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Abstract 

 
The destiny of urban wetlands lies largely in the hands of the urban planners. The results of this 

study suggest that planners are underestimating the importance of the urban wetland with 

irreversible consequences. The ecological integrity of natural systems like wetlands is inevitably 

compromised when they occur in urban environments. The Resource Management Act 1991 

altered the approach to urban development from being entirely anthropocentric to one of 

consideration of the environment in which such developments were planned. Supposedly, 

adherence to the Act has resulted in a more focused approach to environmental outcomes in 

district and regional plans. However, this research into the effects of urban development on 

urban wetland riparian areas identifies a lack of appreciation of their structure and function.  

 

Eight palustrine wetlands were assessed for health and riparian function. They comprised two 

non-urban wetlands that provided the best-available ecological data on wetland health and six 

urban wetlands. Ecological indicators and urbanisation data were incorporated into a multi-

metric model (named the Urban Wetland Health Index) to evaluate the biological health of urban 

wetlands.  

 

A key finding of this research is that the urban wetlands have poor ecological health and 

functioning indicated by excessive nutrients and algal blooms. Other key findings included the 

inadequate structure and function of the wetland riparian areas; the loss of riparian habitat 

associated with a lack of indigenous vegetation; the minimal cultural values given to the urban 

wetlands; and the negative impacts of urban imperviousness and inadequate stormwater 

infrastructure on wetland health. Notably, older residential areas that had poor stormwater 

connections to appropriate drainage also had the least healthy urban wetlands. The role of 

stormwater runoff in compromising the health of the urban wetlands was not addressed in the 

2010 Kapiti Coast District Plan Review documents regarding Landscape and Biodiversity. 

These documents guide the development of the ‘second generation’ district plan.   

 

The Urban Wetland Health Index was found to be robust and reliable with this research. It was 

designed to address a gap in the tools available to planners, ecologists and other professionals 

seeking to assess the impacts of urban development on urban wetland ecosystem health. This 

Index is an important tool for use by councils in reviewing their district plans and undertaking 

plan changes. The incorporation of ecosystem services science into their policies and plans, 

and the understanding of the value of urban wetland ecosystem services, is needed to foster 

urban sustainability.    
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