on the edge of the Channel Country. I still remain closely connected to the 

region and it’s people; being involved in a project that connects and builds the resilience 

of women from pastoral stations across the Channel Country.  

 

I share this story because it informs the thinking that has captured my fascination with 

the way stock access is approached in Australia. Upon arriving in New Zealand, where I 

now live with my partner on his family dairy and beef farm in the Manawatu, I was 

surprised by the way stock in waterways were seen, and reported. Far from being a 

romanticised part of rural life, it seemed that stock in waterways was an outrage. I 

remember the first time I ever used the word dirty dairying in front of a dairy farmer, not 

understanding how much pain it had inflicted over the years, I saw them shudder. Now it 

seems the attention is not so much on dairy cattle but has turned to beef cattle too.  

 

Marlborough’s regional policy context is also offered as a case study for reflection and 

questioning. In my role as a Regional Policy Advisor with Federated Farmers, I work 

between the Horizons and Marlborough regions. Flying into Marlborough in a small 

plane, I affectionately have referred to before as no larger than a flying lawnmower, one 

is met with the beautiful blueness of the river system which slowly makes it way out to 

the sea. Surrounding these rivers on the Wairau plains are mountains, and Sounds. 

From my early days working with Marlborough farmers, and the Marlborough District 

Council, it became apparent that there were some strong views held with regards to 

cattle in waterways, and whether they should be or not be there. Through the 

preparation of this report I hope to better understand some of the drivers behind these 

views.  

 

Sometimes an outside perspective is useful and refreshing. I hope that through outside 

eyes, with hopefully enough knowledge and understanding of resource management in 

New Zealand, that this report will make a useful contribution to the discussion on stock 

access.  
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I have entered the preparation of this report and the conversations that have ensued 

with very much a social science lens. I consider myself a social scientist; I have a 

fascination in particular with rural sociology, and the way in which our rural communities 

are shaped, and the way in which they demonstrate their own agency. Working in 

regional policy has also given me an appreciation of how policy meets community 

development at the local level.  

 

It is important to define what this report is and what this is not. This is not a summary of 

an extensive academic research project, and nor does it lay claim to be. The preparation 

of this report has involved talking with members of the community, reading and analysis 

of literature and current policy frameworks, and much thinking. It is a snapshot in time, 

and as this space develops so too will the thinking and discussion that surrounds it. The 

commentary that follows in the next few pages is based on what I understand now, 

which I put forward with the knowledge that this thinking may adjust as I develop a better 

picture of this space through continued reading and conversations, and experience in 

the field.  
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Aims & Objectives 
 

The aim of this research report is to better understand the manner in which the stock 

access problem and solutions have been constructed. Stock access in this sense refers 

to stock entering or passing through waterways. The question that this research explores 

is: 

 

How has the stock access problem and solution been constructed? 

 

In order to answer this question, the focus has been a case study of the Marlborough 

region. The national context has been drawn upon to provide context and also to explore 

the links between the way in which the regional problem and solution is linked to a 

national approach. As much as this report is about gaining insight into the community’s 

views, it is about understanding how these align with the policy frameworks that have 

been developed to respond to these solutions.  

 

Report Structure 
 

This report begins by outlining my approach to the research including methods of data 

collection and analysis, in the Research Methods section.  

 

The Background first explores the national context, which exerts influence across all 

provinces around New Zealand, before taking a closer look at the Marlborough context. 

The national context sets out the links between water quality and stock access, and the 

increasing public and media interest in the issue. Non-regulatory frameworks governing 

stock access are noted. This is followed by an examination of the relevant national policy 

instruments that govern, and are proposed to govern, water quality and stock access.  

 

The Marlborough context is established, including the current state and trends of water 

quality in the region, and the governing of stock access in the region, both the non-

regulatory frameworks and the policy frameworks. Stock access under the operative 

plan, and in drafts of the new Regional Policy Statement are discussed. Community 

engagement in the development of these positions is also touched upon.  

 

The Literature Review then examines the national and international literature on the 

framing of environmental problems. It considers concepts such as values, discourse, 
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knowledge, and the role of science in framing these problems.  It also discusses 

literature on reframing the problem.  

 

In the Results section, the results of my interviews with members of the community are 

noted according to the themes raised. These results are then analysed and discussed in 

the Discussion section. The Conclusion summarises these findings, offering 

recommendations, and further research opportunities for moving forward as communities 

and regulators negotiate this complex space. It also acknowledges the new policy 

context for Marlborough.  
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Research Method  
 

This project is not to be viewed as providing a comprehensive analysis of the 

community’s views on stock access, but rather a small glimpse to better understand 

community attitudes and opinions with regards to stock access, and therefore, it is hoped 

to better understand how the stock access problem and solutions have been 

constructed.  

 

The research adopted a case study methodology, in which the interrelated nature of 

features and causes were explored, as Duncan (2013) acknowledges in her use of the 

case study methodology in exploring problem framing (Bazeley, 2013). Case study was 

used to illuminate a set of values, beliefs and opinions of a complex phenomenon 

(Schramm, 1971). The point of view of individuals in this case has formed the basis of 

understanding the shared points of view of the community, leading to an understanding 

of the broader context in which a case is embedded and cannot be separated (Harper, 

1992). In that, I have entered this project with the knowledge that specific values and 

opinions with regard to resource management issues cannot be separated from the 

broader social, political and cultural context that has so defined them (Bazeley, 2013).  

The use of a case study methodology has enabled an exploration of the values, beliefs 

and opinions the community had with regard to water and stock access. In this, 

knowledge has been created and negotiated (Kvale, 1996, as cited in Legard, Keegan, & 

Ward, 2003). The Marlborough region was chosen as the case study because of my 

observations of dynamics at play, and the interesting backdrop it provides for this 

discussion. 

 

As appropriate for case study design, data collection took the form of qualitative 

interviews, and participant observation (Walliman, 2016). In depth, loose or semi-

structured interviews were utilised in order to gain insights into the values and attitudes 

of the interviewee through a purposeful conversation (Burgess, 1991). Interviews sought 

to understand the experiences, interpretations of events and understanding interviewees 

have regarding water and the associated issues with stock access . Qualitative 

interviewing has allowed for interviewees to speak with their own voice, and in their own 

language ((2012). Due to scope, the interviews focused on stock access, however from 

the literature review it is acknowledged the value that a broader look at the relationship 

community members have with water in the region would be valuable context (Gibbs, 

2010).  
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The sample in this research constituted ten members of the Marlborough community, 

that were identified as being able to contribute a diverse range of views on the subject. 

To select participants, I used my own regional networks to identify individuals from 

across the spheres of environment, industry, farming, iwi and District Council. A Council 

and industry representative were also contacted to provide suggested participants for the 

project, thus garnering a further broader sample. The sample was chosen purposefully to 

reflect a range of responses and perspectives on the issue (Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 

2003). I acknowledge use of my own networks does hold a degree of bias, however feel 

comfortable that I have sought a range of viewpoints to assist in counteracting this.  

 

The resulting sample included two to three representatives from each sphere. However, 

exactly how these participants are spread across the spectrum is difficult to quantify. It is 

difficult to categorise the participants from each sphere, as a number sit across a more 

than one sphere. Thus, the participants can be described as holding a number of roles 

and wearing a number of hats. In the course of the interviews I spoke to a representative 

of Fish and Game, and a representative from Forest and Bird, a number of hill and high 

country sheep and beef farmers, a representative of Federated Farmers, a Marlborough 

District Councillor, a past District Council Environment Committee member, a 

representative of the NZ Landcare Trust, a Council Environmental Scientist, a member 

of the Council’s Land Resources Team and a representative of the Marlborough 

Chamber of Commerce. While all participants noted they were content with being 

identified in the report, it was decided that participant identities would be protected by 

referring to their affiliations more generally.  

 

Unfortunately iwi perspectives are not represented through the interviews. Two 

representatives, each from different iwi, were contacted and invited to participate. One 

responded to note that dairy farming did not exist in their area, and therefore they felt 

they could not contribute to the project. The other iwi representative did not respond to 

multiple attempts at contact. It is acknowledged that this is a gap in the research. It is 

also important to note that while the Environmental Policy Team at Council were 

approached for comment, they declined due to the current stage of the District Plan 

Review process. While understandable, it is acknowledged that their views and 

perspectives would have added depth to this report. Published Council reports are thus 

relied upon.  

 

A number of participants volunteered further suggestions of people to speak with that 

they thought would add useful insights to the project. Where possible, these contacts 
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were followed up. However the time provided to complete the project (effectively four 

months from conception to production of a finished report) meant that there was limited 

scope to explore each one of these pathways.   

 

Semi structured interviews took place during the months of March and April 2016. 

Interviews were carried out at the home or workplace of the participant, or at an agreed 

meeting place in town. Two interviews were conducted over the phone. The interviews 

ranged between half an hour and one and a half hours in length. The interviews were 

recorded and manually transcribed by the author, both for clarification, and to assist with 

the data analysis. While this was an immensely time consuming process it provided the 

author with the opportunity to understand the experiences expressed and to better 

capture the essence of the participant’s perspectives in this report.  

 

It should be noted at this point, I recognise that there are challenges with the designation 

of categories in the write up of the interviews. Having not asked the participants 

themselves which words they would like used to refer to them, it meant that I was 

required to generalize based on their affiliations. This is a pertinent reminder for future 

research.  

 

In addition to interviews with members of the Marlborough community, two other 

participants were interviewed. One was selected for their work in understanding the 

water space and for their extensive contribution to literature in this area. Another holds a 

national role representing the interests of farmers and is immersed in this space. Each 

one provided a national context in which Marlborough’s freshwater planning is set, which 

assisted to guide the research. It should also be noted that due to the timeframes on the 

preparation of this report, the preparation of the background and literature review 

happened during the same time as the analysis of the interview data, which helped to 

understand themes that were emerging and interpret the information volunteered by 

participants.  

 

Unfortunately in the preparation of this report there was not time to engage in 

comprehensive discourse analysis however, the language in policy documents, 

discussion papers and media reports was noted. Language can indeed be considered a 

system of representation (Hall, 2001). Analysing the way language is used in social 

contexts enables us a better understanding of the way meaning is applied and 

knowledge is produced in resource management (Tonkiss, 2012). It also enables us to 

understand the foundations on which knowledge and subjectivity is constructed, and 
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society is managed (Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001). The analysis of policy documents 

provided an understanding of current water management and policy frameworks, as 

Gibbs (2010) found helpful in the preparation of her research on the Lake Eyre Basin . It 

helped to enable the research to examine how language helps to reproduce and 

reinforce social power, and impacts on governance, as recognised by Bell (1993, as 

cited in Tonkiss, 2012) I acknowledge that conduct of discourse analysis of recent 

materials and documents would be useful, should there be appetite for future work in this 

space.  

 

 Johansen and Chandler (2015) describe the use of full participant observation case 

study, in which dialogue with the actors offers an opportunity to grasp the historical and 

narrative structure of the context, and opens up access to data as a complete participant 

which could not otherwise be gathered. This is somewhat similar to the methodology 

Duncan (2014a) articulates, in which the author’s observations and recordings of 

proceedings from attendance at regional plan hearings and participation in focus groups 

are used to inform the research. Participant observation was used, with the timing of the 

release of a number of central government proposals coinciding with the preparation of 

this report. In addition, my own observations and experiences of working with both 

farmers and stakeholders in the Marlborough region has illuminated the ways water and 

stock access are considered (Gibbs, 2010). 

 

It is unrealistic to suggest that this research is objective. All knowledge must be 

recognised as ‘situated knowledge’ in which ‘positionality’ means all research is partial, 

and our interpretation is shaped by our previous experience (Bazeley, 2013). However, 

this does not serve to make the work any less valid (Harraway, 1991). In my work role, 

as a Policy Advisor with Federated Farmers, I am immersed in the setting of regional 

policy formulation and have gained the opportunity to observe, question and listen to the 

experiences of individuals, appreciating the processes and meanings (Bryman, 2012). 

The use of observation of Council meetings and planning procedures has provided 

useful context for the case studies, however I am mindful of the need to mitigate, 

perceived or real, ethical risks with regards to my association with my work role (Yin, 

2009). This has been managed by quoting only those participants whom agreed to be 

interviewed in the course of this project. Discussions with key people has also ensured 

ethical and methodological considerations are duly assessed and addressed (Miller & 

Bell, 2002; Walliman, 2016).  
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The use of qualitative interviews produced lengthy conversations that were central to the 

case study (Strauss & Corbin, 2008). Data analysis took the form of coding of interviews, 

used as a means of leading from data to an idea (Bazeley, 2013). In this sense, the 

qualitative interview is a joint production of knowledge between myself, as researcher, 

and the interviewee (Alldred & Gillies, 2002; Legard et al., 2003). Coding is a tool that 

allowed thinking to be expanded, changed or deleted altogether, as ideas are developed 

and refined through continual examination of the with the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). 

Discourse analysis is similarly difficult to define by a standard approach, and therefore 

the data has driven the identification of key themes and patterns of association and 

variation between within texts (Tonkiss, 2012). 

 

All in all, the gathering of research and the preparation of this report has very much been 

an iterative process. The literature review has been compiled both during and after the 

interviews were held. The presentation was completed while the discussion was still 

being written up.  

 

The research methods have informed the material throughout this report. The findings 

from participant observation and analysis of policy and technical documents have 

informed the background sections. The interviews with members of the Marlborough 

community form the basis for what is formally documented as the results. Both elements 

offer food for thought and opportunity for critical thinking. In the discussion and 

conclusion sections of the report I have attempted to tie them together.  
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Background 
 

The way in which the stock access problem has been framed at a national level offers 

insight into the way in which the problem is viewed by key actors. Illustrations of the 

problem are the basis of a number of policy instruments, and also have gained 

increasing public interest. These problem framings are becoming important frameworks 

for contemporary context, and therefore I consider require some attention.  

 

In this section I begin by outlining the governance structures for freshwater management 

and planning in New Zealand, and touch on the National Policy Statement for 

Freshwater. I then comment on the linkages between water quality and stock access, 

problem framing in Environment Aotearoa and the increasing public and media interest. 

Non-regulatory frameworks addressing the issue are noted.  

 

The remainder of this section is concerned with the current policy frameworks, which in 

recent time have paid considerable attention to the stock access problem, including the 

Land & Water Forum, Next Steps for Freshwater Consultation Document and the 

Resource Legislation Amendment Bill. This sets up the national context, which in turn 

influences management of stock access at the regional level, as will be explored in detail 

later in this report.	

Freshwater Governance & Planning in New Zealand  
 

Water governance, planning and management in New Zealand has changed significantly 

in a short period of time (Duncan, 2014b; Eppel, 2014). Freshwater in New Zealand has 

come under increasing pressure in the last twenty years, and is now a highly contested 

economic, environmental and cultural resource (Land and Water Forum, 2015; Tadaki & 

Sinner, 2012).  

 

Since 1991, and the introduction of the Resource Management Act, local government 

has played a key role in the sustainable management of NZ’s natural and physical 

resources (Drage, 2002; New Zealand Government, 1991). Decision making around use 

of our natural resources, including freshwater resources, has rested within local 

government, in the hands of Regional and District Councils (Cheyne, 2015).  Meanwhile, 

the role of the state in environmental matters has shrunk from close involvement, to 

providing institutional frameworks, including legislation and allocation of responsibilities 

(Burhs, 2000).  
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However, more recently, institutions historically designed to manage conflict in 

contemporary society have “proven to be insufficient to deal with increasing pressure on 

water quantity and water quality” (Sinner & Berkett, 2014, p. 68). In the face of criticism 

that the RMA is too cumbersome, too slow, and by some that it has failed to adequately 

manage our freshwater resources, the Ministry for the Environment proposed a new 

framework for reform of freshwater management (Ministry for the Environment, 2013). 

The development of the National Policy Statement for Freshwater, and other National 

Environmental Standard frameworks in the pipeline, reflect on central government’s 

growing interest to manage resource management from a national point. While the 

influence of this is not yet known, it well regarded that legislative and political ownership 

of natural resources influences resource management outcomes (Larson, 2009; 

Measham et al., 2009). 

 

The National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management (NPSFM) directs Regional 

Councils and Unitary Authorities to set limits for water allocation and water quality. The 

focus of the NPS is on setting limits, so that water quality is enhanced, maintained and 

improved. For agriculture, this has meant the regulation of diffuse contaminant and 

nutrient loss from agricultural land use (Duncan, 2014b).  For other sectors of the 

community, including territorial authorities, more pertinent is the regulation of point 

source discharges, to which the limits set through the NPS process will also apply.  

 

Limits are required to be set at a regional level, based on values (New Zealand 

Government, 2011). The NPSFM uses the word value and values, along with other 

variants, twenty four times in the nine page document. Sinner and Berkett note that there 

is little indication within the document of how values identified at the catchment level are 

to be noted, assessed and balanced in order to set limits (Sinner & Berkett, 2014). They 

therefore pose the question: 

 

Assuming that the implementation of the national policy statement is not just about 

setting limits at these bottom lines, communities will need to identify, assess and 

balance values to reach decisions on where the limits should be. How is this to be 

done? (Sinner & Berkett, 2014, p. 68). 

 

Engaging local citizens in planning and policy making can be a difficult and complex task 

(Lane, Cheers, & Morrison, 2005). In the context of water governance in New Zealand, 

public and stakeholder distrust are common, as regulatory agencies rely on management 
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by numbers, or the numerical outputs of predictive modeling to inform decision making on 

environmental effects and to warrant resource allocation decisions. Duncan argues that the 

quantified language of predictive modelling contributes to its allure as definitive forms of 

knowledge (Duncan, 2014a), in which data is depicted as representing reality and suitable 

for policy purposes (Wynne & Shackley, 1994, as cited in Duncan, 2014a). As such, 

Duncan (2014a)  raises questions about how and where knowledge is produced, whose 

knowledge is credible and legitimate, and what assumptions about the future underpin 

knowledge used to craft regulation. These questions about knowledge we return to further 

on in the literature review.  

 

Alston and Mason (2008) ask the question, on what basis do we determine priorities? 

Writing within an Australian context, but with applicability to the New Zealand situation, 

they note “how water policy is determined, in whose interests’ decisions about scarce 

water resources are made and the ideological determinations that drive these decisions 

expose prioritization of certain stakeholder needs over others” (p. 133).  

 

Water Quality & Stock Access 
 

The concerns of stock access to water include the impact of pathogens from the direct 

deposit of urine and faeces into waterways, and stream banks, commonly measured by E. 

coli. Sediment is also identified as being influenced by stock access. Nitrogen can also 

enter waterways directly through cattle urinating, however in most cases gets into 

waterways through being lost below the plant’s root zone. 

 

Along with contaminants, livestock can damage local habitats, including riparian plantings 

and in-stream habitats (Land and Water Forum, 2015). It is acknowledged there is a 

breadth of scientific literature on water quality in New Zealand, and this report does not 

attempt to canvas these publications (Davies-Colley, 2013).  

 

Dr Jan Wright, Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment’s 2012 report Water 

Quality in New Zealand: understanding the science points to the most significant 

challenge for water quality in New Zealand; that is, sediment rather than nitrogen and 

phosphorous (Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2012). The report 

discusses management of diffuse pollutants from getting into water through the fencing 

of stream and bridging of crossings.  
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It should be acknowledged that there is generally seen to be a difference in 

environmental impact between different types of stock access. That is, an individual 

animal entering and excreting in the water is very different to a herd of animals entering 

the water. Generally, in high country situations stock access is less concentrated than in 

low land areas. One study has shown that dairy cows are over fifty times more likely to 

defecate straight into water when given the opportunity (Parliamentary Commissioner for 

the Environment, 2012).  

Increasing Public Interest 
 

In 2001, the ‘dirty dairying’ term was coined by Fish & Game, a campaign which 

highlighted the effect of dairy farming intensification on the health of freshwater 

resources (Rowarth, 2013). Harding (2007) examines the calls to action for improved 

water quality in agricultural regions in his article Muddying the waters: managing 

agricultural water quality in New Zealand , noting that the flurry of activity and initiatives 

resulting from this time were more driven by a desire to control a public issue than to 

achieve clean water. 

 

Fish & Game have continued to be very public in their calls for the agricultural industry to 

provide greater leadership and take action on addressing environmental issues, and for 

industry to be made accountable for damaging the environment (Fish & Game New 

Zealand, 2015, November 5; Stuff.co.nz, 2016, February 22). Along with Fish & Game, 

other environmental advocacy groups such as Forest & Bird and the Environmental 

Defence Society have also called for faster progress in freshwater improvement. CEO 

Gary Taylor states that “water quality throughout the country is going downhill and if we 

don’t act fast it’s going to become increasingly difficult to halt and reverse that decline” 

(Environmental Defence Society, 2016). This statement is not supported by objective 

analysis that is referred to later in this report. 

 

The sheep and beef sector is coming under increasing pressure to do their part to 

improve water quality of rivers and streams (van Reenen, 2012). Over the January 

holiday period earlier this year, a herd of cattle belonging to the country’s top judge and 

her husband were photographed in Lake Taylor, in the Canterbury region. It made media 

headlines, with a Radio New Zealand report quoting Fish and Game calling the photo a 

‘public relations disaster’ for the country’s clean, green image (Murphy, 2016, January 

25). The NZ Herald headline a day later ran ‘Polluting cattle belong to top judge Dame 

Sian Elias’ (NZ Herald, 2015, January 26). Chris Allen, Federated Farmers National 
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Board Member and Water Spokesperson, in his opinion piece the week later noted that 

“through all the furore we can loose sight of the common ground. And lose sight of the 

progress and investments that have already been made – and will continue to be made. 

Reading media coverage over the past week people could be forgiven for believing 

nothing is being done to find a national solution to water quality” (C. Allen, 2016, 

February 3).  

 

Non-regulatory Frameworks 
 

Farmers have made, and continue to make, considerable efforts to improve water quality 

through actions on farm (van Reenen, 2012). In 2003, the dairy industry developed the 

Dairying and Clean Stream Accord, considered one of the first major industry efforts in 

an attempt to step up from regulatory bottom lines. In 2013, the Sustainable Dairying: 

Water Accord was released, building on from the work of the Clean Stream Accord; 

outlining expectations of good management practice and as a record of pledges by the 

dairy industry to encourage these practices. The Sustainable Dairying: Water Accord 

includes a commitment to exclude dairy cattle from waterways and drains of a certain 

width and depth by the end of May 2017 (DairyNZ, 2013). By May 2015, 96% of the 

waterways on New Zealand dairy farms had been excluded from dairy cattle, a length of 

25, 656 kilometres of fencing, and more than 99% of 42, 773 regular stock crossings 

have been bridged or culverted to protect water quality (Dairy Companies Association of 

New Zealand & DairyNZ, 2015). 

 

The sheep and beef sector does not have a co-ordinated voluntary industry framework in 

the same manner as the dairy industry has developed over the last fifteen years. The 

recent introduction of an Environment Programme to industry body Beef + Lamb New 

Zealand marks a step towards a co-ordinated industry approach, as does the extension 

of the delivery of Land and Environment Plans (Harcombe, 2015). The purpose of the 

Land and Environment Plans is to assist farmers in understanding environmental issues 

on farm, and developing a plan to address these issues (van Reenen, 2012). The Land 

and Environment Planning workshops feature advice on stock exclusion, including the 

benefits of excluding stock from waterways and methods of doing so (Beef + Lamb New 

Zealand, 2016a).  

 

The National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management 
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The National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management (NPSFM) was released in 

2011 (New Zealand Government, 2011). 2014 The NPS sets out objectives and policies 

for the management of water in an integrated and sustainable manner, while providing 

for economic growth within set water quantity and quality limits (New Zealand 

Government, 2011). The purpose of the National Policy Statement, the preamble notes, 

is to underpin community discussions about the desired state of freshwater relative to 

the current state(New Zealand Government, 2014).  

 

Of values the National Policy Statement states: 

 

[W]e need to have a good understanding of our freshwater resources, the threats 

to them and provide a management framework that enables water to contribute 

both to New Zealand’s economic growth and environmental integrity and provides 

for the values that are important to New Zealanders (New Zealand Government, 

2011). 

 

It follows from this national direction that Councils must ‘provide for’ the values important 

to New Zealanders, by developing ways to understand and articulate values, and then 

govern in a way that achieves them (Tadaki & Sinner, 2012).  Changes were made to 

the NPS in 2014, adding the National Objectives Framework. This Framework provides 

objectives so that communities are guided in the limits required to meet the desired 

values for a waterbody. The NPS now sets out two national values and uses for 

freshwater, the health and mauri of water, and the health and mauri of people, otherwise 

referred to as ecosystem health and human health for recreation. In addition, the NPS 

also establishes additional values from which communities can choose if they want their 

waterway to meet a desired state. These values include natural form and character, 

mahinga kai, fishing, irrigation and food production, animal drinking water, wai tapu, 

water supply, commercial and industrial use, hydo-electric power generation and 

transport and tauranga waka (New Zealand Government, 2014). 

 

DairyNZ and Federated Farmers have challenged the focus on nitrogen. In 2014, 

DairyNZ appeared before Parliament’s Local Government and Environment Select 

Committee to discuss the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment’s report on 

water quality. Mike Scarsbrook, Environment Policy Manager, spoke to the Select 

Committee:  
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We have to say 'what is it that the community actually wants in terms of water 

quality for particular sites?'. It may be that the increasing trends in nitrate are the 

major issue for the community in that waterway and that's what we need to focus 

on addressing. For other communities, the increasing clarity may be the thing they 

actually resonate with the most and that's a really good sign. So we have to link 

the indicators of water quality to the values that the community is actually 

interested in (Scarsbrook, personal communication, as cited in Hickey, 2014, April 

22, p. 1). 

 

The Land and Water Forum 
 

The Land and Water Forum brings together over 60 stakeholders from industry, 

electricity generators, environmental and recreational NGO’s, iwi, scientists and other 

organisations with an interest in land and freshwater management. These stakeholders 

work with central and local government representatives to develop a direction for the 

management of freshwater resources in New Zealand, under a mandate from the 

Minister for the Environment and the Minister for Primary Industries (Land and Water 

Forum, 2015, November 27). 

 

In November 2015, LAWF released its fourth report. In response to a request from 

government for advice on the form a national regulation for stock exclusion, one of the 

key recommendations in the report is to exclude cattle, deer and pigs from waterways on 

the plains and lowland hills. The LAWF report states that stock exclusion should vary 

according to the type of livestock being farmed and the terrain. The report acknowledges 

that there are a number of methods of effectively excluding stock from waterways, and 

that other farming practices can be employed to achieve the same goals as stock 

exclusion. The report continues by outlining preliminary recommendations for when a 

national stock exclusion should apply, based on terrain and stock type. It is suggested 

that identification of particular water bodies “has to happen at a local level and allows 

communities to decide on whether or not stock should be excluded from them on the 

basis of a risk assessment” (Land and Water Forum, 2015, p. 62). The report also 

recognises that in some areas, such as hill country farm, national stock exclusion 

regulation is impractical.  

 

Of the LAWF Report’s consideration of stock access, Federated Farmers Water & 

Environment Spokesperson and National Board Member, Chris Allen, notes that: 
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We were trying to bring a level of sophistication in the Land and Water Forum to 

saying where is it more likely that stock are going to have an impact on water 

quality? And that was using the Land Use Capability type. That was where the 

slope came (from). It was trying to be consistent with a methodology that had been 

created back in the (19) 40’s and 50s (C. Allen, 2016, April 27).  

 

Following the release of the report, the Dominion Post ran the headlines “All large 

livestock should be excluded from waterways: report” (Hutching, 2015, November 27). 

Unfortunately, not until the ninth paragraph of the article did it establish the terrain on 

which the recommendation applied. 

Environment Aotearoa 
 

The Ministry for the Environment and Statistics New Zealand released Environment 

Aotearoa Report in October 2015 (Ministry for the Environment & Statistics New 

Zealand, 2015).  At the time of its release, the report was promoted as saying “water 

quality in rivers that run through intensively farmed land has worsened” and that 

declining water quality and soil compaction, both as a result of farming, were the largest 

environmental concerns facing New Zealand (Gudsell, 2015, October 21).  

 

Following the publishing of the report, a number of critics have challenged the discourse 

in the report. Liz McGruddy (2015, December 11) , Federated Farmers Senior Policy 

Advisor, notes that water quality is a “coat of many colours”. McGruddy struggles to 

identify evidence for declining trends of water clarity, phosphorous and bacteria as 

suggested by the language around the report. The report notes that from 1989 -2013, 

total nitrogen levels at 60% of sites got worse and 17% improved, which suggests a 

declining trend. The report fails to comment that in the ten years to 2013, the number of 

sites getting worse halved and the number of sites getting better doubled. Further, she 

finds that of the reporting of nitrogen, only two of the 77 sites where data was gathered 

are considered environmentally significant. In essence, looking at the 20 year data things 

got a bit worse, however the amount of data is skinny. However, the ten year data 

provides a different story. McGruddy questions; “Is that firm enough ground for the 

Ministry for the Environment and Statistics New Zealand (of all government agencies) to 

build and prioritise the message that "water quality in rivers that run through intensively 

farmed land has worsened"? (McGruddy, 2015, December 11). 
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Following meetings with Federated Farmers, the Ministry for the Environment changed 

their press release on the report.  

 

Next Steps for Freshwater Consultation Document  
 

In February 2016 Central Government released the Next Steps for Freshwater 

Consultation Document, with a two-month submission period. At public meetings and hui 

around the country, the Minister Nick Smith noted his belief that progress on freshwater 

has been held back by fractious points of view and his desire to see collaboration 

working together to find solutions with good data. At the Palmerston North meeting, the 

Minister noted that the “worst quality (is) in urban streams but (the) greater problem is in 

intensively farmed areas”, while the problem in urban areas is “comparatively small” (N. 

Smith, 2016, March 10).  

 

The Document outlines stock exclusion deadlines of all dairy and pig farms by 2017, 

dairy grazing by 2025, and beef and deer by 2030, with dates according to land type, 

laid out in a table in the document (Ministry for the Environment, 2016). Issues such as 

the definition of a watercourse have been raised by industry leaders (Radio New 

Zealand, 2016).  

 

Federated Farmers is a not for profit primary sector policy and advocacy body, 

representing New Zealand’s farmers. Federated Farmers submission to the Ministry for 

the Environment questions whether the problem statement within the document is 

indeed correct (Begley, 2016). The Federation writes:  

 

We note there is a general underlying assumption that water quality, in all 

waterways is declining, and continues to do so….as the Ministry will be aware, this 

general underlying assumption isn’t borne out within the recently released 

Environment Aotearoa Report….Thus in the Federation’s view the problem 

statement isn’t one of all waterway’s water quality declining, rather it is one of 

ensuring the current trend of stable to improving water quality within those 

waterways continues along with focusing efforts upon the hot spot waterways 

(Begley, 2016, p. 2).  
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Indeed the Federation notes that as “this assumption permeates all the proposals within 

the consultation draft, correcting this will require the reframing of the vast majority of 

proposals” (Begley, 2016, p. 2).  

 

The Next Steps document proposes a number of reforms for the management of stock 

access to waterbodies. In the Federation’s view, there needs to be a degree of flexibility 

for Councils to determine the most appropriate form of action for a given waterbody, 

enabling targeted approaches to waterways most under pressure. National regulation, 

they note, is unable to provide such a tailored approach, which will best deliver on slim 

resources available (Begley, 2016).  

 

The submission of the Federation also notes concern with the discourse used to 

describe the stock exclusion proposals. It is presumed within the document that stock 

exclusion requires permanent fencing (Ministry for the Environment, 2016). The 

Federation notes that exclusion can be achieved in a variety of ways, including through 

both natural barriers and other physical forms (Begley, 2016). Beef and Lamb New 

Zealand’s submission similarly agrees, stating that “the focus must be on the objective to 

be achieved – keeping stock out of waterways to prevent damage to water quality” not 

prescriptive instruction for how this is to be done (Beef + Lamb New Zealand, 2016b, p. 

5).  

 

Scott Adams, Meat & Fibre spokesperson for Marlborough Federated Farmers, speaking 

to Marlborough Federated Farmers submission on the proposal is recorded in the 

Marlborough Express: 

 

I’m not totally convinced the proposals are practical as they stand. There is going 

to be a huge cost to livestock farmers to fence off waterways….maintaining fencing 

especially in the high country where snow drifts could rip a fence line out could be 

cost prohibitive for many farmers. A decent cost benefit analysis (is) necessary to 

address any cost concerns (as cited in M. Watson, 2016).  

 

The submission by Marlborough Federated Farmers to the Next Steps notes support for 

a clear regulatory framework which safeguards bottom lines, protects against going 

backwards, and priorities and actives where there are significant adverse effects, 

however it does not support proposals to exclude all stock from waterways (Parkes, 

2016; M. Watson, 2016).  Rather, it suggests that a targeted approach needs to be taken 
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to managing stock access, and stock access need only be managed where there is an 

undesirable effect on water quality (Parkes, 2016).  

 

Marlborough Federated Farmers submission also notes that any proposal by central 

government should not override decisions or actions being undertaken by the local 

community participating in discussion around appropriate forms of stock access. “Our 

experience (in the Marlborough region) has highlighted the need for robust 

conversations at the local community level with regards to desired freshwater outcomes” 

(Parkes, 2016, p. 2) 

 

Beef and Lamb New Zealand and Federated Farmer’s national and provincial 

submissions raise concerns with the calculation of the slope. They recognise significant 

changes have been made to the slope aspects from the recommendations in the LAWF 

report; changes which Beef and Lamb consider will “alter the likely outcomes to the point 

of making them unworkable” (Beef + Lamb New Zealand, 2016b, p. 5). Chris Allen notes 

the change in solution from the LAWF report to the Next Steps Document:  

 

When it came to the Next Steps document, they’d oversimplified it. Put 15 degrees 

land slope. The LAWF report had…more detail. It was talking about flat land and 

rolling…. The discussion document over simplified it… to get as much background 

feedback from as many people who wanted to have an opinion on it (C. Allen, 

2016, April 27).  

 

News of the Next Steps proposal broke in the regional newspapers, with the 

Marlborough Express headline “Proposal to ban livestock from waterways” and the 

opening line “Farmers in Marlborough could be made to shut off dairy cattle and 

eventually beef cattle from waterways” (Simpson, 2016). 

 

While a national regulation may serve to confirm a clear set of no-goes and timelines, 

 

Beyond that, the practical solutions on the ground for all those problematic 

situations at the margins are mostly likely to come from landowners, councils and 

community working together on the ground: identifying the sensitive areas, 

assessing the risks and prioritising the best tool for the job (C. Allen, 2016, 

February 3).  
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Resource Legislation Amendment Bill  
 

It is relevant to discuss the current RMA reform, for the Next Steps document must be 

considered in the context of the Resource Legislation Amendment Bill. The Bill proposes 

a new suite of regulations, which will enable a Minister at their discretion to require the 

fencing of all stock from all wetlands, should they so desire. Federated Farmers 

submission to the Local Government and Environment Select Committee in March 2016 

highlighted that the provisions for direct central government intervention by way of 

ministerial discretion in matters otherwise delegated to local government are 

“excessively heavy handed” (Federated Farmers of New Zealand, 2016, March 14). 

Therefore, while the Next Steps proposal presently only focuses on dairy cattle being 

excluded from waterways by 2017, as required by the Sustainable Dairy Water Accord, 

coupled with the Bill, the Minister would have the authority to extend this considerably 

(Begley, 2016).  

 

In addition, the Bill proposes prescribing measures for the purpose of excluding stock 

from waterbodies, estuaries, coastal lakes and lagoons, including regulation for specific 

kinds of stock, measures for stock and technical requirements, noting the ability to 

require minimum height and other specifications, such as fencing and riparian planting 

(New Zealand Parliament, 2015). Beef + Lamb consider that a consistent approach 

across the country has merit, however note that the process for determining the 

regulation must include collaboration and be practical and necessary to achieve the 

desired outcome – water quality (Beef + Lamb NZ, 2016, March 14).  

 

Federated Farmers submission to the Bill notes that the provisions go well beyond the 

National Party’s 2014 election policy and the recommendations put forward in the Fourth 

Land and Water Forum Report. The submission requests that central government set a 

minimum standard and leave local councils to decide for themselves how to best meet 

the standard, suggesting an NPS could be used. However, local government needs to 

be able to take into account the conditions for their area (Federated Farmers of New 

Zealand, 2016, March 14). A report on the Bill is due in August 2016.  

 

Conclusion 
 

As explained through an overview of the current policy frameworks, there is extensive 

activity at the present time, and a wide range of stakeholders with an interest in this 

space. With central government seeking increased control over stock access regulation, 
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through the introduction of two new pieces of legislation, it is appropriate timing to seek a 

better understanding of the factors at play at a regional level.  
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The Marlborough Context 
 

Provinces throughout New Zealand are subject to the influences of the national level. At 

the same time, there are complex and interrelated matters occurring at the local level 

actively shaping the manner in which the stock access problem and solution is 

constructed. In order to make sense of the interviews with members of the Marlborough 

community, it is important to firstly understand the Marlborough context. 

 

This section begins by looking at the geography of the Marlborough region, and the 

contribution of primary production to the economy. It follows by outlining the current state 

and trends of water quality in the region and the governing frameworks for management 

of natural resources in the region, the Regional Policy Statement. I continue by outlining 

the primary sector’s engagement with Council. Regulatory frameworks governing stock 

access in the region, along with non-regulatory frameworks, are then explored. I have 

also noted what is known of community values and iwi perspectives on stock access. 

 

The Marlborough Region 
 

Marlborough is located in the north of the South Island, New Zealand, part of a region 

area known as the Top of the South. The area is characterised by two distinct 

geographical areas: The Marlborough Sounds and the Wairau and Awatere Valleys, 

further south. Marlborough has a large amount of conservation land, with 53% of land in 

native vegetation and forest, and 26% primarily in pasture as at 2008 (Marlborough 

District Council, 2016b). The Wairau floodplains are characterised by clay, loess and 

stony loam soils, while areas along the coast feature dune sands, beach gravels and 

estuarine deposits. Flood management and drainage systems have allowed for 

vineyards to replace sheep and beef farming and horticulture (Marlborough District 

Council, 2016c). 

 

Pastoral farming has historically taken place in the Awatere Valley and Flaxbourne on 

what is a typically dry east coast, however with the advent of water land has been 

converted to vineyards and forestry. Inland from Ward and Seddon, high country farms 

run sheep and beef cattle on dry hills and mountain ranges. Much of this land is owned 

by the crown and leased back to run-holders (Marlborough District Council, 2016c). One 

high country property, Molesworth Station, is, at 180, 787 hectares, the largest farming 

property in New Zealand. The property is administered by the Department of 
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Conservation, with the farming operation run by Landcorp farming (Department of 

Conservation, 2015).  

 

Primary production makes a considerable contribution to Marlborough’s economy (S. 

Smith, 2015, November 4).  In 2015, agriculture, fishery and forestry directly contributed 

$254 million to the region’s economy; 11.7% of the total GDP, and second only to 

manufacturing, through which many of the region’s primary produce is processed 

(Infometrics NZ, 2016). Agriculture, fishery and forestry also made the largest 

contribution to overall growth in the region in the year to  2015, growing by over 6.9% 

over the year, and employing 19.4% of the Marlborough workforce with 4, 897 people 

employed (Infometrics NZ, 2016).  

 

Sheep and beef production is extensive in Marlborough, with 397, 030ha of land 

considered pastoral land, and 545, 580 sheep and 59, 970 beef animals run in 

Marlborough (Beef + Lamb NZ, 2015). Marlborough is a small dairying region, with only 

56 herds and a total of 16, 661 cows across 5, 700 effective hectares (Livestock 

Improvement Corporation Limited & DairyNZ, 2015). There are over 8000 deer in the 

Marlborough region, representing 0.8% of the national herd, with 32 active deer farmers 

(Fung, 2015). 

 

In addition to pastoral agriculture, the Marlborough Sounds provide 62% of New 

Zealand’s aquaculture production by tonnes, including 62% of greenshell mussels and 

61% of salmon production, and contributes almost 6%, or $162 million, to Marlborough’s 

regional GDP (Clough & Corong, 2015). The Marlborough region is also the largest 

grape producing region in New Zealand, with 23, 203ha in vineyards, and exports 

representing 74.6% of national production in 2015 (NZ Winegrowers, 2015). Forestry 

extends across in the vicinity of 60,000ha of Marlborough (Harris, 2016, March). 

 

Marlborough is governed by a unitary authority, the Marlborough District Council. Since 

1995, the Marlborough Regional Policy Statement has provided the objectives, policies 

and methods for management of the region’s natural resources (Marlborough District 

Council, 1995). Guided by the Regional Policy Statement, the Wairau/Awatere Resource 

Management Plan, and the Marlborough Sounds Resource Management Plan, have 

promoted the sustainable management of land and water resources within the region, 

through management of activities across the region, including but not limited to issues 

such as subdivision, discharge to land and water, vegetation clearance (Marlborough 

District Council, 2009).  



 35 

 

Water Quality in the Marlborough Region 
 

Marlborough’s water quality is showing an improving trend, with the majority of rivers in 

the A national objectives framework band, followed by a few in the B band. Nothing is 

below the A and B bands (Herselman, 2015, June 26). However, rather than using the 

National Objectives bands which are a standardized measure used by Councils around 

New Zealand, water quality in Marlborough is summarised and ranked according to the 

Canadian Water Quality Index (CWQI) (Marlborough District Council, 2016c). When 

utilising the CWQI, only two of thirty-four sites are considered good, fifteen considered 

fair; with the rest marginal and poor (Marlborough District Council, 2015e). 

 

Marlborough District Council released their latest State of the Environment Report in 

April 2016. The report notes pressure on surface water quality includes both natural and 

human influences. In addition to natural factors such as steepness and geology of the 

catchments, discharges and runoff are identified as human factors influencing the health 

of the catchment (Marlborough District Council, 2016c). Arable farming and stock are 

identified as being the pressures in the rural environment. Of stock it is noted: 

 

stock in waterways create several issues – cattle instinctively defecate into water 

causing bacterial and nutrient levels to increase, as well as releasing sediment by 

disturbing banks and stream beds.  Waterways without riparian plantings are more 

vulnerable to contaminants, sediment and feacal matter washing off the land 

during rainfall (Marlborough District Council, 2016c, p. 62).  

 

Issues of sediment run-off and, for urban areas, stormwater contamination, are also 

identified as contributors to poor water quality.  

 

Marlborough has recently focused efforts on investigating water quality in two 

catchments. The Taylor River has been one focus, after sampling identified the river as 

one of the most degraded sites for water quality in the region, based on guidelines for 

ecological and recreational values (Marlborough District Council, 2015f). Investigations 

looked at the impact of stormwater from urban Blenheim, and also the rural sources in 

the Doctors Creek and Taylor River catchment. Based on the concentrations of E. coli, 

nitrate and phosphorous, the report recommends that livestock exclusion, bank 

management and avoiding work in flowing waterways would improve the water quality of 

Doctors Creek. The report, however, notes that shallow wells with high rates of nitrates 



 36 

have not been sampled recently, and can only be assumed to remain at high levels. 

Further, the discussion notes of nitrates in surface water in the catchment, that it is 

unclear old how old this water is, meaning it is difficult to link nitrate concentrations to 

land use activities. It also notes that the contamination of faecal matter, most 

concentrated during lower flows throughout the drier summer months, are a result of 

livestock and wildfowl (Marlborough District Council, 2015f).  

 

The other focus has been on the Are Are Creek, which flows through the Kaituna Valley 

and into the Wairau River. The catchment is characterised by production forest on the 

hills and pastoral land on the valley floor. The site with the worst water quality was 

identified as having problems with a leaking sceptic tank. Animal effluent and leachate 

from a silage pit was also identified as contributing factors. Council’s technical report 

also notes that upstream of this site, livestock access was identified as a concern, with 

the type of livestock, density and length of time stock were on a paddock identified as 

variables. Other factors identified as contributing to the water quality problems were 

nutrient leaching into subsurface flow and groundwater, and the lack of tall riparian 

vegetation along the creek banks (Marlborough District Council, 2015g). 

 

Marlborough District Council completes an annual survey of popular swimming beaches 

and river sites, used to inform determine safety for recreational activities. Freshwater 

sites analysed had consistently good recreational water quality. This is due to lack of 

significant rainfall events, with the exception of small rainfall events causing two 

occasions of unsafe faecal contamination. The report acknowledges the improvement of 

water quality in the Rai River to be the result of efforts from local farmers. The Taylor 

River (measured in urban Blenheim) had the worst water quality of all sites monitored, a 

result ascribed to wildfowl and dogs (Marlborough District Council, 2015d).  

Discussion Papers 
 

In 2006, as part of the first round of consultation on the review of the Regional Policy 

Statement, Council sent a flyer to all ratepayers seeking feedback on the issues that 

should be considered in the Review. Issues canvassed included rural issues, pest 

management and biosecurity and water quality amongst others. In the Discussion Paper 

on Water Quality, the fifth issue identified is that stock crossings have a significant 

impact on freshwater quality in rural areas (Marlborough District Council, 2006).  
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The paper notes that in the dairying areas in Marlborough, monitoring of water quality 

has shown consistently high levels of sediment, bacteria and nitrate, with rivers at times 

unsafe for contact recreation. The cause of this is identified as stock crossing through 

the wet beds of creeks, to and from the dairy shed. It is noted that animals not only 

cause sediment issues, but are more likely to defecate and urinate in the stream than on 

the race, resulting in the release of bacteria and nutrients in the water. The Discussion 

Paper also notes Council’s negotiations with landowners to remove these crossings. The 

paper describes how the RPS can assist, by regulation to eliminate stock crossings, 

acknowledging the co-operation of the dairy farming community and committing Council 

to continue working with dairy farmers, and assisting Fonterra with the implementation 

and monitoring of the Clean Streams Accord. 

 

Another issue raised within the document is the difficult in managing non-point source 

discharges from land use activities, where run off carries contaminants into waterways. 

Sources of non-point source contamination identified include unsuitable septic tank 

systems, land disturbance activities and pastoral activities. The paper notes that there 

have been limited investigations to establish the scale and severity of non-point source 

discharges in Marlborough and their subsequent impact on water bodies. The paper lists 

a number of ways in which the Regional Policy Statement could address these issues, 

including through the encouragement of good land management practices, and 

commitment to development of a Riparian Management Strategy, along with the 

potential of regulating land use where effects are shown to have a demonstrable impact 

on fresh water quality (Marlborough District Council, 2006).  

 

Some research was completed in the early 1990’s on Marlborough community’s 

perspectives on riparian management. It indicates that community members place a 

great emphasis on the value of river landscapes and want to be part of the restoration 

process. The research found that rural residents interviewed believed there should be a 

limit on grazing of stock on rover margins to protect the margins from erosion, to reduce 

sediment issues and protect water quality. Interestingly, those with the greatest concern 

were actively looking after their banks and concerned with neighbours that did not show 

a similar commitment (O'Brien, 1994).  
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Marlborough’s Regional Policy Statement   
 

Marlborough District Council is currently undertaking a review of their resource 

management planning documents (Marlborough District Council, 2016f). The Regional 

Policy Statement sets the direction for the sustainable management of resources in the 

Marlborough region over the next ten years. Draft Regional Policy Statement chapters 

have been developed by Council, and feedback sought from interest groups, and also 

from the general public through access to these chapters on the Council website.  

 

The draft chapter on Resource Quality states that very good water quality is enjoyed in 

Marlborough’s coastal waters, rivers, lakes, wetlands and aquifers. Monitoring of such 

water bodies has shown that they support a range of human and use values. The draft 

RPS acknowledges that any deterioration in water quality would have dramatic 

implications for Marlborough’s social, economic and cultural wellbeing. One issue 

identified in the Chapter is the discharge of contaminants to water, which has the ability 

to adversely affect the life supporting capacity and community’s use of these 

waterbodies (Marlborough District Council, 2015b).  

 

The RPS details the main threats to water quality, identifying rural activities as having 

the ability to adversely affect water quality. The impacts of rural land use include the 

grazing of stock resulting in faeces and urine discharged onto land, with rain events 

carrying nutrients, bacteria and contaminants into the water. The RPS also notes the 

impact of dairy herds crossing through the wet bed of creeks, releasing sediment along 

with nutrients and bacteria. The chapter acknowledges the potential for rural activities to 

intensify over time, as in other regions, leading to the degradation of water quality 

(Marlborough District Council, 2015b).  

 

The chapter goes on to note a number of issues for the Marlborough community. Issue 

15B states water quality has already been degraded in some of Marlborough’s coastal 

waters and rivers to the extent that their ability to support aquatic ecosystems and/or 

contact recreation has been compromised. The third issue identified is that the mauri of 

water has been degraded due to lack of understanding about its spiritual significance 

(Marlborough District Council, 2015b).  
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To address the issues identified in the chapter a number of objectives, policies and 

methods are laid out. These include Policy 15.1.1 which states a desire to maintain and, 

where necessary, enhance water quality in Marlborough’s waterways so that mauri is 

protected, lakes are suitable for swimming, and ecosystems function without effect 

(Marlborough District Council, 2015b). Federated Farmers submission notes it is a “bold 

move of the RPS to identify and prioritise values” noting that that all values should be 

placed on the table and examined through a collaborative process (Parkes, 2015). 

Further, the draft RPS states that there is a community expectation that contact 

recreation and/or food gathering should always be able to be undertaken safely in 

coastal waters, rivers, lakes and wetlands.  

 

The draft RPS also includes policy 15.1.23 for the management of discharge of animal 

effluent to freshwater bodies. It notes: 

 

Avoid, to the extent that is necessary to meet the management purposes 

established by Policy 15.1.1, the discharge of animal effluent to freshwater 

bodies by  

(a)  Preventing the direct discharge of animal effluent to water;  

(b)  Eliminating dairy herd stream crossings;  

(c)  Preventing dairy herd stock access and access of other stock farmed under 

intensive situations to surface water bodies; and  

(d)  Preventing stock access to water bodies with degraded water quality.  

 

In July 2015, Federated Farmers provided feedback to Council on the draft chapter, to 

the best of my knowledge the only primary sector organisation to do so. The submission 

noted that “we see a place for community conversations about the value of water…at 

present we cannot see the need for draconian rules such as prohibited status” (Parkes, 

2015, p. 2).  

 

Primary Sector Concerns 
 

During 2014, the main primary sector groups in Marlborough came together upon 

realising they had shared concerns with the Regional Policy Statement and District Plan 

Review process. Federated Farmers, the Marine Farming Association, Wine 

Marlborough, the Marlborough Forest Industry Association and the Marlborough 

Chamber of Commerce have met regularly since (S. Smith, 2015, November 4). An open 
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letter to the members of the five respective organisations in October 2015 noted concern 

that the plan will constrain the direction and development of the region, and that 

provisions have not been through a thorough cost benefit analysis (Federated Farmers 

of New Zealand, 2015, October 20).  

 

Local MP Stuart Smith, a winemaker and previous Chair of New Zealand Winegrowers 

amongst other primary industry roles, has commented in his regular columns in the 

Marlborough Express about the need for resource users to be able to adapt to changing 

technologies. 

 

Certain rules and regulations are vital to maintaining good farming practices, 

necessary safety standards, environmental standards and a myriad of other 

important factors. But to make it work, there must be a collaborative process 

between councils and businesses like farming and aquaculture where there is an 

agreed environmental outcome that both can realistically work, and progress, with. 

Only then can our industries reach their full potential and create the best outcome 

for both the environment and our economy (S. Smith, 2016, April 19). 

 

Regulation of stock access in the Marlborough Region 
 

Council attention traditionally focused on stream crossings by dairy cows, the 

compliance with which are recorded in annual dairy herd crossing surveys (Marlborough 

District Council, 2016a).  The history of the stream crossing survey is articulated in the 

Dairyshed & Effluent Stream Crossing Survey 2015/16, which notes that the surveys 

commenced in 2002 to identify the places where dairy cows walk through waterways on 

farms, as Council requires the elimination of these crossings. The number of stream 

crossings in the Marlborough region has reduced from 229 in 2002, to 21 in 2016, with 

farmers installing bridges and culverts and altering access routes. Council and industry 

are working with the remaining farmers on plans to eliminate the remaining crossings 

(Marlborough District Council, 2016a).  

 

This year’s survey reveals that compliance amongst the 56 dairy farms in Marlborough is 

at the highest level it has reached in the last three years.  In 2012/13, full compliance 

was 84%, in 2013/14 80%, while the follow up percentages for the past two years have 

been 77% and 91% respectively (Marlborough District Council, 2016a). The consents 

officer is noted in the Marlborough Express article Marlborough dairy farms improving 



 41 

but progress is slow as saying “the majority of farmers aren’t dirty dairying…the majority 

of farmers do everything to be compliant with the resources they have” (as cited in 

Simpson, 2016, May 9). Marlborough is home to one dairy farmer who has been the 

subject of repeated enforcement action (Radio New Zealand, 2014, May 29,). His 

offences have been considerably public over the past few years (Simpson, 2015; 

Stuff.co.nz, 2015, August 15; P. Watson, 2013, August 28 ).  

 

In recent years, stock access in a sheep and beef farming situation has been brought to 

the attention of Council on a complaints basis. Recently, farmers who have been the 

subject of complaints have been sent warning notices encouraging them to keep stock 

out of waterways (Parkes, 2016, February 19th). 

 

Marlborough’s current regulatory approach to stock access under the operative Wairau 

Awatere Resource Management Plan is the subject of some contention. In mid-2015 a 

farmer brought to the attention of the Federated Farmers Provincial Executive that they 

had been told they needed to apply for a consent to move stock across a waterway 

(Federated Farmers of New Zealand, 2016, March 18). In September 2015, members of 

the Federated Farmers Provincial Executive along with the affected members, and 

myself in my regional Policy Advisor role, met with the Mayor and CEO of Marlborough 

District Council to express concern over the manner in which the Plan was being 

interpreted.  

 

At the meeting, Council stated that their view was that an animal urinating or defecting in 

a river is a discharge under the RMA. Over the ensuing five months, Federated Farmers 

sought and provided legal advice to the contrary, while Council sought legal advice from 

Radich Law. The interpretation provided by Radich Law, and the consequences of such, 

was outlined in Federated Farmers communications: 

 

The Radich Law's interpretation is that farm animals in beds of rivers is a non-

complying activity. Therefore, where stock need to have access or, or be moved 

through a waterway, a resource consent would be required. On the basis of the 

Radich Opinion, every farmer in the Marlborough region whose stock had access 

to waterways could be prosecuted under the current plan. Not only could they be 

prosecuted, if the Council was doing its job properly and monitoring and enforcing 

its plan as it is required to do under sections 35 & 84 of the RMA, it should be 

taking enforcement action against all the farmers in the District. 
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The communication further goes on to acknowledge: “This is surely not how the plan 

was intended to be written, nor how it should be interpreted” (Federated Farmers of New 

Zealand, 2016, March 18). A further meeting was held between Federated Farmers and 

Council, where the respective concerns were discussed, however Council maintained 

their position and no resolution was reached. Federated Farmers acknowledged that 

efforts need to be concentrated on ensuring the soon to be notified Plan delivers a 

practical, workable stock access framework.  

 

It is understood that the approach to stock access in the soon to be notified Plan will see 

prohibited status applied to stock that are intensively farmed. Those stakeholders 

involved in the agricultural working group to discuss discharge rules (Fonterra and 

Federated Farmers) have been made aware of this intention but this is not, at this stage, 

widely known by the Marlborough community. 

 

It should also be noted that in 2012, Marlborough District Council instigated a plan 

change, under which any new dairy farm in the Marlborough region is a discretionary 

activity (Marlborough District Council, 2013). This means that anyone seeking to 

commence dairy farming in the region has to go through a consent process, under which 

the Council has discretion to consider any matter it wishes. Objectives and policies in the 

Plan would also be considered.  

 

Non-regulatory frameworks 
 

Farmers in Marlborough are engaging in non-regulatory approaches to identify  farm 

management practices and implement these on farm. For example, the Rai Valley in 

Marlborough is the home of a very successful project non-regulatory project, working 

with dairy farmers to bridge and culvert streams and better manage dairy effluent (New 

Zealand Landcare Trust, 2016). The success of the project has lay in the ability of the 

rural community to be engaged to become part of the solution in delivering on water 

quality outcomes. Farmers were encouraged to lead positive change, and led to greater 

connectedness and social capital between land managers and scientists, central and 

local government and industry. The project was funded by industry partners, and also 

received a contribution from the Sustainable Farming Fund. Key achievements of the 

program included the development of farm plans, for which costs were contributed by 

Marlborough District Council; a joint approach to riparian plantings between 
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stakeholders, and the establishment of a farmer led nursery (W. Allen, King, & Oakden, 

2014). 	

 

An evaluation of the Rai Valley project notes how the project demonstrates the 

“importance of developing local solutions to local problems through the involvement of 

community. They highlight the importance of using farmer champions to mobilise change 

across projects and catchments” (W. Allen et al., 2014, p. 29). Further, the report notes 

that recognising and building on the strengths of the farming community is preferable to 

blaming farmers for environmental damage and trying to effect change using a deficit 

based model (W. Allen et al., 2014).  

 

There are a number of other means through which industry and community partnerships 

are making progress and celebrating outcomes. The Marlborough Environment Awards 

celebrate the work of farmers, with the Zillwood family winning the Farming Award in 

2013 for their work introducing a feedpad, weeping wall and multiple other innovations 

on farm, and sharing this with other farmers through local events (New Zealand 

Landcare Trust, 2013). Dairy farmers in Linkwater host the Marlborough Monitor Farm, a 

case study for the linkages between pasture management, production, profitability and 

sustainability (DairyNZ, 2016).  

 

Between 2013-15 Marlborough District Council offered dairy farmers environmental farm 

plans. It was paid for by Council, with a contribution of $1500 from the farmer 

(Marlborough District Council, 2013, July). This was on the back of a successful program 

implemented by the Landcare Trust in the Rai Valley. The purpose of the program was 

to assist farmers upgrade their systems in advance of higher standards required in the 

future, and marked what Council describe as a step up in collaboration with the dairy 

industry to allocate funding to a proactive voluntary programme. The introduction of the 

programme coincided with the convening of the regional Dairy Working Group, which 

continues to meet at six monthly intervals and comprises representatives from Fonterra, 

DairyNZ, Landcare Trust, local dairy farmers, Councillors and Council staff (Marlborough 

District Council, 2015c). 

 

Six farm plans were completed in the first year of the Environmental Farm Plan 

programme, with a further three detailed nutrient management plans completed, down 

from the 30 that Council had hoped to deliver through the programme. The Final report 

on the program states:  
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It appears that only a minority of dairy farmers have wished to adopt a pro-active 

voluntary approach to upgrading their farm systems in partnership with a Council 

programme…Of those that did participate, actual progress to achieve agreed 

targets within the farm plans was also limited, with slightly less than 50% of the 

agreed works being completed and another 30% either underway or still intended 

(Marlborough District Council, 2015c, p. 5).  

 

The report considers a number of reasons as to low uptake, including the focus of 

farmers on achieving the compulsory requirements of the Fonterra Environment 

Programme, and also because farmers have been waiting on requirements to be 

established in the second-generation resource management plans before making 

significant changes on farm. 

 

Values 
 

Little recent information is available about values or opinions of the Marlborough 

community in regards to water quality, or stock access in particular.  When questions 

have been asked about Council’s efforts to gauge the community’s values through the 

current plan review process, the response from Councillors has been that the values 

have not changed from the operative Plan, which became operative in part between 

2003 and 2009 (for the Sounds and Wairau/Awatere Resource Management Plans 

respectively). The values identified in the operative plan pertain to Section 6 and 7 

matters. The values identified include native biodiversity, recreation, fishing, fish and bird 

habitat and food gathering (Marlborough District Council, 2009). There is no reference to 

the agricultural values that a waterway may support, whether for stock drinking water or 

irrigation purposes.  

 

Iwi Perspectives 
 

Water is significant to Maori; it is regarded as the essential element of life. There are 

eight iwi with mana whenua in the Marlborough region, many of which extend over the 

Nelson and Marlborough region (Te Puni Kokiri, 2006). Chapter Three of the draft 

Marlborough Regional Policy Statement sets out the issues of significance to 

Marborough’s Tangata Whenua Iwi. These issues take a number of forms, including 

spiritual and cultural matters, relationship and process issues, and concerns with specific 

resources (Marlborough District Council, 2015a). One of the issues identified in the 
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Chapter is the impact of resource use on the mauri of natural resources, noting that 

wetlands, streams and rivers can be linked to the arteries of the natural environment and 

citing links between the health of waterbodies in the region and the wellbeing of people. 

 

Some iwi in Marlborough are more engaged in resource management processes than 

others, with a number of iwi choosing to take a less active role, perhaps because they 

have limited resources or have not developed knowledge in the subject area (Te Puni 

Kokiri, 2006). Te Atiawa is active in the resource management, which stems from their 

kaitaki responsibility, the Treaty of Waitangi and the principle of te tino rangatiratanga 

(Te Atiawa O Te Waka-a-Maui, 2014).  Te Atiawa Iwi believes that the “maintenance of 

the mauri, or life supporting capacity, of water is vital to the physical and spiritual health 

and wellbeing of all living things” (Te Runanga o Ngai Tahu, 2015). Te Atiawa holds 

concern with the discharge or contaminants into water, including fertilizer, agrichemicals 

and run off; stock access to waterways, they note in the dairying area of Linkwater 

specifically; septic tank overflow, and stormwater discharges into catchment drainage. 

Each of these discharges they recognise as impacting on the health of freshwater 

ecosystems (Te Runanga o Ngai Tahu, 2015). These issues are reflected in Te Atiawa’s 

Iwi Environmental Management Plan which documents how Te Atiawa will respond to 

resource management issues in a contemporary context. It is thus a living document 

which acknowledges that as the environment changes, and pressure on resources, so to 

do the responses of tangata whenua (Te Atiawa O Te Waka-a-Maui, 2014).  

 

Conclusion 
 

This background reflects upon a complex and challenging regional policy context. 

Marlborough District Council’s interpretation of stock access under their operative plan 

would suggest that there is a considerable problem posed by stock having access to 

waterways. It appears to not distinguish between lowland farming situations and more 

extensive hill or high country properties. This policy framing suggests that any type of 

stock in a waterway presents a problem.  

 

This however is not how stock access was framed in the discussion paper developed 

from early consultation on the Regional Policy Statement Review. In the paper, dairy 

stock crossing of streams is recognised as a resource management problem in need of 

attention. The draft Regional Policy Statement, however, seeks to avoid not only dairy 
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herd stream crossings, but dairy herd access to waterbodies, along with access by other 

stock farmed under intensive situations.  

 

Under the draft Regional Policy Statement, the community is being asked to not only 

maintain, but also enhance water quality for the purposes of contract recreation and 

ecosystem health. There is little mention of the importance of water for primary 

production, for stock drinking water and for their survival. It seems we are going forward 

being asked to strive for improvements and with a heavy regulatory hand binding 

farmers.  

 

At the same time, water quality in Marlborough, when compared with other regions in 

New Zealand, is of very good quality. Efforts are being made to understand the 

contributing factors causing water quality issues in those catchments where it is 

perceived challenges are present. The causes are not necessarily well understood, nor 

are they necessarily all a farming problem. Despite this, rural activities are identified as 

impacting on water quality, and intensification of land use is seen as a threat.  
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Literature Review 
 

The nature of environmental problems 
 

Environmental issues are problems that involve multiple complex and interrelated 

spheres (Bardwell, 1991; Sinner & Berkett, 2014; Weber et al., 2011). As wicked 

problems (Mason and Mitroff, 1981, as cited in Bardwell, 1991), they are relentless, 

cross cutting and hold little certainty (Weber et al., 2011). Roberts notes that the 

unstructured nature of wicked problems, in which cause and effect are difficult to identify 

and demonstrate, means that there is often a significant amount of conflict (2000, as 

cited in Weber & Khademian, 2008). There is rarely consensus on either the problem or 

solution, with many different ways to look at the problem, many paths worth exploring, 

and rarely only one right solution (Bardwell, 1991). Feindt (2005) agrees: “Environmental 

problems are not self-evident, they imply complex and systemic interdependencies, they 

often build up over long time intervals and large spatial areas” (p. 162).  

 

While there are a number of steps to problem solving, the problem definition is the most 

critical. It shapes ones understanding of, and approach to, the problem (Gibbs, 2010). 

Bardwell notes that “the problem definition implicitly embodies preconceptions and 

assumptions that underpin how one approaches the problem” (Bardwell, 1991, p. 231; 

Feindt & Oels, 2005).  

 

Gibbs (2010) argues that the very notion of environmental ‘management’ has been 

shaped by Eurocentric thinking, which “marginalizes diverse, changing and complex 

values; knowledge and experience of non-temperate landscapes; and knowledge that 

does not fit within Eurocentric ways of knowing nature” (p. 375). 

Values  
 

The term values often arises in discussions about environmental problems (Bardwell, 

1991, p. 605), part of a broader trend to consider the values that nature holds (Dietz , 

Fitzgerald, & Shwom, 2005). But what is meant by the term values? Depending on the 

context, the term can refer to the way something is used by humans, through to one’s 

ethical principle (Sinner & Tadaki, 2013). Sinner and Tadaki (2013) suggest that the term 

“freshwater values” as it is applied in a planning sense, and in the NPS, generally 

reflects on the “ways in which people interact with and find meaning in freshwater 

systems” (p. 1).  



 48 

 

Values are varied, changing and complex (Gibbs, 2010). Indeed values of water change 

with the seasons, and historical changes occur as attitudes, understandings and social 

movements develop (Gibbs, 2006). Gibbs (2010) draws on Victoria Strang’s words to 

describe the complexity of values as they relate to water: 

 

Water’s diversity is, in some respects, a key to its meanings. Here is an object that 

is endlessly transmutable, moving readily from one shape to another….It has an 

equally broad range of scales of existence…This process of transformation never 

ceases: water is always undergoing change, movement and progress….The ways 

in which humans experience these fluid qualities are as diverse as the contexts in 

which this interaction occurs (Strang, 2005, pp. 98 - 99).  

 

Values are complex not just because they are diverse and ever changing, but because 

they are also interconnected. Gibbs (2010) argues that values associated with water 

cannot be separated into discrete categories as it is often presented in Eurocentric 

environmental and resource management.  Jackson (2006) agrees; in her study of the 

Daly River region in the Northern Territory, she finds that cultural values are separated 

from economic, environmental and social values, and that cultural values are considered 

only as pertaining to Aboriginal people . For Jackson the ‘cultural’ refers to the way of life 

for groups of people, whether pastoralists or Aboriginal. Those in the New Zealand 

freshwater planning space too draw on literature from the last ten years that suggests a 

shift from thinking about values as things that can be universally measured and 

quantified, to thinking about values as a set of meanings that environmental process 

contribute to (O'Neill et. al., 2008, as cited in Tadaki & Sinner, 2012).  

 

The risk of incorporating values into planning, Gibbs (2010) argues, is that consultation 

appears tokenistic and fails to take into account the many assumptions, meanings and 

worldviews that sit underneath values. Sinner and Tadaki (2013) similarly note the 

challenges of documenting freshwater values in planning; conflict is easy to arise. The 

Tasman District Council process, they note, demonstrates that for stakeholders the 

documentation process is very much tied to the decision to prioritise one value over 

another. The different perspectives presented they call ‘competing narratives’, with 

stakeholders challenging whether the inclusion of values in a schedule implies a degree 

of protection for listed values, and therefore what the schedule might mean for future 

planning decisions. Far from being a technical task, the task of documenting and 
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governing values are interconnected and, at times, overwhelmingly political (Gibbs, 

2010; Tadaki & Sinner, 2012).  

 

Dietz (2005) distinguishes values from attitudes, in that attitudes are positive or negative 

evaluations of a specific activity . However, he acknowledges, from a thorough review of 

social science literature dealing with values and the environment, that “most discussions 

of values suggest that values influence our thinking about and behaviour toward the 

environment indicating which preferences are to be given priority” (p. 356).  

 

Discourse 
 

Feindt  & Oels (2005) contend that once environmental problems are seen as part of 

system development, or as in need of management, environmental discourse becomes 

relevant to the conversation Environmental discourse is informed by the broader 

discursive landscape, which shapes if, and how, a situation is understood, 

communicated and responded to as an environmental problem (Dietz  et al., 2005) .  

 

What is discourse? From a Foucaultian perspective, discourse is an ensemble of 

statements – text or otherwise – that establishes what is real based on socially and 

culturally accepted models of knowledge production (Dietz  et al., 2005; Feindt & Oels, 

2005). The use of language in describing water is significant; it can reveal changing 

attitudes and perspectives (Gibbs, 2010) For Gibbs (2010), language provides a very 

powerful insight into the meaning and value those in the Simpson Desert ascribe to 

water. However, she acknowledges that they cannot be separated into neat categories, 

but rather are messy and interconnected. Noting that environmental discourse has both 

material and power effects, Feindt and Oels (2005) question, to what degree 

environmental policy is actually about the environment? 

 

Former dairy farmer and social scientist Holland (2014) argues that the term ‘dirty 

dairying’ has become a symbol to represent a policy problem. “It is a synecdoche that 

through its multiple uses in the media associated with images and stories of bad dairy 

practise has now become a metaphor for much of what is seen as the shortcomings in 

the industry’s environmental performance” (Holland, 2014, p. 64). The phrase is also 

used to describe the actions of farmers in the media (P. Watson, 2013, August 28 ).  
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Reframing the problem  

 

Bardwell (1991) argues that being able to redefine or reframe a problem, and further 

explore the nature of the problem, enables more alternatives and solutions to be 

gauged. It is argued that effective problem solving requires solutions that are more than 

merely technical solutions (Bardwell, 1991; Weber et al., 2011).  

 

Achieving sustainability and management of natural resources is as much an ecological 

problem, as an economic and social problem, with any solution requiring consideration of 

all three aspects (Burkes, Colding, & Folke, 2006). However, in Gibbs’s (2010) view, 

environmental management according to these three approaches simply concedes to 

western science, with Jackson (2006) further arguing that such categories serve to 

exercise power over the definition of what is valuable, or not, about environments .  

 

Gibbs (2010) argues that our current approach to valuing nature and natural resource 

management are limited by Eurocentric knowledge, and what is mostly experience of 

northern temperate climate. She believes that geographically and culturally specific 

approach, in turn marginalises other ways of knowing, and thinking about, nature. 

 

Environmental policy problems, Feindt & Oels (2005) argue, are the result of social 

constructions . However, they remind us:  

 

Saying that environmental problems are socially constructed does not mean that 

there are no illnesses, malnutrition, loss of species and natural beauty, 

floods…caused by contaminated water and polluted air, by drought logging or a 

rising ocean level. Instead, it means that there is not one authoritative 

interpretation of these events but multiple contested interpretations (Feindt & Oels, 

2005, p. 162).  

 

Eden (2001), a geographer, however argues that while the social construction of nature 

is now an accepted concept, it remains a fascinating and complex subject, and the 

effects of this interpretation on the environment itself are not yet fully understood. Eden 

believes that there is no signle nature, only natures. 
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Nature is defined differently by sociopolitical actors. In Eden’s (2001) look at the 

research, she notes the construction of “rurality”, sustainable agriculture and nature 

different between the British and Australian context.  

 

What this research shows us is not only how nature and the environment are 

differently perceived and classified by different groups but also that they are used 

different (metaphorically, morally and culturally) in association with policies and 

actions which can then materially influence what is being perceived (p. 82).  

 

Macnaghten and Urry’s (1998)  review of literature shows how nature, sustainability and 

rural countryside are intertwined. The example of genetically modified crops to illustrate 

the interconnections between environmental practice and perceptions of nature, noting 

that whether a society considers the growing and consumption of genetically modified 

crops as nature may affect whether they are grown and consumed in greater quantities   

 

Eden (2001) speaks to the difficult questions raised as to what the social construction of 

nature means for environmental problems . She begs the question, does nature become 

only a product of culture and perception, and seek to exist in its own right? She 

challenges: 

 

If we see nature as (merely) a cultural categorization which is continually, diversely 

and mutually negotiated in its relationship with culture and not as something 

concrete under threat, then are environmental problems merely fictions wrought of 

constructions and do not require us to try and solve or prevent them? (p. 82).  

 

Indeed this view is inherent within the responses of scientists, who Eden notes have 

interpreted the sociological view of science and the environment as a personal attack on 

the value of the science, rather than an analysis of how the scientific community 

accumulates and validates knowledge. Eden clarifies this by saying that it does not 

mean that natural things do not exist or matter, but rather it means that we come to know 

them through imperfect and every changing culture and society. Thus, rather than 

dispute their view, social scientists confirm that environmental problems do exist, and the 

solutions need to be addressed through an interdisciplinary approach. Eden cites 

Philipps (1998) work, claiming that how culture and nature mutually interact does not 

simply erase nature from the picture, but allows us to work with more than the binary and 

begin to value the mixture on less restrictive terms (as cited in Eden 2001).  
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Duncan (2014c) challenges the problem construct in her article A view from the farm 

gate: farmer’s perspectives on water quality .  She notes that the underlying expectation 

of the Canterbury process is that agriculture will be able to expand within the limits, by 

farmers shifting to good, and where possible, best management practice (Brown et al. 

2011; Dairy NZ and Fonterra Co-operative Ltd, 2012; as cited in Duncan, 2014c) . 

Farmers bearing the brunt of the solution, and therefore, inadvertently described as the 

problem (Duncan, 2014c). 

 

Blackstock, Ingrahm, Burton, Brown, and Slee (2010) argue that understanding and 

seeking agreement on what the water quality problem is critical to successfully engaging 

farmers and changing land management practices, a notion that Duncan (2014c) draws 

on in her article . Indeed, Brown (2012, as cited in Duncan, 2014c) acknowledges that 

how the water quality problem is framed has significant implications for how farmers 

engage in audited self-management and the development in the Hurunui Waiau District 

in Canterbury. When environmental problems are framed differently by critical 

stakeholders – such as Environment Canterbury Regional Council (ECan) framing the 

movement of nutrients from farms to water as direct as unimpeded, and farmers 

contrastingly viewing this as temporary and highly variable – it is likely to hinder efforts to 

encourage farmers to participate in the solution (Duncan, 2014c).  

 

The Role of Science 
 

According to Brunner and Steelman (2005), since the introduction of the Resource 

Management Act in 1991, resource management in New Zealand has been considered 

in terms of ‘scientific management’. Brunner and Steelman note the qualities of the 

paradigm, in which scientific management aspires to “rise above politics, relying on 

science as the foundation for efficient policies made through a single bureaucratic 

structure with the appropriate mandate, jurisdiction, and expert personnel” (p. 2). This 

implies that science and expert opinion can determine the most appropriate or correct 

objectives for a water body (Sinner & Berkett, 2014). It lies in the rational planning 

model, that scientific experts will look at the science without the interference of bias, 

holding that this will lead to objective, authoritative and factual conclusions .  

 

Science, Society and Water Resources in New Zealand: Recognising and Overcoming a 

Societal Impasse documents the struggle in the Canterbury region over water resources 

and their management (Weber et al., 2011). While it is important to acknowledge the 
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Canterbury situation is fast moving, and much has changed in the past five years, Weber 

notes that in Canterbury there has been a prevailing expectation that scientists will guide 

policy makers to proper decisions through science and the uncovering of ‘fact’ . However 

their research found that while stakeholders acknowledge the role of scientists, the real 

gridlock is in fact the broader adversarial setting, logic of the wicked problem and the 

ultimate goal of environmental sustainability. What was widely referred to as a ‘science 

impasse’, and what formed the basis of their research, they found to be rather a ‘social 

impasse’. 

 

Importantly, Weber’s research into the Canterbury situation uncovered that the framing 

of the problem directly influenced respondent’s preference of solutions to the issues. In 

other words, many interviewees were focused on getting the science right, rather than 

looking to other solutions. Further, they found that interviewees turned to the social, 

economic, legal and political context for explanations for the scientific bottleneck. A word 

of caution is thus offered: “getting only the physical science right addresses the 

symptoms, not the underlying causes of the current science impasse or the key 

constraints on achieving sustainability/non sustainability” (Weber et al., 2011, p. 51).  

 

Sinner and Berkett (2014) urge caution in placing our faith in scientific management 

alone. Where people see that science is driven by politics, Weber (2011) notes it will be 

impossible to get the science right . Feindt & Oels (2005) agree “that where 

environmental problems, strategies and dispute resolution rely on expert judgements, 

the latter become part of a political struggle as well” (p. 162) .  

 

Further, value and values are constructed in a context; people look for context in order to 

determine meaning. In Sinner and Berkett’s (2014) experience, values are not always 

objective and cannot necessarily be determined or measured by experts, nor can they 

be separated from the context in which they will be used . Feindt and Oels (2005) 

concede that the knowledge base of environmental policy is both “fragile and 

contentious”, citing Fisher (1990) who wrote of the contestability of underlying concepts. 

	

Looking to the Social 
 

Weber et al. (2011) call on Burkes to summarise the need to look for wider approaches 

and solutions, beyond resource and environmental problem framing: 
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This requires that scientific solutions be undertaken with greater attention to their 

social context…and created through processes of co-production in which scholars 

and stakeholders interact to define important questions, relevant evidence, and 

convincing forms of argument. Problems are complex systems problems whose 

causes are multiple, diverse and dispersed and cannot be understood, let alone 

managed or controlled through scientific activity organized on traditional 

disciplinary lines (Burkes et al., 2006, pp. 1-2). 

 

Duncan (2014a) concurs with Burkes that far from simply being a scientific and technical 

endeavor, policy development for regulating diffuse pollution is equally a complex socio-

political endeavour Duncan proposes a different approach to the co-production of 

knowledge, so that knowledge that has a greater ability to overcome the challenges that 

face policy development can be produced. Perhaps what most critically Duncan highlights 

is that the political ambition to ‘rule by numbers’ opens a gap for a better understanding of 

the role of elected representatives knowledge, and particularly that of landowners and 

primary producers in determining planning outcomes. 

	
Contested Knowledges 
 

Indeed what Duncan touches on is the importance of various kinds of knowledge. As Gibbs 

(2010)  draws on multiple knowledges of water in the Australian desert – indigenous, local 

settler, and scientific knowledge, in order to move towards greater cultural and geographic 

awareness than the prevailing forms of current environmental valuation –Duncan (2014a) 

seeks that we expand our ideals of what we consider appropriate forms of knowledge.  

 

Duncan’s interviews with twenty farmers in the Culverden Basin, North Canterbury, in 

2013, revealed several key themes. Water quality is relative, both to overseas and rivers in 

their District. Farmers discussed leisure activities, and their actions to improve water quality 

where there were issues. Farmers also spoke to practices they were engaging in on farm 

to reduce nutrient losses (Duncan, 2014c).  

 

Farmers interviewed by Duncan explained why their contribution to nutrient loss was 

minimal – for varying reasons. Duncan acknowledges that while it could be inferred that 

farmers are ignorant to their cumulative effect or to do not understand the science on the 

movement of nutrients through surface or groundwater, there is merit to their perspectives 

given that little is known about what happens beyond the root zone and with attenuation 
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relies on modeling. Duncan argues that dismissing farmer’s conceptions of the problem 

“fails not only to recognise how farmers see their world, but also that this is a critical 

starting point for the implementation of new policies and rules, and the achievement of 

expectations that farmers will go beyond compliance” (Duncan, 2014c, p. 23).                

 

Fundamentally, the water quality problem was found to be conceived in a significantly 

different way by farmers than by ECan in the Hurunui-Waiau River Regional Plan, and land 

owners (Duncan, 2014c). Duncan found that for those she interviewed, “the relationship 

between land and water is not direct – there are many factors that, from their perspectives, 

can influence or impede the movement of nutrients from land to water” (p. 22).  

 

Gibbs (2010) calls for a broader conceptualization of environmental knowledge that 

acknowledges diversity, change, and complexity in forms of knowledge and values, 

whether indigenous, local settler or scientific. She suggests this will come from “listening to, 

and learning from people, in order to inform the limitations of current ways of thinking about 

value and water” (p. 376).  

 

In the Australian water debate, characterised by drought and depletion of water stocks 

and flows, Alston and Mason (2008) argue that the social value of water to the local 

community is overlooked. Ascribing the term ‘social flow’ to the cultural, social and 

heritage activities that rely on water, they place a name on the gap in social data 

recognised by Lockie and Rockloff (2005) in their work on Australian coastal waters.  

“The tendency to promote a technical view of natural resource management ignores 

equity considerations such as the distribution of costs and benefits and other human 

welfare implications” (Lockie & Rockloff, 2005, p. 14).  

 

Nathan argues for the qualitative in understanding water:  

 

Our imagination….require a history of our past connections with water, a sense of 

how our values have shaped particular waterscapes and then ricocheted back into 

community life…a scientific understanding of changes in riparian vegetation, 

streamflow volume and the physical form of beds and banks are strands of 

knowledge that can strange our more central stories of the natural world (Nathan, 

2007) .  

 

In a toolkit developed to engage communities in resource management in the Murray 

Darling Basin in Australia, Aslin and Brown (2004) acknowledge the importance of 
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consultation that develops a shared vision and commitment between communities, 

experts and government . In doing so they acknowledge the role for various types of 

knowledge, which they term local (or place based), specialist and expert, strategic 

(government) and holistic knowledge . “Agriculture has long been thought of as a 

technical issue involving the application of science and transference of science outputs 

via a top down process of technology transfer. It is not. Agriculture is farming and 

farming is people” (Vanclay, 2004).  

 

The success of policies and plans to manage water quality depend on the ability to 

empower landowners (Morton & Brown, 2011). Too, Weber (2011) argues that for science, 

or civic science, to actively contribute to decision-making regarding water resources, trust 

between stakeholders and government must be developed.  
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Results 
 
Setting the Scene 
 

Often before one can understand the present, they need to understand the past. 

Through the interviews, some beautiful illustrations of Marlborough’s history came to 

light. One participant painted this picture of the way in which Marlborough has been built 

on pastoral farming.  

 

New Zealand was built on primary production, and that was by and large, sheep 

and beef. End of story. If it wasn't for sheep and beef, we just would be third world. 

(Marlborough) was built on sheep and beef; Blenheim is a service town for those 

two industries. There was some minor…we had small amounts of horticulture, 

small amounts of fishing, and small amounts of forestry. The other industries have 

picked up and become bigger. Sheep and beef have probably gone back in 

numbers in the last forty years. 

 

Marlborough indeed has a long history as a sheep and beef farming region. The same 

participant went on to describe the nature of stock access in terms of the historical 

foundations of stock having access to waterways: 

 

Historically, like the rest of New Zealand, stock had full access to all the rivers and 

were swum across the rivers, driven across the rivers, and in some cases still are. 

It’s certainly part of hill country farming, it’s essential to hill country farming that 

they have access to, certainly not the biggest rivers, but many of them. Stock 

numbers, hill country numbers in Marlborough, are probably less than what they 

were…in 1970. 

 

He touched on the changing nature of land use in the region, when he acknowledged a 

reduction in stock numbers over the years. This is in part reflective of the changing land 

use in the Marlborough region that we will return to further on in this narrative.  

 

For nearly all of the interviews, I commenced the interview by asking the participants to 

tell me about stock access. One farmer described: 

 

Being a high country farmer all my life…and seen the need for stock to access 

water. Stock without water don’t survive, so it’s essential that stock are able to get 
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water when and where they need it. 

 

However, not all of the participants identified stock access as being of value, as is shown 

through the interviews. 

Is there even a problem? 
 

When asked to discuss the issue, a number of participants questioned whether there 

was actually a problem with stock access in the Marlborough region. One participant 

said “I don’t think we really have a problem here at all.”  

 

When asked about whether there was an issue with stock access in the valley in which 

he is farming, one farmer said: 

 

I don’t think there is, I don’t see problems really with regards to stock. Because of 

the nature of the lower part of the valley there is actually quite a deep gorge, so the 

stock don’t get to water there in most parts anyway. But further up the stock have 

access to the waterway. But it’s not a high stocking rate so they don’t contribute 

any significant problems to the water. 

 

When asked about stock access in the Marlborough context, one participant – a farmer 

and Marlborough District Councillor - framed it in terms of water quality. He felt the water 

quality problems were most obvious when located near town settlements. He described:  

 

In the Marlborough context, there is really not a water health problem that we’ve 

noticed, or measured. There is a minor problem, and that’s in the Taylor River, 

which goes through Blenheim. Water quality is pretty good and that’s backed up by 

the various reports.  

 

In this sense he drew upon the science to explain and back up the fact that water quality 

in the Marlborough region is considered good.  

 

A representative of the Marlborough business sector, with a background in agricultural 

extension in Australia and New Zealand, asked whether with the increase in water 

quality testing we are becoming more aware of problems we didn’t know about 

previously. He stated: 
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I don't know that we really do have a problem here. The testing of the water 

has got better. We've got problems we probably have had for 100 years; we 

didn’t know about it.  

 

He went on to relate it to his own childhood and personal experiences of 

waterways, as many of the respondents did.  

 

We swam in it, if we didn't like the look of it, we didn't go into it. You get warm 

summers, flows are down. As a child I grew up in the country and in the summer it 

went slow and dozy, we picked and chose where we swam. 

 

The change in social structures, where once everyone living in a town or city had a 

family connection to a farmer, has influenced how people view farming. Farmers 

interviewed acknowledged that now days so few people are farmers, and few town 

people remain connected to farming: “Now there’s only two percent of us that are 

actually farmers, and there is not enough to go round, and nobody knows us. If people 

came and saw what reality was, I’m sure they’d understand better”.  

 

However, one participant did note that times had changed: 

 

Times have changed and I think everybody understands that. I think the days of 

free access on the bigger rivers are on the way out. And I think that is generally 

accepted, apart from the ones who are immediately affected.  

 

Framing the Water Quality Problem  
 

Participants framed the water quality problem in different ways. 

 

One Council staff member and self-described environmentalist described it in terms of 

the structure of the creek beds. She noted that there are “often lots of little boggy, muddy 

streams through paddocks and they should be small stony shaded streams. That’s what 

they should be, and could be”.  

 

One farmer spoke to the problem of water colouration. In his eyes: 
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Often where stock have access to water you can see the water is dirty, either with 

soil or with faeces from the stock. You find a lot of that actually settles out within a 

fairly short period of time. So I do compare it a little bit to when you get a heavy 

rainfall. The water in the river can be dirty for possibly weeks following that. That’s 

a natural occurence, but it’s still probably just as much of a problem as having 

stock in for a shorter time. 

 

This same farmer explained that in a tributary of the Waihopai there had been an 

ongoing problem with colouration of the water. The cause of the colour was determined 

to be that coming from behind farmland in a DOC area where there was a large slip, with 

the nature of the clay ground meaning that this clay colouring is always coming down the 

river. He also spoke to the problems caused by pests that inhabit the DOC land: 

 

One of the, I suppose you would say the problems, of the land disturbance in the 

DOC land is at times the high population of pigs. Because they loosen ground and 

then at times of high rainfall they fall away. Another thing, over a period of time, 

where there is a high population of goats, they are actually preventing the 

regeneration of native species (indigenous vegetation). 

 

Most of the participants acknowledged that water quality in Marlborough was generally 

good. A few spoke to an issue with nutrients; in their mind nitrate levels in the Rai were 

going up. One framed it like this: 

 

There has been ups and downs. It’s targeted areas, like you say the Rai and 

things, we were we have been trying to get that E. coli down. But it’s still nutrients 

going slightly up. And as we’ve seen there are less dairy farms but more cows 

around now. 

 

However, while it was acknowledged that water quality in the Marlborough region is 

generally good, one Council staff member warned that making comparisons was not 

useful, nor was it reflective of what the community wants. 

 

It’s very variable…. what someone thinks as unacceptable in Canterbury, is 

probably not the same. You know (in Marlborough) we don’t want to get anywhere 

near as bad as some of those rivers (in Canterbury) here at all. We don’t want to 

go there. 
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When talking to the state of water quality in Marlborough, the scientist framed it in terms 

of the National Objectives Framework scenario, explaining: 

 

We’ve mostly fit into the A bands in the NOF scenario with the water quality. We 

fall down in some of the ecoli stuff. We are mainly there but there is two or three on 

each of them that are down in the B band (two or three rivers). And it’s really hard 

for those because every year you monitor it and get your averages and things. 

Some of them over the last four years once they have been in the B band and then 

they’re in the A. And others it’s sort of up and down, so we pick it as an average 

over the last five years that we are trying to get it at. But because the bands are so 

wide basically, we are not right on the border other than those two or three things. 

And I guess a lot of them are actually relating to the nutrient and the ecoli stuff, 

which is as a result and a lot of those are pointing towards stock access to streams 

or run off from lack of riparian filtering and things. 

 

In explaining the state of water quality according to NOF bands it is important to note 

that waterbodies can be classed from A to D band, with A band the top and D band the 

lowest.  

 

However it was identified by Council representatives that the current Council monitoring 

does not take in the upper parts of the catchments, with the State of the Environment 

report only picking up on issues at the bottom of the catchment. This was identified as an 

area for development over time, with further work being undertaken in priority areas.  

 

The explanations of the few Council staff summarised the issues as a farming problem. 

Explaining the work that is going on to investigate specific catchments, the participant 

noted: 

 

At the moment we are doing Linkwater and the Tuarmina catchments, and it’s no 

surprise when you look at the Water Quality index in relation to the area of 

intensely grazed areas, there is a pretty direct correlation between pasture and  

intensive grazing. (In) the water quality reports (for these catchments), there is a 

really clear relationship between the area of pasture used for farming and (what) 

the water quality is. And so if you pick up something like the (reports) on the most 

pristine waterways, the percentage of the catchment in farmland is very small. And 

the worst ones, there is the most farmland. 
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Further, the scientist reflected on the Rai Valley project which was also attributed to 

farming practices. 

 

Right early on we put in some (instruments) that were measuring continuous data, 

and we were quite clearly getting two spikes each day. And that was relating to 

cows coming to and from the dairy sheds. 

 

The other Council staff member spoke to her own experiences of watching streams in 

decline, sharing her thoughts on the cause of such problems: 

 

I live rurally, and I’ve watched streams go from stony bottomed to mud and that’s 

usually cattle, and I just think that’s unnecessary. Even if the water quality is not 

that bad, it’s unnecessary, and I just think it’s poor practice really. 

 

Further she added that: 

 

So the whole, the pugging is really heavy and (the rivers) just become (these) 

muddy areas. And you know when the stock pressure is off them, when it’s not 

winter, they might dry up and not be too bad for a while, and then they are back 

into it in winter. I just think it’s poor practice, and it certainly doesn’t align with 

industry best practice guidelines these days. 

 

Most of participants identified that there was greater concern with larger animals, and an 

increased density of stock numbers.  

 

The scientist however also commented on the findings of the recent investigation into the 

creek catchments, which suggested that it wasn’t only high density situations that were 

to blame: 

 

We did a year’s worth of monitoring, on a monthly basis, looked at those results. 

We walked the entire length of the waterway and sampled and that report has 

been written up. One of the things we found there was that stock access was one 

of the major contributors. It wasn’t just the E. coli stuff although that was an issue, 

it wasn’t related to big stock numbers, it was more related to beef cattle that were 

low intensity but they there was a nice big shady willow tree and easy access to 

the water, and as you know, on a hot day cows love the shade and they go and 

have a drink, and they just have full access to it. And you were getting the 



 63 

discharges and things going on through that. 

 

One member of an environmental group, who participates a lot in educating the 

community, described the problem not so much as a water quality one, but for its impact 

on the bird life. 

 

If we just look at stock walking around a river or walking across a stream there are 

two or three issues. The first one is the potential harm to nesting birds and we 

have got four or five highly threatened bird species that nest on the Wairau or on 

braided rivers. There is the potential there for cattle to damage eggs or step on 

chicks and do that sort of thing; physical damage. We try to discourage people 

from using braided rivers in the spring; driving their quad works or four wheel 

drives fishing or something like that. To look out for nesting birds and just watch 

out where they are.  

 

He acknowledged that rather than just being an issue for Marlborough, this is a risk to 

other areas where there are braided rivers, including Canterbury and Otago. He 

continued on to identify another issue: 

 

 Secondly …probably a little bit less obvious but every time you increase the fertility 

of the soil of the braided riverbanks you are increasing plant growth and these are 

usually weeds – broom and gorse and that sort of stuff. Birds don’t like nesting in 

areas where there is a lot of vegetation around them; they prefer exposed braided 

riverbanks. They will keep away from enclosed areas because of predator. A 

predator can hide in that type of thing. 

 

 Anytime you are increasing the fertility you are increasing weed growth which is 

not doing much for the bird life. It also tends to stabilise riverbanks because they’re 

naturally a flood way and the river changes its course from season to season. If 

you have got a stabilised thing you end up with a channelized river and a lot of 

these braided river birds that need to feed there in the spring prefer shallow waters 

for pecking at small things or for diving; so small fish and invertebrates. Anything 

that you can do to increase the invertebrate population is good. 

 

For this environmental conservationist, it seemed that the key issue was not so much 

about stock access, as supporting threatened species to survive. He acknowledged that 

in the high country, “Probably the biggest issue that species have got is predation; 
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predation is the biggest issue”.  

 

Bank stability was also noted as an issue, and vineyard owners were identified as 

contributing to the problem through the spraying of sides of the banks of weeds, as to 

make the area look pretty.  

 

All participants acknowledged that there was a difference between the hill country 

situation and lowland farming.  

 

For the Forest & Bird representative, stock access presented two concerns. There were 

the cattle walking through, or having physical access to waterways, and intensive 

farming adjacent to a stream. The inter-linkages between these two issues was 

described: 

 

I think there is two and they are closely linked and peeling one away from the other 

isn’t going to be that simple. In summary the first one is livestock, notably cattle 

(dairy cattle and beef cattle) walking through waterways; and the other one is 

intensive farming, particularly dairy, which is close to a waterway, so you get a run-

off effect there, but if you trace it back you will find that it is related to some sort of 

animal involvement. 

 

The Fish and Game representative described stock access on a spectrum, in which at 

one end of the spectrum were extensive operations, and on the other end, dairying. 

Molesworth was a reference point for the hill country because most participants could 

identify with it.  

 

We’ve always said a few cattle on a very expansive operation, say the Molesworth 

station for example, which is probably the lowest stocking rate of cattle per hectare 

in the country almost would be basically impossible to fence cattle out of 

waterways. And if you look at effects based, basically virtually nil effect. The area 

of waterway relative to the number of cattle in there. And then the other end of the 

extreme is probably dairy herds either entering in a river or crossing a river which 

is sort of…back in the bad old days of dirty dairying. There are sort of two ends of 

the spectrum. 

 

Most participants described the issue as being one created by larger animals, and 

recognised that sheep were not causing water quality problems. One farmer said: 
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Well I have to say that, I think the issue is with larger animals, because they tend 

to disturb the soil or the bed of the stream more. Also by nature they tend to stand 

in water whereas sheep just stand on the edge they don’t like getting their feet 

wet…delicate little things. 

 

The same farmer felt that the issue was not an issue for hill country sheep and beef, 

where he was familiar, because of the nature of the land, geography of the land, and the 

stocking rate of much lower numbers.  

 

However, a scientist explained how while sheep aren’t going into the water like cows do 

and defecating, they are wearing way to bare dirt the banks of rivers and streams. When 

it rains, this is causing soil that has been finely broken up by their hooves to wash in, 

causing sedimentation issues.  

 

Cultural effect 
 

A representative of Fish & Game identified what he described as the “cultural effect”. He 

described an incident in his own home area, in another part of the Top of the South, 

where local community members had made complaints about six cattle a couple of 

hundred metres upstream from a popular swimming spot. Of this he noted: 

 

And probably you would never detect the E. coli effect of that. So you would 

probably say environmentally from a water quality perspective there wasn’t an 

issue, but there was still this cultural issue of I don’t want to see cows crapping in 

the river, thank you very much. So there (are) sort of two effects going on I 

suppose. The environmental, technical water quality ones but there is also this 

rising cultural effect, for want of a better word.  

 

This was echoed by another participant, who spoke to what he saw as the community’s 

perception of stock in waterways.  

 

What they don't like seeing is cattle, primarily beef cattle - not sheep - in a lake. 

This is just a perception thing. They don't mind seeing cattle on a hill, where there 

are little swampy bits, that's where they go to get their water. It's almost where the 

water is not flowing. On the hill they kind of think it gets flushed away or absorbed 
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by the surrounds. Whereas in a slow moving stream, or a wetland or a lake, there 

is no flow, so what goes in there stays in there. 

 

One environmentalist commented: 

 

There’s a perception that is being milked by various interest groups that cows in 

streams are a problem. It’s not one cow. It takes a lot more than one. You know it’s 

intensive….where we have got intensive farming. The odd cow in the local stream 

won’t be harmful.  

 

Nearly all of the participants noted what they felt was an anomaly between the way the 

issue was cast between dairy and cattle. One participant noted “I think it’s unfair on the 

dairy farmers, and we have instances of that here where upstream is a beef block and 

they don’t have to fence at this point in time.” Another participant reflected: 

 

I think sometimes right across New Zealand poor old dairy cows get a reasonably 

hard crack at it. And in some places well justified and deserved. It’s not just dairy 

cows that are doing it. If you’ve got other cows that are having access to the water, 

a cow doesn’t know whether it is a dairy cow or a beef cow, it is just a cow and it 

reacts equally the same in waterways. 

 

There was a sense from some participants that the community is calling for a change. 

For one environmental conservationist, he described how people now expect 

environmental protection as a matter of fact: 

 

I think particularly you talk to people a lot younger than me, or your age, and you 

expect environmental protection as a matter of fact. Whereas at my age it was 

“What’s the problem?” whereas now it's a matter of fact. (People’s understanding 

or awareness is)… A lot less tolerant; a lot less tolerant I would think. 

 

Putting it in Context 
 

The rapid rise in dairying and subsequent deterioration of South Island rivers over the 

past ten years was identified by almost all of the participants as having had an influence 

on the public’s perception of the problem. The representative of the business community 

spoke to the blame placed on the dairy sector.  
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Blame dairy. This is just perception. Dairy has been in the headlines, because it’s 

been a dramatic growth industry. Thirty or fourty percent in the last ten years. All of 

a sudden you've got dairy cows where there weren't dairy cows. It doesn't matter 

what industry you are in, when there is fast growth some things are not managed 

as well as they can be. Then they tend to get tidyed up, slightly retrospectively but 

they do. Dairy hasn't had a good PR management on environment. Your good will 

draw is not very full. 

 

The Fish and Game representative noted: 

 

It sort of happened in the space of peoples memory in the last five to ten years that 

they have seen changes and I guess that hasn’t happened in Marlborough, but I 

suspect the sensitivity around stock and water in Marlborough comes from that 

wider view. 

 

Further, a participant stated that “Obviously a lot of people are quite horrified by what 

happened in Canterbury”. 

 

The Landcare Trust representative described how the problem came to the attention of 

the community in the Rai Valley: 

 

The Rai falls is where the Outward bound take their students to learn how to kayak 

the falls, because it’s a nice gentle falls. The fishery in the Rai and the Pelorous is 

of national importance. It was in a sense a cross industry conflict between the 

tourist sector, the fisheries sector, and the dairy industry. Outward bound and Fish 

& Game both complained to the Council, and the Council facilitied a meeting 

between the farmers, and themselves, and Fish & Game and Outward Bound. And 

at that point the NZ Landcare Trust got involved. 

 

However, at first the farmers didn’t buy into the issue in the same way as the others. 

 

Definitely at the Rai…it was fact that…the farmers said that doesn’t happen to 

our kids…newcomers coming in and getting rashes. And even then the farmers 

said there was nothing wrong with it…our kids swim in there and they never have 

any trouble. It’s a lot about public perception, the farmers would say. It’s all about 
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perception. I can hear them say it. But the reality was visitors were getting 

rashes. 

Own experiences 
 

When talking about water quality, nearly all participants drew on their childhood or own 

personal experiences.  

 

A number also described the importance of the waterways in Marlborough to the local 

community, in terms of recreation, noting particularly the importance of the Wairau river. 

One farmer described: 

 

Locally I guess because of the sunshine hours, the nice summer weather that we 

have, the rivers are popular for swimming in. That’s a reason for the public to be 

conscious of what the river is like. And then they use it for other things; There are 

very strong rowing clubs here, so they are out on the water a lot. They’d be pretty 

conscious of what the river is like as you’re out in a little skiff there. Just a few cm 

away from the water aren’t you? Especially if you tipped out. 

 

Another participant with an obvious passion for the environment and the local 

ecosystems also described the importance of the local river systems for fishing, “whether 

it be fishing down the estuary area or fly-fishing up the rivers”.   

 

Describing the problem with imagery  
 

Participants drew on visual images to explain the problem. Some participants were quite 

matter of fact, describing walking through waterways to get from one part of the farm to 

another. It was also described as cattle “standing within water for a long period of time”.  

 

The environmentalists tended to link the term stock access to problems.  

 

One environmentalist used the terms dung, faeces and waste to describe the issue of 

stock access: “I think the image of dung and faeces and waste going straight into water 

is offensive to Maori, and to most, most of us can see the basic issue with that”. Another 

environmentalist described the issue front of mind as “dairy cattle standing in the river 

with their tail raised”.  
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When I asked one environmentalist and farmer to describe what images the term stock 

access conjures up they immediately responded “Cows in water….which is an 

undesirable in terms of water quality.” 

  

The farmers generally described it quite differently. One farmer shared “stock entering 

the water or having access to the water and the stock causing disturbance which would 

make the water you would I suppose could say discolored”.  

 

The Marlborough geography  
 

It was noted by multiple participants the role of the Marlborough geography in having a 

positive influence on water quality outcomes in the region. This was in part credited to 

the stony streams and bush catchments. A participant affiliated with an environmental 

organisation noted: 

 

One advantage that Marlborough has is that it has one of the highest percentage 

of that intensive land and it’s still below the thirty percent threshold, or 35% or 40% 

and the rest is hill country or forestry… with natives on it. And I think that makes a 

big difference. If you’re on the flats with catchment in intensive land use you’re sort 

of stuffed whatever you do. Because of our geography here most of our water 

quality issues are solvable… 

 

Another influencing factor in the Marlborough region that was identified was the change 

in land use, as many sheep and beef farms in the Wairau plains have been converted to 

viticulture. A few participants noted that a lot of the areas, where there could have been 

intensive sheep have gone, and now there are less animals on the plains.  One 

participant said:  

 

The sheep numbers… and cattle numbers in this province have dropped 

hugely…as horticulture and vineyards have spread right over the plains in areas 

which may have been vulnerable in the past, and now have no livestock 

anywhere near them. So there is no real problem that I know of, with water 

quality caused by stock in this province.  
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Practical Solutions 
 

One participant saw the issue as being easily fixed through farmer’s commitment to action. 

The Council staff member expressed frustration that the information is available to farmers 

but little practiced.  

 

In my experience most farmers don’t deal with the issue until they are given firm 

direction that you have to, and that was obvious with Fonterra that suddenly 

everyone was behind the eightball and had to rush to try and meet the guidelines 

that they were supposed to have meet through the Sustainable Accord over the 

previous years. 

 

When asked what she thought was stopping these things from happening, he said: 

 

That’s the question for farmers really. You know, I think that information…I get 

frustrated because I know the dairy industry has had a really good best practice 

guideline booklet since 2006. And all the stuff’s in it. So… 

 

However the farmers themselves generally did not see that the answer was so simple. 

One farmer described: 

 

As far as dairying goes there has been a big uptake in keeping stock out of 

waterways, and riparian planting too which helps to keep excesses of the 

unwanted stuff out of waterways. But that in itself has problems too. That is weed 

problems in those areas that aren’t grazed. So it’s not just a simple answer. 

 

The absence of knowledge was identified by a number of participants, including Council 

staff and farmers, as something that was lacking in the discussion. One participant 

reflected on his twenty years of work with both the Department of Conservation and Fish 

and Game in the Top of the South region, noting “the dairy farmers I’ve worked with here 

over the last decade, they actually want to do the right thing. There has just been a bit of 

an information deficit”.  

 

This was something that a Council staff member elaborated on: 
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But it’s the lack of knowledge in some cases. Some of it’s just belligerent, not 

wanting to change their old ways, but with the knowledge and knowing the effect of 

it are allowing the stock to have access to the waterways. And we know…some of 

them think this is the way I’ve done it, this is the way I’m always doing it. And no 

one can tell me what to do. But that is a minority. 

 

A number of participants referred to the Rai Valley project as a success story of 

addressing stock access issues in Marlborough. One member of an environmental 

group described: 

 

I think they (Council) did a lot on the Rai Valley; that’s a good example of that, of 

non-regulatory stuff. Encouraging people and showing them their latest methods, 

examples of it, model farms; all those things are what encourage other farmers to 

follow on. We will always have the lead farmers but unless they are leading the 

others won’t see the sense of what they are trying to achieve. 

 

This was also the picture painted by the representative of the Landcare Trust who 

has been actively involved in the Rai Valley. 

 

My role in the Rai and Pelourous catchments has been a voluntary approach with 

farmers to help them…. we went to the Sustainable Farming Fund. We were in the 

throws of having a really successful project in Golden Bay in the Aorere Valley, 

and we twinned with the Rai Valley. And we went to the Sustainable Farming Fund 

and we got funding from them to…work with farmers in the Rai. So we brought 

Golden Bay farmers through to the Rai, and they talked to the farmers in the Rai 

about how the NZ Landcare Trust had helped them, that was farm plans. So we 

took an individual farmer led approach to resolving the issue.  

 

She further went on to explain why this approach worked: 

 

They knew they had a problem. They could see that it had worked in Golden 

Bay…farmers leading farmers, rather than Council or anybody else telling them 

what to do. We utilised farmers knowledge and farmer experience in another high 

rainfall catchment. It was about breaking down the blame and the shame, and 

helping them by running workshops. 

 

Perhaps highlighting the complexity of the issue, on one concern, a participant 
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acknowledged that there wasn’t a solution. When asked what he saw as the 

solution to the concerns he had with ephemeral waterways, he noted:  

 

An expensive one. I really can’t see a solution because they change over time. 

While a farmer may have one area fenced off, in a few years’ time that riverbank or 

that hunk of gravel moves in a flood and it is no longer ephemeral but the area 

downstream may be ephemeral. 

 

He later added: 

 

I don’t see an easy one and that is possibly why they have excluded it from that 

document (the Next Steps document) because they do easy things first. I don’t see 

an easy way. Maybe temporary fencing might be a solution if it is good enough; 

electric fence I mean. 

 

The same participant acknowledged that in the hill country areas there were little 

alternatives to driving cattle in and out of the rivers: 

 

So if you are driving cattle in and out of a river or across a river or something like 

that. There’s huge parts of Molesworth where they have got no alternative; putting 

a bridge there isn’t going to be that easy. 

 

When asked whether there was a problem that needed addressing in hill country, 

where there was low intensity of stock numbers, the participant described the 

solution like this: 

 

I think the whole thing could be mitigation really. If we are increasing the threats on 

a species or a habitat in one way, then try and find some other ways to get around 

it by providing alternative habitats. If it was possible to find a way of increasing bird 

numbers through some sort of control of predators or that sort of thing. Once you 

get rid of predators bird numbers increase two, three or four times within a short 

period of time. 

 

By predators, he clarified: 

 

Possums, rats, stoats; you name it, everything, including hedgehogs. 

Everything that’s a mammal. 
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He felt that: 

 

If you can find some way of mitigating that - your negative impacts in one area and 

more than compensating for it in another area - then maybe that’s a solution and I 

think if it's a way that’s readily implemented without too much technology without a 

huge amount of experience on the part of the farmer to implement it then I think it's 

a good way of going through. 

 

For the Forest and Bird representative, it seemed that the concern in the hill country was 

mostly with how to best support threatened species to survive. He described: 

 

I think it (protecting threatened species) would need to be high up as the next step 

if you don’t do anything else; or if you can’t do anything else. And I think they 

should explore other things as much as you can and then say, “If we can only do 

this and that still leaves these species under threat, well maybe rather than 

standard farm practice we should include direct support for the threatened 

species.” 

 

The Rai Valley project was not only about getting cattle out of streams, but about 

education: 

 

It was broader than just getting cows out of water. What we recognised was they 

they could make a lot of improvements around their dairy sheds…like the diversion 

(of water) from the shed roof going into a pond. We got that sort of knowledge to 

the farmers. Because these guys farm in remote areas, up little valleys. They’re 

not in Canterbury or Waikato where this sort of stuff is readily available, this 

information. I’m talking ten years ago they didn’t even have computers half of 

them. We had to get them to start to move into the new millennium. There were 

new rules coming that they were going to have to meet.  

 

Fencing 
 

Participants acknowledged that the Next Steps document proposal for fencing 

streams according to slope would be difficult to picture. One participant, when 

asked how he saw the slope, noted that “No it's bloody hard. I can’t imagine how 
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easy it is going to be to describe a whole farm where parts of it are up and parts of 

it are as flat as can be” before comparing the slope to walking up a hill and “not 

feel(ing) too stuffed at the end of it if you are not fit”.  

 

When asked why they thought that fencing was being focused upon in recent 

Central Government discussion documents, one environmental advocate noted: 

 

I think it’s probably the simplest one in the eyes of the public, and it’s seen as 

being a thing, the politicians probably grab it and think this is great, this will keep 

the public quiet. Job done. But probably in reality it’s about fifty percent of job 

done, depending on the amount of land you’ve got in your catchment. I mean it will 

help but I think that’s why it’s being picked up, it’s the most visible thing the public 

see. I think it’s probably the one that’s given all the push currently coming from the 

public about degrading water quality. I think it’s probably the easiest one for the 

decision makers to grab. 

 

This participant went on to describe the issue as far greater than fencing stock out 

of waterways: 

 

I think the general public see get cattle out of waterways will solve all our 

problems. Which is a bit naive. Because it’s actually driven by all the intensification 

in the last decade and rivers going down the dunny on the East Coast of the South 

Island. And that’s where it has sprung from. And fenced or not fenced it still would 

have happened. And I think the general public see this is all a result of cows in the 

waterways and if we get them out we will solve all of our problems, which we 

won’t. 

 

For all of the farmers interviewed, fencing would have significant implications. They 

described the difficulty fencing waterways in hill country areas. 

 

Where you've got hill country, where you have flows into the, from nothing to quite 

a torrent, those are just completely different space to a standard river. For example 

if you have the Wairau River, comparing that to some smaller creek. I'm not talking 

about a creek on the plains, I'm talking about a hill country creek. It's impossible to 

fence off. Nothing is impossible….but fenced off both sides. It's marginal country, 

well not marginal country, but not profitable. And the stocking rates are low. 
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A farmer described the challenges on his hill country farm of fencing streams: 

 

As any farmer knows who has tried to keep a road let alone two fences on either 

side of a river…. its just not that easy. I can give you an example, I have had a 

road I put in three months ago, I’ve had washed out twice this month. And the area 

that it washed out hadn’t had any water over it for about 15 years. So the concept 

of fencing stock out of waterways is impractical and doesn’t work. And then you’ve 

got to identify where the waterways are. And when you get multi tributaries, you 

cannot put fences around all of them. It’s just not possible. 

 

He noted the huge cost, and the ongoing burden placed on farmers. 

 

The fencing livestock out of waterways in some areas could mean a total 

devaluation of that property. And then we ask, how are the stock going to get 

water? Are Councils going to give consents, or are Councils going to make it a 

right for farmers to be able to give their stock water in water troughs? I don’t think 

so. Particularly given as though the government says it’s going to be accounted 

for….When is it going to end? 

 

One farmer acknowledged the impact they were already witnessing. 

 

Already pressured remote farmers are leaving because of it. They’re selling it to 

overseas people who let it revert back and that’s what; those traditional farming 

families from the Sounds are leaving in droves. Because it’s remote and it’s 

marginal, and that’s just the (final) straw. 

 

Hill country farmers struggled to see how fencing rivers in the hill and high country would 

work, or even make a difference to water quality. 

 

Well because I have spent most of my working time on a hill country property, that 

would have to be a particular interest. It is really not feasible to restrict stock from 

the (water) in hill and high country areas. They are quite low numbers in those 

areas, so apart from odd times when a number of stock might be crossed over a 

river, a waterway, that might be the only time when there is really any deterioration 

in the water quality. 

 



 76 

A number of the participants reflected on the need for regulation to be workable for 

landowners. One, who had previously acknowledged the value of the sheep and beef 

industry to Marlborough’s social and economic fabric, commented: 

 

Whatever (Council does) has got to be workable for the existing farmer, the 

landowner. It's got to be where he is not put in a position where it is untenable. It's 

got to make the industry, it's still our number one industry, is primary production, 

has got to be managed in a way that is practical for the farmer to be farming.  

 

Even the Forest and Bird representative noted the need for sensible policy: 

 

Ones that you can implement. I think there are some regulations which are really 

difficult and really expensive and are hard to implement. 

 

The importance of stock access to waterways for drinking water was described by nearly 

all participants. When asked whether there were times that stock access would be okay, 

or is okay, the Forest and Bird representative further described: 

 

If you give the general principle that a professional farmer supplies water and feed 

for stock, any time that water supply is temporarily damaged in some way due to 

slips or whatever, or some access rather, I could see that as a possibility because 

the welfare of the stock is what you are talking about there. I think we should be 

aiming for best practice not to do that. 

 

A self-described environmentalist who had spent a number of years as a dairy scientist 

was able to acknowledge the different perspectives that farmers came to the issue with: 

 

I can see the cost side of it; it probably does help me a little bit to recognise it and I 

can understand what farmers are trying to achieve in their pasture quality and all 

that sort of thing which is the bottom line for them and why it is they are trying to do 

it. They’ve also got to take on point the long term impacts on the environment.  

 

All recognised that fencing cattle on Molesworth would be extremely difficult. 

 

One participant summed it up as the need to prioritise areas, acknowledging that blanket 

rules are not appropriate.  
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You don’t want to go to the full cost of communities doing an expensive scientific 

exercise around each catchment. There are high priority catchments and there 

are low priority catchments. And one rule does not fit all.  
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Discussion 
 

This section returns to the research question: How has the stock access problem and 

solution been constructed? and considers outcomes from the background reading, the 

literature review, and importantly the interviews with members of the Marlborough 

community. As to be expected, the interviews provided a variety of different viewpoints 

and experience. Each participant, bringing with them their own experiences, enabled the 

subject to be seen through a different lens. For that, this project is all the richer.  

 

It also provides a useful frame with which to understand the discussion that follows. The 

way each individual interacts with, and constructs meaning of freshwater resources is 

based on their own experiences (Sinner & Tadaki, 2013). When speaking about stock 

access, people drew upon their own personal experiences of living rurally; of their 

neighbouring stream, and of the river on which their farm is nearby. They also reflected 

upon their childhood memories of the water, reciting stories of growing up and swimming 

in rivers. For the many experiences that people use to make sense of the world, it is 

difficult to allocate the responses of individuals into categories as though the participant’s 

perspectives are clearly defined by their work role or association. In reality, it is not that 

simple or clear cut.  

 

The Problem Definition  
 

Let us first consider the problem definition, which shapes our understanding, and 

approach to, the problem (Bardwell, 1991; Gibbs, 2010). Blackstock et al. (2010) argues 

that seeking agreement on what the water quality problem is, is critically important to 

engaging farmers in the solution . However, amongst the community members 

interviewed, there was not a consensus that there was a problem with stock access in 

Marlborough. Like Feindt and Oels (2005) recognise, there are often multiple contested 

interpretations of environmental problems .  

 

In the interviews, I was brought to reflect for a moment, when I first asked the sheep and 

beef farmers to describe the problem. More than once I was met with ‘what problem?’. I 

don’t share this because I think the farmers I was engaged in deep conversation with are 

ignorant. I share this because it provided me with an alarming sense that we need to first 

establish if, and then when, and where, we have a problem. 
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For some the water quality problem was one of diminished structure of stream beds and 

ecological health; and the sedimentation and deposition of faeces by stock entering the 

water. For others, the water quality problem was evident in the technical studies and 

reports completed by scientists. In this sense, the problem manifested itself in both 

visual descriptions and also in factors that were less obvious to the human eye, such as 

indicators like E. Coli, but registering on technical reports. Interestingly, the science was 

also drawn upon by some participants to explain the water quality in the region being of 

very good quality, in order to explain why there wasn’t a problem.  

 

However, what appeared initially were issues with stock access seemed to actually be, 

on further examination, concerns with other environmental issues. Stock access 

appeared to be the proxy for dealing with this, whether effective or not. This was most 

evident in the interview with the Forest & Bird representative, where his largest concern 

was the ongoing survival of bird species and nesting sites, and the risk presented by 

both stock and other predators to these sites. Whether landowners or environmentalists, 

nearly all of those interviewed acknowledged concern over pests in the Marlborough 

region, and the environmental impact of such pests. As the farmers regularly returned to, 

there were multiple issues at play in many cases. Riparian management, forestry and 

other land use activities could all be responsible for causing the said damage.   

 

Community  
 

While the science was noted to be generally reflecting on very good water quality, one 

participant was very clear that comparisons were not useful. Marlborough did not want to 

get anywhere near as bad as other regions such as Canterbury, they said. However it 

was not clear how these values had been identified, which members of the community 

were consulted on this, and how trade offs between values had been reached.   

 

As this demonstrates, through the interviews there was an interesting reference to what 

people described as community. In speaking of the relationships between Council and 

farmers, and alluding to possible tensions, one participant described how policy is being 

driven by a request from the community. Some of the environmentalists also talked 

about the expectations of community members. Those from the farming sector too spoke 

about the community’s perception of stock in waterways. However, the community 

seemed to be forever the other in the discussion; a character that was mysterious, 

lacking definition, barely visible and shrouded in secrecy.  
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Struggling to identify the community regularly referred to, I acknowledge, could be a 

result of bias in the network of contacts that I reached out to interview for this project. 

Alternatively, it could suggest that perhaps some of our conceptions of the idea are 

founded on this notion of what the ‘other’ thinks. Whether this other is real or not, is 

perhaps another question?  

 

Values 
 

In Marlborough, it appears that there have been many assumptions made about the 

values of the community, yet little recent research or collection of data to provide a 

genuine indication of the values and aspirations the community has for the water quality. 

While efforts have focused on understanding recreational and ecological values, little 

work has been done to understand the social, economic and cultural values of water in 

the region. It is therefore all but absent from the planning and policy frameworks. 

 

Given Gibb’s (2010) acknowledgement that community values are constantly changing, 

it is surprising that there has been no  recent attempts to gauge the community’s values 

around water quality issues. Indeed, since the surveys and preparation of discussion 

papers on issues of interest to the Marlborough community, ten years have now passed.  

  

There was however general acceptance among the participants that stock access 

through hill and country farming is different to stock access in the lowlands, due to 

density of stock numbers. In saying that, while most participants recognised the 

difference between intensive and extensive farming operations, almost all felt that there 

was little difference between dairy and beef cattle.  

 

Discourse 
 

Language provides us with a powerful insight into the meaning and value those place on 

stock having access to waterways, as Gibbs (2010) acknowledges in her study of 

pastoralists descriptions of water in the Australian desert. Most of the revealing 

discourse centred upon the description participants provided of stock excreting in 

waterways, with those that were more likely to believe there were concerns with stock 

access utilsing language which reflected the problem, whether it be through reference to 

“their tail raised” or using negative words, such as “undesirable”. This was most 
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pronounced in the description used by a Council staff member to describe “dung and 

faeces and waste” going into water as being “offensive to most”. This is vastly different to 

the way many farmers, I understand, view cattle pads. While one farmer used the terms 

“disturbance and discoloured” farmers generally were more matter of fact, describing 

cattle entering or passing through waterways. Farmers described stock access in the 

sense of stock having vital – and life-giving – access to water for their survival.  

 

This discussion of discourse leads us to the influence of perception. What emerged 

strongly through the interviews was the way in which people’s values shaped their 

perceptions of the problem. I think much of this was about understanding purpose and 

intent. For the farmers, stock access is critical to their animals needs. It is a necessity for 

many hill country farmers. Many participants had some sort of connection to farming and 

identified this at some point in the interviews, those having a greater understanding of 

the necessity of stock having access to drinking water than those that didn’t. 

 

The other concern that emerged – through discussions around the solutions – was the 

intensification of agriculture in New Zealand over the last twenty years. This did not so 

much come up in the discussions with farmers, perhaps because most were hill and high 

country farmers in Marlborough, but was raised by almost all other participants as a 

significant factor in influencing people’s attitudes to stock access.  

 

The nature of Marlborough as a traditional pastoral farming region came through in the 

interviews, as did the way in which the region has been affected by land use change in 

recent years. I do wonder what impact this has had on shaping people’s perceptions. 

Marlborough is not a large dairying area. The recent expansion of vineyards across the 

Wairau plains was acknowledged by many of the participants as leading to fewer issues 

with stock access in the low lying areas.  

 

Solutions 
 

It seems that we too have become caught up in the idea that stock access is about the 

construction of fences. It is acknowledged by the scientist in the interviews that the 

problem is more so about runoff caused by stock camping near the waterway, not the 

fact that the stock are entering the waterway. Those interviewed recognised that there 

are other good management practices that can be implemented to assist in addressing 

some of these concerns.  
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Alignment with Policy Frameworks  
 

One of my interests was to understand whether the way in which the community 

perceives stock access is the same way it is represented in the policy framework that 

governs freshwater in the Marlborough region. Analysis of the policy framework in 

Marlborough bears striking similarity to the findings of Duncan (2014c) in which it is 

assumed Canterbury farmers will be able expand their operations if they shift to good 

management practices. They are therefore attributed much of the blame of water quality 

problems.  

 

The way in which farmers understand the issues in this research, in many ways aligns 

with the findings of Duncan from her research in the Canterbury region, as being 

distinctly different from other’s views of the solutions . It appears that the requirements 

and provisions for stock access within the draft Marlborough Regional Policy Statement 

are misaligned with how farmers conceive the relationship between stock access and 

water quality problems. This is similar to the odds that Duncan (2014c) uncovered on the 

conception of the nutrient loss problem in Canterbury, through her interviews with 

farmers in the region.   

 

For the Council staff, stock access problems were seen as being easily solved through 

better communication between farm staff and riparian planting and fencing. It was seen 

as being an easy task. However, for farmers with experience fencing braided streams 

and of riparian planting, there were numerous other difficulties that could be encountered 

in achieving the task. Knowledge appeared to be a barrier, both for Council and farmers. 

In saying that, it was acknowleged that some farmers lacked the understandings needed 

to address water quality problems. Meanwhile, Council has an absence of appreciation 

for the difficulties associated with the practical tasks of fencing and planting. 

 

So what, for the role of science? This report is not intended to pitch science against 

other aspects that factor into decision-making. That would be unwise, and may appear to 

misinterpret the significant contribution that understanding the state of the environment 

can make to crystallising the environmental challenges before us. But it does allow us to 

step carefully, acknowledging the place for science amongst other forms of knowledge.  
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Conclusion 
 

It strikes me that we are at a fundamental point in determining how we want our 

landscape to look. Not just figuratively, but also visually. The path we are going down at 

the moment involves a considerable financial burden on farmers. And will see our rivers, 

streams and creeks covered in fences. 

 

In some ways the preparation of this report has forced me to wonder, have we missed 

the point in focusing so much on stock access that we have lost sight of the real issues 

confronting us? This was a question that was raised in the discussions with a number of 

members of the community, in different ways. With the farmers it manifested itself 

through their questions about “what problem” and consideration of whether there is even 

an issue? In the discussions with some environmentalists it came through in the 

acknowledgement by one, that the greatest concern was the wellbeing and survival of 

river nesting birds, and by others, in the question as to whether in looking at stock 

access we were overlooking the impacts of intensification. In this conversation, it is not 

easy to separate dairy cattle from hill or high country stock access. The two are 

inextricably linked, and have shaped and moulded one another. 

 

What the interviews reveal is that while there are divergent perspectives, at a high level 

there are also a number of common themes that run deep through the interviews. 

 

In this discussion, there will always be competing interests, and as Bardwell (1991) 

reminds us, rarely consensus on the problem or solution. There are no right or wrong 

views, nor is there one truth. There are simply multiple understandings and knowledge of 

the problem.  
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Recommendations & Conclusion  
 

The intent of this report was to outline how the stock access problem and solution has 

been framed. The use of the Marlborough region as a case study provides an insight into 

the construction of the problem and solution. The use of literature and background 

material on central government’s current policy approach has provided important 

national context for the case study.  

 

The purpose of this section is to present the insights gained through the preparation of 

this report. Consideration is also given to questions that we need to ask ourselves as we 

continue to negotiate freshwater planning and policy development. These are not just 

questions for the Marlborough community, but for other regions that are similarly facing 

the same challenges. With the increasing role of central government in freshwater 

management, they are questions that need to be considered by both our industry and 

society as a whole.  

 

My research set out to understand stock access. But in the end, this report isn’t about 

stock access. At its core it’s about the ability for a community to define the scope and 

extent of a problem, to determine and articulate what they value, and to work together, in 

partnership, towards local solutions to the problems.  

 

Recommendations 
 

As I have brought together this research, it has become apparent that there are a 

number of recommendations that can be made. I believe that these recommendations 

are as relevant to industry as they are to Regional Councils and central government 

agencies. All of us are currently grappling with these challenges, and doing the best we 

can to find our way through.  

 

In essence the four key recommendations can be described as follows: 

 

1. We need to develop good frameworks to ensure that environmental problems 

are well defined. We cannot underestimate the importance of the problem 

definition at the outset. 
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2. Members of local communities need to be empowered, and given the 

agency, to determine their desired water quality and environmental 

outcomes, as part of a regular and iterative process. Fundamentally, this is 

about values.  

 

3. It is important to recognise that science has a critical role in informing the 

development of people’s opinions, informing options for possible solutions, 

and in comparing relative degree or extent of an issue. But science alone will 

not provide us with the answers; they exist within the community.  

 

4. We need to think carefully about our discourse, how we communicate our 

intentions, our experiences, and our beliefs. Language is more powerful than 

we might first realise. 

 

I appreciate that these recommendations are high level, and transcend discussions on 

many and varied environmental problems. Specifically, what do these recommendations 

mean for stock access?  

 

In the midst of much debate, discussion and heightened interest, and on the cusp of 

recommendations from Central Government that will determine the pathway forward for 

stock access, I consider that we need to crystalise our thinking on the problem definition. 

It is time to return to the problem definition, and acknowledge and debate the 

preconceptions and assumptions that are contained within that definition. Put simply, I 

believe the problem needs reframing.  

 

Local communities need to be empowered to participate in discussions to determine the 

outcomes that they want for their local rivers and streams. They need to be engaged in 

recognising the values that those waterways so provide for.  At the moment, they are 

not. Despite the NPSFW framework, there are community members that are feeling 

disregarded.   

 

Science has a role in offering a comparison of water quality in and between regions. 

Science can provide us with understandings of where the hot spots are, and what may 

help address stock access issues in certain context. From our technical experts we can 

learn a lot about how we may wish to address the issue.  
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Every actor involved in this discussion is contributing – knowingly or not - to defining the 

problem, and to actively shaping the solutions. Industry needs to consider, collectively, 

how we speak of this issue, how we communicate with the wider public, and what 

language we use. We need to embed conversations with intention, purpose and 

practicalities.  

 

Further Research 
 

It became evident during the research and preparation of this report that the exploration 

of this topic could indeed be a thesis, Masters or otherwise. It is clear that there could be 

further research undertaken in understanding the linkages between policy framing and 

community members articulation of the problem; building on Duncan’s (2014c) earlier 

work. It also became evident that there is a need to understand more about just what is 

community, and whom the term ‘community’ constitutes. Without this understanding, it is 

easy for discussions about values to be misled, or perhaps, miss out critical players, and 

give too much emphasis to others. 

 

If I had had more time, as identified earlier in this report, a discourse analysis of the way 

in which farming and water quality problems are framed in the media would also help to 

better understand the construction of the problem. The preparation of this report took a 

glance at such discourse in media and in reports, however it has only skimmed the 

surface of what is an important part of this broader social issue.  

 

In the process of preparing the presentation of this report to the Kellogg cohort, I began 

gathering photos. A presentation is no good if it is to be all text. What struck me then, 

was the vivid imagery of the Marlborough region, and the way in which we do respond to 

visuals. Further research could utilise images to assess the way in which people respond 

to different images, and to then determine whether reactions to visual depictions are 

different to the way in which people articulate their attitudes and perspectives to stock 

access through language. I suspect this would have interesting and possibly unexpected 

results. 

 

The arts are a vehicle to communicate values and belief systems, and can be used to 

represent the relationship that people have with the landscape and with water. I think this 

subject matter of stock access nicely lends itself to a community art project, in which 

members of the community are encouraged to visually record their perspectives on the 
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use and value of water to a community through photographs, recordings and visual arts. 

Perhaps one day I might make some time to bring this to fruition.  

 

Post Script: Notification of the Marlborough Environment Plan 
 

On Thursday 9th June 2016, as I was finishing writing up this report, the Marlborough 

Environment Plan was notified. This sets out the plan for the management of the region’s 

natural resources for the next ten years, and likely beyond. Notification of the Plan 

means that now all members of the community are able to submit on the aspects of the 

plan they support, and those areas where they want to see change (Marlborough District 

Council, 2016, June 8).  

 

The notified Regional Policy Statement speaks to a number of issues Council has 

identified with water quality, including discharge of contaminants that can affect the life 

supporting capacity and community use of coastal waters, rivers, lakes, wetlands and 

aquifers. Secondly, the proposed RPS notes that water quality in some rivers has 

already been degraded to the extent their ability to support aquatic ecosystems and 

contact recreation is compromised. Finally, the RPS notes that there is a lack of 

understanding about the spiritual significance of water to Maori. In order to address 

these issues a number of policies and methods are proposed, including avoiding 

discharge of animal effluent to freshwater bodies and stock disturbance of river beds by 

avoiding the access of intensively farmed stock to rivers. This is, the RPS notes, in order 

to ensure that freshwater and coastal resources are suitable for the purposes of 

protecting aquatic ecosystems, contact recreation, community water supply, and cultural 

and aesthetic purposes (Marlborough District Council, 2016d).  

 

To achieve this, stock access provisions are outlined in the notified Plan. Livestock 

entering onto, or passing across, the bed of a river is a permitted activity, provided that if 

water is flowing the stock are not intensively farmed. Intensively farmed is defined as 

cattle or deer grazed on irrigated land or contained for breakfeeding of winter feed crops, 

dairy cattle and farmed pigs. In addition, in order to meet the permitted activity 

standards, the activity must not cause any conspicuous change in the colour or visual 

clarity of the river (as specified in more detail in the Plan) or result in a change in 

concentration of dissolved organic compounds, reactive phosphorus, inorganic nitrogen 

or E. coli (Marlborough District Council, 2016e). However from June 2022, permitting 

intensively farmed stock to enter or cross a riverbed while there is water flowing will be a 
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prohibited activity. This means that no application for a resource consent can ever be 

made (Marlborough District Council, 2016e).   

 

Perhaps the greatest challenge in the newly notified Plan is the way in which the values 

for Water Resource Units in the region are defined. An Appendix to the Plan sets out 

these values. Values for contact recreation, fish habitats, are defined, but there is no 

mention of human or use values, with the exception of hydro-electric generation. There 

is an absence of the recognition that rivers are important for stock drinking water, for 

irrigation, primary production and for community wellbeing as a result of these uses.  

 

As with any notified Plan, these provisions are now out for consultation for the 

community to participate in the submission process and subsequent hearings (Ministry 

for the Environment, 2015). Submissions are due on Friday 1st September. For the 

Marlborough community; for environmentalists, landowners, industry and for businesses, 

this is a fundamental opportunity to participate in the discussion about our hopes, 

dreams and aspirations for the future of the region. We have serious questions we must 

consider. As we go forward, like in any resource management process, we will be bound 

by scope. That is, scope of submissions – whether one has identified and submitted on a 

particular policy or provision. Without doing so, one cannot participate in the 

conversation.  

 

Final Words 
 

Problem framing is challenging and complex. As the earlier pages of this report have 

revealed, stock access is broader than simply a question of whether stock should be 

allowed access to waterways, or to pass through waterways. It is about how we 

construct – how we piece together – environmental and social problems in New Zealand, 

in our regions, in our local communities. This is about how we speak of freshwater 

quality problems; the language we use, the references we make, the images we 

associate. And fundamentally this is about values.  

 

Stock access has become an incredibly emotive issue that has enticed strong reactions. 

At its heart, it is a critical point in the debate about water quality in our regions, and the 

agriculture sector’s contribution to water quality.  

 

I do not claim to provide all of the answers but rather to ask for reflection and critical 
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thinking. There is no easy solution to the stock access debate. When so many actors are 

involved, it is a complex beast. Indeed at present, through national collectives, we have 

some of the brightest minds around the table, intensively considering the frameworks 

that might best deliver for New Zealand on stock access. 

 

As we forge ahead on a path to a national regulation that could possibly determine stock 

access down to the degree of slope in the paddock and type of fence - I wonder if we 

have lost sight of the desired outcome, and the things we know bring us success? 

Indeed it is local communities, individuals, working in partnership with community based 

organisations, industry, Council, and most importantly, with farmers, that has the 

greatest potential to deliver outcomes across the country.  

 

I think, in the interests of our subject matter, it is pertinent to leave the final word with a 

farmer. As one of the farmers I spoke with said: 

 

To sum up, this really is a hugely important issue because it actually will affect the 

future of farming as we know it in New Zealand. 
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