
A Guide to 
improving 
Water Quality in 
Doctors Creek



Introduction
Through regular State of Environment monitoring the Doctors Creek catchment 
has consistently been identified as having poor water quality. Doctors Creek 
gains water from both groundwater fed springs and surface water from the hilly 
part of the catchment.  During low flow periods most of the water will be from 
the groundwater fed spring water, while at wetter times surface water run-off can 
form a large part of the flow.

Doctors Creek is one of the main tributaries of the Taylor River and has 
therefore a major impact on the water quality of the Taylor River. 

A detailed study of the Doctors Creek catchment has identified a range of water 
quality issues, including high nutrient concentrations and periodically high 
turbidity (sediment) and high bacterial concentrations. The study also identified 

Figure 1: Doctors Creek Catchment



that the causes for the majority of the issues were related to management 
practices in and around the edges of the creek and its tributaries. The report 
concluded that changes in management would have a positive effect on the 
water quality of Doctors creek. 

Exclusion of livestock from the waterway, changes to the way the riparian 
margins are managed and changes to instream weed management programme 
could all contribute to improvements in water quality.

This Guide summarizes the main causes of poor water quality in Doctors Creek 
and outlines what can be done to reduce the impacts on the creek. 

Please ensure that your land management practices along the edges of Doctors 
Creek are contributing to improving the water quality.  Your actions influence 
the ecological and recreational value of Doctors Creek and the Taylor River for 
current and future generations.

Figure 2: The Doctors Creek Catchment Report



ISSUE 

Management of livestock adjacent to Doctors Creek.

EXPLANATION  

Livestock with direct access to waterways can contribute a direct source of 
faecal contamination as indicated by high E.coli concentrations in Doctors Creek 
at times. They also contribute to sedimentation of the waterway by pugging and 
damaging the banks and by remobilising sediment in the bed of the waterway. 
The monitoring showed that cattle in several locations in the lower catchment 
were having an obvious detrimental effect on the water quality. 

The practice of winter grazing sheep in the vineyards also has an impact on 
water quality. Monitoring showed that sheep access was one of the main causes 
for elevated phosphorus concentrations and reduced water clarity in Doctors 
Creek during the winter months. 

How to improve water quality

Figure 3: Visible damage to the banks by cattle (the owner of this property has recently 
fenced the creek).



Figure 4: The small, sharp hooves of sheep can also damage stream banks.

Figure 5: Small springs such as this one in the lower part of Doctors Creek need to be 
fenced as well.



BEST PRACTICE ACTION REQUIRED  

Fence the creek to ensure that livestock cannot access the creek or its banks.  
Permanent or temporary fencing can be used depending on the situation.

The best kind of fence for stock control on streambanks is a standard fence 
design with timber posts at 3 to 4m spacing and 6 to 8 wires with attached 
battens. An electric fence is the next-best option. This can be a moveable fence 
with a single hot wire/electric tape or a more substantial fence with permanent 
posts and either two hot wires (for cattle) or four (for sheep).

Figure 6: Standard timber post fencing along lower parts of Doctors Creek.



ISSUE

Management of aquatic weed growth in the bed of Doctors 
Creek and effects on sediment flows.

EXPLANATION  

In order to meet its obligations to maintain drainage in the lower part of Doctors 
Creek below New Renwick Road, the Council has an annual programme to 
control instream aquatic vegetation. Council holds a resource consent to carry 
out this spraying and has historically sprayed twice a year, once in spring and 
again in autumn. The effect of the spraying programme intensifies sediment 
release as it can expose the sediment to higher velocities of water when weed is 
removed.

BEST PRACTICE ACTION REQUIRED  

Council is already trialling reducing its spray regime to just a once a year 
treatment in autumn. This could help reduce sediment flows through the summer 
months which coincides with the highest recreational use period downstream in 
the Taylor River. Initial results over the 2015/16 summer months were positive.

Figure 7: Sprayed streams intensifies sediment release



ISSUE

Management of vegetation cover on the stream banks.

EXPLANATION  

The practice of spraying bank margins to remove vegetation results in increased 
sediment entering the Creek, particularly in high rainfall events.  This sediment 
accumulates on the creek bed and has been one of the main causes for 
reduced clarity of the water in Doctors Creek. The problem is exacerbated when 
sheep or cattle have direct access to the waterway. 

Figure 8: Sprayed banks along Doctors Creek.



BEST PRACTICE ACTION REQUIRED  

Vegetation along banks should be left growing. At a minimum, rank pasture 
grasses, while perhaps less tidy in appearance, are beneficial as the roots help 
to stabilise the banks and the above ground cover helps to slow runoff and trap 
fine sediments. The roots of vegetation together with the soil act also like a 
kidney by filtering pollution from adjacent land use.

The waterway can be further enhanced by planting of native grasses and other 
plants. These provide the same advantages as pasture grasses but also add 
biodiversity as well as amenity value. Taller vegetation can shade the water 
reducing its temperature and increasing the oxygen levels in the water, which 
has positive effects on the fish life and aquatic animals. Shading also reduces 
the growth of aquatic weeds and algae. 

Figure 9: At a minimum the grass on the banks of the creek should be left to grow.



Because the Council may need to 
mechanically clear the Creek at some point 
in the future to maintain drainage capacity 
for surrounding landowners, plantings 
downstream of New Renwick Road need to 
be carefully designed and preferably only 
occur on one side (ie; the northern side) of 
the creek banks.  Landowners wanting to do 
native plantings should contact the Council 
Rivers staff to agree on placement and type of 
planting before going ahead. Larger plantings 
may qualify for a funding contribution from 
the Council through the “Tui to Town“ habitat 
enhancement programme which promotes 
native habitat restoration on the Wairau Plain area.

PREPARATION
• Stage your planting and don’t try to do too much at once. Each planting area 

will require some ongoing maintenance, especially weed control.

• Time planting to avoid harsh frosts and dry soils. Early spring planting while 
soil moisture is still high and after the worst of the frosts are over will give 
best results, in most areas.

• Purchase the plants from a local nursery to ensure that the plants are best 
suited to the local climate and are from seed that are locally sourced (eco-
sourced) or grow your own plant from local seeds.

• Include a number of different species to spread risk, in case some do not 
cope with the conditions or become vulnerable to threats such as insect 
attack.

• Choose grasses and sedges (eg; Carex) for areas close to the water’s edge 
and larger plants for further back to avoid impeding the flow capacity of the 
creek.

• Generally native vegetation requires an overall stocking rate equal to 
approximately 1 m2 per plant. Grasses and sedges need to be established 
at twice this density, while larger-growing natives could be planted at >2 m 
intervals. 

A Planting guide for Doctors Creek



PLANTING 
• Ensure the plants have been well soaked with water for up to two hours 

before planting.

• Skim or spot spray any grass or weeds about half a meter around of the 
planting site using a spade or grubber. If left they will compete with and 
could rapidly smother the plant.

• Plant at the coolest time of the day (preferably evenings), on overcast days 
or when there is rainfall predicted. Avoid windy days.

• Dig a hole that is larger than needed and loosen the edges to give your plant 
a good start. 

• After carefully extracting a plant from the container, prune off any entangled 
roots. Place the plant into worked soil at the bottom of the hole. Consolidate 
crumbled soil around roots and avoid air pockets. Just cover exposed 
potting mix with soil, not burying the stem.

• Generally fertiliser is not necessary, but you can use about a dessert spoon 
of slow release fertiliser (20-25g) sprinkled into the hole before planting will 
ensure fast initial growth. Alternatively, mix as much compost as you can 
afford with the soil. 

• Give the plants and the surrounding dry ground a good watering after planting.
 
CARE
• Regularly check on the plants’ health for several years after planting. 

Weeding around plants may be necessary to avoid competition and stress. 
This should be carried 
out as required. Do 
not use weedeaters as 
ringbarking is one of the 
most common causes 
of plant mortality. 
Many natives are very 
susceptible to spray 
drift so use a guard if 
spraying.

• Monitor the growth of 
your planting – enjoy 
watching it grow, attract 
wildlife and become 
self-sustaining. Take 
photographs each year 
to follow the changes.

Figure 10: Depiction of how a water way could be 
planted.



For futher information contact

Nicky Eade 
Marlborough District Council 

nicky.eade@marlborough.govt.nz

(03) 520 7400

For planting ideas see the following links

marlborough.govt.nz/Environment/Biodiversity/Biodiversity-Publications-Reports/


