The day the
you- know-what
hit the fan
At an hour about which nobody can be quite
certain on Holy Easter Saturday, a piece of
rubber material sealing the join between two
lengths of sewage pipe near Waitara stopped
doing its job and allowed a fine jet of spray
to escape into the environment.
It was the day the shit hit the fan (well, the
riverbank).
It was the beginning of the Waiongana sewage leak, a mishap that was
seized on by environmentalists with something approaching delight and
led to widespread investigations by civic authorities.
In fact, the leak was comparatively minor.
Immediate testing of the nearby Waiongana Stream by Taranaki
Regional Council showed no discernible rise in faecal contamination. It
had the same levels of "standard" pollution that's always in the river,
much as you'd expect to find in most Taranaki waterways by the time
they reach the sea.
Judged on the basis of social media commentary alone, you'd think the
leak proved once and for all the incompetence of those in charge of our
local government infrastructure, and most of all the wrong-headedness
of how they deal with the district's wastewater.
As always, the story is much more complicated than that. What follows
is an attempt to unravel the complexities of Waitara's century-and-ahalf struggle to clean up its backyard; or, more exactly, have it cleaned
up by those responsible for protecting our environment.

irstly – the Waiongana sewage leak. It happened in a joint in the new 13.6 kilometrelong pipeline that now transfers Waitara township’s sewage along the coast to the
New Plymouth treatment plant at Waiwhakaiho.

F

If you’re car-minded, think of an engine head gasket, the piece of material that seals
the join between the two parts of an engine when you bolt them together. Blowing a head
gasket was common in times past, especially when enthusiasts pushed the compression up too
far to get more power.
The pipeline is made up of six-metre lengths of
450mm diameter pipe (plastic where it crosses
the Waiongana bridge), bolted together with a
rubber gasket inserted in each joint.
The culprit gasket failed at a point underneath a
footbridge, built over the Waiongana with future
expansion of the coastal walkway to Waitara in
mind.
It was a tricky repair. Being underneath the
bridge, the pipe had to be cut (rather than
unbolted), which meant a joiner called a gibault
(below) was needed to rejoin the pipeline.
It was a lengthy repair, taking 20 days.
It was a very expensive repair. Apart from
having to rig up something to catch the leaking
sewage and cart the spillage away, the council
had to buy the gibault from France.
Once you add in express freight, the bill came to
more than $9000.
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But that was only a relatively
small component of the whole
affair, whose total cost
amounted to a staggering
$179,000.
For a start, why didn’t they have
some spares on hand, which
would presumably have made
the repair relatively easy and
quick?
It turns out gibaults have rubber
parts like the gaskets and you
can’t keep either of them in
stock long before they perish.
The replacement gasket was made quickly; the gibault took longer, once you include its
journey round the world.
This is the first time a gasket has failed on the pipeline, which has been used since October,
2014, but some have failed in the similar sewage pipeline running from Oakura to New
Plymouth (although we don’t seem to have heard about those ones).
The cause of the Waiongana failure was still being investigated when this was written last
month, but one piece of speculation concerned the fact someone had taken bollards out of
both ends of the footbridge, presumably so small vehicles could cross. The council wasn’t
ruling out the possibility the weight of said vehicles caused the blowout.
The fact the stream beneath seemed unaffected suggests the leak had minimal environmental
effects. Taranaki Regional Council tests done on the day of the blowout showed levels of
indicator bacteria (E-coli) were higher upstream from the bridge – 580 per 100 millilitres of
water – than downstream – 320 some 30 metres down.
The Ministry for the Environment says a single sample above 550 requires action, but TRC
attention was somewhat diverted when it found a sample taken from a nearby tributary
stream, the Mangaoraka (which joins the Waiongana just downstream from the bridge) was a
alarming 1500, causing the Waiongana to register 1400 where it empties into the sea.
Whatever was causing that spike in contamination is now the subject of a separate
investigation. The Mangaoraka has a patchy history for pollution, its bordering dairy farms,
poultry sheds and chicken litter storage facilities the subject of past inspections.
The authority said in a written response to my queries (it doesn’t speak to journalists these
days): “Some problems have been found and addressed but obviously there are some ongoing
issues in the catchment that require further investigation.” Quite.
But back to the pipeline. Its construction in 2014 cost about $3 million less than the council
originally estimated ($4.2 million as opposed to $7.4 million, with another $10 million spent
on converting the Waitara sewerage plant to a pumping station). The total job cost half that
for the Oakura one, so the obvious question is did the council get an lesser job?
Council infrastructure manager David Langford thinks not: “At this stage we have no reason
to believe that inferior parts were used in the construction of the pipeline.”
He says any comparison with Oakura needs to be made on an even basis. “The $24 million
quoted for the Oakura system is the total cost of the whole project, which not only includes
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the cost of the Oakura-to-New Plymouth pipeline and transfer pump stations, but also the cost
of all the reticulation works within the town itself, plus consenting and land easement costs.
“By comparison, the $4.2 million figure often quoted for the Waitara pipeline construction is
for the pipe only. In addition to these costs there was also the construction of the bridge over
the Waiongana River (let as a separate contract), conversion of the Waitara treatment plant to
a pumping station, installation of pumping and electrical equipment to the pump station,
installation of the fibre optic communications line between New Plymouth Waste Water
Treatment Plant and the Waitara Pump Station, and consenting and land easement costs.
“It’s also important to remember that Waitara already had a reticulation system, so there was
no need to build a new one as in Oakura.
“When all of these costs are considered so a fair comparison can be made, the two projects
become relatively comparable.”
As the environmental monitoring authority, TRC has asked its sister local body to check the
whole pipeline and report back, before it decides whether to fine NPDC for a breach of
standards. It’s done that on four occasions since the beginning of 2013. The fines total a
paltry $3000, probably reflecting the fact the mishaps came while New Plymouth was
upgrading the main sewage treatment plant.
It’s to other mishaps we now turn, because according to some Waitara residents, the town is
far from free of the water pollution problems that have plagued it since the days - in the
1960s and 1970s (and probably beyond) - when the freezing works and borough septic tanks
often turned the river into an open sewer.
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revor Dodunski is one of
the Waitara people who
reckons the town still has
major sewage issues.

As a keen fisherman he’s often down
at the river and beach, and he’s
experienced the problem first-hand
on several occasions.
On one such – the weekend of
February 13/14 – he noticed scum on
his boat as he returned to shore.
He and others were overwhelmed by
the stench and sight of sewage along
Waitara West Beach.
They postponed “take-a-kid-fishing
day” planned for the Sunday. “Kids
were swimming in it. We had to get
them out of the river.”

Waitara’s Trevor Dodunski with a photo of what washed up on
the Waitara West Beach after a recent sewerage system
malfunction.

The contamination came ashore from the Waitara sea sewerage outfall, which runs 1250
metres out from the river mouth. From the late 1980s to the time the pipeline to New
Plymouth began working in 2014, this was the disposal method for Waitara’s sewage, after
solids were screened out and it had massive doses of disinfecting lime applied.
4

These days it discharges clean water from the gas industry’s big local plants – and acts as an
emergency overflow option should anything go wrong with the new Waitara pumping station
or the New Plymouth pipeline.
Nothing did during the first year or so after the new system was switched on. Then February
13 happened.
The council’s David Langford says two milli-screens at the Waitara pump station - used to
remove solids from the sewage before it is pumped to New Plymouth for treatment - faulted
and shut down. When this happens isolation valves close to prevent damage to the equipment
and sewage is diverted to the Waitara outfall pumps station.
“Following the more detailed investigation, we have not been able to determine the exact
reason the milli-screens faulted; however, the most common reason for this to happen is
because they become blocked with wet wipes and other sanitary products that shouldn’t be
put into the sewerage system.”
Langford says since the February incident the council has installed additional alarms at the
outfall pump station to alert duty operators to issues. That includes sensors on backup
generators, something not usually done.
The risk points have still had to be prioritised because of the complexity of the system. The
council has about 800 drawings showing multiple streams of logic that track what would
happen in every combination of events. There are at least 10,000 possibilities.
“If we put an alarm on every one of them it would be impossible for operators to decide when
they need to respond immediately. As it is, they’re paged by the system on average nearly
once every half hour every day and night.”
The council is also reconfiguring the way the pipe to the outfall pump station and the pump
station itself operates so that it effectively works as additional storage. That includes opening
up an old unused industrial pipe so it can be used to hold excess wastewater. With the
addition of an extra pump to empty it, this improvement will give the system an extra day’s
storage in the event of a backup.
Dodunski and others claim there have been other instances almost as bad as the February
incident, and the council has confirmed at least one of those, on March 31. Langford says it
was not related to February’s, being caused by an interruption to the power supply to the
computer that controls the Waitara pump station.
“This resulted in the back-up batteries taking over supplying power to the computer. After
several hours the batteries ran out of power and the computer shut down along with the rest
of the pump station.”
That meant sewage discharged from the pump station to the outfall pump station, from where
it was pumped out to sea. With the computer shut down, the communications system that
sends alarms to duty operators was no longer working.
“Again, we have not been able to determine the exact cause of the interruption. We have
however had additional alarms fitted to alert the duty operator when the backup power supply
activates so that if this happens again he will respond to the site.”
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Monsters in our drains
Wet wipes creating sewer blobs? It sounds farfetched, but it’s a rapidly growing problem,
according to water authorities in New Zealand
and abroad.
Sydney Water, for example, has published on its
website extraordinary photos of great masses of
wipes congealed with fat that resemble
something out of monster movies.
In London, a so-called “fatberg” of wipes and
other material discovered in a blocked sewer
turned out to be more than 10 metres long and
weigh 10 tonnes, more than a double-decker bus.
Lesley Smith, a technical co-ordinator at Water
NZ, has been studying the problem here and says
the proliferation of wipes is a serious and
growing problem facing public wastewater
collection and treatment agencies across New
Zealand.
The culprits include cleansing wipes, baby wipes,
cosmetic wipes, and hygiene wipes. “Their small
size means it is physically possible to flush wipes
down a toilet. However, many don’t disperse
when immersed in water.”
They mix with other liquid wastes and solid
fractions of sewage, lodge onto obstructions in
the sewer, get snagged in pump stations or are
caught in screens at the sewage treatment plant,
“creating a putrescible waste that is odorous
and contains pathogens”.
In 2013-2014 there were more than 3000
sewage blockages in council reticulated mains,
many caused by blockages from products like
wipes. They create maintenance headaches and
add to wear and tear on sewage networks. She
says homeowners can find their own drains
blocked, as well.
“The use of disposable wipes is expanding in
New Zealand and is already widespread in the
US, Western Europe, Japan and Israel.
Globally, the total consumer wipes market is
forecast to increase to around $US12.6 billion
by 2016.”
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hree unrelated technical
failures, then, have been
responsible for a run of
bad luck – if you can call it that
– with Waitara’s new sewerage
system, a system hailed by
pretty much everyone back in
2014 as a final answer to the
town’s harrowing experience
with wastewater.
Only one of the final answers,
it turns out.
Langford says over the last 12
months, more than half (56
percent) of overflows in the
whole New Plymouth District
Waitara Community Board members Bill Simpson (left) and Trevor
Council area have been the
Dodunski, check out the beach at the Waitara River mouth with Mike
result of heavy rainfall, with 14 Urwin.
percent caused by mechanical
breakdowns and three percent by power loss.
More than a quarter of the district’s overflows (27 percent) have been caused by pipe
blockages, so another solution rests with Waitara people themselves, who along with the rest
of us need to heed the warnings about what to put down the loo (and possibly into other
places – council staff were surprised to find soft drink containers in the pipeline when they
opened it up for repair).
Another answer concerns long-running council efforts to separate the town’s stormwater
drains from its sewers, a problem faced by most New Zealand communities. The Waitara
setup has also been improved by separating out the cooling water that used to come through
the system from Methanex. Uncontaminated water, it now bypasses the pumping station.
But there is another answer needed. It concerns a different long-running saga – finding a
mysterious source (or sources) of faecal contamination that blights the beaches with irregular
regularity.
Even after tens of millions of dollars have been spent on the sewerage system, eradicating
sources of farming pollution upstream in the river’s vast catchment, tidying up the town’s
stormwater drains and ensuring big industries toe the line, there is still about a five percent
risk of infection if people take shellfish or swim at the wrong time.
Nobody’s sure what causes it. And it’s not as though considerable efforts haven’t been made
by TRC and the district council to find out.
To grasp that properly, we need to review past work by the regional council’s scientists, who
have been monitoring the river and foreshore since the 1970s.
Their efforts began in the days when the town’s five main septic tanks were flushed directly
into the river without treatment, and industries like Borthwicks freezing works and a wool
scouring plant fouled the river from bank to bank with blood, fat, chemicals and raw sewage,
lacing its surface with a latticework of colour and scum.
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The first sea outfall was built in 1978 in a joint effort by the borough council and the
processing industries, but it merely transferred the problem directly to the kaimoana reefs,
making their bounty dangerous and inedible. It also leaked until an internal liner was fitted.

As I noted in my 2014 book about Taranaki’s rivers, after community consensus was reached,
repairs to the outfall and massive dosing with disinfecting lime eventually rendered the
effluent more or less harmless in 1991, at least in a scientific context.
Such remedies did nothing to assuage offence felt by Māori at having human sewage - treated
though it is - poured into the sea near one of their food sources. As the Waitangi Tribunal
pointed out in 1982: “Human wastes are not supposed to be discharged into our food basket.”
For a quarter century since the 1991 “improvements” to Waitara’s sewerage setup, the TRC
has produced several different series of monitoring reports on the river and foreshore,
detailing results from annual sampling of fresh and sea-water to determine risks to swimmers
and shellfish gatherers, and analysis of the health of creatures living in the beach, reef and
river environments.
The latest, and last, from one series – the 95-page 2014-15 report on the marine outfall – was
optimistic. It said continued reduction in cross contamination from stormwater had reduced
the flow and variable quality of wastewater going into the system, and 24 years of surveying
inter-tidal communities (sea creatures) showed there had been no impact from the outfall
(only from sand encroaching from time to time).
So far as bacteria are concerned, the Waitara River can be a significant source of pollution
along the foreshore for several days after a fresh, the report said. But “there were other
factors influencing faecal contamination”, so the council took 52 samples and analysed them
for presence of the most effective seawater indicator, enterococci.
Six percent were above the Ministry for the Environment “alert” level of 140 per 100
millilitres of water. Analysis showed no evidence these were caused by the outfall.
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Referring back to the 2010-2011 monitoring period, when DNA markers were used to try to
track possible sources, samples taken after the river had been free of freshes indicated
“contamination was likely derived from a source within the lower river.”
What source? The TRC doesn’t know, but intends to keep looking, even though its 2014-15
outfall monitoring programme has been discontinued.
Joe Rauner, chair of the Waitara Community Board, suspects its coming from houses in the
unofficial settlement on the Waitara East Beach frontage, which he says uses septic tanks and
even has a couple of so-called grey-water (washing and dishwater) pipes draining directly
onto the sand.
However, the New Plymouth District Council has checked and found nothing untoward.
Langford: “NPDC’s environmental health officer has recently investigated the issue of septic
tanks at the Rohutu Block and found no evidence of anything that could cause a concern for
public health.”
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o where does that leave the people of Waitara? Better protected, it seems, now the
council has improved the emergency alert system and installed extra emergency
storage that will reduce the need to use the sea outfall for discharges.

The council’s ongoing efforts to stop stormwater getting into the system have also
reduced overflow risks, but sewerage systems anywhere in the world are vulnerable to major
rainstorms. Last year raw sewage flowed in New Plymouth’s city centre after just such an
event.
Some people are determined still to have all wastewater kept away from sea outfalls, even the
one at New Plymouth’s treatment plant, which when working properly discharges highly
treated (read: clean) water a kilometre or so offshore from Waiwhakaiho.
At the time of the great sewage treatment saga in the early 1980s, when newly elected mayor
Daisy Lean led an effective lobby of people determined to have full sewage treatment, this
same Waitara group offered Māori-owned land for a land-based disposal system. They were
declined, the reasoning being that although something similar worked near Rotorua, the land
offered here was not a large or remote enough block.
At the other end of the Waitara opinion scale are those who believe the recent mishaps are
merely that and the new system has at last put the community on the path to environmental
nirvana.
But that still leaves the mystery pollution source, whose relatively rare appearances in the
TRC’s annual bathing water monitoring programmes are still significant enough to put
shellfish eaters at risk.
A look at the latest bathing water report, for the summer of 2014-2015, shows how random –
and therefore dangerously unpredictable – the contamination episodes are. By that time,
Waitara’s sewage was being piped to New Plymouth and not out through the sea outfall.
Waitara East Beach was sampled for bacteria (among other things) 13 times between
November and March, with six of those at the height of the swimming season in January. The
samples registered virtually nothing on 11 occasions - but hit sudden problem levels on
January 20 and February 19.
The highest enterococci count of 250 (the alert level is 140) on February 19 was not
influenced by the river, so “remains largely unexplained,” the report said. Paradoxically, the
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median enterococci count across all 13 samples was just 1, making it the lowest for any tested
Taranaki beach that summer.
Waitara West Beach was marginally different, in that slightly raised enterococci levels
showed up from January to March. But the totals were small, usually between 10 and 15,
with only one, on January 20, hitting three digits (100). The median was only 4, the lowest
ever recorded.
The signs are there that the Waitara foreshore is almost always safe, which explains why the
largish warning signs that were always apparent near the river mouth have gone. A small one
reappeared after each of the recent plant breakdowns, but it was what it looked like, a
temporary measure.

Waitara River mouth warning signs: the one on the left was photographed in 2013, while the new,
small version was put up after Waitara’s most recent pollution incident in March.

For Trevor Dodunski and his boating mates, they’ll be pretty happy if they can go fishing
without having to hold their noses and hose crap off their boat hulls. They say another such
incident happened on May 12, but when the council checked its data records it could find no
evidence of anything coming from the sewerage pumping station or the sea outfall.
If you were a betting person, you could probably take a punt on swimming at or collecting
shellfish from Waitara’s foreshore any time you liked. But until someone finds the mystery
source of pollution, there are no guarantees you won’t get sick.
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