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The tiny village of Huia on the road to Whatipu holds up to nine
million cubic metres of water in its back yard.

In exchange for the construction of two water supply dams in
1929 and 1971, covering 77 hectares of land, Huia was given
its own small water treatment plant.

The plant, which sits at the base of the lower Huia dam, had
served the village for 25 years, supplying around 250 homes, until
new drinking water standards cast a shadow over its future. While
locals rate the quality of their water highly, the treatment plant
would not retain its Department of Health A grading under new
standards coming into effect next year.

Watercare offered residents three options: to decommission
the plant and connect to the main Ecowater network, to replace
it with rainwater tanks or to upgrade the plant.

Jo Quatermass, secretary of the Huia/Cornwallis Ratepayers
and Residents Association and founding member of the local
water agenda steering group for Huia and Cornwallis, attended
the public consultation meeting in May 2003.

“People in Huia feel strongly about our local facilities and don’t
like to lose them. Aside from that,” she says, “the two main areas
of concern about joining up to the network were that we could
open ourselves up to getting Waikato River water in future and
that the supply would be fluoridated.”

On the other side of the region, Papakura District Council, faced

a similar choice over their treatment plant. They opted to move

to a fluoridated supply from the nearby Ardmore and Waikato
treatment plants. In Huia, resident Eric Blankenbyl spoke up

in favour of keeping Huia flouride-free.
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HEN CHANGES TO THE DRINKING WATER STANDARDS THREATENED CLOSURE OF THE LOCAL WATER TREATMENT PLANT,
HUIA VILLAGERS RALLIED TO ITS DEFENCE. PHOTOGRAPHY BY RACHEL ALFORD.

“I’m on tank water myself but | got involved for the good of
the community.”

Eric says he will watch the upgrade with interest. “My main issue
was the fluoride. We’ve succeeded in keeping it fluoride-free

— until the next time. | fully expect that in a couple of years it will
come up again.”

While both sides of the fluoride debate can cite supporting
scientific studies, Eric believes leaving fluoride out of the water

is the safest option. “Most countries that started fluoridation have
now banned it from their water,” he says.

Jo Quatermass says the community felt it needed to look deeper
into the implications of losing the plant before its fate was
decided. Watercare agreed to extend the deadline.

A council survey produced the same result as Watercare’s
consultation: strong support for upgrading the existing plant.
In March, Watercare announced the upgrade would go ahead,
and Huia would keep the smallest treatment plant in the
Watercare network.

“Everyone is pleased, for a variety of reasons,” says Jo. “We are
a very small community but we were listened to and that was
a very satisfying thing for the whole community.”

Watercare expects to complete the upgrade by November,
replacing the treatment plant’s sand filter with a membrane filter
similar to those in Watercare’s state of the art Waikato treatment
plant. The company has no plans to fluoridate the supply, unless
residents request it.




WATERWATCH

NEWS FROM WATERCARE

BEATING ABOUT THE BUSH

AVOID THE RUSH. BOOK NOW FOR WATERCARE’S RAINFOREST EXPRESS.

Reservations coordinator Elizabeth Hunt says the most popular trip,
on Sunday afternoon, is only booked out a week in advance now
— it’s usually twice that in summer.

Elizabeth says the Rainforest Express train, which runs on 6km
of track laid for the construction and maintenance of three dams
in the Waitakere Ranges between 1905 and 1923, is one of
Auckland’s best-kept secrets.

Watercare rarely advertises the two and a half hour train ride because
the number of visitors is continually growing by word of mouth. She
says it is very popular with people showing Auckland off to friends or
family from overseas, which is giving the little narrow gauge railway
an international reputation.

“We get a lot of enquiries from overseas. I've just taken a booking for
November from some train enthusiasts in the United States.”

The train, which can take 33 adults and 12 children, passes over deep
gorges and across hillsides offering stunning vistas of native bush,
lakes, sea and sky. A tunnel section brings people face to face with
cave weta and glowworms. Elizabeth says most people who have
been on the trip — including herself — were amazed to find such

a treasure so close to the heart of New Zealand’s largest city.

“l'hadn’t done the twilight trip, so | went with friends during a full
moon. It was absolutely amazing.”

The longer (3.5 hour) brunch or twilight trips are less popular in winter
but will run if there is sufficient demand. To book, contact Elizabeth
on 0900 NZRainforest, or visit www.watercare.co.nz.

Students from Northcote Intermediate (from left)
Lily Jackson, Katie Haggath, Trent Coles.
Photography by Rachel Alford.

WATERCARE REPORT WINS ARMLOAD OF AWARDS

Watercare’s 2003 annual report has won
four awards and several commendations,
capped by winning the Institute of Chartered
Accountants (ICANZ) supreme award.

Watercare took the top award from 105 entries
and also won the large companies category.
The ICANZ judges praised the report’s plain
English style, its detailed disclosure and its
reporting against international as well as

New Zealand financial standards.

“Not only was this latter element a trail-blazing
approach, it was also done well,” said the
judges’ report. “Watercare’s report was clearly
the most comprehensive and sophisticated
annual report entered this year.”

Watercare also collected a gold award (the

highest) at the Australasian Reporting Awards
in Sydney on 13 May. The judges singled out
Watercare’s adherence to the principles of
the Global Reporting Initiative, which aims

to create a standard platform for comparing
companies across the world.

Watercare was also judged first equal with two
other water companies in the ACCA Australia
and New Zealand Awards for Sustainability
Reporting, announced in Sydney on 4 May 2004.

Chief executive Mark Ford says Watercare
operates a natural monopoly and needs to be
open about its operations and management to
ensure public confidence. “We can only be above
reproach if the facts are laid out plainly for all to
see. We are pleased to be on the right track.”
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DIGGING FOR VICTORY

WATERCARE IS BRINGING IN THE HEAVY BRIGADE TO DEAL WITH A TINY NUISANCE — MIDGES.
PHOTOGRAPHY BY RACHEL ALFORD.

hey might be small but when they

congregate in millions they are a

major nuisance. Just ask some
Mangere residents.

The midge problem resurfaced in Mangere
when Watercare began decommissioning

the 500ha of oxidation ponds surrounding
Puketutu Island in 2003. Removing the ponds
was welcomed as a major benefit of a $470
million upgrade of the Mangere Wastewater
Treatment Plant. Moving to a land-based
treatment process meant the ponds could

be dredged and returned to the sea.

The plant’s operations planner, Richard
Lawty, says there was always plenty of midge
food in the ponds but in normal operation the
pond water was too potent for the midges to
survive in. However, reducing the biological
load on the ponds prior to decommissioning
them created, for a time, conditions that were
ideal for midges.

“We had no problems with the first two
ponds but the second two ponds had to go
through that ideal band in summer. We got
midge, and lots of them.”

Watercare went into battle with sprays but
bad weather hampered operations. Midges
emerged in swarms. Everyone breathed a
sigh of relief when the pond walls were finally
breached. A new channel and basin built

to hold the final treated water discharged
from the plant until high tide covered just
five percent of the area of the old oxidation

ponds. Everyone hoped the midge problem
was over.

Richard Lawty wanted to make sure and
asked entomologist Gene Browne of
Kingett Mitchell to investigate the new
basin environment. He had discouraging
news. Gene Browne said all the effort put
into cleaning up the discharge had created
a better environment for midges, similar

to other natural breeding sites. For them,
strands of healthy algae and weed were
‘luxury high-rise apartments’.

Tests showed flushing the pond with salt
water could be effective. It worked brilliantly,
for a year. Then, as spring rolled around,
the number of larvae started to increase,
despite almost daily flushing. Gene Browne
says it was Darwinism in action. The fresh
water midges were replaced by salt water-
tolerant relatives.

“They are not a separate species. If you want
an analogy, they are like black dobermans
and brown dobermans. The newcomers were
just a more salt water-tolerant variety.”

Watercare resorted to a special, non-toxic,
pine-oil-based microfilm spray. The spray
lowers the surface tension of the water which
disrupts the hatching process. It had worked
in the past but, as feared, it proved only
partially effective in the basin, which empties
on each high tide.

Mangere Bridge resident, and member
of Mangere Community Liaison Group

Ken Duff says this summer’s midge problem
was not as widespread as in the past.

“For the people who did cop it, it was pretty
bad. From the residents’ point of view,
it’s a major concern.”

Richard Lawty says Watercare now aims

to control the problem by dredging the
organic food material out of the basin and
keeping the water level as low as possible.
This has exposed much of the former midge
breeding area. “The birds have had a field
day. They’re really cutting into them.”

Diggers are reshaping the pond to minimise
its area. Watercare’s planners are also
investigating narrowing the channel to speed
up the flow, and perhaps covering it. That
idea has Ken Duff’s support.

“Watercare really has to get onto an effective
long-term solution like covering that channel
and pond, and | have a feeling in the long run
that might be cheaper than all these other
less certain measures.”
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AN ADULT MALE MIDGE,
CHIRONOMUS ZEALANDICUS.
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