
Background
Never before has there been such a focus on the state of New Zealand’s 
freshwater. The media spotlight has been on the quality of our rivers and lakes, 
raising important questions about the health of our waterways.

Despite the increasing public interest, there has been nowhere for the public to 
easily access information on the state of their local river and that’s something we 
believed needed to change. 

Land, Air, Water Aotearoa (LAWA) has been established by like-minded 
organisations with a view to helping local communities find the balance between 
using natural resources and maintaining their quality and availability. 

The web tool brings together a wide range of information that we believe will 
help New Zealanders make good choices about using and enjoying the natural 
resources we share, the first of which being our freshwater. 

Regional Councils hold the largest database on water quality with around 1100 
sites monitored across the country.  Until now, accessing this information has 
meant contacting 16 different councils who all use different ways of collecting 
and presenting the data. In addition to this, Ministry for the Environment uses the 
council’s data to report on water quality at a national level. 

In what we believe to be a world first, this data is now available in one place and 
with a consistent presentation. 

In time, LAWA will also house environmental data collected on our air, coast and land.

LAND  AIR  WATER AOTEAROA Credibility
LAWA’s vision is to provide a credible, one stop site for information 
on our environmental resources. Credibility and scientific integrity 
is crucial in the presentation of data. To achieve this, the Cawthron 
Institute validates the process by which councils collect, test and 
analyse the data, underpinning the integrity of the website.  

Accessibility
By utilising the skills of Open Lab, Massey University’s in-house 
design studio, LAWA aims to bring meaning and understanding 
to what is complex scientific information. The site is designed to 
allow users to drill down from a general view of water quality 
in New Zealand right down to detailed monitoring results for a 
specific site. 

Often you don’t want to know about the state of a river until 
you’re about to use it. With the ability to access the site across a 
range of devices, you can view the data while on site at your local 
waterway providing you have internet access.  
 
Transparency

The site displays information collected at all regional council and 
NIWA monitoring sites across New Zealand.  State and trend data 
for these 1100+ sites are presented on the site.  For those keen to 
see the actual data collected to work out the state and trend, the 
raw data is available for download. 

The LAWA site is user centred, allowing for the user of the site 
to determine the type and level of information they are seeking 
without bias or emotion. There is also opportunity for people 
to engage with the site, reporting pollution, and sharing river 
related news and events.

 Goals
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Features of LAWA

Learn 
Everyone has a role to play in looking after our rivers. To help 
people understand what affects water quality the site also has 
a range of educational tools. Along with an extensive glossary 
there is also a growing library of factsheets to help educate users.  

Get Involved  
Informing the public about the state of our rivers is important  
but we wanted to take this project further and provide not only 
context around what is being done to maintain and improve 
water quality but also encourage the public to take action 
themselves.

This section of the website houses news and events related to 
water quality throughout the country.  For example, catchment 
care groups can list their next riparian planting project and seek 
volunteer support.  

Explore Data
This is the engine room of the site where the water quality data  
is stored. 

The LAWA website houses monitoring results for 1100 sites 
around New Zealand on key water quality parameters:

  E. coli     Nitrogen   Phosphorus  
    Clarity     pH

The website allows you to see how a site on a river compares to 
similar sites around the country and, importantly, tells you if the 
water quality is improving or not.  The state for each parameter is 
measured by quartile from best 25% to the poorest 25%. 

One thing that became clear early on in the project’s development 
was the public’s desire to know whether a river is safe to use. 
While not always an indicator of the river’s health, we’ve 
incorporated information on recreational suitability using the 
national Suitability for Recreation Grade (SFRG) at sites where 
this is measured (approximately 150 sites). An annual grade 
based on data collected from the last five years, the SFRG reflects 
a precautionary approach to managing health risk and is not 
designed to represent health risk on a particular day. For example, 
a site may be graded as poor but still be suitable for swimming 
much of the time. Similarly, a site that is graded good may be in 
high flow due to rain, and not suitable for swimming on that day. 2    LAWA Media Kit

There are three main sections of LAWA: “Explore Data”, “Learn” 
and  “Get Involved”:



Endorsements For LAWA
“The Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment recognises the value of 
drawing together all the regional council databases into one. This will be a very 
useful resource for my office, and I support efforts to make this information more 
readily accessible to the public.”  
 — Jan Wright, Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment

“I have a personal interest in this project because I love swimming and love our 
waterways. I spend every summer holiday with my family around the water 
swimming, fishing, kayaking, and I swim in my local lake almost every day. 

To me, the fact that the quality of our waterways is on the decline, is a horrifying 
thought. So as a family Foundation we were keen to fund the LAWA website so that 
information on water quality is easily accessible to the public. And, by collecting 
data, we can identify problems early, we can measure E. coli, nitrogen, phosphorus, 
pH and water clarity. We can see if water quality is improving or not. Then we can 
see how we can help, and encourage others to do the same. This is about preserving 
our rivers and fresh waterways for the future to ensure the safeguarding of our 
ecosystems, our clean green image and to protect our beaches too.”

 —  Sir Stephen Tindall, Philanthropist, co-founder of the Tindall Foundation

Who is LAWA?
LAWA has been established by like-minded organisations with a view to helping 
local communities find the balance between using natural resources and 
maintaining their quality and availability. Initially a collaboration between New 
Zealand’s 16 regional and unitary councils, LAWA has grown into a partnership 
between the councils, Cawthron Institute, Ministry for the Environment and 
Massey University and has been supported by the Tindall Foundation.

Regional councils and unitary authorities
New Zealand has 16 regional and unitary councils.  
These councils are responsible for the country’s environmental 
resource management, flood control, air and water quality, pest 
control, public transport, and management of regional parks. 
Between them, regional councils monitor water quality at over 
1100 sites around New Zealand.

Cawthron Institute
Cawthron Institute is New Zealand’s largest independent  
science organisation, offering a broad spectrum of services 
to help protect the environment and support sustainable 
development of primary industries. 
www.cawthron.org.nz

Ministry for the Environment 
The Ministry for the Environment is the Government’s 
 principal adviser on the environment in New Zealand and on 
international matters that affect the environment. Part of the 
Ministry’s role is to provide information about the health of  
New Zealand’s environment. 
www.mfe.govt.nz
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Contacts
To interview those involved in LAWA, you can contact:

  Fran Wilde 
  Chair Regional Council Sector Group 
  Business phone: 04 830 4246 
  Mobile: 021 888 075

  Dr Roger Young 
  Freshwater Ecologist 
  Cawthron Institute 
  Business phone: 03 5393273 
  Mobile:  021 0364 067 

  Peter Thornbury 
  Senior Communications Account Manager 
  Ministry for the Environment 
  Business phone: 04 439 7683

Or contact the National Administrator for LAWA for further information:
 
  Caroline Rowe 
  LAWA National Administrator  
  Mobile: 021 083 87049

  To download  high resolution logos visit — www.lawa.org.nz/presskit

Massey University and Open Lab
For more than 80 years, Massey University has helped shape  
the lives of communities of people in New Zealand and around 
the world. Its forward –thinking spirit, research-led teaching,  
and cutting-edge discoveries make Massey New Zealand’s 
defining university. LAWA’s design process, from user workshops 
to the finished product was overseen by Open Lab, Massey 
University College of Creative Arts’ research-led design studio. 
www.massey.ac.nz 
www.openlab.ac.nz 

Tindall Foundation  
The Tindall Foundation is a private family foundation that gives 
to organisations and communities throughout Aotearoa New 
Zealand by way of donations, training, capacity building and 
research, and by partnering with others. 
www.tindall.org.nz
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