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C O N S E R V A T I O N   C H A M P I O N S   2 0 2 6 

Our night of stars!  

 

From the Brynderwyns to Bream Bay, there are some real stars driving conservation across our rohe. They got their 
chance to shine in our annual Conservation Champions Awards held in Waipu last week. 

Our conservation community turned out in force to celebrate the fantastic achievements of the many people and 
groups making a real difference for our wildlife and environment. To recognise the range of awesome activity under 
way, this year’s awards included new categories, such as Habitat Hero, Catchment Kaitiakitanga, and Rangatahi 
Conservation Champion.  And while everyone who’s ever cleared a trap, pulled a weed or listened out for kiwi is a 
winner in our book, here are the official placegetters from the night… 

WINTER 2026 

So much to celebrate in this issue!  

From our Conservation Champions, to Project Bellbird’s first birthday; from a new hands-on conservation 
programme for our rangatahi, to the arrival of new Kiwi neighbours in Massey Road. May’s Open Sanctuary hui 
was a first, too, where landowners, hapu, farmers and conservation groups came together to discuss landscape-
scale restoration from Marunui to Bream Tail. Then there’s the tremendous effort that’s going into creating new 
wetlands around the Waionehu River catchment that may one day see bittern and other wildlife flourishing. 

This is the power of community. This is what happens when the people who know and depend on natural 
landscapes become their strongest stewards.  The most lasting conservation solutions are built with communities, 
not just for them. Nature and people flourishing together!  

 

From left, Weed Warrior Kelly Creaghan with new trustee Wendy Coutts, Catchment award winner Sue Matthews, and Rangatahi 

Conservation Champion Joseph Knight with MC Steve McKee. 
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AWARD WINNERS 

It was a close race between nominees Andy Cable, Steve Pelham, Graeme 
Tanner and Greg Stump for Trapper of the Year (TOTY), but it was Greg’s 
sustained commitment to pest animal control that won him top honours. One 
of the original Mangawhai Trackies, Greg has been walking the traplines in 
the 230-ha Department of Conservation reserve for many years. 

When it came to Rookie Trapper of the Year (ROTY), it was too close to call. 
Both Luke Jackson (Mangawhai, pictured) and Ian McDivitt (Waipu) won the 
award for their outstanding enthusiasm, commitment and dedication. 

Kelly Creaghan (pictured above) was our Weed Warrior of the 
Year (WWOTY). Kelly, a Mangawhai Weed Action group regular, had some 
tough competition with Christine and Mike Silvester, Marilyn Humphrey, 
Dezarae Waetford and Coralie Roberts also nominated for the title. 

The Habitat Hero Award is for those who have discovered there's no such 
thing as "just one more tree”, who’ve literally waded into overgrown hollows 
and muddy ditches, boots and all, for the sake of thriving native habitats. 
Congratulations Marilyn Humphrey, Dezarae Waetford, and Coralie Roberts 
(pictured left, with trustee Wendy Coutts) for their epic effort planting 
natives in an area of the Waipu cycling track near Flagstaff that had been 
damaged by pine removal. 

The Catchment Kaitiakitanga Award recognises outstanding leadership and commitment to protecting and restoring 
the health of our catchments through kaitiakitanga, collaboration, and sustainable stewardship. Two years ago, an 
area on Sue Matthews’ farm on Millbrook Road was identified as an ideal rearing site for inanga, a native freshwater 
fish species that makes up most of New Zealand’s whitebait. Sue, with support from Piroa, has worked hard to create 
the rearing pond and wetland, planting and weeding to create the right conditions for inanga to thrive. It’s paying off. 
Every trap that goes in the pond catches inanga. That’s great news for all the other wildlife in the food chain that rely 
on the valuable protein that inanga provide. Runner-up Greg Coutts was a close contender for his work in bringing 
neighbouring landowners together to create a shared wetland. 

Our inaugural Rangatahi Conservation Champion, Joseph Knight (pictured above) has shown outstanding care of 
the environment through his curiosity and commitment to protecting our native flora and fauna. He is an awesome 
citizen scientist with an exceptional knowledge and interest in rare plants and creatures. Joseph is studying at Otago 
University and we feel sure he’s destined for great environmental things. Congratulations Joseph! 

 

Thank you for believing, Ann 
Ann Neill has been a driving force in local conservation for nearly a decade and 
helped found Piroa Conservation. She received the Supreme Award – and a 
standing ovation - for her exceptional leadership and commitment to our local 
environment and our community.   

Accepting the award, Ann said it had been an “absolute privilege” to have been 
part of PCT’s journey, but that it had never been about one person. “It’s been a 
leap of faith taken by so many people who shared a vision of nature and people 
flourishing from the hills to the sea,” Ann said. 

"Every kiwi call that’s heard, every stream that’s healthier, every child who 
grows up thinking caring for nature is just what communities do—that belongs 
to all of you. Thank you for believing. Thank you for creating a movement that 
has become so much bigger than any individual. Keep taking those leaps of 
faith. Keep backing each other. Keep dreaming big. And keep proving that 
ordinary communities can achieve extraordinary things.” We wish Ann all the 
very best for her move South to Wanaka. She will be greatly missed. 

 

 Ann Neill (left) with Wendy Coutts. 
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P R E D A T O R   C O N T R O L 

Open Sanctuary: stepping stone to a landscape vision 
They came to talk about the future of a 2,000+ hectare ‘open 
sanctuary’ from Marunui to Bream Tail, and left with a vision for an 
entire landscape, capable of supporting abundant wildlife and resilient 
in the face of future challenges. 

The Open Sanctuary Hui, held in Mangawhai in May, brought together 
landowners, hapū, community groups and conservation organisations 
working within the area to consider an open sanctuary as a way of 
improving local conservation outcomes. What quickly became apparent 
was the tremendous scale of conservation work already underway.  

Participants heard about extensive predator control networks, habitat 
restoration, kiwi recovery programmes, cultural restoration initiatives, 
community trapping projects and long-term stewardship by private 

landowners. For many, it was the first opportunity to see how these individual projects collectively contribute to a 
much larger conservation effort. 

An ‘open sanctuary’, encompassing the approximately 2000-hectare area would be an effective way of taking this 
effort to scale, says Piroa Conservation Co-ordinator and hui convenor Katie Gibb.  “We’re not talking about 
establishing a fenced sanctuary or a single project. It’s about a growing network of people, places and projects 
working together to create the conditions for biodiversity to recover and thrive.” 

Collaboration was a key theme in the discussion. No single organisation, hapū, 
landowner or community group can achieve landscape-scale restoration alone. There 
was strong support for sharing knowledge, coordinating effort and building stronger 
partnerships across the landscape. Understanding how the landscape is changing 
emerged as another priority. Participants emphasised the need for shared monitoring, 
knowledge exchange and evidence-based decision-making to guide future investment 
and management. 

Going forward, Katie says the open sanctuary will likely become a practical 
demonstration site for landscape-scale restoration, while also serving as a stepping 
stone towards a broader landscape vision. Participants supported continuing the 
conversation through the reinstatement of the Brynderwyn Partnership Group, the 
establishment of a focused working group to progress key priorities, and new baseline 
ecological monitoring for the area, for which Piroa Conservation Trust has just received 
funding from the New Zealand Lotteries Grants Board. For more information: 
katie.gibb@piroaconservation.org.nz . Photo credits: Environs Te Uri O Hau. 

  

Happy Birthday, Project Bellbird! 
A year on from the launch of Project Bellbird there is plenty to celebrate.  

Nearly 150 households in Waipu village have signed up to our backyard trapping 
network, which means we’re nearly halfway to our initial target of one trap in every 
five households. Project co-ordinator Ellen Webb says participation is tracking so well, 
the team has decided to aim higher, with a new target of one trap in THREE Waipu 
backyards over the next two years. 

Residents have removed 212 predators—including 141 rats, 65 possums and six 
hedgehogs—helping reduce pressure on native birds while providing valuable 
information about where predators are most active. Together, the community now 
manage more than 300 traps and bait stations across the village.  

 
Justin – our Project Bellbird 

centenarian. He was the 100th 

trapper to sign up in February. 

Hollie from Patuharakeke, at the open 

sanctuary hui. 

Alex, from Shorebirds Trust 

mailto:katie.gibb@piroaconservation.org.nz
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PROJECT BELLBIRD Cont…. 
“It’s been great to see the community really starting to get behind the 
project,” Ellen says. “We’re reaching hundreds of residents through 
neighbourhood visits and market days, and our trapping workshops, and 
presentations have been well-attended. Waipu Primary School even has its 
own trapline, giving students hands-on conservation experience.” 

A buffer zone of traps around the perimeter of the village and along 
waterways supports the backyard trapping. Mapping of trap catches has 
identified hotspots along the Waihoihoi River corridor and around the 
village margins, allowing the project team to target trap placement and 
support where it can make the greatest difference.  

Biodiversity monitoring is also an important part of the project. Monthly bird counts across 15 monitoring sites have 
already recorded more than 2,000 birds from 32 species, including tūī, fantails, grey warblers, kingfishers and pūkeko. 
Trail cameras and chew cards are also helping monitor predator activity and guide future management. 

A landscape approach 

Project Bellbird is about more than just trapping, though; it brings together predator control and habitat restoration 
in a landscape approach. Key to the project's long-term vision is the creation of an ecological corridor for wildlife 
from the Waionehu Stream catchment to the village (see story below). Bellbirds are already regularly seen in the 
upper reaches of the catchment and around Cullen Road.  

In the coming year, we’ll be focused on creating opportunities for everyone in the village to get involved, through 
planting, citizen science and restoration projects. Let’s hope it won’t be too long before we hear the unmistakable 
song of the bellbird around town.  

If you live in Waipu and you’d like a free trapping kit, contact projectbellbird@piroaconservation.org.nz.  

Supported by Northland Regional Council, Predator Free New Zealand Trust with Simplicity, Pic’s Peanut Butter and 
MenzShed Waipu. 

 

H E A L T H Y   H A B I T A T    

Planting the future along the Waionehu  
A vision to restore native habitat and bring the bellbird back to Waipu is taking shape, thanks to strong community 
support. 

The first stage of the Waionehu River ecological corridor is under way - a long-term restoration project that will 
reconnect habitats from the Brynderwyn Ranges to the Waipu Estuary. In the last few months dedicated teams of 
landowners and volunteers have been weeding and planting two wetland restoration sites and one riparian planting 
site creating the foundation for a highway for the birds and other wildlife. 

Around 13,000 native plants have been installed across the three sites. Carefully selected for wetland and stream 
environments, these species will improve water 
quality, stabilise streambanks, reduce sediment 
runoff and create vital habitat for native birds, 
fish and freshwater invertebrates. 

The community response to the project has 
been amazing. More than 60 local volunteers 
joined two planting days, working alongside 
landowners and conservation supporters to 
transform the river margins. Their enthusiasm 
and commitment have created a real shared 
sense of ownership in the future of the 
Waionehu catchment. 

Morris, our very first backyard legend.   

Jazzy and family dig in at the May planting day, while Mark helps out at the 

June event. 

mailto:projectbellbird@piroaconservation.org.nz
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Dairy farmers Dan and Freya Lynch, who own part of the Lynch/Longman wetland in South Road, are happy to see an 
otherwise unproductive part of their farm transformed for the benefit of the catchment for generations to come. 
“This corner of the farm was always wet and hard to manage,” Dan explains. “We wanted to do something positive 
that would bring more wildlife to the area and improve the water quality of the stream.”   

Our sincere thanks to all the volunteers, landowners and supporters who have helped turn this vision into meaningful 
action, and to Fonterra, the New Zealand Landcare Trust, the Ministry for Primary Industries, Rabobank and the 
Northland Regional Council, for funding support. For more information about our catchment work contact Graham: 
catchmentgroups@piroaconservation.org.nz 

 

PROTECT YOUR PATCH! 
What’s the one invasive weed that really drives you nuts? The one that, 
when you drive past that overgrown reserve or roadside area you think, 
“Yeah, someone needs to deal to that.” It might be Taiwan cherry, moth 
plant, or climbing asparagus. Whatever your bugbear, we can help you 
do something about it.  

In the past few years there's been a huge effort by a hardy few to tackle 
invasive weeds that are strangling parts of our rohe. We’ve got teams 
working on the cycleway, Wairahi track, Flagstaff, and the Mangawhai 
Gorge. They’re getting great results. Taiwan Cherry is almost gone from 
around Mangawhai. Now the focus is on tackling the last ones still 

standing and any new germinating plants. 

Each one of these teams started with someone noticing there was a problem 
and inviting their neighbours to help tackle it for no more than a couple of 
hours a week. Piroa’s role has been to guide and support with advice and 
encouragement – and a cup of tea if need be! So, if you’ve got a favourite 
place in your neighbourhood that could do with some TLC, we’ll help you put 
together a plan and a team of like-minded people, and provide tools if you 
need them.  

Once the hard work’s done, we can supply plants from our own nursery to 
help suppress weeds that might pop up again. We are happy to help with the 
planting, too. Contact habitat@piroaconservation.org.nz or ring Martina for 
more information.  

 

 

 

‘Wise up to Weeds’ FREE Workshops 
The Northland Regional Council is running free weed workshops around the 
region during August including in Whangārei (13 August) and Mangawhai 
(18 August). The workshops are for home gardeners, members of 
community/restoration groups and contractors. And are led by Sean Brill. 
Although the workshops are free, spaces are limited so register now: Weeds 
workshops 2026 or visit the NRC website. 

 
 

 

Weed warriors in action in Mangawhai 

during Conservation Week 

Climbing Asparagus is an aggressive, 

invasive weed that can smother and 

strangle native bush 

Taiwan cherry – pretty but bad news for native plants. Photo credit: Trevor James 

mailto:catchmentgroups@piroaconservation.org.nz
mailto:habitat@piroaconservation.org.nz
https://fs17.formsite.com/hdvxfs/Weeds2026/index
https://fs17.formsite.com/hdvxfs/Weeds2026/index
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E N V I R O N M E N T A L   E D U C A T I O N   

Rangatahi show the way  
Building rat traps, monitoring wildlife and planting native trees were 
just some of the activities on offer as part of a programme aiming to 
provide local young people with hands-on conservation experience 
during the holidays.  

PCT teamed up with The Shorebirds Trust to run the Junior Landcare 
Legacy Project in July, supported by the New Zealand Landcare Trust 
(NZLT) and the Bupa Foundation. Around 20 young people, ranging 
from 10 to 13 years took part in activities focussed on the bush, 
wetland, freshwater and coastal ecosystems.  

Organiser Alex Flavell-Johnson was impressed by how participants engaged with the different activities. “It was 
inspiring to see our rangatahi so passionate about caring for the environment. That the future of our native and local 
ecosystems is in such capable hands is a real cause for hope.” 

A defining feature of the programme was the collaboration it fostered across the local community, bringing together 
local kaumātua and kaitiaki, conservation experts, trappers, members of the Waipu Menzshed, teachers, PCT 
members, and nursery and wetland specialists to share their knowledge, skills, and expertise. 

It was the first time the programme had been offered to local kura and schools and we hope to offer it again in the 
next term break. For more information: info@piroaconservation.org.nz 

 

Jayden (13) from Bream Bay College has a passion for trapping.  

It’s been that way since he was just nine years old. Over the years, he reckons he’s 
caught hundreds of rats, mustelids and possums (50 in one year!). Not only does 
Jayden have his own trapline at home, but he’s also active in the College trapping 
group.  

Turns out he is a dab hand at trap-making too. Before you could say, “Rattus 
rattus”, Jayden and his mates at the Junior Landcare Legacy Project had put 
together five rat traps in quick succession. (That’s Jayden in the blue hat). 

So, what is it about trapping that he enjoys most? “Seeing our progress when the 
birds and wildlife return.”  

 

 

N A T I V E   S P E C I E S 

Coming to a backyard near you?  
Those living around the Massey Road area of the ranges may be in for a close encounter of the kiwi kind before 
very long. 

Since Piroa Conservation began surveying kiwi four years ago, listening devices have been placed at several different 
times in the northeastern Massey Rd area of the Brynderwyn Hills. Previously, they picked up just one or two distant 
male calls. In June, however, we heard several close and loud male and female calls – evidence that kiwi are moving 
into areas where they’ve not been detected before.  We also heard three duets, where the birds call and respond to 
each other, which suggests that they are bonded pairs that are probably breeding.  

Meanwhile, the Kiwi Listening Programme  - or Kiwi Coast Call Count Survey - has wound up for the year,   
and the hard work of compiling and analysing the data has begun. PCT volunteers have contributed data from nine 
listening sites. The results are giving us a better picture of kiwi presence and any change in the population. 

mailto:info@piroaconservation.org.nz
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Encouragingly, in many places where birds have been detected before, we have heard them again. As with Massey 
Road, we’ve also found other areas where birds are residing for the first time.  “Being able to let people know they 
have kiwi in their local area is a real privilege,” says our Kiwi expert Debs Searchfield. “It’s a great opportunity to get 
people thinking about pest control on their property, or setting up a local trapping group.  Kiwi need all the help they 
can get.”   

Te Waorahi kiwi 
are thriving….  
Two of the three young kiwi relocated to Te 
Waorahi in March have wasted little time in 
making new ‘friends’, while the third has 
been on quite an adventure. 

The three Northland brown kiwi, gifted by 
Ngāti Hine, were brought from Matakohe–
Limestone Island. The young birds - two 
females and one male—were named 
Rangiora, Hinekiuta and Matahīapo by mana 
whenua. Transmitters fixed to their legs have 
helped us keep an eye on their movements.  

Video footage shows Hinekiuta has hooked up with a young male, and while it’s too soon to say whether she’s laid 
her first egg, the signs are positive. Matahīapo has also found a mate, according to the trail cam from outside her 
burrow. Meanwhile, young Rangiora has been on a bit of a road trip, heading down through the Brynderwyn hills into 
the Echo Valley and Kings Road area, ending up under a wood pile in someone’s backyard before heading home 
again.   

It’s nothing out of the ordinary, according to our Conservation Co-ordinator Katie Gibb. “Kiwi – especially young, 
translocated males, will often go quite far looking for vacant territory, good habitat and a female. We think he 
travelled around 15 kilometres, but he seems settled now.” 

The kiwi release at Te Waorahi is part of an ongoing effort by Piroa Conservation to restore both the local kiwi 
population and the wider ecosystem. Watch this space for updates or follow us on Facebook: 
@piroaconservation.org.nz  

 

C O M M U N I T Y   C O N N E C T I O N 

NatureTalks prove popular  

 
Curlew conservation in Ireland, Patuharakeke’s environmental mahi, and 
conserving our sand dunes are some of the topics covered in our monthly 
NatureTalks events in recent months. 
Our August speaker is local ecologist Jacqui Wairepo who will introduce us to 
some of the incredible native lizards and frogs found in Northland, and how 
we can find, monitor and protect them.  

Since opening up what were the ‘Mojo dinners’ to the community there’s 
been a good turn out to the talks and lots of great discussion. The renamed 
NatureTalks are held the first Tuesday of the month, from 6 pm at the 
Mangawhai Golf Course. If you’re interested in going on our mailing list, 
email info@piroaconservation.org.nz, and put NatureTalks in the subject line. 

 

Hinekiuta (left) and her gentlebird caller. 

mailto:info@piroaconservation.org.nz
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Look for the sign… 
A new sign on the Waipu Cove 
Trail tells the story of conservation 
of wetlands/repo in the Waipu 
area – a key focus of Piroa’s 
community-led conservation 
efforts.    

Bittern are known to be present in 
this wetland and have been seen 
flying over the road and trail 
bridge, even landing beside the 
road. The birds are now critically 
endangered and Northland 
populations like this may be one of the few strongholds remaining.  

PCT is participating in the annual muster/bittern survey and supporting the 
restoration of wetlands in boggy paddock corners across Bream Bay. The QR 
code on the sign takes you to a bittern sighting form, so this becomes 
something we can all do together in the places we live and love. If you'd like to join us in the great matuku hurepo 
muster 2026 contact Katie 027 723 4010 or find out more at lovebittern.com 

 

Here’s to the plant whisperers 
Ehara taku toa i te toa takitahi, engari he toa takitini - Success is not 
the work of one, but of many. 

To celebrate National Volunteer Week, we were delighted to host a 
morning tea for our wonderful nursery volunteer (pictured here with 
some of our ops team and trustees). It was a small opportunity to say 
thank you for the countless hours they spend nurturing the 
thousands of native plants that will one day transform our 
landscapes.  

We are incredibly grateful to everyone who supports our mission. 
Quite simply, we couldn't do it without you!  

 

THANK YOU TO FOUNDATION NORTH 
With the generous support of Foundation North, we’ve been able to part-fund two key roles in our operations team: 

Conservation Co-ordinator and Nursery Manager. Standout successes from this 

funding include: monitoring and tracking the kiwi gifted by Ngati Hine to PCT in 

March 2026, facilitating the Open Sanctuary hui and growing the community 

nursery to 20+ regular volunteers producing over 9,000 native plants each year. 

This investment has unlocked further resourcing and shows how investing in people is key to community grassroots 

mahi.  

 

 

.  

 

Piroa Conservation works to protect and restore the biodiversity of the Piroa-Brynderwyns and 
Bream Bay areas through community-led conservation. If you’d like to get involved, contact 
info@piroaconservation.org.nz 

http://lovebittern.com/
mailto:info@piroaconservation.org.nz

