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 This is the third SitRep of the summer of 2021/2022. 

 La Niña conditions continue to be a key climate driver for Aotearoa New Zealand this 
summer. 

 Higher than normal air and marine water temperatures are present and are consistent with 
the previous record-breaking event of summer 2017-18. 

 Although overall rainfall for the next 3 months is forecasted to be near average there may be 
dry periods combined with occasional sub-tropical low-pressure systems which can bring 
heavy rainfall and possible flooding to NZ, particularly in the northern and eastern parts of 
the North Island. 

 Generally, rivers flows are in a healthy state as we enter the warmer period, but a careful 
watch is being taken on those rivers that formed part of the Rotorua Focus Zone last 
summer and have their headwaters in the Mamaku area behind Rotorua.  These rivers are 
still low, and it may take some time for the impacts of the recent rainfall to impact base 
flows. 

 There has been a lack of groundwater recharge over the last three years, however recharge 
levels this year are generally equal to or higher than last year. Recharge is still low in the 
Rotorua Focus Zone. 

 Groundwater levels are generally stable when compared to last year. Shallow well systems 
may be unreliable through summer as shallow water table levels lower. 

 Monitoring for saline intrusion in high demand areas will be enhanced this summer following 
localised area of concern raised by users.  

 The Rotorua Focus Zone (RFZ) will move to Level 1 of the Water Shortage SOP. This area of 
the region continues to experience low flows which are trending downwards.  



 

NIWA forecasts January 2022 – March 2022 suggests: 

 La Niña conditions strengthened in the equatorial Pacific during December. It is 
expected to continue to be a key climate driver for Aotearoa New Zealand over the next 
three months, with an 80% chance for its continuation. 

 Marine heatwave (MHW) conditions intensified in New Zealand’s coastal waters during 
December. NZ’s coastal sea surface temperatures ranged from 1.6˚C to 2.5˚C above 
average. This is expected to continue to have a strong upward influence on air 
temperatures and humidity. In the western and eastern North Island, the event has been 
consistent with summer 2017-18. 

 For the next three months as a whole, temperatures are very likely to be above average 
across the country. Warm nights and periods of high humidity will continue to be a 
factor. 

 Rainfall is most likely to be near normal in the east of both islands and about equally 
likely to be near normal or below normal in all other regions. Extended periods of higher 
than normal air pressure may influence long dry spells, particularly about the interior 
and west of both islands. 

 Tropical cyclone activity is likely to the north of the country during January. New Zealand 
has an elevated risk for cyclone activity through to April. As was experienced during 
December, moisture from ex-tropical cyclones can increase the risk for flooding. Marine 
heatwave conditions may contribute more moisture for weather systems to tap into as 
they approach the country. 

 Soil moisture levels and river flows are most likely to be near normal in the east of the 
North Island and about equally likely to be near normal or below normal in all other 
regions. 

Forecast information from local and global guidance models is used to indicate the deviation from 
equal chance expected for the coming three-month period, with the following outcomes the most 
likely (but not certain) for this region: 

 Temperatures are very likely to be above average (75% chance). Due to marine 
heatwave conditions, periods of high humidity and warm overnight temperatures are 
more likely. An increased frequency of onshore winds may reduce the number of hot 
days, however. 

 Rainfall totals are most likely to be near normal (45% chance). An elevated chance for 
ex-tropical cyclone activity can increase the risk for heavy rainfall events, particularly 
across Gisborne and northern Hawke’s Bay. 

 Soil moisture levels and river flows are most likely to be near normal (40-45% chance). 



 

December brought rainfall totals near or slightly above normal across the region. 

The 2021 annual rainfall totals are currently being finalised, but preliminary results indicate near 
normal rainfall (90-120% of long term normals) across the region. 

 



 

 

 

Generally, rivers flows are in a healthy state for this time of year, but a careful watch is being taken on 
those rivers that formed part of the Rotorua Focus Zone (RFZ) last summer and have their headwaters 
in the Mamaku area behind Rotorua.  These rivers are still low and it looks like a protracted period of 
significant rain will be required to halt their declining trend. 

Note: The following graphs are based upon preliminary data and will undergo refinement as 
further information is collected. 

 



Representative western Bay of Plenty rivers 

 

 

 



 

 

Representative central Bay of Plenty rivers 

 

 



 
 

 



 

 

Representative eastern Bay of Plenty rivers 

 



 

  



 

In general, groundwater levels across the Bay of Plenty are stable when compared to last year, with 
demand increasing as we enter the summer months.  

In some very shallow well systems, there is still a risk that access to water may become unreliable 
during the coming dry months as shallow water table levels lower. These shallow systems are 
typically used for stock water and/or rural domestic use, rather than large volume irrigation, 
commercial or municipal use. 

Recharge (the rainwater component that enters the groundwater system) totals are generally equal 
to or higher than last year. However, in some areas (for example in the headwaters from the eastern 
end of the Kaimai-Mamaku range) recharge is still low compared with the levels seen prior to 2019. 
This is being seen in lower base flows entering some of the rivers and streams in the area e.g. Paraiti, 
Kopurererua, Waiari, etc. 

The programme of monitoring for saline intrusion into the groundwater systems along the Bay of 
Plenty coast will be enhanced this summer, with selected existing private wells being monitored for 
conductivity. Monitoring conductivity is often used to help identify if abstraction pressure is allowing 
salt water to flow from the sea back inland. This can be caused by a combination of high cumulative 
abstraction along with reduced groundwater flow (which can result from dry conditions with 
prolonged periods of low recharge occurring).  

Although there have been a couple of localised issues of concern identified by users, proactive 
salinity monitoring near high demand areas will help provide early alert and will allow Council to 
implement restrictions on water abstraction if needed.  

  



 

Soil moisture levels have dropped considerably over the last month in response to the warm 
temperatures being experienced.  

 

  



 

Based on last month’s SitRep the whole of the Bay of Plenty was maintained at ‘Level 0’ of the Standard 
Operating Procedure (a summary of the SOP is included at the end of this SitRep), however staff noted 
that the Rotorua Focus Zone (RFZ) was again an area of concern given the low flows observed in the 
area (the RFZ is highlighted in green in the map below). 

The December flow figures 
reported in this SitRep show that 
most monitored streams in the RFZ 
continue to be reducing. It is now 
deemed appropriate to raise the 
Alert Level for the RFZ to ‘Level 1 – 
Reducing Water Availability’. This 
should signal to users in the RFZ 
that if dry conditions continue, 
there could be a need for possible 
interventions.  

The rest of the Bay of Plenty will 
remain at ‘Level 0’.  

Regional Council staff will now 
increase monitoring of the RFZ 
streams, which will include 
undertaking additional manual 
gauging’s of the relevant streams to 
ensure accuracy of the automated 
data.  

In addition, consented water users 
within the RFZ will be contacted to 
advise of the elevated Alert Level. 
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