
Braided River Revival
BRR presentation to U3A; “Re-wilding Canterbury”



Nō hea au

• Personal background
• University, Freshwater 

Ecology, Botany, Music 
degree

• Ecology Field worker, 
Restoration Wai-Ora

• Regional Park Ranger 
• Team Lead Braided River 

revival 



What is a braided 
river?

• Beautiful and unique
• Fascinating geomorphology
• Flora and fauna – high 

endemism 
• Numerous obligate species



What is a braided 
river?

• A mosaic of habitats
• Transient across a braidplain
• More often disturbed habitats
• Less often disturbed habitats
• Connected with all freshwater 

bodies within their catchments 
including tributaries, wetlands, 
springs and groundwater 
systems.

Terrace Side-braidWetland Major-braid Island Terrace Seep



Landform

• Braided River sedimentation 
processes built the plains and 
Deltas

• Sediment eroded and 
deposited in cycles 



Seral 
stages and 
ecological 
succession
The pre-Polynesian vegetation of the dry 
Canterbury Plains (average annual 
rainfall is about 800 mm) is thought to 
have consisted of lowland podocarp-
broadleaf forest on deeper soils, kānuka 
(Kunzea ericoides) shrubland on stony, 
free-draining soils, and some grassland 
primarily on disturbed sites (Molloy and 
Ives, 1972; McGlone, 1989; Wardle, 1991)



Native and non-native nutrient fixers, bacterial 
symbiotes and insane root-depth species

Braided river habitat adaptations





Our land-use 
history

• Narrowing of the braided 
rivers; and emphasis on 
production. (“Marginal 
lands act 1950”)

• Flooding and 
management

• Weeds and their 
management 

• Native species and their 
management





Flood protection Infrastructure



Tree lines – 
Land mgmt. for 
flood protection

• Expendable frontline

• Defensive reinforcing

• Productive landuse

• (the lower reaches)



High-light, High-disturbance 
Modified Braided River Berms



Resulting 
disconnection 
of ecological 
processes

• Soil thing was slow 
now fast, 

• Statures were 
typically lower, now 
taller and more 
rapid.

• Huge seed sources 
were cleared or 
removed

• 90+% habitat 
reduction for forest 
cover and wetland 
extent. 



Native species at our homes
We know they’re vigorous opportunists- so why can’t they compete in the 

modified riverbed?



We need to increase the 
Opportunity for wild & diverse 
indigenous plant communities 

• Adapted to conditions
• Resilient to BR disturbance regimes

• Adapted to local disease
• Inherently form the most-diverse habitats

• Comprised of the most-diverse genetic individuals
• Opportunity of: Soil / Seed source / Weed competition





High-light, High-disturbance, highly 
modified Berms







The Berm Transition Project.     Jan ‘20 – Dec ‘23





The sub-canopy planting 
Strategy

Where wild seedlings occur in the 
berm they are often on edges or 
driplines.

Where juveniles persist and establish 
they are usually in the 
leeward/sheltered side of existing 
stands.

We began to copy this and found the 
same was true for planted seedlings.

This became “sub-canopy planting”, 
the planting specification for Berm 
transition.



Sub-canopy planting - Objectives
WHAT
• Applied restoration work to berm conditions
WHY
• Support flood protection vegetation
• Reduce Berm weeds and management cost
• Enhance Berm habitat - diversify
• Improve amenity and facilitate public engagement
HOW
• Targeting soil, cover (protection) and remnant seed sources

NorthSouth



Hinds 02 Sep 2023 Hinds 02 Mar 2025



Selwyn 01, August 2022 Selwyn 01, February 2025



Selwyn 02, August 2022 Selwyn 02, February 2025



Ashburton 02, October 2022 Ashburton 02, March 2025



Upper Hinds 29 August 2022 Upper Hinds 27 March 2025



Orari SH79 14 December 2022

Orari SH79 4 December 2024



Opihi SH1 30 August 2022

Opihi SH1 26 September 2024



Ashburton 06,  August 2022c Ashburton 06, March 2025

Lloyd road Orari April 2025 Lloyd road Orari November 2023



Orari ‘25 



Sub-canopy planting - 
Outcomes

Successful willow edge work – fast canopy closure

New native recruitment 

Old Man’s Beard

• Two zones for two timeframes for different immediate 
objectives: Edge Work planting and Full Cover Planting

• Edge-work planting achieving near canopy closure 
after 2.5 years

• New weed-free areas supporting native function

IT WORKS



Front-line protection



Scour Bays – 
Native Plants as 
Flood Protection 
Assets

• Developed a novel 
technique for installing 
natives into river gravels

• Will increase resilience of 
flood protection assets 
while also adding biodiv. 
values

• With this method will be 
able to reduce the number 
of willows used outside of 
critical protection







Recruitment and regeneration monitoring,
new measures of success; new economic plant options



Lots of recruits



Rakahuri, multi-value project August-September 2025
Improved braiding opportunity 
Decreased weed density
Increased habitat value for Lycaena tama
Overall Improved conveyance & natural character



Flood protection + Habitat creation 



“…Acacia species and other 
exotic species at the sites were 
comparatively higher in 
flammability than most of the 
native species in the area and 
can potentially increase the 
flammability of the invaded forest 
area if not managed 
appropriately.”



Beneficial Insects Research



Beneficial insects guide





You can find our reports

• Recruitment monitoring/ planting 
success and strategy, weeding 
success and strategy, Annual 
project reports et al – on our 
website: Whakahaumanu Ngā 
Awa ā Pākihi (Braided River 
Revival) | Environment Canterbury

• Also can see previous 
presentations: presentation to 
resilient rivers group

https://www.ecan.govt.nz/your-region/your-environment/biodiversity-and-biosecurity/biodiversity/braided-rivers/braided-river-revival
https://www.ecan.govt.nz/your-region/your-environment/biodiversity-and-biosecurity/biodiversity/braided-rivers/braided-river-revival
https://www.ecan.govt.nz/your-region/your-environment/biodiversity-and-biosecurity/biodiversity/braided-rivers/braided-river-revival
https://zoom.us/rec/share/VERDOgBroZofltxKrGoLXusqP9WK8uickC0eRpINwQzbtfGa-3FhdYY0YIUMl5d4.tBFNpraSWV7OBzpc
https://zoom.us/rec/share/VERDOgBroZofltxKrGoLXusqP9WK8uickC0eRpINwQzbtfGa-3FhdYY0YIUMl5d4.tBFNpraSWV7OBzpc
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