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NZ and Canterbury are braided river ‘hot-spots’  
– Canterbury has 59% of NZ’s braided river area 

Gravel-based braided rivers are 
only found in a few countries 

Certain geological, topographic and climatic features are need to create them 



If there is one word which best describes 
braided rivers, it is the word ‘dynamic’ 

They are forever changing - from many 
shallow braids arranged across a 

riverbed to one raging mass of water 
stretched from bank to bank 

The flora and fauna which have evolved on 
braided rivers are unique in their ability to 

live in this dynamic environment 



Braided rivers – last native remnants on the plains 

Inland from the coast on the Canterbury 
plains, all you can see above ground away 
from the rivers is introduced – not native. 

Only the braided rivers 
still have components 
largely as they were 
1000s of years ago 



Braided river flora - native 

Lees Valley – upper Ashley river 

A wide variety (over 300 species) - typically of low stature 

Common examples are rosette herbs (e.g. Geranium 
sessiliflorum), grasses (e.g. Lindsay’s Poa), mat plants or 

cushion plants (e.g. mat daisies), creeping shrubs (e.g. 
creeping pohuehue) and upright shrubs (e.g. matagouri) 



Braided river flora- introduced 

Lower Ashley river 

A limited range of grasses, plus larger more aggressive woody shrubs 

The most common, 
invasive and threatening 

are lupins, willows,   
gorse and broom. 



Braided river fish - native 

And  introduced 

salmon 



Braided river invertebrates- native 

Wrybill feeding 



Braided river birds – most obvious ecosystem component 

Black-fronted tern 



BRaid (braided river aid) Inc 

Its major aims are to: 
• protect and enhance 

braided river ecosystems  

• promote cooperation  
between stakeholders 

• facilitate the collection 
and sharing of information 

Lower Rakaia 
river 

• encourage involvement 
of community groups  

Formed in 2006 

www.braid.org.nz 



Wrybill 

Black-billed gull 

BRaid’s initial focus is on the native birds 
which breed on Canterbury’s braided rivers 



A number of species are braided river specialists, 
with rapidly declining populations 

Wrybill 
Ngutupare (bent bill) 
                                          

The icon of ‘rare and endangered’ 
native birds on braided rivers 

The world’s only 
bird with a bill 

which turns 
sideways 

Threatened 



Other rare and endangered birds on braided rivers are: 

Black-billed gull 
tarapunga 

Their numbers 
are declining 

Black-fronted tern 
tarapiroe 

Threatened 

Critically endangered 



More common birds 
breeding on braided 
rivers are: 

Pied stilt 
poaka 

Banded dotterel 
tutuwhatu 

South Island pied oystercatcher 
    torea 

Threatened 

At risk 

At Risk 



Black stilt 
kaki 

Critically endangered 

Black stilt 

Pied stilt 
Hybrid  

Black x Pied stilt 

The rarest of them all 



Proximity to 
people 

 
Away from the 
coast, nowhere 
else in NZ does 
such a mix of 

rare and 
endangered 

endemic bird 
species remain 
in their original 
habitat so close 
to major urban 

centres              

Waimakariri 
river 

Christchurch 

Kaiapoi Christchurch 

Waimakariri 
river 



• Weed invasion 
• Predators 
• Human disturbance 
• Demands for water 

Braided river birds 
are threatened by: 



Invasion of weeds 

Weeds (mainly lupins, broom and gorse) 
invade the raised open shingle flats  

and force birds to nest on lower,  
more flood-prone riparian areas. 

The birds will only nest on open bare shingle areas 



Weed invasion 

Predators 

Predate eggs, chicks and ocassionally adults 



Human disturbance 

Walkers, especially those with dogs 

Fishermen 

Mindless idiots 

4WD’s, ATV’s, Trail Bikes 



Demands for water 

 
Power generation 
 

 Irrigation   
 

Both could significantly reduce flow rates and patterns, 
thereby significantly affecting bird populations which 

have been in place for tens of thousands of years 



BRaid aims to counter these threats 

A Manager allows BRaid to put ‘quality 
time’ working towards our goal of 

promoting and enhancing braided river 
ecosystems, and encouraging 

collaboration between all river users. 

Jane Demeter Appointment of a part-time Manager 
Current Manager,  Sonny Whitelaw 



BRaid - improving public awareness 

Training courses, 2011-2013 



BRaid - improving public awareness 

Talking to schools 



BRaid - improving public awareness 
Public workshop, 
May 2016 



Monitoring bird numbers 
BRaid – co-ordinating riverbed bird surveys 

Upper Waimakariri:  2011, 2013, 2016 



‘The Flock’      
spring, 2016 

 

This coming spring,  
flocks of ‘cut-out’ 

birds will be 
‘landing’ in obvious 

places all over 
Canterbury. 

This is to celebrate 
the arrival of 

endangered native 
birds which have 

bred on our braided 
rivers for centuries. 

 
 Join in the fun of 

creating and helping 
these unique birds. 



Community groups can 
make a difference 

BRaid – facilitating creation of new community groups 

A good example is the Ashley-Rakahuri Rivercare Group 

Rangiora 



The Ashley/Rakahuri Rivercare Group is assisting 
breeding birds by: 

 

 

 •   Clearing weeds and creating 
islands above flood zone 

•   Trapping predators                 

•  Raising public awareness 

•   Monitoring birds 



Clearing weeds 

Less than 2 hours work for 10 volunteers 



Clearing weeds 

But best of all, are natural floods 



Predator Trapping: 
A variety of quick-kill 
traps are used to catch: 

Mustelids 

Hedgehogs 
Feral cats 



Raising Public Awareness 

Permanent sign in picnic area by Ashley River 



Raising public awareness 

Temporary signs  

- updated regularly during the breeding season 



7000 bookmark cards featuring the Ashley-
Rakahuri rare and endangered native birds. 

One for every primary school child in N. Canty 

Raising public awareness 



Raising public awareness:  children’s book 

‘Ria – the reckless wrybill’ The 
adventures of 

a wrybill 
chick - born 
with a bill 

which turns 
the wrong 

way. 

Published 
in May, 
2010 



Monitoring the birds 

An annual riverbed bird count 
(Nov), plus regular checks of 

breeding sites, and monitoring 
traps during the season 



Monitoring the birds 

Wrybill     eggs 

Brooding on nest 

Young chicks hiding 



Monitoring the birds 

Black-fronted terns 



Monitoring the birds 

Black-billed gulls hovering above the first large 
and successful colony for years (2006) 



Monitoring the birds - banding 

Only to be done 
by an authorised  

professional         
– in this case, 
John Dowding 



Monitoring the birds 

Adults and chicks 
are banded for 
identification 

purposes. 

This male (RO-M) is a 5-year-old bird, bred on the river in 2004. 

In 2006, he returned with a UB mate, and raised 1 chick. 

In 2007, he returned with a UB mate, but no nest was found. 

In 2008, he mated with BO-YO, but he then disappeared and has not been 
seen since.  BO-YO remated upriver with a UB male, raising 1 chick.      

BO-YO banded in 2003, last season 2012; our oldest bird at age 12 (minimum). 



Wrybill – trend (p=0.08) 

Bird counts (since 2000) 

Measuring success 



Black-fronted Tern – trend* (p=0.02) 

Bird counts since 2000 



Black-billed Gull – trend (p=0.16) 

Bird counts since 2000 



Banded Dotterel – trend* (p=0.01) 

Bird counts since 2000 



Pied Stilt – trend* (p=0.03) 

Bird counts since 2000 



SI Pied Oystercatcher – trend (p=0.28) 
Bird counts since 2000 



Population trends on the Ashley-Rakahuri river 
since 2000 – summary (Spurr and Ledgard, in press) 

In last 16 yrs 
(2000-2016) 

Wrybill Increased 
Black-fronted Tern Increased 
Black-billed Gull No change 
Banded Dotterel Increased 
S. Is Pied Oystercatcher No change 
Pied Stilt Increased 

Measuring success 



Quotes from a 2016 
paper (in press) in 
‘Notornis’ – NZ’s 
premier scientific 

bird journal 

‘Annual surveys from 
2000 to 2015 show a 
significant increase in 

numbers of banded 
dotterel, wrybill, black-

fronted tern and pied stilt.  
Numbers of the other 4 
species were stable, in 
contrast to declining 

national trends.’ 

“We suggest the Rivercare Group’s management actions have 
contributed to these successes, and support continuation of their actions” 

Measuring success 



Measuring Success 

Bird breeding 

Ashley river Fledging success / breeding pair 
04/05 05/06 06/07 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 13/14 

Wrybill 0.67 1.00 1.00 0.75 0.50 0.83 1.10 0.75 0.57 0.57 
Black-fronted tern 0 0.38 0.68 0.39 0.38 0.54 0.24 0.43 0.42 0.60 
Black-billed gull No 

colony 
No 

colony 
0.54 No 

colony 
0.75 0.33 No 

colony 
0.71 0.31 0.52 

Banded dotterel 0.77 0.70 0.65 0.81 0.58 0.76 Not monitored 

Pied oystercatcher 1.20 0.43 0.38 0.60 0.43 0.75 Not monitored 



Wrybill productivity  
Chicks/pair  (trend p=0.340) 

Bird breeding since 2004 
Measuring success 



Black-fronted Tern productivity  
Chicks/pair  (trend p=0.247) 

Bird breeding since 2004 
Measuring success 



Measuring Success 

Predator control 

Ashley river 04/0
5 

05/06 06/07 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11-12 12-13 13-14 14-15 

Trap nights 4092 3834 3445 3983 3980 3981 3900 5048 6379 5786 7560 

Predators 
caught 

61 72 54 55 30 27 27 39 50 37 51 

Capture rate: 
predators/10
0 trap nights 

1.49 1.88 1.57 1.38 0.75 0.68 0.70 0.78 0.79 0.65 0.66 



Predators/ 100 nights (trend*p=0.0022) 

Trapping since 2004 

Measuring success 



Measuring Success 

Raised public awareness 



Measuring success  -  public awareness 
 

The local community is now very aware of the native birds 
breeding in the Ashley riverbed. 

Such respect means that people can now swim in specially made 
‘holes’ without disturbing breeding birds nearby.  

Popular bird 
breeding site 



Measuring success  

In 2009 the Group won the    
Canterbury-Aoraki Conservation Award 



Measuring success  

A 2015 finalist in the ‘Protecting our Biodiversity’ 
section of the Green Ribbon Awards 



BRaid future – working collaboratively with all river users, 

to ensure healthy braided river ecosystems for all to enjoy 



Braid Inc  gratefully  
acknowledges assistance from: 

• Lotteries and DOC’s Community 
Conservation Partnership Fund 

•Funding to employ a part-time Manager 

•Environment Canterbury 

•Sponsorship  of Training courses, 2011 , 2012 
and 2013 

•  Funding Braid’s upper Waimakariri survey in 
November, 2012, 2014 and 2016 

This help has  greatly assisted the Group towards its aims 



BRaid Inc Chair: 
Nick Ledgard 
191 Carrs Rd 
Rangiora  R D 2 

Phone: 03 3128 799 

nick.ledgard@xtra.co.nz  

Manager: 
Sonny Whitelaw 
P.O. Box  460 
Ashburton 7740 
Phone  03 3123642 

manager@braid.co.nz  

Waimakariri  river 

www.braid.org.nz 



Where do 
wrybills go 
during the 

winter, when 
they are not 

nesting? 

Coastal mudflats in 
Auckland area. 

Manukau harbour 
and Firth of Thames 

Canterbury 
braided rivers 



Manukau Harbour 
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