
Today, however, most gravel-
bed rivers (internationally) 
bear little resemblance to 
their highly dynamic natural 
state due to anthropogenic 
modifications, and most 
braided rivers have been 
converted to incised single-
thread channels.

Tockneret al., 2006. 
Ecology of Braided Rivers

The Plight of 
the Foothills-
fed Canterbury 
Braided Rivers

Grant DaveyAshley River, July 2020 - not a natural landscape



1,179 sq km

1,784 sq km

Ashley and Opihi ςvery similar foothills-fed rivers. Minus 
Temuka tributary, Opihi still has larger catchment. The 
lower few tens of kilometres run through a plain

Ashley-Rakahuri

Opihi



Wrybill, nationally vulnerable, 5,000 ς5,500 Black-fronted tern, nationally endangered, 5,000 ς10,000
Black-billed gull, nationally critical, >60,000 breeding 

pairs

Banded dotterel, nationally vulnerable, 5,000 ς20,000? Pied oystercatcher, declining, >100,000 Pied stilt, not threatened, 30,000?

Braided river specialists ςbirds that depend to some extent on these rivers for breeding. They are what is unique 
about the New Zealand braided rivers and some of them are genuinely threatened



Multi-channel
1km ς481 braided river birds

Single channel
1km ς98 braided river birds

Multi-channel
1km ς699 braided river birds

Combined results from 20 weekly bird surveys ςAshley River Cones Rd 
to SH1 (July 20 ςFeb 21): 

ÅBraided river birds are 5 to 6 times more likely to be in multi-braid sections of river for 
nesting and feeding

Å Islands with bare gravel are necessary for nesting
ÅBraided river birds avoid tree-clad margins
ÅOther water birds - ducks, paradise ducks, shags and herons prefer vegetated margins

Pre 2020 nesting 
season drone photos

Rangiora bridge 1.2km



Opihi River



International literature says braided rivers are being damaged 
due to:

Restrictions of rivers by:
ÅStopbanks
ÅTree planting and other stabilizations of the banks and berms
ÅUncontrolled expansion of weeds on the fairways

Deepening of the channels by:
ÅExcessive gravel extraction

The effects of dams and excessive water abstraction
ÅLess sediment leads to channelization. Character of sediment changes
ÅLower flood magnitude, more weeds result



Opihi river works objectives (SCCB & ECan) included:

Å άStraighten and constrict the channel to concentrate flow and scour gravel during floods and 

transport gravel to the seaΦΦέ

Å ά9ƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ƎǊŀǾŜƭ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŦŀƛǊǿŀȅ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΧέ

Åά5ŜŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƻŦ ōŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǘǊŜŜ ǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻŎƪ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ 
and tributaries; and with gully planting, drop structures and gravel traps to control erosion and reduce 
ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǊƛǾŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлǎύΦέ

Åά/ƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǊǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǾŜƎŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƘȅŘǊŀǳƭƛŎ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘ ǘǊŀǇǇƛƴƎΦέ

Result:

άLƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ Ǉƭŀƛƴǎ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ hǇƛƘƛ DƻǊƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ Ŧƭƻǿǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘǊŜƴŎƘΤ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
natural braided pattern that has been confined with bank protection and now flows in a sinuous, 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǘƘǊŜŀŘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴέ

ECan report 2005 ςU05/31

A guaranteed recipe for destruction of a braided river



Opihi River
1938/9

Broad, good braids, islands and bare gravel, but large exotic tree and 
weed covered islands. 

27/5/1938  & 26/2/1939

2km downstream from PP bridge



Opihi River
1977

New stopbanks and tree planting in early 1970s. No longer a braided river - an 
incised single channel. Bird numbers likely plummeted, remaining ones would 
have been more susceptible to predation

19/2/1977

2km downstream from PP bridge



Very little bare gravel ςvery heavy weed infestation on fairway 
Opihi River

2020

15/8/2020

2km downstream from PP bridge



Braided River Birds River Birds

Opihi Annual Bird Counts ςRaincliffBridge to Lagoon ς32 Kilometres

Good BBG numbers, terrible 
numbers for other braided 
river birds

άwƛǾŜǊ ōƛǊŘǎέ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 
channel deep tree-lined 
rivers. If they nest on the 
rivers, it is in vegetation as 
opposed to bare gravel. In a 
braided river braided river 
birds should grossly 
ƻǳǘƴǳƳōŜǊ άǊƛǾŜǊέ ōƛǊŘǎΦ Lƴ 
2014 and 2019 river birds 
outnumber braided river 
birds.

Average Braided River 
Birds/River Birds = 1.2



Braided River Birds River Birds

Ashley Annual Bird Counts ςOkuku Junction to SH1 ς19 Kilometres. Same scale

Average Braided River 
Birds/River Birds for 
2018 - 2020 = 6.3

Opihi ς1.2



10 Nov 2020

Opihi River at SH1 
bridge

Zero nesting or 
feeding habitat.

ñ..a braided river will 
evolve into a single-thread 
channel when its bed is 
invaded by vegetation and 
floods are too infrequent to 
contain the vegetation 
growth.ò

Hicks et al., 2007

Are we prepared 
to write off the 
Opihi as a braided 
river bird habitat?



Orari 1942 Orari 2020

Encroachment by Flood Protection ςsame objectives as for Opihi?

Orari River



Ashley River

not as good as it may seem




