
Water and Land 2020 & Beyond

Recreational Waters & Human Health

Poor water quality is not only bad for the environment, it can also put our 
health at risk. Environment Southland’s Human Health Project aims to 

build a better understanding of the effects of poor water quality on human 
health. This includes looking at the sources of contamination, how they 
affect our health and what we can do to minimise their effects in the future. 

This project focuses on disease-causing (microbial) contamination in rivers, 
and where it comes from. Monitoring has shown us areas where microbial 
contamination is currently of concern. 

The next step involves finding out where this contamination is coming from. We 
know that microbial contamination comes from animal waste as well as from 
humans, however we need to know the sources in more detail in order to deal 
with the problem.  We will be determining whether the contamination is coming 
from the waste of people, cows, sheep or birds. This information can then be 
used to inform solutions to improve water quality and protect our health.  

Results from this study will also help us to ‘model’ or predict what’s contaminating 
our waterways in different areas with different land uses. In turn, this will enable 
us to identify the most effective options to minimise microbial contamination risk 
in the future. 

How does the Human Health Project fit into the 
Southland Science Programme?  
The Human Health Project is just one part of Environment Southland’s Science 
Programme (part of the ‘Ecosystem Response’ theme); designed to better 
understand Southland’s river catchments. 

The Science Programme will fill the gaps in our knowledge of how our waterways 
function and how the plants and animals that depend on them respond to the 
pressures from different urban and rural land use. 

Understanding our region’s water – from the mountains to the sea

The Water and Land 2020 
& Beyond project aims 
to maintain and improve 
Southland’s water quality. 

A key part of the project is 
the setting of catchment 
limits. Limits will be 
applied to the amount of 
contaminants discharged 
into a catchment, and on 
the amount of water that 
can be taken, before water 
quality deteriorates. 
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The programme follows the idea of understanding our 
region’s water – from the mountains to the sea. Some key 
questions the programme aims to answer include:

• How are our rivers, lakes, estuaries and groundwater 
connected? 

• How does water move through our soils, rivers and 
groundwater? 

• How do contaminants move with water, and in what 
quantities? 

• How does land use affect our water ecosystems (the 
plants and animals that rely on our waterways to 
survive), and how do they respond to contaminants? 

To answer these questions, three major themes have been 
developed, each with its own series of projects: 

1. Land Use Inputs – the relationship between land 
use and water quality; the contaminant losses from 
different land uses

2. Fluxes and Flows – movement of surface and 
ground water through the landscape

3. Ecosystem Response – how plants and animals 
that rely on our waterways respond to different 
pressures in estuaries, rivers and lakes; where 
and what causes elevated levels of microbial 
contamination.

Who’s involved in the Human Health 
Project? 
Environment Southland is working closely with Crown 
Research Institutes (CRIs) to deliver this project. Each 
organisation provides its unique set of skills and experience.

To date these organisations include:

• Environmental Science Research (ESR) 

• Clean Water, Productive Land – a MBIE funded 
research programme led by AgResearch in 
collaboration with NIWA, Landcare Research and 
ESR. 

• Te Ao Marama Inc (TAMI)

• Public Health South

How will the information be used? 
The research will provide information to our Southland 
community, policy makers, land managers and councillors, 
and will inform the Water and Land 2020 & Beyond project. 
It will help to set limits for water quality and quantity and 
respond to the Government’s National Policy Statement 
on Freshwater Management.

Ultimately Southlanders will have a better understanding 
of our region and how the natural systems function 
within it.


