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Preface  

This research report presents the opinion of the Canterbury public regarding freshwater issues 
and management in Canterbury. Water has become an important public issue in Canterbury 
and consequently there is a need for public opinion to be represented. The findings should be 
of general interest and particularly important to people who have a professional interest in the 
topic area.     

Andrew J. Cook   
Environment Research  
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Summary  

Research aim   

 
The aim of the research was to measure Canterbury public opinion on freshwater issues 
and management.  

Method   

 

A questionnaire was designed containing 13 measures of opinion and measures of age, 
income and gender.  

 

The survey was conducted by telephone to households in Canterbury from July 9th to 
23rd, 2008. Telephone numbers were randomly derived from publicly listed household 
telephone numbers. Replies were taken from people 18 years and over.    

 

Five hundred responses were taken and the response rate was 46.6 per cent.   

Representativeness   

 

As is not uncommon, there was over or under representation of some age and income 
groups and more women than men responded. Differences with census results were 
identified and there was evidence of minor bias in terms of age, income and gender for 
some opinion measures. The effects of both were taken into account.   

Results  

 

Almost all (96.2 per cent) indicated agreement that water in Canterbury rivers should be 
suitable for swimming, fishing and other recreational activities. 

 

Almost all (99 per cent) agreed the priority for water management should be to ensure 
each home has a good supply of clean, safe and inexpensive water . 

 

Almost all (98.2 per cent) indicated agreement that the quality and quantity of water in 
rivers, lakes, streams and aquifers should be protected for the benefit of future 
generations. 

 

A large proportion agreed (91.5 per cent) that chlorinating household drinking water 
should be avoided.  

 

More disagreed (39.1 per cent) than agreed (36.2 per cent) that there should be charges 
for water above a basic allocation but together with those who neither agreed nor 
disagreed (24.7 per cent), most respondents (60.9 per cent) did not oppose having to pay. 

 

The majority agreed (59.2 per cent) that farmers and commercial users should have to pay 
for each litre of water used. Just over 18 per cent (18.1 per cent) disagreed. 

 

The majority agreed (69.8 per cent) and 11.5 per cent disagreed that irrigation for 
intensive livestock farming would lead to contamination of drinking water supplies and 
poorer water quality in rivers, streams or lakes. 

 

A large majority agreed (83.5 per cent) that the community should not have to pay for 
clean up of environmental damage resulting from farming.  

 

A large majority agreed (81.1 per cent) to a hold on allocation of water for irrigation until 
research had been done so as to ensure that the quality and quantity of water would not 
fall below acceptable standards. Just over seven percent (7.1 per cent) disagreed.  
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While the community may benefit from the use of irrigation water for farming, most (56.7 
per cent) were unwilling to accept the effects on drinking water supplies, rivers, streams 
and lakes. Nevertheless, 26.4 per cent agreed the effects would be acceptable. 

 
Many (33.8 per cent) indicated they don t know whether current legislation protects 
drinking water supplies and rivers, streams and lakes from contamination. For those who 
responded, just over half agreed (51 per cent) it provided protection and 31.7 per cent 
disagreed. 

 
More agreed (41.5 per cent) than disagreed (30.1 per cent) that Environment Canterbury 
was judged to have done its job of managing freshwater. 

 

Just under one third agreed (31.4 per cent) and just over one third disagreed (34.4 per 
cent) that local and regional councillors have adequately represented the views and 
interests of the community on water management. However, of the 500 respondents 20.8 
per cent said they don t know

  

Implications and recommendations  

 

The research shows that the Canterbury public would be readily supportive of the 
objectives of (1) having water of suitable standard for contact and other forms of 
recreation, (2) having a good supply of clean, safe and inexpensive water, and (3) 
protecting the quality and quantity of freshwater for future generations. 

 

The maintenance of water sources that do not require treatment should be a priority given 
widely held strong objections to adding chlorine to drinking water. 

 

All else being equal, the taking of water for irrigation that facilitates more intensive 
agriculture and damage to clean water sources is not acceptable to the public. It is 
recommended that the public be provided with evidence of detailed consideration of such 
adverse effects to alleviate public concern.  

 

The community is unwilling to bear the costs of environmental damage to freshwater 
from agriculture. Consideration needs to be given to addressing this seemingly intractable 
problem.  

 

The public would support a hold on considering applications for the use of water until 
research has been done sufficient to guarantee an acceptable standard. 

 

As there is a good deal of concern about water issues and freshwater management, it is 
recommended that more attention be given to informing and involving the public.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1  Introduction   

Water quality in New Zealand is degraded by agriculture. Streams, lakes and rivers are 
affected by an increase in nutrients and sediments that impact upon ecology, recreational 
users and raise concern over health issues. Further adverse affects are evident from the use of 
water for irrigation, the damming of rivers for hydroelectric power generation and industries 
that discharge into water. The impacts have been well documented in the Ministry for the 
Environment (MfE) State of New Zealand s Environment reports (MfE, 1997; 2007). Certain 
issues have also received particular attention, such as water quality in lakes and rivers 
(Hamill, 2006; Scarsbrook, 2006), increased nitrate levels in groundwater (Ford and Taylor, 
2006) and recreation values (MfE, 2004). In addition, there have been strong arguments for 
the implementation of environmentally sustainable agriculture (Parliamentary Commissioner 
for the Environment, 2004). In tandem, while many consider the quality of New Zealand 
freshwaters is adequate or improving, an increasing proportion of New Zealanders are of the 
view that water quality in lakes, rivers, streams and aquifers is becoming worse (Hughey, 
Kerr and Cullen, 2006; Hughey, Kerr and Cullen, 2008).   

Alongside concern over freshwater resources has been dissatisfaction with management and 
legislative processes on which they are founded. The Resource Management Act (1991), the 
cornerstone of environmental management in New Zealand, was designed to enable 
development while managing adverse effects on the environment. Nevertheless, there have 
been increasing demands on freshwater, such as for irrigation, along with declining water 
quality in some areas. Consequently, there are increasing pressures on freshwater 
management, which is made more difficult by an incomplete understanding of the ecology 
and dynamics of water ecosystems (MfE, 2006a). In response, one government led initiative 
has been to consider regionally focused management of freshwater (MfE, 2006a and 2006b). 
This could lead to the MfE supporting the use of management tools best suited to the 
communities and issues of a region. Most recently these proposals can be seen to have been 
incorporated in the Proposed National Water Policy Statement (MfE, 2008) whereby regional 
development of freshwater management is proposed to have some precedent over national 
policy. However, while having potential for improving water management, this initiative is 
only in the development stage.  

1.2 The survey research   

It is evident that while initiatives are being taken to better manage water there is an 
immediate need for improvements in freshwater management. At present there are a number 
of development proposals for irrigation in Canterbury and continued intensification of 
agriculture. The research presented in this report is intended to inform on the degree of 
concern that the Canterbury public has regarding freshwater issues and management so as to 
inform the consideration of proposals for use of water and give impetus to improvements in 
water management. Prior research on public opinion has shown that farming has become the 
leading perceived cause of damage to freshwater. The public is also increasingly concerned 
about the condition of freshwater and the quality of its management (Hughey, Kerr and 
Cullen, 2008).   

The aim of the research was to measure Canterbury public opinion on freshwater issues and 
management. To meet this aim public opinion was measured by surveying a representative 
sample of the population of Canterbury. For best use of time and budget, the survey was 
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conducted by telephone. As explained in the methods, 500 members of the Canterbury public 
were surveyed.   

To outline the remainder of this report this introduction is followed by an explanation of 
method. Results are then provided with the final concluding chapter including consideration 
of implications and recommendations.  
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Chapter 2 Method  

2.1 Introduction   

A questionnaire was designed to gather public opinion on freshwater issues and management 
in Canterbury. A telephone survey was considered the best method for measuring public 
opinion given time and budget constraints. Interviews would have been particularly 
cumbersome given the need for suitable numbers to represent the opinion of the population of 
Canterbury. A postal questionnaire would have been more expensive and would have taken 
more time.  

2.2 The telephone survey  

The questionnaire was designed with the constraint of taking no longer than fifteen minutes. 
It was judged that respondents might tire or be less tolerant of a longer list of questions. 
Initially it was planned to measure responses to fifteen opinion questions but this was 
subsequently trimmed to thirteen. Measures of age and income were included and a record of 
gender was taken which was inferred by the interviewer during each survey.   

Measurement of opinion was taken on a standard 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree. The questions were actually statements with respondents asked 
to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement or indicate a neutral response. Records of 
don t know , pass and refuse to answer were also taken. It eventuated that no respondent 

refused to answer any of the opinion questions but, as shown in the results, one respondent 
refused to provide their age and some refused to provide their income.   

In terms of statistical procedure all measurements were treated as ordered categories and 
differences between opinion measurements in terms of age, income and gender were tested 
using chi-square. Tests for representativeness were performed using a chi-square test for 
representativeness.  

2.3 The opinion questions  

The questions were designed to measure a variety of freshwater issues and important aspects 
of management. The exact wording of each statement read to the respondents is shown with 
the descriptive results for each question in the results chapter. The first questions were judged 
to require less deliberation so as to ease respondents into the task of answering. First, 
measurement was taken regarding suitability for swimming, fishing and other forms of 
recreation. This was followed by a measure of whether a good clean water supply should be a 
priority for management. The third question covered the topic of drinking water supplies and 
aquifers were included as a water source. The fourth was designed to measure opinion on the 
topic of chlorinating drinking water. This was followed by a measure of the willingness to 
pay for clean water. A further measure was of the opinion of whether farmers and 
commercial users should pay for water. Measurement was then taken of whether or not it was 
judged that an increase in irrigation for intensive livestock farming would result in the 
contamination of drinking water supplies and poorer water quality in rivers, streams or lakes.   

The questionnaire continued with a measure of whether or not the community should have to 
pay for the clean up of environmental damage resulting from farming. This was worded 
should not have to pay so as to balance the overall valence of the questions. The ninth 

question was somewhat longer than the others and consequently was introduced later when 
the respondents were presumably used to the style of the questions. It was designed to 
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measure respondent opinion regarding water allocation with the condition that research had 
been done and a guarantee can be given that the quality and quantity of water will not fall 
below acceptable standards. The next questions sought to measure opinion regarding whether 
current legislation protects water and drinking water supplies from contamination and 
whether the Environment Canterbury territorial authority had done its job in this area. The 
last question measured opinion regarding whether local and regional councillors adequately 
represented the views and interests of the Canterbury public on management of freshwater.  

Measures of age and income were recording using categories so as to be less intrusive and to 
ensure ready comparison with census results.  

2.4 Distribution, response rate and potential bias  

The telephone surveying began on July 9th and was completed on July 23rd, 2008. The 
survey was administered using a randomly derived list of publicly listed telephone numbers 
for households in Canterbury with responses taken from those 18 or more years of age.   

The response rate for the survey is the number of respondents that participated over the 
number of households contacted. In total 1071 telephone calls were made with an invitation 
to participate in the survey. The response rate was therefore 500/1072 or 46.6 per cent.   

The issue of non-respondent bias is a concern for survey research. Non-respondent bias is a 
form of bias that occurs when the opinion of those who did not respond to the survey differs 
from those who responded and can affect the representation of the opinion of the wider 
population. Commonly differences in opinion between those who answered a survey and 
those who did not are unknown to researchers who merely gather data from those who 
responded. While those undertaking postal surveys may choose other means, such as phoning 
non-respondents to ask why they did not complete and return a questionnaire, telephone 
surveys can readily record the reasons why people do not participate.   

Table 2.1: Reasons for not participating 

Reason  Frequency Percent 

Too busy 303 53.0 

Not interested 160 27.0 

Not interested in subject matter  15 2.6 

Don t do surveys 10 1.7 

Other (includes hearing disability, 
sickness, not a resident of Canterbury, 
disconnected, language difficulties and 
hung up on interviewer) 

84 14.7 

Total  572 100 

  

In gathering the data for the research reported in this report a record was taken of the reasons 
given by those who chose not to respond (Table 2.1). As shown to busy was the most 
common reason with the next most common being the somewhat non-specific not 
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interested . Of note, very few indicated they were not interested in the subject matter. This 
suggests that the survey was relatively unbiased in terms of differences in opinion as those 
with extreme views either for or against the subject matter appear not to be over represented. 

2.5 Representativeness  

Frequencies and percentages from the telephone survey for age, income and gender are 
shown in Table 2.2 with corresponding results from the 2006 census. In terms of age there 
was a smaller proportion of respondents to the survey in the younger age group of 18 to 29 
years and a larger proportion of older respondents compared to census results. There were 
also smaller proportions of those in the lowest and highest income groups and proportionately 
more females than males responded to the survey compared with census results. Chi-square 
tests for representativeness found significant differences between the survey sample and 
census results for age, income and gender.   

Table 2.2: Demographic measures and census results  

Frequency Percentage Census 
percentage* 

Age    

18-29 34 6.8 17.0 
30-39  78 15.6 19.6 
40-49  91 18.2 20.7 
50-59  89 17.8 17.4 
60-69  111 22.2 11.7 
70 or more 96 19.2 13.7 

Total 499 100 100 

Income     

$20,000 or less  106 24.0 45.1 
$20,001-$40,000  135 30.5 31.7 
$40,001-$70,000  123 27.8 16.4 
More than $70,000 78 17.6 6.8 

Total 442 100 100 

Gender    

Male 186 37.2 48.0 
Female 314 62.8 52.0 

Total 500 100 100 

*Note: Gender and age from the census is shown for those over 20 years of age. 
Only one survey respondent was under 20 years of age. 
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Chapter 3 Results   

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the analysis of the survey data. The order of presentation 
follows the order in which the survey respondents answered the questions. Of note, at the 
start of the tables presenting the results are the actual statements read to the respondents. The 
tables show frequencies and percentages for all responses including don t know, and pass , 
as well as refuse for the demographic measures. Percentages for those who gave their 
opinion is provided as well as a combined percentage to assist in interpretation. The results of 
chi-square tests for differences in opinion based on age, income and gender are shown at the 
end of the chapter and exclude the don t know, and pass and refuse responses. 
Interpretation of the results is provided, with further discussion in the concluding chapter.  

3.2 Suitability for recreation  

Table 3.1 shows the results for the responses to question 1. The statement and response scale 
measured the opinion of respondents regarding water quality for contact recreation as well as 
other forms of recreation. As shown, almost all respondents (96.2 per cent) indicated 
agreement that the water in Canterbury rivers should be suitable for swimming, fishing and 
other recreational activities. Of the 500 respondents only three (0.6 per cent) disagreed.       

Table 3.1: Suitability for recreation. 

1. The water in Canterbury rivers, streams and lakes should be suitable 
for swimming, fishing and other recreational activities. 

 

n Percent all Percent  
1  5 

(N = 500) 

Percent 
combined 

Strongly agree (1) 412 82.4 82.4 
Agree (2) 69 13.8 13.8 

96.2 

Neither agree nor 
disagree (3) 16 3.2 3.2 3.2 

Disagree (4) 3 0.6 0.6 
Strongly disagree (5) 0 0.0 0.0 

0.6 

Don t know 0 0.0 - - 
Pass 0 0.0 - - 
Total 500 100 100 100 

3.3 Priority for water management  

It was suggested to respondents that the priority for water management should be to ensure 
each home has a good supply of clean, safe and inexpensive water . As shown in Table 3.2, 
almost all of the respondents (99 per cent) agreed and a sizable proportion strongly agreed 
(89.2 per cent). 
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Table 3.2: Priority for water management  

2. The priority for water management in Canterbury should be to ensure 
that every home has a good supply of clean, safe and inexpensive water.

  
n Percent all Percent  

1  5 
(N = 500) 

Percent 
combined 

Strongly agree (1) 446 89.2 89.2 
Agree (2) 49 9.8 9.8 

99.0 

Neither agree nor 
disagree (3) 3 0.6 0.6 0.6 

Disagree (4) 1 0.2 0.2 
Strongly disagree (5) 1 0.2 0.2 

0.4 

Don t know 0 0.0 - - 
Pass 0 0.0 - - 
Total 500 100 100 100 

 

3.4 Protection of water quality and quantity for future generations  

The results of the third question are shown in Table 3.3. Almost all respondents (98.2 per 
cent) indicated agreement that the quality and quantity of water in rivers, lakes, streams and 
aquifers should be protected for the benefit of future generations.  

Table 3.3: Protection of water quality and quantity for future generations 

3. The quality and quantity of water in Canterbury rivers, streams, lakes 
and drinking water from underground aquifers should be protected for 
the benefit of future generations. 

 

n Percent all Percent  
1  5 

(N = 500) 

Percent 
combined 

Strongly agree (1) 442 88.4 88.4 
Agree (2) 49 9.8 9.8 

98.2 

Neither agree nor 
disagree (3) 8 1.6 1.6 1.6 

Disagree (4) 1 0.2 0.2 
Strongly disagree (5) 0 0.0 0.0 

0.2 

Don t know 0 0.0 - - 
Pass 0 0.0 - - 
Total 500 100 100 100 

  

3.5 Adding chlorine to drinking water  

Opinion regarding the chlorination of drinking water was measured in the next question. As 
shown in Table 3.4, a large proportion of respondents (91.5 per cent) agreed that chlorination 
should be avoided. While few disagreed (1.2 per cent), a small proportion neither agreed nor 
disagreed (7.2 per cent).   
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Table 3.4: Adding chlorine to drinking water  

4. The quality of water in Canterbury should be maintained or improved 
in order to avoid having to add chlorine to drinking water. 

 
n Percent all Percent  

1  5 
(N = 500) 

Percent 
combined 

Strongly agree (1) 352 70.4 70.5 
Agree (2) 105 21 21.0 

91.5 

Neither agree nor 
disagree (3) 

36 7.2 7.2 7.2 

Disagree (4) 4 0.8 0.8 
Strongly disagree (5) 2 0.4 0.4 

1.2 

Don t know 1 0.2 - - 
Pass 0 0.0 - - 
Total 500 100 100 100 

  

3.6 Charging for domestic supply  

The fifth measure was of the opinion regarding the charging for domestic use of water. The 
results show that more disagreed (39.1 per cent) than agreed (36.2 per cent) that there should 
be charges for water above a basic allocation. Nevertheless, together with those who neither 
agreed nor disagreed (24.7 per cent), most respondents (60.9 per cent) did not oppose having 
to pay for water beyond a basic allocation.    

Table 3.5: Charging for domestic supply 

5. Home owners should have to pay for each litre of water they use 
beyond a basic allocation. 

 

n Percent all Percent  
1  5 

(N = 500) 

Percent 
combined 

Strongly agree (1) 62 12.4 12.7 
Agree (2) 115 23 23.5 

36.2 

Neither agree nor 
disagree (3) 

121 24.2 24.7 24.7 

Disagree (4) 103 20.6 21.1 


