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ABSTRACT
Like too many waterways in Aotearoa the Little 
Oneroa Stream is polluted with E.coli bacteria. The 
Waiheke community has been working to learn more 
about why the stream is polluted and what we can do 
to change it.

Project Little Oneroa has been working with Waiheke 
Local Board, Auckland Council, and catchment 
residents to create behavior change that will have 
positive impacts on the health of the stream.

BACKGROUND
Project Little Oneroa is an initiative of the Waiheke 
Resources Trust to lead a community-driven clean up 
of the Little Oneroa Stream. Project Little Oneroa was 
financed by seed funding from Clean Stream Waiheke 
Ltd, grant funding from Council’s Environmental 
Initiatives Fund, a contribution from the Waiheke Local 
Board, and now contributions from Auckland Council’s 
Healthy Waters team.

Little Oneroa stream meets the coast at Little Oneroa 
beach on Waiheke’s northern coast, enjoyed by many 
for its scenic beauty, accessibility, and amenities. 
Usually, the Little Oneroa stream is impounded by 
sand at its mouth and does not flow to the sea, 
forming a small lagoon. During periods of heavy rain, 
it is possible for the stream to flow out into the ocean. 
This is a natural process common for small streams 
draining into the Hauraki Gulf. The lagoon is right 
beside a popular children’s playground where children 
are naturally drawn to paddle and play in the warm 
shallow water.  

The Little Oneroa lagoon has a history of serious 
faecal contamination, which poses a public health 
risk.  Monitoring of Little Oneroa Lagoon from 2005 
to 2009 found the average E. coli level was four 
times higher than the Ministry for the Environment 
(MfE) and Ministry of Health (MOH) guidelines for 
safe swimming. This resulted in the lagoon having 
a permanent warning sign erected to discourage 
recreational use. Water testing carried out in 2010 at 
several sites in the stream catchment showed that 17% 
of stream samples exceeded the MfE/MOH guidelines. 
A WRT source tracking study in 2017 detected human 
faecal sources in the lagoon as well as bird sources. 
The human source is suspected to derive from failing 
on-site wastewater (septic) systems. A Council project 
in 2008/09 assessed the wastewater systems within the 
Little Oneroa catchment to identify poorly performing 
systems. Despite some enforcement action resulting 
from the assessments, there was no sustained 
improvement in the stream water quality.

Water testing was carried out initially under the 
Auckland Council ‘Safeswim’ programme and then 
under Mike Roxbourgh of Auckland Council’s Waste 
Water Team. Results from these tests show that E.coli 
levels were regularly higher than the national limits for 
freshwater. Pollution levels are also likely to be related 
to weather, tidal conditions, and the amount of sand 
blocking the lagoon’s flow to the sea. Safeswim data 
indicates that the contamination of the lagoon does 
not affect beach water quality at Little Oneroa beach 
for most of the year but that it may affect the beach in 
times of heavy rainfall events.

The Waiheke Local Board concluded that a holistic 
approach is needed to improve the health of the 
stream. The WRT facilitated a series of workshops 
using the Logical Framework Approach methodology 
to create the Little Oneroa Action Plan. Over 100 
community and council stakeholders participated 
in the workshops to create a five year plan for the 
project.

ACTION PLAN OBJECTIVES
- Restore the Little Oneroa Stream so it is safe 
for human contact and recreation and meets our 
environmental, social and cultural values
- Meet contact recreation standards
- Avoid health risks to the public, allow our children to 
paddle and play in the lagoon 
- Restore Mauri and the cultural and community 
values of the lagoon
- Contribute to the world’s most liveable city

INDICATORS OF ACHIEVEMENT
The Ministry of Health does not issue a requisition to 
provide sanitary works (Section 26 Public Health Act 
1956). 
- Mana Whenua and the local community consider the 
cultural and community values have been restored
- Enhanced experience of visitors and regular users of 
the Little Oneroa. 

SOURCES OF VERIFICATION
The Medical Officer of Heath has concluded that 
the stream is a low public health risk. Feedback and 
surveys show that iwi, the community, users and 
visitors consider that values are being restored. 
Records of meetings with and the community, 
participation and outreach activities confirm that 
values are being restored. 
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Michael Maahs 
WRT Manager 
Michael has resided on Waiheke Island since 2010. 
Originally from Detroit Michigan USA, Michael spent 
a number of years in the States gaining a bachelor’s 
degree in Urban Planning and working for State 
Government before settling on Waiheke. While in 
New Zealand Michael also attended the University of 
Auckland and graduated with a Master in planning 
practice with an emphasis on sustainability.

Michael’s specialisation is in not-for-profit organisations 
and has worked in this sector in Auckland since 2010, 
first as the national project manager at the Problem 
Gambling Foundation of New Zealand and now as the 
manager at the Waiheke Resources Trust.

Kristin Busher 
WRT Projects Coordinator 
Originally from Waiatarua in the Waitakere Ranges 
Kristin moved to Waiheke in 2001. Her experience 
in the community sector began in 2010 as 
Waiheke Playgroup’s Coordinator. Her passion for 
environmental sustainability & waste reduction then 
stemmed from her previous role as Assistant Manager 
& Funding Administrator of New Hope Shop & 
Timber.

As a mother of 2 young children who is passionate 
about her community, working with and supporting 
grassroots community projects and initiatives is 
important to Kristin and the work she does.

PROJECT ADVISORY GROUP
The purpose of the Little Oneroa project coordination 
group is to bring together relevant Council staff and 
local experts to support WRT. Together, they can work 
on achieving objects set in the PLO Action Plan.

Claudia Hellberg 
Wai Ora Strategy Team- Healthy Waters
Claudia has provided management of the Wai Ora 
Strategy team and expertise in healthy waterways 
programme for Council. Though she has supported 
the project during the last fiscal year, she has since left 
Auckland Council.

Gary Wilton
Auckland Council Parks

Rebecca Barclay
Auckland Council Coastal Specialist

Mark Inglis 
Waiheke Local Board Advisor

Mike Roxbourgh 
Auckland Council Waste Water

Craig Brown 
CBC Wastewater

Brett Stansfield
Environmental Impact Assessments

LOCAL PROJECT LEADS
Michael Maahs and Kristin Busher, both from WRT, 
have taken the initiative for Project Little Oneroa.

WRT INTERNS

Stephanie Grootelaar
WRT Intern
Stephanie is an Environmental Science student at HAS 
University in the Netherland  investigating the effect of 
effective microorganisms on septic health.

Erin McConville
WRT Intern
Erin is an engineering student from Portland in the 
United States. She has produced several of the Little 
Oneroa Catchment maps.
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WORKSHOPS
11 October 2017 - Septic Upgrade Public Meeting. 
The Project Little Oneroa team, approved wastewater 
system suppliers, local wastewater experts, and Fran 
Hayton and Rhianna Dury from Auckland Council 
explained how to upgrade onsite wastewater systems 
through Auckland Council’s Voluntary Targeted Rate 
scheme. 30 attendees.

19 May 2018 - Septic Tank Health Workshop. 
Local experts Craig Brown, Claire Mummery from 
Grow Inspired, and Kristin Busher from WRT taught 
residents how to manage their septic & wastewater 
effectively. They covered how septic systems work, 
Waiheke waste bylaw, Bokashi for septic health, septic 
friendly cleaning products & water conservation. 16 
attendees. 126 attendees over past four years.

16 June 2018 - Weed Workshop. 
Kristin Busher from the WRT in collaboration with local 
experts Cam Ryan, Julian Watts, Flynn Washington, 
Prashanti Lovegrove and Sam Dyson shared their 
tips and experience on weeds such as Moth Plant, 
Asparagus fern, Tradescantia & Arum lily.  34 
attendees.
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Community Education and Engagement
Project Little Oneroa

23 June 2018 - Composting Workshop. 
Kristin Busher from WRT and 
Claire Mummery shared how 
to utilize bokashi juice, a 
byproduct of composting, to 
improve septic tank health. 
21 attendees.

TARGETED NEW RESIDENTS PACKS
‘Waiheke Way’ pamphlets’ including ‘Waiheke Water 
Wisdom’ and ‘Care for your Septic System” were 
sent to all Little Oneroa catchment residents. Each 
pamphlet included information about the Waiheke 
community, invasive plants, waste management, water 
conservation, and septic systems. PLO toilet signs, an 
ecostore mini price-list, and an ecostore sample were 
also included in the packets.

These packs were produced this year in both English 
and Spanish. They are available at numerous locations 
including the Waiheke Service Centre, Citizen’s advice 
Bureau, The Waiheke Sustainability Centre, among 
others. We have also included these packets in our 
door knocking campaign for a deeper targeted 
approach distributing 800 so far. 
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cost five thousand dollars and was funded by WRT. 
Brett Stansfield advised that testing should occur every 
three years and should occur at one additional site 
for a total of six testing sites. WRT recomended that 
the continued testing be funded by Auckland Council 
rather than Local Board. Healthy Waters has since 
agreed to continue and fund the testing program. 
Additionally, before testing, we made sure that our 
procedure was approved by Healthy Waters.

The WRT has also worked with Rebecca Barclay 
from Auckland Council Healthy Waters to increase 
enforcement in the catchment. The WRT recognizes 
that they are responsible for promoting awareness of 
community impact on the stream, but changes in the 
stream will not occur without regular enforcement. 

The WRT was also able to guide members of 
the catchment area through the council subsidy 
process at our Septic Upgrade Public Meeting this 
year. PLO team were able to assist 34 properties 
in the  catchment who showed interest in the VTR 
and subsidy scheme. Auckland Council’s data on 
households that have participated in this scheme has 
not been made available to the WRT.
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BUILDING COLLABORATION
The WRT has approached the highest risk properties 
that had failed septic tank health checks. We have 
offered free septic tank assessment through CBC 
wastewater to those sites. 

The WRT continues to collaborate with members of 
the Project Advisory Group, specifically Brett Stansfield 
from Environmental Impact Assessments. Funded by 
WRT, EIA ran enumerative PCR marker analysis tests 
on five sites in the catchment area. This was a more 
advanced test measuring faecol sterol to give a better 
picture of contamination in the stream. This testing 
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COMMUNITY PLANTING DAYS
In 2016, the WRT proceeded to plant native species 
including oi oi, Muehlenbeckia, prostrate taupata and 
cookoanun flax with punga log edging and mulch 
around the Little Oneroa Stream. These were planted 
as a test to see if planting under macrocarpa could be 
successful. After monitoring the plants’ progress, we 
found that most plants were established in December 
of 2017. Based on these findings, we plan to extend 
these plantings in 2019.

In December of 2017, two students from Waiheke 
Primary School led another community planting day 
as a part of their final school project. This idea sparked 
from a discussion about WRT environmental projects 
in a class. Volunteers planted harakeke and taupata 
on the unmown southern side of the lagoon edge 
between the beach and the Little Oneroa footbridge. 
For this event, WRT provided spades, a volunteer 
coordinator, health and safety briefing, risk disclosure, 
and a volunteer register. WRT also supported students 
with the use and training of a WaiCare water testing 
kit.

CITIZEN SCIENCE
Monitoring of the stream through WaiCare water 
testing has continued throughout the past year. 
Volunteers collect data on the ecological health of the 
stream. The information collected at Little O feeds into 
their national database. 

The WRT holds the community WaiCare water testing 
kit at the Sustainability Centre and works closely 
with Auckland Council WaiCare Coordinator Stacy 
Bensemann. The WRT has expanded the use of this 
kit for other programs, including wetlands restoration 
and education groups. Additionally, the testing kit is 
available for the community to use. For all of these 
programs, the WRT has educated the people using 
the kit so that they can safely and effectively take 
samples.

MEDIA
Ten unpaid print media stories have covered the 
main events associated with PLO in the past year. 
These publications repeatedly highlight the integrated 
strategy to improve water quality through education 
and community participation. Our events are also 
feautured in the ‘What’s On’ section of the Gulf News 
to encourage participation from the community.We 
have also had a few radio interviews on Waiheke 
Radio. 

Our Facebook page has over 350 followers. We 
update the page with events, workshops, ecostore 
discounts, and our Friends of the Stream newsletter. 
We also use Facebook to reach out to community 
members for their help in septic health research. One 
metric Facebook uses to measure engagement is 
called reach, which measures how many people have 
seen a certain post. Our reach for 26 posts was 10,142, 
and each post had an average reach of 390. Our 
most popular post was a competition to win a Healthy 
Homes bucket filled with ecostore goods, which 
reached 2.7 thousand people. 

After a large weather event, seaweed that entered the 
Little Oneroa Lagoon created a naturally-occurring 
event that caused strong odors around the Little 
Oneroa area. The WRT created an educational film 
to explain this phenomenon, which had 3172 views. 
In the future, we will use this form on media for PLO 
messaging.
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FRIENDS OF THE STREAM
Friends of the Stream is a community group 
committed to staying updated on PLO through email. 
The newsletter is sent out regularly and advertises 
using a Google Ad-words grant. Using MailChimp, we 
have 282 subscribed contacts and an average open 
rate of 40.48%. Some of the most popular emails 
received over a 50% open rate; both rates are well 
above nonprofit averages of a 21.6% open rate. Please 
see appendix 1 at the end of this report to review a 
sample of one of our newsletters. 

ECOSTORE
The ecostore has been running out of the 
Sustainability Centre for the past two years. The 
ecoStore provides opportunities for discussion 
about septic tank health with customers, and every 
email receipt includes information about PLO and 
septic tank health. With financial support from WRT, 
residents in the Little Oneroa Catchment area can 
receive a 15% discount on ecostore refills. 
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We have reached out to ecostore and other large 
corporations for external funding. ecostore has 
provided sponsorship through monthly Healthy 
Home buckets worth $49 each for giveaways and has 
provided free samples for multiple PLO initiatives.

OTHER ENGAGEMENT
PLO septic care packs were distributed to every 
house in the catchment via letterbox drop. Septic care 
packets included toilet signs, ecostore samples, and 
information about septic tank services. Larger care 
packs are promoted through Facebook, given away 
at every workshop, and available at the Sustainability 
Centre, and also included water restrictors and shower 
timers. 

Before approximately half of its movie showings, 
the cinema screens the Little Oneroa film created 
by children on Waiheke explaining the issues and 
solutions for the stream. Over the past year, this 
means that the film has been viewed at approximately 
1,100 showings. With approximately 15 people at each 
showing, the film has been viewed 16,500 times. This 
would largely be visitors and multiple viewings by 
locals, not 16,500 unique individuals. 

For all of our projects, we have consulted with the 
Piritahi Marae, informing them of the objectives and 
plan for Project Little Oneroa, and they have given 
their consent for the project. We continue to update 
the Marae on our endeavors so that they know we are 
following through with our plan.
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MAPPING
Ruben Kersten, an intern specialized in Graphic 
Information System mapping from HAS University in 
the Netherlands, initiated the mapping of the Little 
Oneroa Catchment. This project has been further 
developed by Erin McConville, an intern from the 
University of Portland in the US. The two interns have 
produced multiple maps of the catchment from data 
collected by the WRT. These maps describe the type of 
system at each household, the state of the system at 
each household, and interaction with WRT’s programs. 
They are available upon request and will be circulated 
to all on the Little O advisory panel and local Board.

This mapping provides the WRT with detailed 
information that helps to formulate engagement 
strategies to continue educating residents in the Little 
O catchment area and restoring the Little O stream.
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Catchment Investigation
Project Little Oneroa
OVERVIEW OF THE CATCHMENT
The Little Oneroa catchment is 90.17 hectares and 
has four tributaries with a total length of 2,842m. The 
catchment is bounded by Ocean View Road, Pacific 
Parade and Junction Road to the south, Hauraki Road, 
Queens Drive and Goodwin Road to the north and 
Cory Road to the east.

The population of the catchment is increasing: The 
2013 Census recorded a population of 762 people, 
a 7.3% increase from the 1996 Census. The District 
Plan limits development potential in the catchment; 
however, there are 54 vacant lots ready to be 
developed. It is estimated that these changes in land 
use could result in an additional 127 persons living 
in the catchment, an increase of 6.7% over the 2013 
population. These numbers do not include the 1.5 
million people visiting Waiheke every year. 
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We have further developed these GIS skills within 
WRT through staff professional development courses 
and instruction from our interns. Doing so will allow 
the WRT to update these maps as we continue with 
different community programs. 

ENGAGEMENT MODEL
After launching numerous programs to help engage 
residents in the Little Oneroa Catchment, the Waiheke 
Resources Trust wanted to keep track of how many 
people their programs reached. The map below shows 
the number of times each household has engaged 
with a PLO program. With information from this map, 
we hope to encourage further engagement from 
households specifically in the catchment area.
These programs have been open to residents across 
the island, so attendance and participation have not 
been limited to residents in the catchment area.
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EFFECTIVE MICROORGANISMS
Stephanie Grootelaar, an intern from HAS University 
in the Netherlands, is conducting research on the 
effects of Effective Microorganisms (EM) on onsite 
wastewater treatment systems (OWTS) and the Little 
Oneroa Stream. In particular, she is researching if EM 
can reduce sludge levels in OWTS, so that the system 
stays healthy and efficient and to prevent septic runoff 
into the stream. Besides this, she is also researching 
if EM can possibly directly reduce E.coli levels in 
waterways and the effects of EM on aquatic life and 
the water quality. This way, she will be able to prove 
that the introduction of EM would be a safe option for 
bioremediation in Little Oneroa Stream. 

It is important to note that Stephanie is an unpaid 
intern contributing 17 weeks (600 hours) of 
professional research.
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VOLUNTEER HOURS
Further to the value of the project, we amassed: 

986 volunteer hours 
this financial year. 

These hours add significant value and if we directly 
translate these hours into the current living wage rate 
of $20.55/hr (without consideration of the other costs 
including ACC levy, management, admin, etc.) the 
total for this year would amount to:

$20,262.30 
of added value.

WRT AS A LIVING WAGE EMPLOYER
WRT has been practicing living wage since early 
2016 and are an accredited Living Wage Employer. 
Becoming a Living Wage Employer reduces staff 
turnover, producing a more productive working 
environment and more business. Workers appreciate 
spending more time with their families and feeling 
valued, less stressed, happier, and more motivated in 
their workplaces.

Research from New Zealand and from overseas shows 
that local businesses and communities thrive when 
workers are paid a Living Wage. 

BEACH AMBASSADORS
The Beach Ambassadors Project, funded by 
Auckland Council (WLB) and managed by the 
Waiheke Resources Trust has been operating during 
the peak new year visitor period in January and 
early February. The project has aimed to educate 
visitors to the island on available services, facilities 
and activities to reduce the amount of waste left on 
and around beaches through friendly conversations 
reinforcing the ‘carry in, carry out’ message. This has 
been achieved through having Beach Ambassadors 
present at the main tourist beaches in the afternoons 
of the peak period. All managers and ambassadors 
are required to take daily journals to record 
interactions with the community. These reports are 
available upon request. 

In the first year of operation the Beach Ambassadors 
project operated on both Oneroa beaches, Palm 
Beach and Onetangi. In the Second and Third year, 
less funding was received and it was reduced to 
Oneroa and Palm Beach. This year, funding was 
reduced again and it was limited to the two Oneroa 
beaches. Visitors frequently asked the Beach 
Ambassadors about the other beaches.

There was an extreme weather event right before 
the start of the program which meant that the 
peak summer visitor season began with damaged 
boats scattered across the beaches. Many of the 
visitors were not aware of the storm and Beach 
Ambassadors gave context to these visitors as to 
why they were looking at debris on our most popular 
beaches.

The storm also deposited seaweed in the Little 
Oneroa stream. As it rotted, it gave off a putrid 
smell, prompting questions from the public, which 
were then answered by our ambassadors. The 
ambassadors also helped with water testing in the 
stream.
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FINANCIAL BREAKDOWN
The below graph exhibits how the proportion of the 
budget where spent. The actualisation of plans was 
the most significant spend followed by water testing. 

Workforce
Project Little Oneroa
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APPENDIX 1 Example of our monthly newsletter, Friends of the Stream
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APPENDIX 2 Example of our Gulf News advertising
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APPENDIX 3 Example of our media stories in the Gulf News




