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EARTHQUAKE AFFECTED WATERWAYS
What’s happened to Christchurch’s streams, rivers and estuaries as a result of the earthquakes

Scientific investigations
Environment Canterbury and the Christchurch City Council 
are working closely with Ngāi Tahu, scientific and health 
organisations to assess the effects of the earthquakes on the 
ecology and public health status of the city’s rivers and the 
Avon Heathcote Estuary/Ihutai.

This work includes:
·	 River water quality modelling
·	 Surveys of river fish, invertebrates and fish spawning
·	 Testing of Estuary/Ihutai shellfish
·	 Water quality testing
·	 An assessment of the height of the Estuary/Ihutai seabed
·	 Surveys of the Estuary/Ihutai habitat and ecosystems.

For more information go to:
www.ecan.govt.nz/eq-effects-water
www.facebook.com/christchurchcleanwaterways
www.facebook.com/canterburyrecwater
 
remediation work
Environment Canterbury and Christchurch City Council 
are working closely together to assess the effects the 
earthquakes have had on infrastructure and waterways 
around the city.  This is to ensure that pragmatic decisions 
are made that enable repair and rebuild to occur as 
efficiently as possible while trying to avoid further adverse 
effects and improve and restore the health of waterways 
where possible.

The four main areas are:
·	 Infrastructure Rebuild - this area covers permanent 

repair works to wastewater trunk mains, pump stations, 
potable water trunk mains, stormwater and roads.

·	 Works in and around waterways - this area involves 
discussions around stabilisation of banks, the repair of 
structures, dredging and the realignment of waterways.

·	 Ongoing wastewater and Industrial discharges - this 
area involves discussions around reducing the frequency 
and volume of discharges into rivers, the estuary and 
ocean.

·	 Surface Water Recreation Users Group - monitors 
waterways for microbiological indicators to assess 
suitability for recreation and risk to public health.

Earthquake effects in the east
Rivers and the estuary in the eastern part of the city 
have been contaminated by raw sewage as a result 
of earthquake damage to sewerage, pipes and pump 
stations.

Streams and drains that flow into the middle and lower 
reaches of the Avon/Ōtākaro, Heathcote/Ōpāwaho, and 
Styx/Pūrākaunui rivers have been significantly affected 
by liquefaction and silt inputs. 

This silt can slow down the flow of water and cause 
localised flooding. The silt has also smothered the 
habitat for the plants and animals that lived in these 
small waterways.

The lower reaches of the Avon/Ōtākaro, Heathcote/
Ōpāwaho, and Styx/Pūrākaunui rivers have been 
affected by sediment input as well as changes to bed 
levels and banks. This has affected aquatic ecosystem 
health as well as flooding levels at high tide.

Earthquake effects in the west
Streams and rivers in the western part of the city are 
largely unaffected by the earthquakes. Christchurch City 
Council employees have been walking stream and river 
banks to check for changes to stream beds and banks.

Water quality and health risks
Water contaminated by human sewage contains 
disease-causing viruses, bacteria and protozoa which 
can cause serious illness, potentially resulting in liver or 
kidney failure.

Direct sewage discharges to waterways are decreasing 
but sewerage infrastructure throughout Christchurch 
and Kaiapoi remains fragile.

Contact with all waterways affected by sewage 
discharges should be avoided. In other areas contact 
with waterways should be avoided for 48 hours 
following significant rainfall events.  Stormwater picks 
up contaminants from roads and other hard surfaces 
and flows directly to streams, rivers and the Estuary/
Ihutai.

Water quality and 
health risks
Whitebaiting should be 
avoided (until further notice) 
in the Avon/Ōtākaro and the 
Heathcote/Ōpāwaho because 
of the significant health risk.
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