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Project Twin Streams – Restoring the Streambanks

Introduction
Project Twin Streams is the biggest sustainable
catchment project ever undertaken in New Zealand.
Since it started in 2003 it has developed into an
innovative multi-faceted project that focuses on
achieving long-term sustainable management of the
Henderson Creek and Huruhuru Creek catchments in
West Auckland.
This project weaves together the issues of integrated
stormwater management and the restoration of
streambanks along the Oratia, Waikumete, Opanuku,
Pixie and Swanson Streams, with an approach that puts
people at the centre of thinking and action. It seeks to
work in ways that achieve wider environmental, social,
cultural and economic outcomes.
Project Twin Streams was funded by Auckland Regional
Council (ARC) and delivered by the former Waitakere
City Council (WCC) in partnership with local
communities. It is now delivered by the Infrastructure
and Environmental Services department of the Auckland
Council.

Previous Waitakere City Mayor Bob Harvey, one of the
project’s number one fans, says: “Project Twin Streams
has been working hard to restore not only the local
streams but also the local communities in Waitakere.
People have really got behind this project. When I tell
people overseas about the number of people who come
out and support the project and how many plants we
have all planted they are blown away.”
The project has received both nationwide and
international recognition for the sheer number of
community members involved, the most notable being a
finalist for International Thiess River Prize in 2007.

Background
New approaches to dealing with urban development,
waste and water were fundamental to Waitakere
adopting an Eco City approach in 1992. In line with this,
in 1997 WCC commissioned studies to explore the
effects of stormwater on the Oratia and Opanuku
Streams.

These stormwater studies led to the creation of Project
Twin Streams, with successful funding applications to
Infrastructure Auckland for $38.2 million over a 10 year
period from 2003-2012. The funding was to purchase
and remove properties in the flood plain and restore 56
kms of streambanks. Just over 50 per cent of the grant
funding was designated for riparian restoration.

The Approach
The point of difference of Project Twin Streams from
other environmental projects is that it takes a sustainable
community development approach. Its kaupapa (purpose)
is: working together for healthy streams and strong
communities, creating a sustainable future. The
assumptions underpinning this approach, supported by
Agenda 21 from the 1992 Rio conference, which was
attended by members of the former Waitakere City
Council, are:
• People are more likely to make changes in behaviour
when they understand the problem and are part of
identifying the solutions.
• Local communities know the most appropriate and
effective methods to engage local people.
• Each community has its own diverse characteristics.
Programmes need to be adapted to harness the
diverse strengths of communities. A one sized
solution is not effective.
• Creative learning methods that engage with people’s
hearts and minds are more effective in creating
meaningful and long-term behaviour change than
simply distributing written information.
• Local organisations can be more effective than
Council in engaging their own communities but need
to be adequately resourced and supported to do so.
• A partnership approach between communities; local,
regional and central government, non-government
organisations and local people is a very effective way
of achieving long-term change.

Initially six locality-based organisations, have been
contracted, across five geographical areas, to engage
their communities using a creative community
development approach and to support increased
understanding of the causes of degradation of the
streams, and steps we can all take in our daily tasks
towards more sustainable living. For fuller information
on the community development approach of Project
Twin Streams, see Project Twin Streams – A Community
Development Approach on www.projecttwinstreams.com/
multimedia.
In addition to the community-driven planting,
contractors are used in difficult and hard-to-reach areas.
This document focuses on the riparian restoration
component of the project.

The Numbers
The Project Twin Streams catchment has a population
of 103,000 people and covers 10,000 hectares.
The restoration covered in the 2003 – 2012 funding
will restore 56 kms of streambanks.
To date a total of 778,250 eco-sourced native trees
and shrubs have been planted along the banks of the
Swanson, Waikumete, Pixie, Paremuka, Opanuku,
Oratia streams and the Henderson Creek. Some 62%
of these have been planted by community with the
balance – in difficult or hard-to-reach areas, planted
by contractors.
During their life time, these trees will absorb the carbon
emissions from over 33,837 cars, doing an average of
15,000 km per year.

• Project Twin Streams has engaged over 15,000
volunteer visits.
• 67 community groups have been involved in
preparation, planting and maintainance.
• There have been 41 community planting days.
• 1694 m3 (169 large truck loads) of bamboo have been
eradicated.
• 4313 m3 (422 large truck loads) of other invasive
weeds have been removed.

Why Riparian Restoration?
Creating and improving riparian margins is now widely
recognised as an important mechanism for improving
the ecology of streams and their surrounding environs,
trapping sediment, stabilising stream banks and helping
slow flood waters.
Project Twin Streams has also removed significant
quantities of inorganic rubbish and and controlled
environmental weed species. The significant stretches
of riparian margins planted with eco-sourced native
plants provide stream quality benefits by:
• Providing shading to the stream which reduces light
and stream temperatures thus reducing excessive
algal and plant growth.
• Stabilising stream banks through tree and root
structures holding bank material together and
reducing the impact of sedimentation.
• Providing leaf litter and woody debris forming
in-stream habitat and cover.
• Providing a buffer and filtration zone between the
streams and local land uses. This minimises the entry
of overland contaminants to the streams, though
the riparian margins do not deal with the majority of
heavy metals, which generally flow from kerb and
channels, into cess pits, into pipes and then discharge
directly into the stream.
• Helping slow down and dissipate flood water.

The Planting Story
Project Twin Streams began in 2003 with the objective
of restoring 56 kms of west Auckland streambanks using
a community development approach.
Whilst initially focused on mitigating the effects of
flooding in the Oratia and Opanuku catchment, the
project fitted under Waitakere’s Eco City philosophy
and was developed to link in with the Council’s ‘green
corridor’ which aimed to link the Waitakere Ranges to
the Waitemata Harbour with a restored corridor
supporting plants, birds and fish-life.
Environmental restoration consultants were contracted
to survey the Oratia and Opanuku Streams and advise
on what was needed to restore the streams, undertake
weed eradication, site preparation and planting. Local
nursery, Oratia Nursery, were approached for ecosourcing advice.

An agreed measure of success was defined:
When all riparian margins have been restored to native
vegetation, birds, fish, public access, and strong,
independent, active, knowledgeable, skilled community
groups will have been set up.
As the intention of Project Twin Streams, from the
outset, was to develop a community governance
structure that sat outside of, but included the Council
and other key stakeholders, the pivotal question was:
How do we engage the community in ways in which
they can understand and have ownership of the
problems and also be involved in the solutions whilst
keeping them involved on an ongoing basis?
It was decided the key message that needed to be
communicated to local communities was: How you look
after the streams affects you and your wellbeing. If you
respect them and are involved in restoring them you,
your family and your community will be better off.

It was also decided that the best people to drive Project
Twin Streams were community groups and people
already deeply involved in the community. The traditional
restoration approach (which are typically top-down
Council dominated) – where the community would turn
up for a planting day and then go away – would not
achieve the best results.
Today restoration work is happening on five west
Auckland streams, each one has a community contract
to engage the community with its restoration program
with each community contract group engaging a
Community Coordinator (CC) to provide this service.
In turn Council provides a Riparian Coordinator (RC)
skilled in restoration techniques to support the CC with
their restoration programme. Council contracts
professional contractors to work alongside community
providing skilled technical support to community groups
and to work in areas which have difficult terrain, require
more skilled methodology such as in the use of chemical
weed control and/or the use of specialised tools.
The seeds are eco-sourced, based on the principles
that locally sourced plants are likely to have adapted to
the local conditions and will grow more easily. The plants
grown are supplied by specialist native tree nurseries on
application through the Council tender process.
Local iwi Ngati Whatua have a contract with Project
Twin Streams on a site on the Opanuku stream to
provide Project Twin Streams with an alternative cultural
way of stream restoration using a no chemical spray
methodology. Initial results are very promising.

Implementing the Community –
Development Approach
In the beginning, ‘drop in days’ were organised to
promote Project Twin Streams. Coincidentally these
coincided with Cyclone Bola. “The gods helped us,” says
now retired, Thomas Wood, Project Twin Streams
Environmental Program Leader, who was involved with
Project Twin Streams since the beginning.
• After lengthy discussion around outcomes,
deliverables and capacity the first community
contract went to Te Ukaipo, who engaged
a Riparian Coordinator and a Community
Coordinator.
• A technical support worker, plants, materials and
technical advice was supplied by Council.
• The first community planting day was in 2003.
• The first school to be involved was Rutherford
School on the Pixie Stream.

Initially the Council project team undertook all the
arrangements necessary to progress the restoration;
this included logistics, planting plants, basic education
and the engagement of contractors.
The contractors worked progressively alongside
community groups to remove invasive weeds, prepare
the sites, plant nurse species for the first canopy and
also site preparation for the secondary canopy. The
contractors also undertook the actual planting work
in hard-to-reach, difficult and steep areas.

The Planting Process
1. Site analysis and preparation
of planting plans

2. Removal of rubbish and invasive weeds

3. Initial planting with colonising species

Rubbish and invasive weeds such as bamboo, privet and
tradescatia are removed.

Fern, grasses and other small canopy plants are planted
on the stream bank, contributing to the food chain. Fast
growing colonising plants including Coprosmas, Mahoe
and Cabbage trees stabilise the streambank and shade
the watercourse. These also provide seeds and berries
for insects and birds.

4. Infill planting to increase biodiversity
and mitigate plant losses
Larger, slow-growing broadleaf conifer species such as
Kauri, Rimu, Totara and Puriri are planted to increase
species diversity and build complexity and structure.

5. Maintenance

6. Kaitiakitanga

Badly managed maintenance has been the downfall of
many restoration projects. Mulching, weed control and
regular checks are needed to ensure the survival of the
plants. Sites need to be checked regularly to nip
problems in the bud.

Ongoing guardianship and stewardship is needed to
ensure long-term sustainability and success of the
restored areas and beyond.

Where is Project Twin Streams Now?
Local communities and Council team members are
heartened to see “thousands of square metres of totally
destructive weed and erosion areas now under control
and new plants taking over, carefully tended by young
and old”, says Thomas. Both parties acknowledge there
is a long way to go yet.

Project Twin Streams has reached the point where local
communities are committed to active and sustained
participation and engagement in stream restoration
activities and making streams the heart of their local
neighbourhoods. As people are becoming increasingly
connected to their local streams they are beginning
to understand the connection between the health of
the stream, their own actions and behaviours and
wider sustainability issues.
The Council/community partnership has matured
and developed into a balanced partnership with
mutual support.

Original Challenges
A number of challenges have arisen since the
project’s inception.
Challenge:
Keeping community groups’ interest and a high
level of participation.
Solution:
• Keeping communities involved in the planning
with robust plans mirroring the groups’ needs,
their activities and site conditions.
• Flexibility to cope with individual groups’ abilities
and varying levels of commitment and support.
• Flexibility to cope with weather constraints.
• Developing a range of creative activities such
as art to hold interest and engagement.
Challenge:
Identifying the problems and issues with each stream.
For example, in some cases, weeds were doing the same
job as natives in holding up the banks and supporting life
and a planned approach to the restoration was required.
Solution:
Be clear about the process and objective of restoration
planting. The project is not landscaping the streambanks
but to recreate the natural environment of native bush.
Challenge:
What is meant by improved water quality? Does that mean
the water looks nice? Supports life? Supports a life cycle?
Is fit for swimming and drinking?

Solution:
• Develop and measure appropriate and relevant
indicators. Water quality can be assessed by being
able to measure the health, variety and types of
aquatic life in the streams, the life cycle of living
organisms living in balance with the stream and its
immediate surroundings.
• Communicate the vision and benefit of a life cycle
of living organisms living in a balanced habitat with
the stream and its immediate surroundings.
Challenge:
Which plants should we plant? The plants chosen must
support the life cycle of the stream as well as providing
structure. The plant types selected should support
insects, attract birds and help purify water to assist the
return of fish. In addition they should slow runoff, filter
toxins from the soil so that soil contamination is released
in small amounts. The right plants to absorb water and
provide good root structure to contain the stream
banks from erosion were required as were plants that
would provide food and habitat for the birds, insects
and other life forms to establish the food chain.
Solution:
• A highly specialised selection of plants was selected
to keep nature in balance.
• Some species planted were fast growing nurse
species (in some cases to replace dying weed
species) which help keep habitat and to keep a
canopy for shade over soil and water. These will be
outgrown by the slower planted trees that have
longer life spans and are more suited to the habitat.
• Detailed, site-specific planting plans were developed.

Challenge:
Lack of cross-council communication. Instances arose
where, for example, Parks Contractors mowed and
sprayed areas replanted by community organisations.
Solution:
• Improved internal communications.
• Ensure that Council departments working in areas
of cross-over are aware of the community-based
approach of Project Twin Streams and ensure clear
lines of communication are developed to enable fast
resolution of areas of ambiguity.
Challenge:
Onerous resource consent requirements for weeding
and planting.
Solution:
Negotiate with the appropriate Council department for
blanket consents for similar types of work if at all possible.
Challenge:
Keeping track of progress and work completed due
to the long term nature of the project.
Solution:
• Effective project management using tools such as
spreadsheets to keep track of status or work at the
many streamside sites.
• Riparian Coordinators also need to regularly monitor
and evaluate sites, recording findings in spreadsheets.

Future Challenges
With the funding from ARC phasing out between
2010–2012, the proven success of Project Twin Streams
in engaging the community to take responsibility for
their streams and the need to extend this work to
non-funded streams in the catchment, in a challenging
funding environment, makes this work a priority.
Work is well underway by the community contract
organisations to establish a community-based legal
entity which will take greater responsibility for future
governance of the stream restoration programme
in partnership with Council.
The Auckland Council will need to address the
issues of funding for water quality programmes such
as Project Twin Streams.
The need to continue the project further upstream and
into the foothills where riparian margins need planting;
areas such as Candia Road, and Parklands Rd, also needs
to be addressed.
The model and best practice guidelines developed
during the course of Project Twin Streams also needs to
be shared with other Territorial Local Authorities.

Summary
The long term ownership by the community is key to the ongoing success of
Project Twin Streams. It is anticipated that this approach will result in a much deeper
understanding of the impacts of human behaviour on the catchment and people
are then much more likely to have a lighter footprint.

www.projecttwinstreams.com

