
© Wai Connection, 2023

Introducing ‘Wai Connection – Tatai Ki Te Wai’ is a catchment community engagement project offering  
on-the-ground support to assist with catchment issues through tailored change at source. We work  
to build community involvement, equity, and a shared vision of ecological sustainability as the basis  
of a healthy community.

The project helps empower communities through providing knowledge, tools and (most importantly) 
expert support to help identify and solve issues in their local catchment. We’ll connect people with 
their waterway, and promote collaboration between local catchment groups, NGO’s, hapū/iwi, 
Regional Council, central Government and primary industry working within the catchment – helping 
deliver the goals of the Government’s Essential Freshwater (EF) work package. 

‘Wai Connection’ uses the Mountains to Sea Conservation 
Trusts (MTSCT) existing (and future) affiliated regional 
Provider Organisations (MTSPOs) to provide the following 
‘Wai Connection’ positions on the ground:

	» ‘Regional Coordinators’ – Working predominantly with 
bridging the gaps of communication between council 
and catchment groups, arranging regional huis to share 
best practice. Manages ‘Wai Connection’ Catchment 
Coordinators and Connectors, and ‘National Īnanga 
Spawning Programme’ (NĪSP) Coordinators. Reports back 
to MTSCT.

	» ‘Catchment Coordinators’ – Each Coordinator provides 
direct support to 4–5 catchment groups – through 
facilitation, restoration planning, advice and admin. They also 
provide on-the-ground support for groups, and delivery of 
community-based freshwater monitoring training and īnanga 
spawning surveys.

	» ‘Catchment Connectors’ – Connectors provide wider 
engagement and training to community catchment 
groups/landowners at the water’s edge (so to speak) 
through our existing programmes such as ‘Whitebait 
Connection’ (WBC) and ‘Experiencing Marine Reserves – 
Te Kura Moana’ (EMR), NĪSP, etc.

Regional catchment working groups and national steering 
groups involving a range of stakeholders will be established 

to ensure a coordinated response to resource allocation, 
and to provide an opportunity for targeted approaches to 
regional needs. We’ll also tap into the existing network of 
the NZ Landcare Trust (NZLT) and their programmes (to 
avoid undue repetition within regions).

‘Wai Connection’ is delivered by MTSPOs regionally 
throughout New Zealand via a well-defined multi-step 
project. Nationwide over-arching management support, and 
scientific and technical support is provided through MTSCT 
and EOS Ecology. This means there’s a consistent, quality 
assured approach across the country – while providing 
flexibility to respond to catchment-specific differences/needs. 

One of the key components of ‘Wai Connection’ is 
supporting and connecting landowners/catchment groups/
communities to their local freshwater environment through 
involvement in citizen science monitoring programmes. 
The data they collect will help fill knowledge gaps for 
under-resourced catchments/regions. At a national level 
we’re working closely with the National Advisory Group on 
Freshwater Citizen Science (NAG-FCS) to discuss options 
to create a national online hub, where communities can 
store and interpret their data, access resources/mapping 
tools and share their stories. This will build on the framework 
and learnings from the NIWA Envirolink tool currently 
being developed to help guide Regional Council’s in using 
citizen science data.
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1.	 Essential Freshwater (EF) Summary & Guide  
Provides ‘at a glance’ information about the EF work 
package and its aims to protect and improve freshwater 
quality and ecosystem health in waterbodies across NZ, to 
help ‘Wai Connection’ Regional Coordinators/Catchment 
Coordinators/Catchment Connectors and communities 
better understand EF and what aspects of water quality 
and habitat may affect catchments around the country.  
It also includes extra information on how catchments 
work (i.e., factors affecting water quality and stream 
health in a catchment), explains other biophysical 
processes that happen in freshwater systems (to help 
with overall understanding of these environments), 
and provides links to all relevant government policy 
documents, formal guidance and fact sheets.

2.	 Where best to focus   
Identifying key catchments in each region on which 
to ‘focus’ our resources. We do this by focusing on 
Regional Council needs, conversations with partners, 
and collaboration in the region. We’ll undertake regional 
workshops and create regional plans that can focus 
resources in appropriate places.

3.	 Defining the values 
Providing an overview of essential information about each 
chosen ‘focus catchment’. This will include a catchment-
specific audit of the state of current water quality and 
ecology (based on current available data, initially focused 
on Regional Council and LAWA data), as well as talking 
to catchment groups, iwi/hāpu, and rural decision makers 
to define the values and opportunities they see in their 
catchments. This overview will be provided visually in map 
form, with supporting information if required.

4.	 Filling knowledge gaps & coordinating action  
Determining the key knowledge gaps for each ‘focus 
catchment’ and explore ways to fill these gaps by 
including landowners, community groups, and other 
science organisations in the process. We’ll support these 
groups to implement their on-the-ground sampling 
and subsequent mahi that’s identified to fill these gaps. 
We’ll also provide ongoing support for knowledge sharing 

through the provision of a national online hub, where 
communities can store and interpret their data, access 
resources/mapping tools and share their stories . This 
will help inform decisions around catchment priorities 
selected specifically to improve the health of catchment 
waterways and adjacent ecosystems. This is an important 
part of the process to help build landowner knowledge 
about the  catchments they live in, and supports them in 
working towards improving waterway health in their area.

5.	 Making connections & effecting change 
Ongoing support for both MTSPO coordinators, 
landowners and community members will be provided via 
our connection with the NZLT ACE learning programme 
and the NZLT-MTSCT co-implemented ‘community of 
practice’ framework. This also provides access to regional 
and national freshwater-related events, groups and 
networks. Supporting landowners and communities to 
engage with the EF work package process and Regional 
Councils aims to help achieve effective on-the-ground 
action that provides lasting improvements in freshwater 
health for the focus catchments.

Key delivery phases: 
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ESSENTIAL FRESHWATER SUMMARY 

An introduction to the Government work package, what it is & how it works

https://environment.govt.nz/what-government-is-doing/areas-of-work/freshwater/work-programme/
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What it will look like in action: Shows the type of activities/successes the MTSCT programmes have currently achieved. These should also be possible with ‘Wai Connection’ 
if there is an identified need at the catchment level which contributes toward the implementation of the EF package.

https://environment.govt.nz/what-government-is-doing/areas-of-work/freshwater/work-programme/
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NATIONAL LEVEL IMPLEMENTATION

Project years are as follows: 	 Year 1: 1 Jan 2023–30 June 2024 
	 Year 2: 1 July 2024–30 June 2025

STEP 6: Identify (based on existing knowledge & work undertaken in 
Step 5) if there are any information/knowledge gaps in the catchment 
that could benefit from further monitoring that will facilitate future 
linkages through to restoration/protection efforts & participation in 
the EF process, or would be required in relation to regional plans etc.

STEP 5: Current state catchment overviews (if required) – collate data 
& prepare resources for each chosen focus catchment (identified in 
Regional Level Step 6) to provide a ‘current state’ or ‘snapshot’ of 
each catchment based on known existing environmental data.

STEP 9: Project training: develop project training modules as well as 
those in partnership with NZLT incorporating their ACE programme, & 
other training providers.

STEP 11: Recording & reporting: Ensure the details & progress of each region’s activities are recorded & reported on to the funders.

STEP 3: Citizen science online data: continue involvement in national working groups around the collection, quality & use of citizen science collected data with a view to contributing to existing 
&/or future databases where appropriate. Option to develop a ‘Wai Connection’ citizen science data hub for citizen science data collected for the catchments. May require some additional co-
funding.

STEP 7: Develop & maintain project online hub for overview resources, interactive maps, project information etc., for use by ‘Wai Connection’ & the general public. Provide 
support for catchment groups to fill gaps in capacity of the freshwater management system. Note this will be ongoing throughout the project.

STEP 4: Development/sourcing of new ‘Wai Connection’/Citizen Science programmes to fill 
information gaps as required to achieve broader ‘Wai Connection’ & EF goals.

Look for co-funding for the project.

Timeline:

STEP 1: Research 
& start dialogue 
about where the 
need for the project 
is most pressing & 
develop a calendar 
for upscaling for 
the roll-out. The 
development of 
regional engagement 
plans will follow 
these discussions.

STEP 2: Develop 
branding & supporting 
generic overview 
resources to be used 
with all participants in 
all catchments, that is 
provided in a summary 
of EF (including how 
a catchment works, 
what water/habitat/
invertebrate quality 
metrics referred to 
mean etc.)
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STEP 10: Ongoing support: Continue to provide support to all regional FTEs to ensure they (and their catchments groups) are 
capable of continuing with an effective programme until June 2025. Ensure all training is provided as needed & assess efficacy  
of training as project progresses.

STEP 8: Provide design & output support for information for public events, public communications, reporting and other outputs. Provide ongoing science and GIS support 
for the regions.
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REGIONAL LEVEL IMPLEMENTATION

STEP 4: Assess which existing programmes/tools/resources will be 
the most effective to implement at each monitoring site/area for each 
community group. Raise with ‘Wai Connection’ National Support 
team to consider development/sourcing of new programme to fill 
gaps as required to achieve broader EF goals.

STEP 5: Attend national ‘Wai Connection’ training/wānanga & NZLT ACE programmes.

STEPS 6–10: Sharing data & fact-based insights. Undertake catchment monitoring & engagement programmes in focus 
catchments, discuss options for actions that could help improve condition, support & facilitate meetings/discussions with 
Regional Council to tackle problems. Make connections & share knowledge. Engaging with the EF process & Regional Councils. 
Ongoing support, recording & reporting.

STEP 1: STEP 1 – Jan–Jun 2023: Investigate & select focus catchments for each region via:
	» alignment with regionally identified priority catchments by Regional Council & tangata whenua, as well as others such as NGOs, industry, MfE, MPI etc.,
	» existing community interest, and
	» any other supporting information (including any information provided in Step 3 in the National timeline on the previous page).

Catchments should be agreed upon following regional huis/ workshops with key players. Notify national support team on the focus catchments selected,  
so that they can collate focus catchment information.

STEP 11: Recording & reporting: Ensure the details & progress of each region’s activities are recorded & reported on to the 
project national support team.

STEP 2: Identify groups currently active within the focus catchments, & where they’re located.  
Undertake initial dialogue with these groups to assess their level of interest in participating. At 
this stage ‘Wai Connection’ Catchment Coordinators will be discussing in greater depth catchment 
community aspirations and support needs and ensure these are captured. Introduce them to ‘Wai 
Connection’ & EF via the overview resources provided in Step 2 & 3 (in the National timeline). 
Continue to build regional relationships including with Regional Council & tangata whenua (note 
this will be ongoing throughout the project).

STEP 3: STEP 3 – Mar 2023–Feb 2024: Engage with catchment community groups in focus catchments on 
the current state of their catchment (see Step 5 in the National timeline) & where further monitoring 
and support is needed (see Step 6 in the National timeline). Through this engagement process 
provide general support for catchment groups that ‘Wai Connection’ Catchment Coordinators have 
identified (Steps 1 & 2 above) e.g., general facilitation of catchment group meetings, administration, 
funding advice, providing access to experts, monitoring and restoration planning.


