
Opuha River Catchment Group 

Wednesday 9th September 2015, 7pm, Fairlie Fire Station 

 

Attendance:   Alastair Hay, Kevin Payne, Hayden Dwyer, Greg Anderson, Neil Campbell, Evan 

Williams, Judy Blakemore, David Williams, Steve Whittaker, Jason Grant, Julia Crossman (facilitator), 

Tony McCormick (OWL), Mark Webb (F&G) 

Apologies: Dermott O’Sullivan, Tim O’Connor, Nicole Lang 

Opihi River Environmental Flows – Mark Webb 

 Mark reported that as part of the Opihi River Regional Plan (ORRP) and Opuha Dam 

development, the dam company offered a min flow of 6 cumecs.  This was the critical figure 

because it was considered to maintain an open rivermouth 90% of the time.  Fish and Game 

believed greater variation was needed with higher flows in the months critical for fish passage 

(autumn) and fishing (spring), and lower flows in mid-winter and mid-summer.   Hence the 

variable flow regime was established.   

 Mark showed historical records of river mouth closures which indicate that there were many 

more days that the mouth was closed pre-dam, than post-dam.  What is also important in the 

duration of the closures – now, in a ‘normal year’ the mouth will be closed on average 1-2 days 

per closure event.  There have been no instances of fish salvage since the dam was built.  

Compare this to the Ashburton River, and there are far fewer occurrences of mouth closure on 

the Opihi River.   

 Unfortunately the low flows in 2014/15 meant that the mouth was closed most of the time, 

similar to pre-dam conditions; however it is also important to recognise that the river 

maintained a flow during this season unlike in the past when fish salvage operations were 

necessary.   

 There was concern among the group that on the 1
st

 Oct fishing season opening coincides with 

the lift in minimum flows.  This is likely to lift some of the didymo in the Opuha which will make 

it difficult to fish.  Need to look at adjusting the flows either a week before or a week after the 

fishing opening. 

 The flow regime is governed by the ORRP and this regime is bought through into the consents of 

OWL.  The opportunity to change this regime will be the OOP sub-regional plan.   

 Mark reported that the general feel among fishermen is that higher flows and more flushes are 

needed, however, Fish and Game are also aware that any flushes need to come out of the 

‘environmental bucket’ of water.   
 Mark stated that pre-dam, there were no water quality issues – it was all about water quantity, 

and the dam presented a means to address this issue.  No-one anticipated the water quality 

issues we are seeing now.   

 The group discussed whether it may be better if the river was allowed to dry up in very low flow 

conditions to kill off the algae (as it would have done pre-dam).   Mark reported that this would 

mean a huge salvage effort and therefore would be a big management decision.   



 It is likely that, unless we get a big flush/flood before summer, we will see significant algae 

growth over the summer months as it has been accumulating since last summer.  We are likely 

to have a worse situation this year.   

 There was some discussion about the use of flushes in the Opuha River.  For the Opuha, a 30 

cumec flush would be better than having an extra cumec for 30 days.  While this may not be 

effective at the lower end of the Opihi, it would help clean up the Opuha.  If we could get more 

regular small flushes down the Opuha we would be better able to fight the build-up of didymo. 

 There was general agreement from the group that artificial flushes from the dam on the back of 

natural flushes down the Opihi and Te Ngawai would benefit the Opihi river system.     

 There was a question whether the April flows may be too high?  Mark reported that these were 

based on the salmon fishing, but this has actually been closed in April, therefore it is a month 

that could be reviewed.   

Opuha Dam: managing Opuha River flows - Tony McCormick 

 Tony provided an update on the chemical contamination claims.  Further sediment samples have 

been taken by divers, and are now being analysed with the hope that the parties should have 

the results in a month or so.  All parties – ECan, OWL, OCEPS, TDC and Arowhenua - are involved.   

 Tony updated on the lake level which is currently at 87% full and is higher than average.  While 

this is slightly lower than last year at the same time, there is estimated to be more snow. This 

was confirmed by the group. 

 OEFRAG had introduced a more conservative flow regime in the summer 2014/14, where 

restrictions and reduced min flows were imposed once the lake reached 50% full.  If we had 

waited for the ORRP/consent flows, restrictions/reduced min flows would not have been 

imposed until the lake was only 10% full when it would have been too late.   

 Tony reported on numerous investigations that have been carried out since 2005, relating to 

flushing flows and water chemistry/biology.  In terms of flushing flows, a 2hr flush at 35-40 

cumecs is required to be effective – this is the maximum flush with the existing infrastructure.  

While this is reasonably effective in the upper catchment, it does not have much influence below 

the Raincliff confluence.   

 There was discussion in the group about whether we can really fight didymo as a group.  The 

only way to do this is to set up a flow regime and try to manipulate flows in order to manage it.   

 Tony reported some interesting results from NIWA which is showing that exposure to air can 

limit algae growth, suggesting greater short-term variation in flows could benefit the river.  

There may be some advantages in pulling the river down first before a flush event.   

 OWL are currently looking at further work to investigate the relationship between dissolved 

oxygen, iron and manganese levels, and phormidium growth.  These trials and investigations are 

valuable, but they do cost a lot of money and the question is who should be paying for them.  To 

date it has been the dam company that has funded the bulk of the investigations.      

 There was general agreement that any new rules in the plan need to ensure adaptive/flexible 

management which enables trials to improve knowledge and understanding in the hope we can 

find a regime that benefits the river.   

Wrap-up 

Julia proposed that in order to gather the thoughts of the committee of what had been discussed at 

the meeting, she would send an email out asking for 5 key points / take home messages that the 



committee members got out of the meeting.  Julia will then collate them and the group will spend 

some time at the start of the next meeting to look at these.  This will then for the basis of our 

advice/recommendations to the Zone Committee. 

The next meeting will spend half hour on this subject and then will move onto the next topic of 

understanding more about the flow regime of the North and South Opuha rivers.   

Meeting closed 9.15pm. 


