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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Berkenbusch, K.; Neubauer, P. (2016). Intertidal shellfish monitoring in the northern North Island 
region, 2015–16. 

New Zealand Fisheries Assessment Report 2016/49. 108 p. 

New Zealand’s coastal habitats support a number of bivalve species that are targeted in non-commerical 
fisheries. In northern North Island, these bivalves include cockles (tuangi/tuaki, or littleneck clam, Aus-
trovenus stuchburyi) and pipi (Paphies australis), which are the main target species in intertidal recre-
ational and customary fisheries across different sheltered environments, such as beaches, estuaries and 
harbours. These coastal populations are potentially vulnerable to human activities, including fishing, 
and are regularly monitored in intertidal population surveys commissioned by the Ministry for Primary 
Industries. These surveys assess the status of the cockle and pipi populations in areas targeted by non-
commercial fisheries at a number of sites in northern North Island, from the wider Auckland region to 
Northland, Waikato, and Bay of Plenty. 

The present study continues the series of bivalve population surveys in the northern North Island region 
by presenting data from the 2015–16 fishing year. Sites surveyed in this study included (in alphabetical 
order) Bowentown Beach, Cheltenham Beach, Cockle Bay, Little Waihi Estuary, Marokopa Estuary, 
Ohiwa Harbour, Okoromai Bay, Pataua Estuary, Tairua Harbour, Umupuia Beach, Whangateau Harbour, 
and Whitianga Harbour. Data collected at each site included information of the population size and 
structure of cockles and pipi in areas targeted by fishing activities. The sampling in areas inhabited by 
cockles also included the collection of sediment data to assess the relationship between the abundance 
of cockles and sediment characteristics, including organic content and the proportions of sediment fines 
and gravel. 

Cockle populations were present at ten of the 2015–16 survey sites, whereas only few individuals were 
present at the remaining two sites, Cheltenham Beach and Marokopa Estuary. Population estimates for 
this species varied across sites, ranging from the smallest total population size documented at Ohiwa 
Harbour of 23.01 million (CV: 14.33%) individuals to the highest population estimate of 742.44 mil-
lion (CV: 7.02%) cockles at Whangateau Harbour. Other sites with comparatively large cockle popula-
tions included Pataua Estuary and Umupuia Beach, which supported an estimated 380.13 million (CV: 
7.58%) and 98.88 million (CV: 15.93%) cockles, respectively. Cockle population densities in 2015–16 
varied between 136 cockles per m2 (CV: 8.48%) at Cockle Bay and 1799 cockles per m2 (CV: 5.17%) 
at Bowentown Beach. 

Large cockles (≥30 mm shell length) are considered to be primarily targeted in fisheries, and individuals 
in this size class were present at most sites. Five sites supported relatively high numbers of large individu-
als, including Pataua Estuary, Okoromai Bay, Cockle Bay, Umupuia Beach, and Whangateau Harbour, 
with abundance estimates between 4.89 million (CV: 29.68%) large individuals (at Pataua Estuary) and 
45.43 million (CV: 18.77%) large cockles (at Whangateau Harbour). Nevertheless, their corresponding 
densities were only relatively high at two sites, with 128 large cockles per m2 at Umupuia Beach, and 
98 individuals per m2 at Cockle Bay. At most sites, the large size class contributed few individuals to 
the total population. 

Eight of the survey sites in 2015–16 contained pipi populations, with few or no pipi at Cheltenham Beach, 
Cockle Bay, Okoromai Bay, and Umupuia Beach. At sites that included pipi beds, total population 
estimates ranged from 0.15 million (CV: 16.6%) pipi at Bowentown Beach to the largest population size 
of 83.84 million (CV: 16.62%) pipi at Little Waihi Estuary. Estimated pipi densities were highest at 
Ohiwa Harbour with 1225 pipi per m2 (CV: 12.1%), followed by 456 individuals per m2 (CV: 16.62%) 
at Little Waihi Estuary, 333 pipi per m2 (CV: 11.26%) at Marokopa Estuary, and 327 pipi per m2 (CV: 
15.64%) at Tairua Habour. Density estimates were lower at the remaining sites, with the lowest estimated 
density of 10 pipi per m2 (CV: 16.6%) at Bowentown Beach. 

Large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) were present in most populations (except at Marokopa Estuary), al-

Ministry for Primary Industries Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 • 1 



though their numbers were relatively low at most sites. The highest abundance estimate for large pipi was 
at Ohiwa Harbour with 3.70 million (CV: 18.37%) individuals, and their corresponding density at this 
site was also relatively high with 110 large pipi per m2. The pipi populations at Little Waihi Estuary and 
Whitianga Harbour also included a relatively high number of large individuals with 2.35 million (CV: 
43.62%) and 1.91 million (CV: 22.66%) individuals in this size class, and population densities of 13 and 
31 large pipi per m2, respectively. At the remaining sites, population estimates for large individuals were 
considerably lower. 

In addition to assessing cockle and pipi populations across northern North Island sites, the current data 
collection also involved sediment variables, including sediment organic content, and the proportions 
of fines (<63 µm grain size) and gravel (>2000 µm grain size). These data were used to examine 
the relationship between cockle abundance and sediment properties. Cockle abundance decreased with 
increasing sediment organic content, proportion of fines and proportion of gravel at the stratum level, 
but these relationships were tentative. It is expected that increased replication (as more data are collected 
over time) will improve future assessments of the relationship between bivalve populations and sediment 
characteristics. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

New Zealand’s coastal waters contain a number of bivalve species that are targeted in commercial and 
non-commercial fisheries. The latter include recreational and customary collections of intertidal species 
such as cockles (tuangi/tuaki, or littleneck clam, Austrovenus stuchburyi) and pipi (Paphies australis). 
Both species occur in a range of sheltered soft-sediment environments throughout the country, including 
high-density patches and extensive beds that may exceed 1000 individuals per square metre in localised 
areas (Morton & Miller 1973, Hooker 1995). 

Cockles are predominantly found in the intertidal zone, but extend to shallow subtidal waters at some 
sites. In contrast, pipi show a preference for low intertidal and subtidal areas that are characterised by 
clean, coarse sands and strong tidal currents; high-density pipi beds are generally found close to mean 
low water and in subtidal sediments. Both cockles and pipi have been shown to be sensitive to changes 
in the sediment regime and, for example, show discernible decreases in their abundances in response 
to increases in sediment mud content (silt and clay, <63 µm grain size), i.e., by terrestrial-derived clay 
(Anderson 2008). 

In northern North Island, cockles and pipi are the main target species in recreational and customary 
fisheries in a range of sheltered environments, such as beaches, estuaries and harbours (Hauraki Māori 
Trust Board 2003, Hartill et al. 2005). At some sites, non-commercial fishing has been identified as one 
of the factors causing population declines, although the exact causes for these declines remain largely 
unknown (Grant & Hay 2003). 

Northern North Island cockle and pipi populations are regularly monitored (usually annually) in surveys 
commissioned by the Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI). These population surveys were initiated in 
1992 for the wider Auckland metropolitan area, but were subsequently expanded to include the Auckland 
Fisheries Management Area (FMA 1) (see information about the surveys in Appendix A). 

At each site, the field surveys record information about the abundance and population structure (size-
frequency distribution) of cockle and pipi populations (most recently, Berkenbusch & Neubauer 2015). 
These data include the proportion of large individuals, defined as ≥30 mm shell length for cockles and 
≥50 mm shell length for pipi. The data collection also includes the proportion of juveniles that are 
considered to be recruits, defined by shell lengths ≤15 mm for cockles and ≤20 mm for pipi. As the 
surveys are based on intertidal areas that have been identified as important for recreational and customary 
fisheries, they usually do not provide population estimates of the entire cockle and pipi populations at 
each site (Pawley & Ford 2007). 

The present report documents the most recent survey in the series of (generally) annual MPI assessments 
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region. The overall objective of this project was “to determine the distribution, abundance and size 
frequency of selected intertidal shellfish” for the 2015–16 fishing year. 

The sites included in this survey were (in alphabetical order): Bowentown Beach, Cheltenham Beach, 
Cockle Bay, Little Waihi Estuary, Marokopa Estuary, Ohiwa Harbour, Okoromai Bay, Pataua Estuary, 
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Figure 1: Sites included in the northern North Island intertidal bivalve surveys in 2015–16. 

2. METHODS 

To allow comparisons with previous surveys, the present study adopted the same general sampling pro-
tocol that has been used since 1996 in northern North Island bivalve surveys commissioned by MPI (e.g., 
Morrison & Browne 1999, Pawley 2011, 2012). Specifically, the sampling involved the combination of 
a systematic design and a two-phase stratified random design, used in recent surveys (Pawley & Ford 
2007), where the stratification accounted for spatial variation along and down the shore. 

2.1 Survey methods 

At each site, the intertidal areas sampled were identified based on existing information and input from 
local communities and stakeholders. This preliminary exploration also included extensive reconnais-
sance of the sampling areas at each site, including on-site determination of population boundaries, defined 
as fewer than 10 individuals per m2 (see Pawley 2011). Establishing population boundaries included the 
acquisition of geographical information through the use of global positioning system (GPS). GPS units 
were also used during sampling to determine the location of each sampling point. 

Preliminary analyses of cockle densities and sediment data from previous surveys (2013–14 and 2014–15) 
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using GPS-referenced samples indicated that the previous stratification at individual sites rarely delim-
ited areas of similar characteristics (e.g., homogenous densities) and, therefore, did not necessarily lead 
to reductions in variance in the estimation of bivalve population sizes and densities. For this reason, at 
sites with GPS-referenced samples (Cockle Bay, Little Waihi Estuary, Okoromai Bay, Pataua Estuary, 
Tairua Harbour, Umupuia Beach, Whangateau Harbour), these high-resolution spatial data from previous 
surveys were used to re-define cockle strata based on the spatial distribution and variability of previous 
samples (see Appendix B for details). 

The number of sampling points for each bivalve population was determined by the population size and 
variability within each stratum, informed by data from previous surveys. For each stratum a regular 
grid was generated, with the size and shape of the grid cells reflecting the desired sampling density and 
the orientation of the stratum. The intersection of the grid with the boundary of the stratum was taken. 
For each phase, a fixed number of sampling points was then allocated over all cells, with a probability 
proportional to the area of the cell over the maximum area of any of the cells in the grid. The position of 
the point within the cell was randomly allocated. With this procedure, not all the cells that were clipped 
by the boundary had sampling points allocated to them. The expected density of sampling points across 
the stratum was uniform. All sampling points were pre-calculated for two phases before the sampling 
began. All phase-1 points were sampled, whereas sampling of phase-2 points was only carried out when 
the coefficient of variation (CV) of the total abundance estimate after first-phase sampling exceeded the 
target value of 20% for either cockle or pipi (i.e., at one site in 2015–16). 

Owing to the importance of sediment properties for infaunal bivalves, the two preceding surveys includ-
ing a sediment sampling programme aimed at obtaining baseline information of sediment organic content 
and grain size at each site (see, Berkenbusch et al. 2015, Berkenbusch & Neubauer 2015). This sediment 
sampling provided general information, but the small number of sediment samples and the non-random 
allocation of sediment sampling points prevented formal analyses of sediment variables. For this reason, 
the sediment sampling design was improved in the present study, to allow the analysis of spatial patterns 
in sediment variables, and to assess gradients in bivalve abundance in relation to sediment properties. 

The sediment sampling was restricted to cockles, as pipi populations frequently extend into subtidal 
waters deeper than 0.5 m, so that only parts of the population are sampled. The sediment sampling first 
involved re-stratification of sites for which high-resolution (i.e., GPS-referenced) spatial information was 
available. For the remaining sites, the stratification was based on spatial information at stratum level. 
Within each cockle stratum, a subset of at least six sediment sampling points was randomly allocated, 
each corresponding with a randomly-allocated cockle sampling point. 

2.2 Field sampling–bivalves 

The field component of this study was carried out in January and February 2016. At each site, the 
intertidal sampling was conducted during periods of low tide (see sampling dates for the present and 
previous surveys in Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). 

The sampling unit consisted of a pair of benthic cores of 15 cm diameter each that (combined) sampled 
a surface area of 0.035 m2 (to 15 cm depth). The sampling depth encompassed the maximum burrowing 
depths of the infaunal bivalves concerned, which reside in the top 10 cm of the sediment (i.e., 1–3 cm 
for cockles, Hewitt & Cummings 2013; and 8–10 cm for pipi; Morton & Miller 1973). 

Sampling points within each stratum were located using GPS units. For pipi populations, the intertidal 
sampling extended to 0.5 m water depth (at low tide) in channels that included pipi populations (following 
the sampling approach of previous surveys). At each sampling point, the cores were pushed 15 cm into 
the sediment directly adjacent to each other. The cores were excavated, and all sediment from each core 
was sieved in the field on 5-mm mesh. All cockles and pipi retained on the sieve were counted and 
measured (length of the maximum dimension, to the nearest millimetre), before returning them to the 
benthos. The counts were conducted by using hand-held counters or by splitting the bivalves retained 
within each sieve into groups of ten. 
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For strata with population densities exceeding 2000 individuals per m2, the recording of shell length 
measurements involved subsampling (see Pawley 2011). The subsampling was only used when the 
number of individuals in both cores exceeded 70 (equating to 2000 individuals per m2) and there were at 
least 50 individuals in the first core. The subsampling consisted of recording shell length measurements 
for all individuals in the first core, whereas bivalves in the second core were not measured. When there 
were less than 50 individuals in the first core, all bivalves were measured in both cores. 

2.3 Field sampling–sediment 

The sediment sampling involved the collection of a subset of sediment cores (5 cm diameter, sampled to 
10 cm depth) that were collected within existing cockle strata. Subsequent analyses included the grain 
size distribution and organic content of the sediment samples (see detailed information in Appendix C). 

The grain size analysis was based on wet sieving to ascertain the proportion of different size classes, 
ranging from sediment fines (silt and clay, <63 µm grain size) to different sand fractions of very fine 
to very coarse sands and gravel (i.e., 125 to 2000 µm grain size) (Eleftheriou & McIntyre 2005). Each 
sample was homogenised before processing it on a stack of sieves to determine the proportion in each 
sediment grain size fractions (i.e., >63, >125, >250, >500, and >2000 µm). Each sediment fraction 
retained on the sieves was subsequently dried to constant weight at 60◦C before weighing it (accuracy 
± 0.00001 g). 

The sediment organic content of each sample was determined by loss on ignition (4 hours at 550◦C) after 
drying the sample to constant weight at 60◦C (Eleftheriou & McIntyre 2005). 

2.4 Data analysis–bivalves 

For each survey site and species combination, the data analysis focused on estimating abundance, pop-
ulation density and the size (length) frequency distribution, both within and across strata. The data 
analysis followed previous analyses as outlined in Berkenbusch et al. (2015). Results from the present 
survey were compared with previous surveys using the MPI beach database. Comparisons with previ-
ous surveys from 1999–2000 onwards were made for estimates of abundance and population density. 
Length-frequency distributions from the present survey were compared with the two preceding surveys. 

As in recent previous surveys, the two cores within each grid cell were considered as a single sampling 
unit. Bivalve abundance within the sampled strata at each site was estimated by extrapolating local 
density (individuals per m2), calculated from the number of individuals per sampling unit, to the stratum 
size: 

S

1 ns,k


ŷk = 
K 

, (1a)
Sk 0.035

s=1
 

K


N̂ = 
K 

Akŷk, (1b) 
k=1 

where ns,k is the number of individuals in sample s within stratum k, Sk is the total number of samples 
processed in stratum k, and ŷk is the estimated density of bivalves (individuals per m2) within the stratum. 
The total number N̂ of bivalves at each site is then the sum of total abundance within each stratum, 
estimated by multiplying the density within each stratum by the stratum area Ak. 
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The variance σ2
ˆ of the total abundance was estimated as 
N 

K A2σ2K 
k ŷkσ̂2 = ,N Skk=1 

where σy
2
k̂ 
is the variance of the estimated density per sample. The corresponding coefficient of variation 

(CV, in %) is then 

σN̂CV = 100 × .
N̂ 

To estimate the length-frequency distributions at each site, measured individuals were allocated to millimetre-
mlength size classes. Within each size class l, the number nl,s of measured (superscript m) individuals 

within each sample s was scaled up to the estimated total number at length within the sample (n̂l,s) by 
mdividing by the proportion p of measured individuals within the sample, such that s 

mn
n̂l,s = l,s 

. 
pm 
s 

The numbers at length over all strata were then calculated according to equations 1a and 1b for each 
length class l. The same procedure was used to estimate the abundance of large-size individuals (defined 
as ≥30 mm shell length for cockles, and ≥50 mm shell length for pipi) at each site, summing numbers 
at length of individuals greater than the reference length r for each species: 

max(l)

n̂l≥r,s = 
K 

N̂l. 
l=r 

In addition to large-sized bivalves, the population assessments also considered the proportion of recruits 
within the bivalve populations at the sites surveyed. Recruits were defined as cockles that were ≤15 mm 
and pipi that were ≤20 mm in shell length. 

2.5 Data analysis–sediment 

The initial analysis focused on correlations between sediment data (proportion of fines, proportion of 
gravel, organic content) and cockle abundance using cockle samples of total and large (defined as ≥30 mm 
shell length) cockles from locations where sediment samples were obtained. A negative-binomial (NB) 
generalised linear mixed model (GLMM) was then used to link the sediment properties to numbers of 
cockle (or large cockle) found at sites with sediment samples. This general model can be written as: 

yi,a,b ∼ NB(µi,a,b, ν), (2) 
log(µi,a,b) =  α + β ′ ∗ Si,a,b + ωb + ζa,b, (3) 

where yi,a,b is the cockle count for sample i in stratum a at beach (site) b, ν is the negative-binomial 
overdispersion parameter and µi,a,b is the Poisson (P ) mean. The mean is related to the linear predictor 
via a log link function. The linear predictor includes a regression that relates the substrate variables at 
the location, Si,a,b, to the number of cockles, with a vector of regression coefficients β, with the site and 
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stratum level variation accounted for by random effects at each of those levels (ωb and ζa,b, respectively). 
The model was implemented in R (R Core Team 2015) using the glmer.nb function in the lme4 package 
(Bates et al. 2015). 

As relationships between the number of cockles and combined sediment properties seemed highly vari-
able among sites (see Section 4), the model was also run separately for each sediment variable, with a 
random, site-specific slope for the regression relationship: 

yi,a,b ∼ NB(µi,a,b, ν), (4) 
log(µi,a,b) =  α + βs,b ∗ si,a,b + ωb + ζa,b, (5) 

where βs,b is the regression coefficient for sediment variable s at site b. This model was also run separ-
ately for each sediment variable. 

Cockle densities are often highly variable, and factors other than sediment characteristics can determine 
cockle abundance at sampling locations. This influence of non-measured variables can lead to data with 
unexplained variation at the sample scale. For this reason, it may be more appropriate to include all 
samples at each site (i.e., not only samples taken at points with corresponding sediment samples) to 
estimate cockle abundance in relation to sediment characteristics. By relating abundance and sediment 
characteristics at a larger scale, it may be possible to smooth out some of the variability occurring at 
smaller scales. To this end, a second set of models was used, in which correlations between sediment 
data (proportion of fines, organic content) and cockle densities were analysed using measurement error 
(also called ”errors-in-variables”) models in a Bayesian analysis (Gelman et al. 2004). 

For this analysis, cockle densities were related to each sediment variable within individual strata, using 
random effects to account for density patterns at the site level. The measurement error analysis recognises 
that both the density and the sediment data for each stratum are estimates with an associated estimation 
error. The model was developed in a Bayesian setting using STAN and no-U-turn Markov Chain Monte 
Carlo methods (Carpenter et al. 2015). The full model with all priors can be written hierarchically as: 

yi,a,b ∼ NB(µa,b, νa,b), 

sk,v,a,b ∼ Gamma(ϵv,a,b, ϵ/λv,a,b), 

log(µa,b) =  α + β ∗ λa,b + ωb, 

β ∼ Normal(0, 1000), 
log(λv,a,b) =  γv + ξv,b + ζv,a,b, 

ϵv,a,b, νa,b ∼ Gamma(πϵv ,ν , πϵv ,ν ), 

πϵv ,ν ∼ Gamma(0.1, 0.1), 
ωb, ξv,b, ζv,a,b ∼ Normal(0, τω,ξv ,ζv 

), 

τω,ξv ,ζv 
∼ Half-cauchy(10). 

In this model, the count yi,a,b for sample i in stratum a at site b was assumed to be negative-binomial 
distributed with stratum-specific mean µa,b and overdispersion νa,b. This variance was estimated hier-
archically using a gamma distribution with a common, estimated, prior πν that was used to define both 
the scale and rate of the gamma distribution. It was further assumed that the log of the mean count µa,b 

was related to the mean sv,a,b of the sediment characteristic v examined (e.g., proportion of fines, organic 
content) via a regression relationship with regression coefficients β (i.e., β is a row vector). Furthermore, 
λa,b is a matrix of estimated sediment characteristics, where λv,a,b is a column vector for sediment v of 
this matrix. To account for site-level effects, the regression included random effects ωb for the site with 
estimated variances τω. Both β and τ were estimated using vaguely informative priors. Our model thus 
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assumed that there are site-level differences in abundance due to unmeasured factors (e.g., fishing, re-
cruitment, or other environment variables), but that stratum differences should be explained by sediment 
characteristics. 

The mean λv,a,b of sediment variable v was estimated from the K samples sk,v,a,b taken in stratum a 
at site b. The variance for the sediment characteristic v, ϵv,a,b, was estimated in the same way as for 
the cockle samples, using a hierarchical prior πϵv , with πϵv itself estimated from a vague gamma prior. 
The mean λv,a,b for each sediment variable v was estimated using an overall mean γv for the sediment 
variable and site and stratum-within-site random effects (ξb and ζa,b, respectively). 
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3. RESULTS
 

3.1 Bowentown Beach 

Bowentown Beach is situated in Bay of Plenty, north of Tauranga Harbour, with the survey area located 
on the intertidal sandflat within Shelly Bay. There have been three previous surveys at Bowentown 
Beach, most recently in 2012–13 (see Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). The sampling extent in the current 
study was consistent with these previous surveys, and included the same three separate strata (Table 1). 
Across these three strata, bivalves were sampled in a total of 104 sampling points. 

Sediment in the cockle strata was low in organic content with a maximum value of 2.6% (Figure 2, 
and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). The proportion of sediment fines (<63 µm grain size) was 
also small, and the dominant grain size was fine sand (>125 µm grain size) followed by medium sand 
(>250 µm grain size). The proportion of gravel (>2000 µm grain size) was generally low, ranging from 
none to 6.9% of sediment. 

Cockles were distributed throughout all three strata, with their highest number and density in stratum C 
(Figure 3, Table 1). The total population estimate for cockles at Bowentown Beach was 26.95 million 
(CV: 5.17%) individuals in 2015–16 (Table 2). The corresponding mean population density was 1799 
cockles per m2. The population contained only a small number of large cockles (≥30 mm shell length), 
with an estimated 0.03 million (CV: 34.77%) individuals at a mean density of 2 large individuals per m2 . 
These estimates reflected a continued decline of large-size individuals, and this size class only contributed 
0.12% to the total population in 2015–16 (Table 3). Even though the total population showed a marked 
increase in abundance and density over time, there was a concomitant decrease in large cockles, and their 
numbers remained low in recent surveys. 

There was a also small decrease in the proportion of recruits (≤15 mm shell length), with 19.83% of the 
population in this size class in 2015–16. The preponderance of medium-sized individuals was evident 
in the length-frequency distributions that consistently documented a unimodal population, with similar 
mean and modal shell lengths of less than 20 mm across surveys (Figure 4). 

The pipi population at Bowentown Beach was surveyed across the same sampling points as cockles, and 
most pipi were in stratum B, although few pipi (34 individuals) were sampled overall (Figure 5, Table 4). 
The pipi population at this site was small, with an estimated 0.15 million (CV: 16.60%) pipi at a mean 
density of 10 individuals per m2 (Table 5). These current estimates for both population parameters were 
less than half the values of the preceding estimates in 2012–13, although the latter included considerable 
uncertainty (CV: 82.82%). The population in 2015–16 included a small number of large pipi (≥50 mm 
shell length), with an estimated 0.01 million (CV: 72.82%) individuals in this size class. 

Compared with previous surveys, the estimates for large pipi showed an increase, and the proportion of 
large individuals within the population was 6.21% in 2015–16 (Table 6). Similarly, the proportion of 
recruits (≤20 mm shell length) showed a slight increase in the current study, with 11.40% of recruits in 
2015–16. Nevertheless, the mean pipi shell lengths remained unchanged at about 29 mm, with a decrease 
in modal size to 22 mm shell length, and a generally unimodal population (Figure 6). 

In summary, both cockle and pipi populations at Bowentown Beach contained few large individuals, and 
this size class showed a marked decrease for the cockle population in 2015–16. 
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Figure 2: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Bowentown Beach. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.2 Cockles at Bowentown Beach
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Figure 3: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Bowentown Beach, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 1: Estimates of cockle abundance at Bowentown Beach, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 0.3 21 764 3.31 1 039 22.40 
B 0.2 14 601 2.71 1 227 7.63 
C 1.0 69 5 275 20.93 2 184 5.54 

Table 2: Estimates of cockle abundance at Bowentown Beach for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2001–02 1.6 4.75 301 5.42 1.41 89 7.61
 
2010–11 1.6 18.56 1 175 9.18 0.08 5 33.18
 
2012–13 1.6 25.05 1 586 5.59 0.07 4 42.60
 
2015–16 1.5 26.95 1 799 5.17 0.03 2 34.77
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Table 3: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Bowentown Beach. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2010–11 17.04 20 4–33 35.72 0.44 
2012–13 18.60 20 3–32 23.91 0.27 
2015–16 18.95 20 6–31 19.83 0.12 
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Figure 4: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Bowentown Beach. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individu-
als, respectively. 
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3.3 Pipi at Bowentown Beach
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Figure 5: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Bowentown Beach, with the size 
of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 4: Estimates of pipi abundance at Bowentown Beach, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the num-
ber of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the coefficient 
of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 0.3 21 4 0.02 5 77.86 
B 0.2 14 24 0.11 49 15.50 
C 1.0 69 6 0.02 2 51.69 

Table 5: Estimates of pipi abundance at Bowentown Beach for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2001–02 1.6 0.01 <1 25.46 0.00 <1 0
 
2010–11 1.6 0.18 12 22.86 0.00 <1 >100
 
2012–13 1.6 0.34 21 82.82 0.00 0
 
2015–16 1.5 0.15 10 16.60 0.01 <1 72.82
 

Ministry for Primary Industries Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 • 13 



Table 6: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Bowentown Beach. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2010–11 24.78 25 13–55 23.97 1.16 
2012–13 29.59 27 11–48 6.74 0.00 
2015–16 29.53 22 9–57 11.40 6.21 
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Figure 6: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at 
Bowentown Beach. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large indi-
viduals, respectively. 

14 • Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 Ministry for Primary Industries 



3.4 Cheltenham Beach
 

Cheltenham Beach lies within a small bay in the Auckland metropolitan area, on the eastern side of 
Devonport. This beach was included in early bivalve surveys before 1999–2000, with the most re-
cent previous assessment in 1998–99 (Morrison & Browne 1999). Sampling in 2015–16 involved a 
single stratum across the sampling extent, with the latter including the entire intertidal area of the beach 
(between two headlands), except for a small area at the northern end containing a rocky outcrop (Fig-
ure 8, Table 7). The current assessment was based on a total of 80 sampling points. There were no pipi 
at this site in 2015–16. 

The sediment at Cheltenham Beach was low in organic content, with values below 2.7% across all 
samples (Figure 7, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). Similarly, the proportion of fines (<63 µm 
grain size) was small with a maximum of 1.4%, and a number of samples lacked this grain size fraction. 
Overall, the sediment was characterised by very fine (>63 µm grain size) to medium sands (>250 µm 
grain size), with the respective proportions of these sand fractions varying across sampling points. Only 
few samples contained gravel (>2000 µm grain size), although this grain size fraction made up 14.4% 
of sediment in one of the samples at this site. 

There were few cockles at Cheltenham Beach, with a total of only 14 individuals sampled in 2015–16. 
Owing to this small sample size, there was considerable uncertainty associated with the population es-
timates. The estimated total cockle population abundance was 1.60 million individuals and the total 
population density was 5 cockles per m2, with a corresponding CV of 66.48% (Table 8). The scarcity 
of cockles, i.e., the high number of sampling points that contained no cockles (i.e., a large number of 
zeros in the data) meant that an increase in sampling effort was unlikely to lead to a reduction in the 
uncertainty. 

There were few large cockles (≥30 mm shell length), with an estimated 0.23 million (CV >100%) in-
dividuals in this size class; the mean density was <1 individual per m2 . Individuals in this size class 
comprised 14.29% of the total population. There were no recruits (≤15 mm shell length), indicating that 
most cockles were of medium size (Table 9, Figure 9). The mean shell length was 25.71 mm, and the 
modal size was 25 mm shell length, in a unimodal population structure. 

The current findings are similar to previous assessments (all conducted before 1999–2000) at Chelten-
ham Beach, which document low cockle numbers and a lack of recruitment for this and other bivalve 
species (e.g., pipi). Although Cheltenham Beach was closed to collections in 1992, subsequent surveys 
documented a continuing decrease in the abundance of large cockles in the late 1990s and a lack of re-
cruits (Morrison & Browne 1999, Morrison et al. 1999). Suggested reasons for the declining bivalve 
populations include changes in environmental factors that adversely affect juvenile bivalve recruitment, 
and a decline in the number of spawning adults below a threshold level that would allow population 
recovery. 

Cockles at Cheltenham Beach have also been surveyed as part of the Hauraki Gulf Forum community 
monitoring programme, but owing to the low number of cockles, this site has not been included in recent 
community-led surveys (Auckland Council 2013). 
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Figure 7: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Cheltenham Beach. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.5 Cockles at Cheltenham Beach
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Figure 8: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Cheltenham Beach, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 7: Estimates of cockle abundance at Cheltenham Beach, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 31.9 80 14 1.60 5 66.48 

Table 8: Estimates of cockle abundance at Cheltenham Beach for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Year Extent (ha) Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mm 

Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2015–16 31.9 1.60 5 66.48 0.23 <1 >100 

Ministry for Primary Industries Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 • 17 



Table 9: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Cheltenham Beach. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2015–16 25.71 25 20–31 0.00 14.29 
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Figure 9: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present survey at Cheltenham 
Beach. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, respect-
ively. 
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3.6 Cockle Bay 

Cockle Bay is a small beach within the metropolitan Auckland area. This beach has been closed to 
shellfish gathering since 1 October 2008 for the period over summer (1 October to 30 April). A maximum 
daily bag limit of 50 cockles per gatherer per day applies at other times. 

This site was included in four previous surveys, most recently in 2013–14 (see Appendix A, Tables A-1, 
A-2). The current survey was based on the same sampling extent as recent previous surveys, and involved 
two strata following re-stratification (Figure 10, Table 10). Across the 82 sampling points, there were 
only two pipi sampled. Owing to this small sample size, pipi are not further reported on in this section. 

Sediment samples at Cockle Bay were characterised by a low proportion of organic matter, with val-
ues ranging from 0.8 to 1.8% (Figure 10, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). Sediment grain 
size distributions showed some variation across sampling points, particularly in the proportions of fines 
(>63 µm) and gravel (>2000 µm). Although a small number of samples contained no fines, this grain 
size fraction made up 16.3 to 28.8% of the sediment in four samples. All of the samples included some 
gravel, and the highest proportion of this grain size fraction across samples was 44.2%. 

Most cockles at this site were distributed across stratum A, with fewer cockles in stratum B (Figure 11, 
Table 10). The total population estimate for this species in 2015–16 was 21.46 million (CV: 8.48%) 
individuals, with a mean density of 136 cockles per m2 (Table 11). This population estimate included 
a substantial number of large cockles (≥30 mm shell length), with an estimated 15.37 million (CV: 
10.77%) individuals in this size class. The mean density of large cockles was 98 individuals per m2 . 
These current estimates for both the total population and the large-cockle size class were lower than 
estimates in the previous survey in 2013–14. They reflect a continuing decrease in the total population 
size since 2010–11, although estimates for large cockles showed some variation over this period. 

Large cockles contributed an estimated 71.65% of individuals to the total population in 2015–16, and this 
contribution has been consistently over 60% since 2012–13 (Table 12). At the same time, the proportion 
of recruits (≤15 mm shell length) was small, with 5.66% of individuals in this size class in 2015–16, 
similar to the preceding population assessment. 

The mean size of cockles at Cockle Bay showed little change in recent surveys, it was 31.82 mm shell 
length in the current study (Table 12, Figure 12). At the same time, there was an increase in modal size 
to 37 mm shell length in 2015–16, reflecting the increase in the proportion of large cockles. Length-
frequency distributions illustrate the prevalence of large cockles at this site, with a consistently unimodal 
population showing an increase in the size of individuals since 2012–13. 

Cockle Bay is one of the sites included in the Hauraki Gulf Forum community monitoring programme 
(see for example, Auckland Council 2013). Although this programme uses different methods and a 
smaller sampling extent, some of the findings are comparable to those in the present survey series. For 
example, regular community monitoring since 2005 at Cockle Bay documents the presence of large 
cockles (30 to 35 mm shell length) within the population, and this size class showed marked increases in 
recent community surveys (i.e., in 2011 and 2012). The community monitoring also shows fluctuations 
in the cockle population, with an average population density of 201 individuals per m2, and a density of 
339 cockles per m2 recorded in 2011. 
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Figure 10: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Cockle Bay. Labels correspond to stratum and 
sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.7 Cockles at Cockle Bay
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Figure 11: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Cockle Bay, with the size of 
the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 10: Estimates of cockle abundance at Cockle Bay, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the number 
of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the coefficient 
of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 13.2 68 373 20.73 157 8.66
 
B 2.5 14 14 0.73 29 39.22
 

Table 11: Estimates of cockle abundance at Cockle Bay for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2009–10 16.0 59.54 372 5.60 6.27 39 12.48
 
2010–11 16.0 72.20 451 5.61 21.29 133 8.15
 
2012–13 16.0 54.67 342 7.51 36.46 228 8.78
 
2013–14 15.8 33.68 214 8.14 21.02 133 9.50
 
2015–16 15.8 21.46 136 8.48 15.37 98 10.77
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Table 12: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Cockle Bay. LF distribu-
tions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the distribution 
of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell length of 
≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2012–13 30.40 32 6–44 1.53 66.69 
2013–14 29.99 34 6–45 6.09 62.41 
2015–16 31.82 37 7–50 5.66 71.65 
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Figure 12: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Cockle Bay. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.8 Little Waihi Estuary 

Little Waihi Estuary is a small Bay of Plenty estuary, situated east of Tauranga. Bivalves in this estuary 
have been surveyed in eight previous population assessments since 2000–01 (see Appendix A, Tables A-
1, A-2). Initial surveys were based on a relatively small sampling extent, which was markedly increased 
in 2009–10. Since then, the sampling extent has remained similar, extending across an area close to 
the entrance of the estuary. In the current survey, the sampling extent was re-stratified, resulting in two 
strata, A and B (Figure 13, Table 13). Bivalves were sampled in a total of 192 sampling points, including 
82 sampling points in phase 2. 

Sediment at Little Waihi Estuary contained little organic matter with a maximum of 2.8% of organic 
content across all samples (Figure 13, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). At the same time, 
sediment grain size distributions documented a low proportion of fines (grain size <63 µm), with the 
highest value of 3.1% and a number of samples lacking this size fraction. In general, sediment samples 
consisted primarily of fine and medium sands (i.e., grain sizes >125 µm and >250 µm), although coarser 
size fractions were prevalent in several samples, particularly in stratum A. These samples contained up 
to 62.1% coarse sand (grain size >500 µm) or up to 48.9% gravel (grain size >2000 µm). 

The cockle population in Little Waihi Estuary in 2015–16 was restricted to stratum A, where it was mostly 
distributed across the south-western side, with fewer cockles in other areas of this stratum (Figure 14, 
Table 13). There were no cockles in the entrance area of stratum A, nor in stratum B. There were an 
estimated 30.40 million (CV: 12.74%) cockles in the total population in 2015–16, at a mean density of 
165 cockles per m2 (Table 14). The population included a small number of large cockles (≥30 mm shell 
length), with an estimated 0.26 million (CV: 51.69%) large individuals. The corresponding mean density 
was 2 large cockles per m2. These population estimates were similar to estimates in the preceding survey 
in 2013–14. 

Based on the small number of individuals, the large size class contributed a small proportion (0.86%) of 
individuals to the total cockle population (Table 15). Instead, the population contained a considerable 
proportion of recruits (≤15 mm shell length), with 36.45% of individuals in this size class in 2015–16. 
The small sizes of individuals in the cockle population were reflected in the mean and modal sizes of 
17.68 mm and 15 mm shell length, respectively. 

These findings were consistent with the two preceding surveys, indicating a cockle population dominated 
by recruits and medium-sized individuals (Figure 15). A small decrease in the number of recruits in the 
two most recent surveys resulted in a change from a bimodal to a unimodal cockle population. 

Pipi in Little Waihi Estuary were sampled across the same strata as cockles (Figure 16, Table 16). Most 
of the pipi population was in the north-eastern part of stratum A (but not near the entrance), with few 
pipi in stratum B. The estimated total population size for this species in 2015–16 was 83.84 million (CV: 
16.62%) pipi, occurring at a mean density of 456 individuals per m2 (Table 17). The population included 
a small number of large pipi (≥50 mm shell length), with an estimated 2.35 million (CV: 43.62%) large 
individuals at a mean density of 13 individuals per m2 (Table 17). The current population estimates 
reflected marked decreases in the pipi population; both the total population abundance and density were 
less than half the values than in 2013–14, with a similar decline in the estimates for the large size class. 

Within the pipi population, large-sized individuals were only a small component, contributing 2.81% 
to the total population in 2015–16 (Table 18). In comparison, recruits (≤20 mm shell length) made up 
16.01% of the population overall. These data indicate that the majority of the population consisted of 
medium-sized pipi, and mean and modal shell lengths were 31.88 mm and 32 mm, respectively. The 
prevalence of medium-sized pipi resulted in a unimodal population size structure, which consistently 
included recruits and large individuals in recent surveys (Figure 17). 
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Figure 13: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Little Waihi Estuary. Labels correspond to 
stratum and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). 
Sediment grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; 
medium, >250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.9 Cockles at Little Waihi Estuary
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Figure 14: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Little Waihi Estuary, with 
the size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples 
with zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 13: Estimates of cockle abundance at Little Waihi Estuary, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are 
the number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 13.6 165 1 290 30.40 223 12.74 
B 4.8 27 0 0.00 0 

Table 14: Estimates of cockle abundance at Little Waihi Estuary for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) 
cockles. Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2000–01 3.0 4.44 148 11.06 0.95 32 9.2
 
2002–03 3.0 0.96 32 5.98 0.07 2 20.47
 
2003–04 3.1 3.92 125 8.01 0.40 13 15.92
 
2004–05 3.8 3.73 99 9.65 0.17 7 18.32
 
2006–07 3.2 2.09 66 18.32 0.01 <1 >100
 
2009–10 13.9 20.55 148 16.57 0.08 <1 76.43
 
2012–13 15.4 17.77 115 18.58 0.20 1 56.95
 
2013–14 17.1 27.32 160 16.62 0.35 2 59.9
 
2015–16 18.4 30.40 165 12.74 0.26 2 51.69
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Table 15: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Little Waihi Estuary. 
LF distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2012–13 15.72 20 2–45 45.25 1.15 
2013–14 17.77 22 6–33 35.50 1.27 
2015–16 17.68 15 4–35 36.45 0.86 
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Figure 15: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys 
at Little Waihi Estuary. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large 
individuals, respectively. 
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3.10 Pipi at Little Waihi Estuary
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Figure 16: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Little Waihi Estuary, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 16: Estimates of pipi abundance at Little Waihi Estuary, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are 
the number of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 13.6 165 3 358 79.14 581 17.12
 
B 4.8 27 93 4.69 98 69.31
 

Table 17: Estimates of pipi abundance at Little Waihi Estuary for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2000–01 3.0 28.69 956 8.78 3.74 125 8.46
 
2002–03 3.0 5.82 194 7.38 0.48 16 9.56
 
2003–04 3.1 7.05 226 9.15 0.84 27 13.52
 
2004–05 3.8 48.00 1 280 6.16 1.90 51 10.25
 
2006–07 3.2 44.52 1 409 7.47 2.00 75 10.76
 
2009–10 13.9 271.99 1 954 11.54 10.12 90 20.25
 
2012–13 15.4 219.43 1 423 7.88 10.26 67 27.03
 
2013–14 17.1 170.82 1 000 12.70 4.58 27 31.30
 
2015–16 18.4 83.84 456 16.62 2.35 13 43.62
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Table 18: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Little Waihi Estuary. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2012–13 33.16 40 5–59 15.32 4.68 
2013–14 31.49 42 8–57 17.71 2.68 
2015–16 31.88 32 5–57 16.01 2.81 
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Figure 17: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at Little 
Waihi Estuary. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.11 Marokopa Estuary 

Marokopa Estuary is a small estuary on the Waikato west coast. This site was included in two previous 
bivalve surveys, in 2005–06 and 2010–11 (see Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). Sampling at this site has 
focused on three strata A to C within the main channel of the estuary (Figure 18, Table 19). In 2015–16, 
bivalves were sampled in a total of 90 sampling points across the three strata. As there were only 18 
cockles sampled across all sampling points, cockles are not further reported on in this section. 

Pipi were abundant in strata B and C, with few pipi in stratum A. The total population estimate for this 
species was 8.62 million (CV: 11.26%) pipi in 2015–16 (Table 20). The corresponding mean density 
was 333 pipi per m2. Both population estimates were a marked increase from previous estimates. There 
were no large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) in the population, and this finding was consistent across the 
three surveys conducted at this site. 

In contrast, recruits (≤20 mm shell length) contributed 27.71% of individuals to the total population in 
2015–16, and this value was similar to the proportion of recruits in the preceding survey (Table 21). 
Similarly, mean pipi size was consistent with the previous assessment at 27.35 mm shell length. Nev-
ertheless, there was an increase in modal size in 2015–16 to 40 mm shell length. Length-frequency 
distributions highlight the increasing proportion of recruits in the pipi population in the two most re-
cent surveys (Figure 19). Initially, there were few individuals in this size class, and the pipi population 
was unimodal in 2005–06. Since then, the proportion of recruits made up a second mode, resulting in a 
bimodal population in 2010–11, with less distinct modes in 2015–16. 

Overall, the pipi population at Marokopa Estuary has consistently been dominated by medium-sized pipi, 
lacking large individuals. Information from local residents (e.g., K. Hohaia, pers. comm.) confirmed 
this finding, and indicated that pipi at Marokopa Estuary are characterised by their medium size. 
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3.12 Pipi at Marokopa Estuary
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Figure 18: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Marokopa Estuary, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 19: Estimates of pipi abundance at Marokopa Estuary, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the coef-
ficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 0.2 7 28 0.24 114 60.01 
B 0.7 26 432 3.34 475 15.56 
C 1.7 57 602 5.03 302 16.02 

Table 20: Estimates of pipi abundance at Marokopa Estuary for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2005–06 2.4 4.34 185 9.24 0.00 0
 
2010–11 2.4 3.03 129 15.03 0.00 0
 
2015–16 2.6 8.62 333 11.26 0.00 0
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Table 21: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Marokopa Estuary. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2005–06 31.13 33 9–45 3.67 0.00 
2010–11 27.41 30 7–47 30.80 0.00 
2015–16 27.35 40 8–46 27.71 0.00 
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Figure 19: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at 
Marokopa Estuary. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large indi-
viduals, respectively. 
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3.13 Ohiwa Harbour
 

Ohiwa Harbour is a large estuary in Bay of Plenty. Bivalves at this site have been assessed in five 
previous assessments, most recently in 2012–13 (see Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). Across surveys, 
bivalve sampling at this site has generally focused on Motuotu Island, which is located in the eastern part 
of the harbour, just south of the entrance. The island is surrounded by two channels, the main harbour 
channel to the north and west, and a second, large channel (“Kutarere channel”) on the eastern side. 

Throughout the survey series, the sampling extent at Motuotu Island has consisted of disjunct strata that 
predominantly targeted cockles or pipi. Movement of the two channels has frequently led to changes in 
strata and sampling extent. The two main cockle strata have been relatively consistent in recent surveys, 
involving two areas south-east of the island, extending along the edge of Kutarere channel. Pipi strata 
have been located at the northwestern and northern edge of the intertidal sandflat that extends northwards 
from the island, with some changes in their location and sizes across surveys. 

In the present study, one of the previous cockle strata (stratum A) was moved upshore as movement 
of Kutarere channel since the preceding 2012–13 survey resulted in submergence of large parts of the 
stratum area, so that most sampling points were inaccessible (i.e., deeper than 0.5 m depth at low tide); 
few (12) cockles were found at the nine sampling points that were accessible. For this reason, this stratum 
was moved sideways, placing it directly adjacent and parallel to its previous location. 

In addition, changes to the channel at the northeastern end of the island’s sandflat made two previous pipi 
strata inaccessible, and no pipi were found during the pre-survey reconnaissance. Information from local 
pipi gatherers and recreational estuary users confirmed that pipi in this area had disappeared recently (i.e., 
within the past 18 months), and indicated that another area supported a substantial pipi bed. This area 
was next to a sandbank within Kutarere channel, and included as a new stratum in the present study. 
Overall, the 2015–16 survey involved five strata and a total of 125 sampling points across the sampling 
extent (Figure 20, Table 22). 

The sediment in the cockle strata at Ohiwa Harbour was generally low in organic content (less than 4%), 
and also in the proportion of sediment fines (grain size <63 µm) (Figure 20, and see details in Appendix 
C, Table C-4). The most prevalent grain size was fine sand (grain size >125 µm), followed by very fine 
sand (grain size >63 µm), although a number of samples also included gravel (grain size >2000 µm). 
The highest proportion of this coarse sediment grain size was 32.3%. 

Cockles at Ohiwa Harbour occurred in four of the five strata, with highest abundances in strata A and B 
(Figure 21, Table 22). Based on the survey data, there were an estimated 23.01 million (CV: 14.33%) 
cockles in the total population at this site in 2015–16, and the estimated mean density was 683 cockles 
per m2 (Table 23). The population included few large cockles (≥30 mm shell length), with an estim-
ated abundance of 0.26 million (CV: 30.87%) individuals in this size class, at a mean density of 10 
large cockles per m2 . These current population estimates were the highest values in the survey series, 
even though the sampling extent differed across some of the surveys, including smaller and also larger 
sampling areas than used in the current study. 

Large cockles only made up a small part of the total population with 1.13% of individuals in this size 
class (Table 24, Figure 22). In contrast, recruits (≤15 mm shell length) constituted 25.08% of the total 
population, a slight decrease from 33.31% in the previous survey in 2012–13. Mean and modal sizes of 
19.17 mm and 22 mm shell length, respectively reflected the prevalence of recruits and small individuals 
within the population. Considering length-frequency distributions from the three recent surveys, recruits 
and medium-sized individuals consistently dominated the population structure, including in 2015–16, 
when recruits constituted a second, small cohort in the previously unimodal population. 

The pipi population at Ohiwa Harbour was concentrated in two strata, D and E, with few pipi in the 
remaining strata (Figure 23, Table 25). Stratum D included the newly-added pipi bed, whereas stratum 
E was also part of previous surveys. The total population size of pipi at this site was estimated at 41.26 
million (CV: 12.10%) individuals, with an estimated mean density of 1225 individuals per m2 (Table 26). 
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These population estimates were similar to estimates in 2012–13, although the current sampling extent 
was larger than in the preceding assessment. There was a considerable number of large pipi (≥50 mm 
shell length) included in the population, with an abundance estimate of 3.70 million (CV: 18.37%) large 
individuals, and a mean density of 110 large pipi per m2. These estimates for the large size class were 
substantially (about three times) higher than the preceding values, although there has been some fluctu-
ation across surveys. 

The increase in large pipi was also evident in their increasing proportion in the total population, which 
was 8.96% in 2015–16 (Table 27, Figure 24). Nevertheless, recruits (≤20 mm shell length) continued 
to make up the main part of the pipi population at Ohiwa Harbour, with 53.42% of individuals in this 
size class. Mean and modal shell lengths were 25.71 mm and 20 mm, respectively. The large number of 
recruits was evident in their strong cohort, with a second, smaller cohort of medium-size and large pipi 
in the bimodal population. This population structure was similar to that in the previous assessment in 
2012–13. 

Previous surveys included strata C and E to sample pipi (Pawley 2011, Pawley & Smith 2014). Stratum 
C used to be situated next to the channel at the northwestern edge of the sandflat, but substantial changes 
in the morphology and substrate of this area meant that this stratum was 100 m distance from the channel 
in 2012–13 (Pawley & Smith 2014). It remained in the middle of the intertidal sandflat in the current 
study, with only five pipi sampled in this stratum. The preceding assessment in 2012–13 included a 
new stratum at the channel edge (termed ”F”), which supported high numbers of predominantly small 
pipi. This stratum was included in the current study (stratum E) and continued to support a dense bed of 
small-sized and juvenile pipi. 
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Figure 20: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Ohiwa Harbour. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.14 Cockles at Ohiwa Harbour
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Figure 21: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Ohiwa Harbour, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 22: Estimates of cockle abundance at Ohiwa Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 1.2 24 856 12.20 1 019 24.23 
B 0.5 32 1 285 5.32 1 147 14.54 
C 0.5 23 672 4.03 835 30.21 
D 0.8 25 0 0.00 0 
E 0.4 21 259 1.45 352 15.03 
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Table 23: Estimates of cockle abundance at Ohiwa Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2001–02 2.2 4.53 201 7.82 0.16 7 22.37
 
2005–06 2.7 3.69 137 7.07 0.17 9 15.69
 
2006–07 5.7 17.48 307 10.59 1.12 20 14.47
 
2009–10 2.1 6.47 308 8.79 0.03 1 51.49
 
2012–13 2.6 9.05 344 10.49 0.05 3 36.42
 
2015–16 3.4 23.01 683 14.33 0.26 10 30.87
 

Table 24: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Ohiwa Harbour. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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Figure 22: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Ohiwa Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 

36 • Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 Ministry for Primary Industries 



3.15 Pipi at Ohiwa Harbour
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Figure 23: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Ohiwa Harbour, with the size 
of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 25: Estimates of pipi abundance at Ohiwa Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the num-
ber of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the coefficient 
of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 1.2 24 1 0.01 1 >100 
B 0.5 32 4 0.02 4 47.52 
C 0.5 23 5 0.03 6 49.73 
D 0.8 25 1 267 11.73 1 448 18.18 
E 0.4 21 5 246 29.46 7 137 15.31 
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Table 26: Estimates of pipi abundance at Ohiwa Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. Columns 
include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2001–02 2.2 5.67 252 6.88 2.14 95 7.46
 
2005–06 2.7 3.40 126 7.27 2.52 93 6.36
 
2006–07 5.7 8.27 145 10.52 2.14 79 13.78
 
2009–10 2.1 15.25 726 14.46 1.63 78 18.77
 
2012–13 2.6 41.59 1 581 14.39 1.03 39 31.52
 
2015–16 3.4 41.26 1 225 12.10 3.70 110 18.37
 

Table 27: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Ohiwa Harbour. LF distri-
butions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the distribution 
of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell length of 
≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2009–10 39.87 45 10–58 1.27 10.79 
2012–13 26.81 12 3–56 50.22 2.48 
2015–16 25.71 20 7–64 53.42 8.96 

2009−10 2012−13 2015−16 

0.06 

Pr
op

or
tio

n 

0.04 

0.02 

0 20 40 60 0 20 40 60 0 20 40 60 
0.00 

Length (mm) 

Figure 24: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at 
Ohiwa Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.16 Okoromai Bay 

Okoromai Bay is a southern bay on Whangaparoa Peninsula, north of Auckland. This site has been 
frequently included in the bivalve surveys, with the most recent previous assessment in 2013–14 (see 
Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). The sampling extent has remained consistent throughout the survey 
series, containing two strata A and B. In the current study, the sampling extent was re-stratified, but 
retained two strata (Figure 25, Table 28). There was a total of 110 sampling points across the sampling 
extent. 

The sediment sampling at this site documented sediment that had a consistently low organic content of 
less than 3% (Figure 25, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). The proportion of fines (grain size 
<63 µm) varied across samples, from none to 8.6%. The dominant grain size fractions were very fine 
and fine sands (grain sizes >65 µm and >125 µm, respectively), with no or little sediment in the other 
size fractions. 

Cockles at this site were distributed across most of the sampling extent, with their highest abundance 
in the southwestern part of stratum A (Figure 26). The total population estimate in 2015–16 was 34.78 
million (CV: 19.45%) cockles, and their estimated mean density was 175 individuals per m2 (Table 29). 
Both estimates were increases from the previous survey, and the highest estimates since 1999–2000. 
Similarly, large cockles (≥ 30 mm shell length) showed a population increase in 2015–16, doubling 
between the preceding and the current survey to 8.48 million (CV: 19.44%) large cockles at an estimated 
mean density of 43 large individuals per m2 . 

Large cockles constituted about a quarter of the population in 2015–16, with 24.37% large individuals in 
the total cockle population (Table 30). At the same time, recruits (≤15 mm shell length) also contributed 
a considerable proportion of the population, with 29.64% of individuals in this size class. The mean shell 
length was similar to the preceding cockle size at 21.73 mm, while the modal size showed an increase at 
16 mm shell length in 2015–16. 

Considering the cockle population structure across the three most recent surveys, the population changed 
from a unimodal length-frequency distribution with a strong mode of large cockles in 2012–13 to a 
bimodal population consisting of two smaller modes of recruits and large individuals in the current survey 
in 2015–16 (Figure 27). 
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Figure 25: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Okoromai Bay. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 

40 • Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 Ministry for Primary Industries 



3.17 Cockles at Okoromai Bay
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Figure 26: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Okoromai Bay, with the size 
of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 28: Estimates of cockle abundance at Okoromai Bay, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 11.0 60 464 24.24 221 26.39 
B 8.9 50 208 10.54 119 20.89 
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Table 29: Estimates of cockle abundance at Okoromai Bay for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate	 Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

1999–00 20.0 90.05 450 4.26 24.38 122 5.30
 
2001–02 24.0 27.26 114 7.78 8.66 36 8.31
 
2002–03 20.0 26.86 134 5.10 7.05 35 6.56
 
2003–04 20.0 27.96 140 11.48 12.01 60 10.62
 
2004–05 20.0 34.50 172 7.44 13.80 69 4.37
 
2006–07 20.0 17.39 87 9.08 7.03 35 12.18
 
2009–10 20.0 29.62 148 9.60 13.07 65 10.84
 
2012–13 20.0 28.50 142 10.61 13.61 68 11.92
 
2013–14 19.8 28.14 142 12.69 4.48 23 19.47
 
2015–16 19.8 34.78 175 19.45 8.48 43 19.44
 

Table 30: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Okoromai Bay. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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Figure 27: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Okoromai Bay. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.18 Pataua Estuary 

Pataua Estuary is in Northland, north of Whangarei. This estuary has been included in five previous 
bivalve surveys, most recently in 2013–14 (see Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). In this preceding survey, 
the sampling extent was extended relative to earlier surveys to include the cockle beds in the western 
strata in their entirety. In the current study, the sampling extent was re-stratified, resulting in three 
western strata on intertidal mudflats, and one stratum within the channel close to the estuary entrance 
(Figure 28, Table 31). Across the sampling extent, bivalves were assessed in a total of 150 sampling 
points. 

Sediment in the cockle strata was relatively low in organic content, with values ranging between 1.4 and 
5.5% (Figure 28, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). Although the sediment consisted primarily of 
fine sand (grain size >250 µm), there was some variation in the grain size distributions across samples, 
particularly in the proportions of fines (grain size <63 µm) and gravel (grain size >2000 µm). Fines 
were present at all but one sampling point, with a maximum of 12.9% recorded in one sample. At the 
same time, all samples contained gravel, including relatively high values, to a maximum of 77.0% at one 
sampling point in stratum A. 

The cockle population was distributed throughout strata A and B, with a considerably greater abundance 
and density in the latter stratum (Figure 29, Table 31). There were few cockles (i.e., five individuals 
each) in the remaining strata. The total cockle population size was estimated at 380.13 million (CV: 
7.58%) individuals in 2015–16, with a corresponding mean density of 1368 cockles per m2 (Table 32). 
Population estimates based on a sampling extent similar to previous surveys included a total of 138.14 
million cockles (CV: 13.33%) at a mean density of 1371 cockles m2. There was a small number of large 
cockles (≥30 mm shell length) within the population, with an estimated 4.89 million (CV: 29.68%) 
individuals in this size class. Their mean density was also low at 18 large cockles per m2. The current 
estimates were lower than estimates in the preceding survey in 2013–14. 

The low number of large cockles was reflected in their minor contribution to the total population, with 
1.29% of all individuals in this size class, similar to the value in the preceding survey (Table 33). In con-
trast, recruits (≤15 mm shell length) made up 21.80% of the total population. Although their proportion 
within the population remained high, this estimate was a decrease from 31.81% of recruits in 2013–14. 
The mean and modal sizes in 2015–16 were 19.11 mm and 20 mm shell length, respectively, highlight-
ing the prevalence of small to medium-size cockles in the population. Length-frequency distributions 
confirmed this pattern for the two most recent surveys, with small and medium-size cockles dominating 
the consistently unimodal cockle population at Pataua Estuary (Figure 30). 

Pipi were present in all strata, but were scarce on the intertidal mudflat (strata A to C), with the population 
concentrated in channel stratum D (Figure 31, Table 34). The estimated population size was a total of 6.45 
million pipi (CV: 14.67%) in 2015–16 (Table 35). The estimated population density was 23 individuals 
per m2. There were few large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) included in the population with an estimated 
0.19 million (CV: 79.86%) individuals in this size class. Their estimated mean density was <1 large pipi 
per m2. All of the current estimates mark decreases in the pipi population at Pataua Estuary, most notably 
in the population size of large pipi. Although this size class has been characterised by low abundances 
and densities across previous surveys, the current estimates are the lowest values since 2002–03. 

The reduction in the number of large-sized pipi was evident in their contribution to the total population, 
which decreased to 2.94% in 2015–16 compared with 6.27% in the preceding assessment in 2013–14 
(Table 36). At the same time, the proportion of recruits (≤20 mm shell length) declined from 29.82% 
in 2013–14 to 19.52% in the current study. The decline in the proportion of recruits was reflected in the 
increase in modal size to 27 mm shell length, although the mean size remained similar at 31.54 mm shell 
length. The pipi population structure illustrated this slight shift in modal size, with a discernible increase 
in medium-sized pipi in the bimodal population, whereas there were fewer recruits and large pipi than in 
2013–14 (Figure 32). 
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Figure 28: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Pataua Estuary. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.19 Cockles at Pataua Estuary
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Figure 29: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Pataua Estuary, with the size 
of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 31: Estimates of cockle abundance at Pataua Estuary, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 11.2 43 659 49.07 438 20.21 
B 14.1 48 3 928 330.70 2 338 8.18 
C 2.2 9 5 0.35 16 80.00 
D 0.2 50 5 0.01 3 58.90 
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Table 32: Estimates of cockle abundance at Pataua Estuary for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). Asterisk indicates 
estimates based on the approximate sampling extent of cockle strata used in previous surveys. 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2002–03 10.7 88.64 832 4.45 21.63 203 6.94 
2003–04 10.4 123.54 1 182 3.02 13.56 130 8.90 
2005–06 10.4 108.08 1 034 5.18 19.87 199 7.57 
2013–14 26.3 410.54 1 561 5.30 6.54 25 15.94 
2013–14* 10.1 190.54 1 891 6.67 3.40 34 20.30 
2015–16 27.8 380.13 1 368 7.58 4.89 18 29.68 
2015–16* 10.1 138.14 1 371 13.33 2.42 24 38.78 

Table 33: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Pataua Estuary. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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Figure 30: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Pataua Estuary. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.20 Pipi at Pataua Estuary
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Figure 31: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Pataua Estuary, with the size 
of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 34: Estimates of pipi abundance at Pataua Estuary, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the num-
ber of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the coefficient 
of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 11.2 43 8 0.60 5 36.90 
B 14.1 48 26 2.19 15 31.56 
C 2.2 9 7 0.49 22 85.12 
D 0.2 50 2 355 3.17 1 346 13.95 

Table 35: Estimates of pipi abundance at Pataua Estuary for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. Columns 
include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Year Extent (ha) Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mm 

Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2002–03 10.7 16.58 156 14.00 0.02 <1 >100 
2003–04 10.4 2.21 21 11.72 0.43 4 7.94 
2005–06 10.4 1.18 11 9.73 0.45 4 32.47 
2013–14 26.3 7.52 29 17.28 0.47 2 60.35 
2015–16 27.8 6.45 23 14.67 0.19 <1 79.86 
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Table 36: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Pataua Estuary. LF distri-
butions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the distribution 
of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell length of 
≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2005–06 42.47 25 15–71 2.65 38.20 
2013–14 31.28 19 7–58 29.82 6.27 
2015–16 31.54 27 8–56 19.52 2.94 
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Figure 32: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at 
Pataua Estuary. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.21 Tairua Harbour
 

Tairua Harbour is located on the eastern side of Coromandel Peninsula. Bivalves at this site have been 
assessed in eight previous assessments, most recently in 2013–14 (see Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). 
This previous assessment involved the largest sampling extent in the survey series, incorporating cockle 
and pipi beds in different areas, north and south of the main channel. The current study involved a 
slighter smaller sampling extent, resulting from changes in the location and size of strata containing pipi. 
These changes also included the omission of two previous strata (A and D in 2013–14) that were found 
during the reconnaissance to no longer contain pipi beds. Strata predominantly targeting cockles were 
re-stratified, resulting in a total of five strata (A to E) and 183 sampling points in 2015–16 (Figure 33, 
Table 37). 

Sediment characteristics in the cockle strata at Tairua Harbour varied across samples, including organic 
content which ranged between 0.9 and 4.6% (Figure 33, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). 
Similarly, the proportion of sediment fines (grain size <63 µm) was variable (0.1 to 13.2%). Most 
samples consisted of varying proportions of very fine to medium sands (grain sizes >63 to >250 µm), 
although coarse sand (grain size >500 µm) and gravel (grain size >2000 µm) were prominent at some 
sampling points, with maximum values of 55.4% and 36.6%, respectively. 

The cockle population at Tairua Harbour was primarily concentrated on the intertidal mudflat on the 
northern side of the main channel, in (re-stratified) strata A and B (Figure 34, Table 37). Based on the 
field sampling, the total cockle population size was estimated at 57.22 million (CV: 10.46%) individuals, 
with a corresponding mean density of 700 cockles per m2 (Table 38). When restricting data to the 
sampling extent used in earlier surveys, the total population estimate was 39.91 million (CV: 10.35%) 
cockles, and the mean density was 1390 cockles per m2 . The population contained few large cockles 
(≥30 mm shell length), with an estimated 0.37 million (CV: 43.97%) large individuals at a mean density 
of 4 large cockles per m2 . All of the current population estimates were lower than the corresponding 
estimates in the previous survey in 2013–14. 

Considering the population overall, the proportion of large cockles was less than 1% (0.64%), and this 
finding was consistent with the small proportion of large individuals in 2013–14 (Table 39). Recruits 
(≤15 mm shell length) made up about a quarter of the population in the two most recent surveys, with 
18.16% of cockles in this size class in 2015–16. Mean and modal shell lengths have also remained con-
sistent, with a mean size of 19.38 mm and a modal size of 20 mm in the current assessment. The generally 
small size of cockles was evident in the length-frequency distributions that documented a unimodal pop-
ulation dominated by small and medium-size individuals across the three most recent surveys including 
the present study (Figure 35). 

Pipi at Tairua Harbour were sampled across all strata, but only occurred at high densities throughout 
stratum D and in the eastern part of stratum E (Figure 36, Table 40). The total population estimate for 
2015–16 was 26.71 million (CV: 15.64%) pipi, with an average population density of 327 pipi per m2 

(Table 41). The total population estimates reflected marked decreases from estimates in 2013–14. This 
recent reduction in the pipi population is in part explained by the omission of two strata that no longer 
contained pipi in 2015–16. Nevertheless, there were also notable declines (over 40%) in the number 
and density of pipi in stratum E compared with the 2013–14 estimates for the same area (i.e., previous 
stratum C). 

In the current assessment, the number of large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) showed a slight decrease 
from the previous survey, with an estimated 0.38 million (CV: 39.85%) large individuals included in the 
population. Their mean density remained at 5 large individuals per m2 . This size class only made up 
1.41% of the total population (Table 42). There was also only a small proportion of recruits (≤20 mm 
shell length) within the population, with 6.72% of pipi at these small sizes. The pipi population at 
this site has consistently been determined by medium-size pipi, and mean and modal sizes in 2015–16 
were 36.58 mm and 40 mm shell length, respectively. This medium size class dominated the unimodal 
population, although there has been a slight shift towards larger pipi sizes since 2010–11 (Figure 37). 
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Figure 33: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Tairua Harbour. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.22 Cockles at Tairua Harbour
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Figure 34: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Tairua Harbour, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 37: Estimates of cockle abundance at Tairua Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 2.5 51 2 475 35.29 1 387 13.00 
B 2.0 33 955 16.31 827 22.52 
C 0.5 9 94 1.56 298 18.20 
D 2.3 46 60 0.85 37 28.28 
E 0.8 44 589 3.21 382 33.47 
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Table 38: Estimates of cockle abundance at Tairua Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). Asterisk indicates 
estimates based on the approximate sampling extent of cockle strata used in previous surveys. 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

1999–00 3.7 61.70 1 668 8.07 17.57 475 7.95 
2000–01 3.9 56.07 1 438 4.93 10.65 273 6.26 
2001–02 3.9 19.04 488 6.80 4.58 117 8.07 
2002–03 3.9 32.76 840 5.14 5.56 143 6.53 
2005–06 3.9 23.68 607 4.74 4.71 131 6.07 
2006–07 4.8 53.82 1 121 6.47 4.28 89 11.80 
2010–11 5.8 25.52 440 10.69 0.87 15 47.88 
2013–14 9.4 69.66 742 8.93 0.81 9 14.22 
2013–14* 2.9 27.12 944 13.94 0.09 3 50.61 
2015–16 8.2 57.22 700 10.46 0.37 4 43.97 
2015–16* 2.9 39.91 1 390 10.35 0.08 3 50.27 

Table 39: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Tairua Harbour. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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18.25 
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Figure 35: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Tairua Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 

52 • Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 Ministry for Primary Industries 



3.23 Pipi at Tairua Harbour
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Figure 36: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Tairua Harbour, with the size 
of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with zero 
counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 40: Estimates of pipi abundance at Tairua Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the num-
ber of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the coefficient 
of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 2.5 51 23 0.33 13 33.04 
B 2.0 33 189 3.23 164 52.33 
C 0.5 9 1 0.02 3 >100 
D 2.3 46 1 203 17.13 747 20.22 
E 0.8 44 1 104 6.01 717 26.83 
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Table 41: Estimates of pipi abundance at Tairua Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. Columns 
include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

1999–00 3.7 9.41 254 6.56 3.81 103 5.79
 
2000–01 3.9 8.35 214 6.25 2.11 54 7.78
 
2001–02 3.9 4.28 110 11.30 0.84 35 8.70
 
2002–03 3.9 4.98 128 6.73 0.43 11 11.51
 
2005–06 3.9 3.01 77 9.00 0.71 79 12.62
 
2006–07 4.8 6.33 132 6.72 2.10 44 8.36
 
2010–11 5.8 25.80 445 11.26 0.84 20 25.04
 
2013–14 9.4 49.99 533 13.05 0.44 5 28.85
 
2015–16 8.2 26.71 327 15.64 0.38 5 39.85
 

Table 42: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Tairua Harbour. LF distri-
butions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the distribution 
of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell length of 
≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2010–11 30.75 30 8–68 13.00 3.25 
2013–14 31.39 35 5–72 9.39 0.88 
2015–16 36.58 40 8–52 6.72 1.41 
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Figure 37: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at 
Tairua Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.24 Umupuia Beach 

Umupuia Beach is in the Auckland region, situated within Hauraki Gulf. This site had a rāhui (total 
closure) imposed in October 2008, prohibiting the take of cockles. Umupuia Beach has been frequently 
included in the bivalve survey series with 12 assessments preceding the current study (see Appendix A, 
Tables A-1, A-2). Bivalves at this site were last surveyed in 2013–14. The sampling extent has remained 
similar throughout the surveys, involving most of the intertidal area of the beach. In the current study, 
the sampling extent was re-stratified, and bivalves were sampled across four strata involving a total of 
186 sampling points (Figure 38, Table 43). There were only ten pipi sampled across all sampling points, 
so that this species is not further reported on here. 

Across the four strata, sediment characteristics were similar in organic content and the proportion of 
fines (grain size <63 µm), with generally low values for both parameters (Figure 38, and see details in 
Appendix C, Table C-4). The sediment largely consisted of very fine and fine sands (grain sizes >65 µm 
and >125 µm, respectively), but there was there was considerable variation in the proportion of gravel 
(grain size >2000 µm). While this grain size fraction was absent or small in the majority of samples, it 
made up over 20% of the sediment at two sampling points. 

Cockles at Umupuia Beach were predominantly in stratum B, particularly in the mid- to low- intertidal 
zone (Figure 39, Table 43). There were few cockles in strata A and D, and no cockles in stratum C. Popu-
lation estimates for 2015–16 included a total population size of 98.88 million (CV: 15.93%) individuals, 
and mean density of 292 cockles per m2 (Table 44). These estimates were markedly lower than values 
in the preceding assessment in 2013–14. Similarly, there was a reduction in the number of large cockles 
(≥30 mm shell length), with an estimated 39.12 million (CV: 10.61%) large individuals, although their 
mean density remained similar at 128 large cockles per m2 . 

Overall, large cockles continued to be a substantial part of the population at Umupuia Beach, with 39.56% 
of individuals in this size class (Table 45, Figure 40). In contrast, the proportion of recruits (≤15 mm shell 
length) was small at 2.04%, although this size class contributed 32.24% to the population in the preceding 
survey in 2013–14. The drop in the proportion of recruits an increase in large cockles was reflected in the 
mean and modal sizes in 2015–16, which were 26.80 mm and 22 mm shell length, respectively. Length-
frequency distributions further highlighted the increase in cockle sizes in the population structure across 
the three recent surveys, with the two modes in a consistently bimodal population shifting towards larger 
sizes, leading to a reduction and then lack of recruits. 
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Figure 38: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Umupuia Beach. Labels correspond to stratum 
and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). Sediment 
grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; medium, 
>250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.25 Cockles at Umupuia Beach
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Figure 39: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Umupuia Beach, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 43: Estimates of cockle abundance at Umupuia Beach, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are the 
number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 10.8 61 187 9.49 88 23.04 
B 14.5 81 1 681 85.72 593 18.16 
C 3.3 17 0 0.00 0 
D 5.3 27 65 3.67 69 29.93 

Ministry for Primary Industries Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 • 57 



Table 44: Estimates of cockle abundance at Umupuia Beach for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

1999–00 25.0 84.41 338 5.51 18.59 74 7.99
 
2000–01 36.0 177.48 493 5.50 66.98 186 8.32
 
2001–02 36.0 66.22 184 7.00 29.49 82 9.42
 
2002–03 36.0 64.43 179 5.26 24.96 69 7.87
 
2003–04 36.0 29.94 83 9.53 21.62 60 11.44
 
2004–05 36.0 41.49 115 6.95 30.72 85 7.97
 
2005–06 36.0 26.86 75 9.99 14.53 40 15.93
 
2006–07 36.0 11.59 32 13.84 5.07 14 23.91
 
2009–10 36.0 61.58 171 11.30 1.89 5 20.84
 
2010–11 36.0 103.08 286 9.96 9.32 26 17.10
 
2012–13 36.0 125.18 348 14.17 47.99 133 14.64
 
2013–14 33.9 170.35 503 16.79 44.29 131 17.80
 
2015–16 33.9 98.88 292 15.93 39.12 128 10.61
 

Table 45: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Umupuia Beach. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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Figure 40: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys at 
Umupuia Beach. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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3.26 Whangateau Harbour 

Whangateau Harbour is north of Auckland, situated within Hauraki Gulf. The harbour was first closed to 
shellfish collections in March 2010, with a permanent closure coming into effect in January 2016. This 
site has been included in eight previous bivalve surveys since 1999–2000, most recently in 2013–14 
(see Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). In the 2013–14 survey, the sampling extent was greatly expan-
ded by extending existing strata and adding two new cockle strata. The current assessment used the 
same sampling extent, involving five strata following re-stratification (Figure 41, Table 46). Across this 
sampling extent, there was a total of 247 sampling points in the 2015–16 survey. 

Sediment sampling in the cockle strata documented a consistently low organic content at 1.7% or below 
(Figure 41, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). The sediment contained no or only a low propor-
tion of fines (grain size <63 µm), with a maximum value of 2.5% in this grain size. Instead, fine and 
medium sands (grain sizes >125 µm and >250 µm) were the most prevalent grain size fractions, with 
a number of samples also containing coarse sediment. The latter included up to 18.6% of coarse sand 
(grain size >500 µm) and up to 24.4% of gravel (grain size >2000 µm). 

In 2015–16, cockles were highly abundant in strata A and D, and were few or no cockles in the remaining 
strata (Figure 42, Table 46). Across all strata, the size of the total cockle population was estimated at 
742.44 million (CV: 7.02%) individuals in 2015–16, at a mean density of 671 cockles per m2 (Table 47). 
Based on a similar sampling extent to early surveys, the population estimates were a total 487.01 million 
(CV: 8.04%) cockles and a mean density of 801 individuals per m2. The population contained a number 
of large cockles (≥30 mm shell length), with an estimated 45.43 million (CV: 18.77%) individuals in 
this size class. Their mean density was 51 individuals per m2. These current population estimates were 
increases from the previous assessment. 

Within the cockle population, the proportions of large individuals and of recruits (≤15 mm shell length) 
remained similar to values in previous surveys; large cockles contributed 6.12% of individuals to the 
population in 2015–16, while the proportion of recruits was 23.81% (Table 48, Figure 43). Similarly, 
mean and modal sizes remained at 19.88 mm and 20 mm shell length, respectively, close to sizes in the 
preceding two surveys. Medium-sized cockles made up a single, strong cohort in the population, with a 
consistent unimodal population structure across recent surveys. 

Whangateau Harbour is also included in the Hauraki Gulf Forum community monitoring programme 
(Auckland Council 2013). The community monitoring uses different survey methods and areas, but 
some of findings are comparable to the present study. For example, average cockle densities in recent 
community surveys were 448 and 662 cockles per m2 in two areas sampled, and the most frequent cockle 
sizes were 15 to 25 mm shell length. These values reflected marked reductions for one of the areas (Lews 
Bay), which was attributed to a mass mortality event in 2009. 

The pipi population in Whangateau Harbour was largely confined to the main channel (stratum E ) (Fig-
ure 44, Table 49). The total population estimate for this species was 15.00 million (CV: 23.20%) pipi in 
2015–16, and the corresponding population density was an average of 14 pipi per m2 (Table 50). There 
was only a small number of large individuals (≥50 mm shell length) within the population, with an es-
timated 0.40 million (CV: 9.04%) individuals in this size class. Their mean density was <1 individual 
per m2 . These population metrics document notable declines in the pipi population since the previous 
survey in 2013–14. 

Across recent surveys, the large size class consistently contributed few individuals to the total population, 
and in 2015–16, 2.68% of all pipi were within this size class (Table 51, Figure 45). In comparison, almost 
a third of the pipi population consisted of recruits (≤20 mm shell length), although their proportion of 
32.19% in 2015–16 was a reduction from previous recent surveys, such as 50.19% in 2013–14. At the 
same time, mean and modal sizes increased to 26.26 mm and 26 mm shell length, respectively. The 
pipi population structure remained unimodal, although the single cohort of medium-sized pipi was not 
as uniform as in previous assessments. 
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Figure 41: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Whangateau Harbour. Labels correspond to 
stratum and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). 
Sediment grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; 
medium, >250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 
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3.27 Cockles at Whangateau Harbour
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Figure 42: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Whangateau Harbour, with 
the size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples 
with zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 46: Estimates of cockle abundance at Whangateau Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are 
the number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 43.0 76 2 072 334.88 779 10.35 
B 20.9 31 0 0.00 0 
C 7.1 15 5 0.68 10 56.06 
D 39.5 63 2 272 406.88 1030 9.57 
E 0.1 62 2 0.00 <1 70.13 
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Table 47: Estimates of cockle abundance at Whangateau Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) 
cockles. Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). Asterisk 
indicates estimates based on the approximate sampling extent of cockle strata used in previous surveys. 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2001–02 64.2 253.26 395 6.51 62.36 97 16.17 
2003–04 64.2 376.68 587 5.80 56.85 89 12.66 
2004–05 64.2 349.04 544 8.52 59.52 93 13.12 
2006–07 64.2 266.04 415 8.24 35.20 55 21.91 
2009–10 64.5 230.55 357 7.16 16.16 25 25.71 
2010–11 64.2 239.27 373 5.06 19.77 31 16.19 
2012–13 64.2 363.72 567 5.87 30.84 48 14.67 
2013–14 110.9 730.89 659 5.70 44.50 40 13.45 
2013–14* 60.8 417.17 686 6.13 18.64 31 18.25 
2015–16 110.7 742.44 671 7.02 45.43 51 18.77 
2015–16* 60.8 487.01 801 8.04 23.35 38 31.15 

Table 48: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Whangateau Harbour. 
LF distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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Figure 43: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present and previous surveys 
at Whangateau Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large 
individuals, respectively. 
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3.28 Pipi at Whangateau Harbour
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Figure 44: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Whangateau Harbour, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 49: Estimates of pipi abundance at Whangateau Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are 
the number of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 43.0 76 7 1.13 3 86.71 
B 20.9 31 0 0.00 0 
C 7.1 15 2 0.27 4 >100 
D 39.5 63 72 12.89 33 25.8 
E 0.1 62 1 074 0.71 495 8.28 
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Table 50: Estimates of pipi abundance at Whangateau Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2001–02 64.2 1.83 3 31.83 0.31 <1 >100
 
2003–04 64.2 0.48 <1 10.18 0.42 212 9.85
 
2004–05 64.2 6.85 11 22.46 0.58 1 9.72
 
2006–07 64.2 10.56 16 33.78 0.05 <1 >100
 
2009–10 64.5 17.58 27 33.35 0.11 <1 >100
 
2010–11 64.2 9.31 15 17.74 1.57 2 22.52
 
2012–13 64.2 19.58 30 16.89 0.60 2 42.05
 
2013–14 110.9 55.39 50 26.92 0.68 <1 24.04
 
2015–16 110.7 15.00 14 23.20 0.40 <1 9.04
 

Table 51: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Whangateau Harbour. 
LF distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 
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Figure 45: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at 
Whangateau Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large 
individuals, respectively. 
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3.29 Whitianga Harbour 

Whitianga Harbour is on the eastern side of Coromandel Peninsula. This site was added to the survey 
series in 2012–13, and the initial assessment was the only survey that preceded the current study (see 
Appendix A, Tables A-1, A-2). The previous survey focused on pipi only, in an area along the entrance 
channel and the beach outside the harbour. The present study focused on the same pipi bed, and also as-
sessed cockles in an area on the intertidal mudflat adjacent to the harbour channel (Figure 46, Table 52). 
Cockles in this latter area have been regularly sampled as part of the Hauraki Gulf Forum community 
monitoring programme (e.g., Auckland Council 2013). Sampling in the present study in 2015–16 in-
volved 95 sampling points across both strata. 

Sediment samples across the cockle stratum revealed a similar organic content of about 3% in most 
samples (Figure 46, and see details in Appendix C, Table C-4). The proportion of fines (<63 µm grain 
size) varied between none and 6.8%, with most of the sediment consisting of fine sand (>250 µm grain 
size). Varying proportions of gravel (>2000 µm grain size) were present in all samples, and the highest 
proportion of this grain size was 11.8%. 

The cockle population at Whitianga Harbour was restricted to stratum B (Figure 47, Table 52). The 
total population estimate for this species was 51.98 million (CV: 9.16%) individuals. Cockles occurred 
at an average density of 852 individuals per m2 (Table 53). There were no large cockles (≥30 mm 
shell length), and most of the population consisted of recruits (≤15 mm shell length), with 66.41% of 
cockles in this size class in 2015–16 (Table 54, Figure 48). The prevalence of recruits was reflected in 
the population structure, which consisted of a unimodal population of recruits and small individuals at a 
modal size of 15 mm shell length. The mean shell length was 13.76 mm. 

Although the Hauraki Gulf Forum community monitoring programme uses different methods, the current 
findings are consistent with data from the community monitoring (Auckland Council 2013). The latter 
programme regularly surveys cockles in this area at Whitianga Harbour, with documented population 
densities ranging between 464 and 1081 individuals per m2 . Cockle sizes recorded in the community 
monitoring programme ranged from 10 to 20 mm shell length, in a unimodal population with a modal 
size of 15 to 20 mm shell length and few large individuals. 

Pipi at Whitianga Harbour were distributed throughout stratum A, at the harbour entrance (Figure 49, 
Table 55). There were an estimated 6.36 million (CV: 18.17%) pipi, in the total population, and the aver-
age population density was 104 pipi per m2 (Table 56). These estimates were markedly lower (i.e., less 
than half) than total population estimates in the previous survey in 2012–13. Although the current estim-
ates were based on smaller sampling extent, the boundaries of stratum A were defined by the boundaries 
of the pipi bed in this area. 

There were an estimated 1.91 million (CV: 22.66%) large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) included in the 
population, similar to the preceding abundance estimate. Their corresponding density slightly increased 
to 31 large individuals per m2. In view of the small total abundance, large pipi constituted 30.03% of the 
total population (Table 57). At the same time, the proportion of recruits (≤20 mm shell length) was small 
at 2.41%. In comparison, in 2012–13, large pipi and recruits made up 10.68% and 21.85% of the total 
population, respectively. The population structure at this site underwent a corresponding shift between 
the two surveys: mean and modal sizes increased to 45.13 mm and 46 mm shell length, respectively, and 
the population structure changed from a bimodal to a unimodal population (Figure 50). 
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Figure 46: Sediment sample locations and characteristics at Whitianga Harbour. Labels correspond to 
stratum and sample number. Graphs show organic content (% dry weight) and cumulative grain size (%). 
Sediment grain size fractions include fines (silt and clay; <63 µm), sands (very fine, >63 µm; fine, >125 µm; 
medium, >250 µm; coarse, >500 µm), and gravel (>2000 µm) (see details in Table C-4). 

66 • Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 Ministry for Primary Industries 



3.30 Cockles at Whitianga Harbour
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Figure 47: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for cockles at Whitianga Harbour, with 
the size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples 
with zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 52: Estimates of cockle abundance at Whitianga Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are 
the number of points and the number of cockles sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Cockle Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 1.7 38 1 0.01 <1 >100
 
B 4.4 57 2 353 51.97 1179 9.16
 

Table 53: Estimates of cockle abundance at Whitianga Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥30 mm) cockles. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 30 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2015–16 6.1 51.98 852 9.16 0.00 0 
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Table 54: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles at Whitianga Harbour. 
LF distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤15 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥30 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2015–16 13.76 15 5–26 66.41 0.00 

2015−16 
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tio

n 

0.075 

0.050 

0.025 

0.000 
10 20 30 

Length (mm) 

Figure 48: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of cockles for the present survey at Whitianga Har-
bour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, respect-
ively. 
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3.31 Pipi at Whitianga Harbour
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Figure 49: Map of sample strata and individual sample locations for pipi at Whitianga Harbour, with the 
size of the circles proportional to the number of pipi (per 0.035 m2) found at each location. Samples with 
zero counts are shown as small dots. 

Table 55: Estimates of pipi abundance at Whitianga Harbour, by stratum, for 2015–16. Presented are 
the number of points and the number of pipi sampled, the mean total estimate, the mean density, and the 
coefficient of variation (CV). 

Stratum Sample Population estimate 

Area (ha) Points Pipi Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

A 1.7 38 497 6.34 374 18.23
 
B 4.4 57 1 0.02 <1 >100
 

Table 56: Estimates of pipi abundance at Whitianga Harbour for all sizes and large size (≥50 mm) pipi. 
Columns include the mean total estimate, mean density and coefficient of variation (CV). 

Population estimate Population ≥ 50 mmYear Extent (ha) 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

2012–13 7.1 18.65 263 18.39 1.99 28 22.27
 
2015–16 6.1 6.36 104 18.17 1.91 31 22.66
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Table 57: Summary statistics of the length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi at Whitianga Harbour. LF 
distributions (in mm) were estimated for all strata in each survey and subsequently summed to give the 
distribution of total LFs. Recruits were defined by a shell length of ≤20 mm and large individuals by a shell 
length of ≥50 mm. 

Year Mean Mode Range Recruits (%) Large size (%) 

2012–13 34.38 36 3–68 21.85 10.68 
2015–16 45.13 46 8–62 2.41 30.03 
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Figure 50: Weighted length-frequency (LF) distribution of pipi for the present and previous surveys at Whi-
tianga Harbour. Vertical dotted and dashed lines indicate the cut-off sizes for recruits and large individuals, 
respectively. 
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4. COCKLE ABUNDANCE AND SEDIMENT VARIABLES 

Sample-level analysis of cockle abundance in relation to sediment characteristics suggested that none of 
the three sediment variables included in the analysis (organic content, proportions of fines and gravel) 
were significantly correlated with cockle abundance (Table 58). Both the combined model (Equation 3) 
and the random slope models (Equation 5) suggested considerable uncertainty about the relationship 
between sediment variables and cockle abundance for both large and all cockle sizes, reflecting contra-
dictory site-level relationships between sediment and cockle samples (Figures 51, 52). Nevertheless, it 
was also evident that for the proportions of fines and gravel, individual data points with high proportions 
of the respective variable had a large impact on regression slopes at individual sites (e.g., proportions of 
fines and gravel at Pataua Estuary; Figure 51). 

Table 58: Estimates of regression coefficients and 95% credible intervals for the combined generalised linear 
mixed model (combined; Equation 3) and single-variable analyses with random slopes (organic content, 
proportion of fines, and proportion of gravel; see Equation 5), for total cockles and large (≥ 30 mm shell 
length) cockles. 

Model Organic content Fines Gravel 

Estimate 0.25% 0.975% Estimate 0.25% 0.975% Estimate 0.25% 0.975% 
Combined -0.10 -0.30 0.11 0.16 -0.05 0.36 0.00 -0.28 0.28 
Combined, large cockle 0.07 -0.26 0.40 -0.18 -0.54 0.19 -0.08 -0.57 0.41 
Organic content 0.28 -0.27 0.83 
Organic content, large cockle -0.24 -0.88 0.41 
Fines 0.26 -0.07 0.59 
Fines, large cockle 0.10 -0.52 0.71 
Gravel -0.40 -1.25 0.45 
Gravel, large cockle 0.01 -0.46 0.48 

The measurement error model relating stratum mean densities to mean sediment characteristics suggested 
that total cockle abundance was decreasing with increases in all three variables (Figures 53, 54, 55); the 
expected numbers of cockles per sample were lower with increases in mean gravel concentration (βgravel 
= –0.54, 95% highest posterior density (HPD) interval: –1.12, –0.04). This negative relationship was 
found to be the most certain correlation of cockle numbers with sediment variables (P(βgravel > 0) = 0.01). 
For the proportion of fines and organic content, the parameter estimate for the regression coefficient β 
was also negative, with βfines = –0.27 (HPD interval: –0.98, 0.93) and βorganic = –0.90 (HPD interval: 
–2.39, 0.62), respectively, suggesting a negative association, albeit with lower certainty (P(βfines > 0) = 
0.27 and P(βorganic > 0) = 0.11, respectively). 

Large cockle abundance was inversely related to gravel and organic content (Figures 53, 54, 56): large 
cockles decreased per sample with increases in the mean proportion of gravel (βgravel = –0.18, HPD 
interval: –0.71, 0.37), but this relationship was uncertain (P(βgravel > 0) = 0.24). The parameter estimate 
for the proportion of organic content was also negative, with βorganic = –1.01 (HPD interval: –3.54, 1.30). 
The effect size (i.e., the magnitude of β) for this relationship was larger than for gravel, but still with 
relatively low certainty in the effect itself (P(βorganic > 0) = 0.15). There was, however, a relatively 
strong and consistent positive relationship (P(βfines > 0) = 0.93) for large cockles with the proportion of 
sediment fines, with βfines = 1.04 (HPD interval: –0.50, 2.22). 
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Figure 51: Sediment characteristics (organic content, proportion of fines, and proportion of gravel) and 
number of cockles in each sample. Regression lines relate to the two variables at each of the 2015–16 survey 
sites. 
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Figure 52: Sediment characteristics (organic content, proportion of fines, and proportion of gravel) and 
number of large (≥ 30 mm shell length) cockles in each sample. Regression lines relate to the two variables 
at each of the 2015–16 survey sites. 
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Figure 55: Estimates of the expected number of cockles per sample (adjusted to remove site-differences not 
due to sediment, i.e., site level random effects) in relation to proportion of fines (silt and clay, <63 µm), 
organic content, and gravel (>2000 µm) per stratum at the 2015–16 survey sites. The black line shows the 
posterior median of the linear predictor (model fit) and grey shading the interquartile range of the posterior 
distribution. 
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Figure 56: Estimates of the expected number of large (≥ 30 mm shell length) cockles per sample (adjusted to 
remove site-differences not due to sediment, i.e., site-level random effects) in relation to proportion of fines 
(silt and clay <63 µm), organic content, and gravel (>2000 µm) per stratum at the 2015–16 survey sites. The 
black line shows the posterior median of the linear predictor (model fit) and grey shading the interquartile 
range of the posterior distribution. 

Ministry for Primary Industries Northern North Island shellfish 2015–16 • 75 

0.0 



5. SUMMARIES 

5.1 Cockle populations 

Ten of the 2015–16 survey sites supported cockle populations, whereas Cheltenham Beach and Marokopa 
Estuary only contained low numbers of cockles, preventing reliable population estimates (i.e., the CV 
values exceeded 60%). At the remaining sites, cockle population estimates were robust, indicated by 
CV values generally well below 20%. Across these sites, total cockle population sizes ranged from an 
estimated 23.01 million (CV: 14.33%) individuals at Ohiwa Harbour to the highest population estimate 
of 742.44 million (CV: 7.02%) cockles at Whangateau Harbour (Table 59). Population estimates were 
also comparatively high at Pataua Estuary with an estimated 380.13 million (CV: 7.58%) cockles, and 
at Umupuia Beach, where total abundance was estimated at 98.88 million (CV: 15.93%) cockles in 
2015–16. 

Although it is difficult to compare population parameters across sites owing to differences in habitat 
characteristics and sampling areas, population densities provide some indication of the size of the bivalve 
beds targeted by non-commercial fishing. Cockle densities were high at two sites, Bowentown Beach 
and Pataua Estuary with 1799 cockles per m2 and 1368 cockles per m2, respectively. All other sites with 
cockle populations (i.e., excluding Cheltenham Beach and Marokopa Estuary) supported lower densities, 
ranging from 136 cockles per m2 (Cockle Bay) to 852 cockles per m2 (Whitianga Harbour). 

Most populations contained some large cockles (≥30 mm shell length), and their numbers were relatively 
high at five sites, ranging from 4.89 million (CV: 29.68%) individuals at Pataua Estuary to the largest 
population of 45.43 million (CV: 18.77%) large cockles at Whangateau Harbour. Their corresponding 
densities were highest at Umupuia Beach and Cockle Bay (128 and 98 individuals per m2, respectively), 
with markedly lower densities at the other sites (2 to 51 cockles per m2). At both Umupuia Beach and 
Cockle Bay, the large size class made up a substantial part of the total population, whereas it contributed 
relatively few individuals at other sites. 

Cockle density estimates for individual strata documented a consistent pattern across recent surveys, in-
cluding the present study (Figure 57). Frequency distributions of estimated cockle densities within strata 
were generally unimodal throughout the survey series, determined by strata with less than 500 individu-
als per m2. Strata that supported higher cockle densities were considerably less frequent, and lacking in 
some years. Since 2010–11, there has been an increase in the proportion of strata with higher densities, 
including densities of 2000 (and more) cockles per m2 such as in 2015–16. 

Length-frequency distributions of cockle populations at the survey sites included in this study showed 
a decrease in the number of large cockles over time (Figure 58). Throughout the survey series, length 
frequency distributions were unimodal, dominated by medium-sized cockles, while recruits (≤15 mm 
shell length) and large cockles (≥30 mm shell length) were also present in the population. Since 2005–06, 
there has been a decline in the latter size class, with considerably fewer large individuals in subsequent 
surveys. This finding indicates that the strong cohort of medium-sized cockles did not contribute large 
individuals to the population. Instead, there was a general shift towards smaller-sized cockles in recent 
surveys, with an increase in the number of recruits. 

Time-series comparisons of large cockle densities highlighted differences across sites, and also con-
firmed the overall decrease in large individuals over time (Figure 59). Although this size class showed 
some fluctuation throughout the survey series, there was a decline in the density of large cockles at each 
site, at least once in the reporting period. This decline was most pronounced at sites that initially suppor-
ted high densities of large individuals. For example, at Tairua Harbour, the large size class underwent a 
decrease from over 400 individuals per m2 in 1999–2000 to about 100 individuals per m2 in 2001–02, 
and the decline of large cockles continued to a density of 4 individuals per m2 in 2015–16. Other sites 
with low densities of large cockles (i.e., less than 20 individuals per m2) in 2015–16 included Bowentown 
Beach, Little Waihi Estuary, Ohiwa Harbour, and Pataua Estuary. Large cockle densities at these sites 
remained similarly low as the preceding estimates, except for Ohiwa Harbour, where the current estimate 
was an increase from the two preceding assessments. 
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There were two other sites with small increases in the estimated densities of large cockles, Okoromai Bay 
and Whangateau Harbour. Although the increases were not significant, they potentially indicate some 
sign of recovery, particularly at Whangateau Harbour, where the current estimate reflected a continuing 
trend. In contrast, at Cockle Bay and Umupuia Beach the estimated densities of large cockles decreased 
in 2015–16, and for the former site, this trend was a continuation from the previous assessment. Both 
Cockle Bay and Umupuia Beach have had substantial increases in large cockle densities since 2009–10, 
but this increase was followed by declining estimates at Cockle Bay, whereas estimates have remained 
similar at Umupuia Beach in recent surveys. 

Table 59: Estimates of cockle abundance for all sites where more than ten cockles were found in the 2015–16 
survey. For each site, the table includes the estimated mean number, the mean density, and coefficient of 
variation (CV) for all cockles (Total) and for large cockles (≥30 mm shell length). 

Population estimate Population ≥30 mm Survey site 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

Bowentown Beach 26.95 1 799 5.17 0.03 2 34.77 
Cheltenham Beach 1.60 5 66.48 0.23 <1 >100 
Cockle Bay 21.46 136 8.48 15.37 98 10.77 
Little Waihi Estuary 30.40 165 12.74 0.26 2 51.69 
Marokopa Estuary 0.07 3 62.90 0.00 0 
Ohiwa Harbour 23.01 683 14.33 0.26 10 30.87 
Okoromai Bay 34.78 175 19.45 8.48 43 19.44 
Pataua Estuary 380.13 1 368 7.58 4.89 18 29.68 
Tairua Harbour 57.22 700 10.46 0.37 4 43.97 
Umupuia Beach 98.88 292 15.93 39.12 128 10.61 
Whangateau Harbour 742.44 671 7.02 45.43 51 18.77 
Whitianga Harbour 51.98 852 9.16 0.00 0 
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Figure 57: Cockle densities over time at sites included in the 2015–16 survey, estimated independently for 
all strata. Only strata with more than ten cockles per m2 were included, the shading shows densities of 
individual strata. (Note, not all sites were surveyed each year, and the sampling extent may vary across 
years.) 
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Figure 59: Estimated density of large cockles (≥30 mm shell length) for all sites where cockles in this size 
class were present in at least one survey. For each site, the figure shows the mean estimated density of large 
cockles across years within each year’s survey strata, bars indicate 95% credible interval.(Note different 
scales on the y-axes.) 
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5.2 Pipi populations 

Pipi populations were present at eight of the 2015–16 survey sites, and estimates for all but one population 
had CV values below 20% (Table 60). The exception was at Whangateau Harbour, where the patchy 
occurrence of pipi on the intertidal mudflat led to a higher CV for the pipi population estimates. A 
number of sites supported relatively large pipi populations, and abundance estimates ranged from a total 
population size of 0.15 million (CV: 16.6%) pipi at Bowentown Beach to the largest population estimate 
of 83.84 million (CV: 16.62%) pipi at Little Waihi Estuary. 

The highest pipi population density was at Ohiwa Harbour with an estimated 1225 pipi per m2 (CV: 
12.1%). The next highest density estimate was at Little Waihi Estuary, with 456 pipi per m2 (CV: 
16.62%), and estimates at Marokopa Estuary and Tairua Harbour were slightly lower, with 333 pipi per 
m2 (CV: 11.26%) and 327 pipi per m2 (CV: 15.64%), respectively. Density estimates at the other sites 
were lower, with 104 pipi per m2 at Whitianga Harbour, and less than 25 pipi per m2 at the remaining 
sites, Bowentown Beach, Pataua Estuary, and Whangateau Harbour. 

Except for pipi at Marokopa Estuary, all of the populations included some large individuals (≥50 mm 
shell length), but estimates of this size class were generally low. The exception was Ohiwa Harbour, 
where the abundance estimate for large pipi was 3.70 million (CV: 18.37%) individuals. Their density 
at this site was also relatively high with 110 large pipi per m2 . 

Population estimates for large pipi were also comparatively high at Little Waihi Estuary and Whitianga 
Harbour, with a total of 2.35 million (CV: 43.62%) individuals and 1.91 million (CV: 22.66%) individu-
als, respectively. Corresponding densities for large pipi at these sites were 13 large pipi per m2 at Little 
Waihi Estuary, and 31 large pipi per m2 at Whitianga Harbour. Densities at the other sites were low, 
ranging between <1 and 5 pipi per m2. Overall, the large pipi size class contributed few individuals to 
the populations across sites, with the exception of Whitianga Harbour, where large pipi made up about 
a third of the resident population. 

Estimated pipi densities within individual strata revealed similar frequency distributions across surveys, 
characterised by low pipi densities, not exceeding 500 individuals per m2 (Figure 60). In addition to this 
prevalence of low-density strata, some assessments included strata with higher pipi densities, evident in 
the bimodal frequency distributions at those times (e.g., in 2006–07). Strata with higher pipi densities 
were consistently documented in the three most recent surveys, including the present study. The latter 
included strata with estimated pipi densities of over 7000 individuals per m2, although a significant 
proportion of strata contained less than 2000 pipi per m2 . 

The recent increases in strata with high density estimates were accompanied by a marked shift in the 
length-frequency distributions of the pipi populations towards smaller shell lengths (Figure 61). In early 
assessments, the pipi population structure at the survey sites was generally unimodal, determined by 
medium-sized to large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) and a small number of recruits (≤20 mm shell length). 
Large individuals were sufficiently frequent to be evident as a second cohort in a number of surveys. 
Since 2006–07, the number of recruits has increased, with a concomitant decrease in the number of 
large individuals. These changes resulted in pipi populations that contained smaller-sized individuals, 
including high numbers of recruits forming distinct cohorts in a bimodal population structure in 2012–13 
and 2015–16. In 2015–16, this cohort was markedly stronger than the second cohort of medium-sized 
pipi, and there were few large individuals. 

Five of the six sites that included large pipi at least once in the survey series showed a decline in their 
estimated densities over time (Figure 62). Time-series data highlighted considerable differences across 
sites, but all current density estimates of large pipi were low, except for the population at Ohiwa Harbour. 
This site also contained the only pipi population that showed a current increase in the estimated density of 
large pipi within strata. At Ohiwa Harbour, the density estimate of this size class increased notably from 
the previous survey, exceeding 100 large individuals per m2 in 2015–16. Data from the two surveys at 
Whitianga Harbour showed similar density estimates between surveys of about 30 large pipi per m2. At 
the other sites, large pipi were scarce, with estimated densities of <1 individuals per m2 to 13 individuals 
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per m2. For both Little Waihi Estuary and Pataua Estuary, these low estimates reflected further declines 
from previous assessments, whereas density estimates continued to be low at Tairua and Whangateau 
harbours. At the latter site, there have been few large pipi since their significant decline in 2003–04, 
whereas the decrease in estimated densities of large pipi at Tairua Harbour has been more gradual, starting 
in 2005–06. 

Table 60: Estimates of pipi abundance for all sites on which more than ten pipi were found in the 2015–16 
survey. For each site, the table includes the estimated mean number, the mean density, and coefficient of 
variation (CV) for all pipi (Total) and for large pipi (≥50 mm shell length). 

Survey site 
Total (millions) 

Population estimate 

Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) 

Population ≥50 mm 

Density (m−2) CV (%) 

Bowentown Beach 0.15 10 16.6 0.01 <1 72.82 
Cockle Bay 0.11 <1 >100 0.00 0 
Little Waihi Estuary 83.84 456 16.62 2.35 13 43.62 
Marokopa Estuary 8.62 333 11.26 0.00 0 
Ohiwa Harbour 41.26 1225 12.1 3.70 110 18.37 
Pataua Estuary 6.45 23 14.67 0.19 <1 79.86 
Tairua Harbour 26.71 327 15.64 0.38 5 39.85 
Whangateau Harbour 15.00 14 23.2 0.40 <1 9.04 
Whitianga Harbour 6.36 104 18.17 1.91 31 22.66 
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Figure 60: Pipi densities over time at sites included in the 2015–16 survey, estimated independently for all 
strata. Only strata with more than ten pipi per m2 were included, the shading shows densities of individual 
strata. (Note, not all sites were surveyed each year, and the sampling extent may vary across years.) 
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Figure 62: Estimated density of large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) for all sites where pipi in this size class 
were present in at least one survey. For each site, the figure shows the mean estimated density of large pipi 
across years within each year’s survey strata, bars indicate 95% credible interval. 
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6. DISCUSSION 

The sites included in the current assessment represented a range of coastal environments, such as open 
beaches, sheltered intertidal bays, and estuaries influenced by river input. All of the sites supported 
bivalve populations, and cockles were sampled at ten sites, while pipi were surveyed at eight sites. Most 
sites have been regularly monitored over the 17-year reporting period, including five surveys at Cockle 
Bay and Pataua Estuary, six surveys at Ohiwa Harbour, nine surveys at Little Waihi Estuary, Tairua and 
Whangamata harbours, ten surveys at Okoromai Bay, and 13 surveys at Umupuia Beach. Marokopa 
Estuary and Bowentown Beach were sampled less frequently, with three and four bivalve assessments, 
respectively. Whitianga Harbour was surveyed for the second time in 2015–16, after the initial survey 
in 2012–13. At Cheltenham Beach, the current study provided the first assessment in the survey series 
since 1998–99. At the other sites, previous assessments were more recent, either in 2012–13 or 2013–14, 
except for Marokopa Estuary, where the most recent, previous survey was conducted in 2010–11. 

Throughout the survey series, the data collection at each site has focused on intertidal areas that have 
been identified as important for recreational and customary fisheries. Once these areas are identified, 
individual surveys generally rely on the same designated sampling areas used in previous assessments to 
allow comparisons over time. In the current study, on-site information identified changes in the spatial 
distribution of bivalve populations at some sites, leading to changes in the sampling extent in 2015–16. 

For cockle population estimates, another change to the sampling extent involved re-stratification of areas 
that predominantly target cockles, at sites where high-resolution spatial information was available (see 
detailed information in Appendix B). Bivalve surveys since 2013–14 have included GPS positions for 
individual sampling points, and current sites that were part of these recent surveys were Cockle Bay, 
Little Waihi Estuary, Okoromai Bay, Pataua Estuary, Tairua Harbour, Umupuia Beach, and Whangateau 
Harbour (see, Berkenbusch et al. 2015). Based on detailed spatial information and corresponding cockle 
population data, the sampling extent at these sites was re-stratified in an attempt to optimise the sampling 
effort and improve population estimates (e.g., reducing CV values). This update meant that the overall 
size and location of the sampling extent remained unchanged, but individual strata within it were re-
defined. 

In general, the re-stratification succeeded in lowering the CV values of cockle population estimates at 
all but one site (Okoromai Bay). As the current re-stratification was based on only one year of data, 
it is likely that additional information from this study and subsequent surveys will further improve re-
stratification efforts in the future. For example, high-resolution data for multiple years at a site will allow 
future stratification efforts to incorporate interannual variability in the cockle population data. 

Other changes to the cockle sampling involved the upshore movement of one of the cockle strata at Ohiwa 
Harbour, and inclusion of a cockle stratum at Whitianga Harbour. At Ohiwa Harbour, the sideways shift 
of the cockle stratum was necessitated by the movement of the channel adjacent to it, which submerged 
the previous stratum area. The current sampling of the newly designated stratum in the directly adja-
cent area confirmed that cockles had moved to the intertidal part of the channel edge. At Whitianga 
Harbour, the cockle stratum included in the present study covered the same area regularly surveyed by 
the Hauraki Gulf Forum community monitoring programme, facilitating comparisons between the two 
different survey series. 

For pipi population estimates, changes to the sampling extent mostly related to the position and size of 
the pipi beds, which usually occur in physically-dynamic areas, such as tidal channels and high-flow 
subtidal sediments. Physical changes to these habitats can lead to shifts in the spatial distribution of this 
species, requiring adjustments to strata targeting pipi. In addition, as their general habitat preference 
extends into subtidal waters, the intertidal sampling of this survey series may only access parts of the 
pipi populations, so that the total population size remains unknown. 

Changes to the pipi strata in 2015–16 affected the data collection at Ohiwa Harbour, Pataua Estuary, 
Tairua Harbour, Whangateau Harbour and Whitianga Harbour. Most of the changes were comparatively 
small changes in the spatial extent of pipi beds, e.g., at Pataua Estuary and Whangateau Harbour. At 
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other sites, some of the previously-sampled pipi beds had changed in their spatial extent or disappeared, 
including Ohiwa, Tairua, and Whitianga harbours. At Marokopa Estuary, the spatial distribution of pipi 
had remained largely unchanged since the preceding survey in 2010–11, with the pipi beds restricted to 
shallow subtidal waters in the main channel. 

Considering the current estimates in the context of the survey series showed that estimated population 
parameters for both species were consistent with values recorded throughout the reporting period. Never-
theless, there were some marked changes in some of the cockle and pipi populations between the current 
study and the immediately preceding assessment. For cockles, these changes included marked increases 
in the population estimates at Ohiwa Harbour and Okoromai Bay between 2013–14 and 2015–16, in-
cluding the estimates for large cockles. Over the same period, there were notable declines in the cockle 
populations at Cockle Bay, Umupuia Beach and Tairua Harbour. The population decreases at these sites 
were in part due to decreases in the populations of large cockles (≥30 mm shell length). 

For pipi, there was a notable increase in the population estimates at Marokopa Estuary since the preceding 
survey in 2010–11. In contrast, pipi populations underwent significant decreases at Little Waihi Estuary, 
Pataua Estuary, Tairua Harbour, Whangateau Harbour (between 2013–14 and 2015–16), and Whitianga 
Harbour (between 2012–13 and 2015–16). Declines in the numbers of large pipi (≥50 mm shell length) 
contributed to the overall population declines at these sites. 

The reason/s for the recent changes in cockle and pipi populations are unknown. Some of the recent 
population declines (including large cockles) occurred at sites that have fishery restrictions in place. 
For example, Cheltenham Beach has been closed to the collection of shellfish since 1992. Inspite of this 
closure, bivalve populations continued to decline, with no signs of recruitment or recovery throughout the 
1990s (Morrison & Browne 1999, Morrison et al. 1999). In 2015–16, cockle and pipi populations (and 
other large bivalves) continued to be absent at this site. At Cockle Bay, Umupuia Beach and Whangateau 
Harbour, seasonal or permanent closures prohibit the collection of bivalves. At the two former sites, the 
introduction of fishery closures in 2008 led to initial increases in the cockle population estimates. For 
the cockle population at Cockle Bay, the recent decreases reflect a continuing decline since 2009–10. In 
contrast, there have been consistent increases in the cockle population size at Umupuia Beach, with the 
current estimates reflecting the smallest cockle population size since 2010–11. 

The declines in large individuals at some sites tentatively suggest that fishing pressure may contribute 
to the observed decreases. Nevertheless, fishing is only one of the factors that potentially influence 
bivalve populations, which are also determined by population dynamics, environmental variables, and 
habitat properties. As there are no data available of the number and sizes of bivalves taken at any of the 
survey sites, the lack of information prevents an examination of the role of fishing for the cockle and 
pipi populations. In addition, for pipi, some of the population changes between surveys at Whangateau 
Harbour (and elsewhere) could be caused by changes in the spatial distribution of the pipi beds. Changes 
to the channels inhabited by pipi, and shifts into deeper water by this species may lead to changes in the 
proportion of the population that is available to the intertidal sampling, affecting the population estimates. 

Most of the populations in 2015–16 contained some large individuals, although this size class only made 
up a small proportion of the population at most sites. The time-series data indicated that for most sites, 
strong cohorts of small and medium-sized individuals did not subsequently contribute to the large bivalve 
size class. Large individuals are considered to be preferentially targeted in fishing activities, and it is 
unknown if low numbers of large cockles and pipi lead to the collection of smaller-sized individuals, or 
if other factors (e.g., predation, limited food supply) prevent the smaller size classes from exceeding the 
large-size thresholds applied in this survey series. 

The current study also involved sediment sampling within cockle strata to examine the relationship 
between cockle abundance and sediment properties, including organic matter content and the propor-
tions of fines (<63 µm grain size) and gravel (>2000 µm grain size). Findings from the data modelling 
showed that cockle abundances decreased with increases in the three sediment variables at the stratum 
level, but these relationships were tentative only. The strongest correlation (i.e., with the lowest uncer-
tainty) was between cockle abundance and the proportion of gravel. This size fraction showed consid-
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erable variation within and across sites, with a maximum proportion of this grain size fraction of 77.0% 
(at Pataua Estuary). In comparison, the proportion of sediment fines was low, although values were high 
at some sites, including a maximum proportion of 28.8% (at Cockle Bay). Sediment organic content 
showed less variation, and was generally low across all sampling points (i.e., below 5%). Overall the 
relationships between cockle abundance and the measured sediment variables were uncertain, which in 
part can be explained by the high variability in the sediment data combined with relatively limited data 
(i.e., only one-off sampling). As more data become available, the sediment modelling will be better 
informed, providing less uncertainty in the outcome, including the potential to explore other analysis ap-
proaches such as multivariate statistics, quantile regressions, and maximum-density models (e.g., Thrush 
et al. 2003). In view of the current findings and the effort involved in the sediment sampling, subsequent 
efforts may be targeted to establish a collection of baseline data to include all sites that are part of the 
northern North Island survey series. Once established, future sediment sampling may then focus on spe-
cific sites and times following specific events (such as sedimentation from urban development), and be 
used in Before-After-Control-Impact type assessments involving comparisons with baseline data. 
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Table A-2: Sampling dates and size of the sampling extent for sites included in the northern North Island 
bivalve surveys since 1999–00, including the present survey in 2015–16. Surveys are ordered by site and 
year. 

Survey site Year Sampling dates Sampling extent (ha) Project 

Aotea Harbour 2005–06 17 Jan–18 Jan 9.60 AKI2005-01 
2009–10 26 Mar–13 Jul 28.10 AKI2009-01 
2014–15 19 Feb 19.46 AKI2014-01 

Bowentown Beach 2001–02 26 Apr–25 May 1.58 AKI2001-01 
2010–11 18 Mar 1.58 AKI2010-01 
2012–13 8 Feb 1.58 AKI2012-01 
2015–16 20 Jan 1.50 AKI2015-01 

Cheltenham Beach 2015–16 14 Jan 31.92 AKI2015-01 
Clarks Beach 2004–05 3 Feb–24 Feb 144.71 AKI2004-01 
Cockle Bay 2009–10 16 Feb 16.00 AKI2009-01 

2010–11 5 May 16.00 AKI2010-01 
2012–13 31 Jan 16.00 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 29 Mar 15.77 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 18 Jan 15.77 AKI2015-01 

Cornwallis Wharf 2001–02 26 Mar–20 Apr 2.65 AKI2001-01 
Eastern Beach 1999–00 15 May–30 Jun 48.00 AKI1999-01 

2001–02 14 Mar–16 Apr 43.38 AKI2001-01 
2014–15 27 Jan–18 Feb 41.42 AKI2014-01 

Grahams Beach 2006–07 20 Apr 24.75 AKI2006-01 
2010–11 17 May 25.15 AKI2010-01 
2012–13 11 Mar 20.06 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 28 Mar 26.76 AKI2013-01 

Howick Harbour 2005–06 23 Dec–24 Jan 6.90 AKI2005-01 
Kawakawa Bay (West) 2004–05 5 Feb–8 Apr 60.37 AKI2004-01 

2006–07 19 Apr 62.94 AKI2006-01 
2014–15 17 Feb–25 Feb 60.90 AKI2014-01 

Little Waihi Estuary 2000–01 21 Mar–31 Mar 3.00 AKI2000-01 
2002–03 30 Jan–1 Feb 3.00 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 7 Jan–19 Jan 3.12 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 14 Jan–15 Jan 3.75 AKI2004-01 
2006–07 15 Jun–28 Jun 3.16 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 2 Mar 13.92 AKI2009-01 
2012–13 10 Feb 15.42 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 19 Mar–20 Mar 17.09 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 8 Feb–11 Feb 18.38 AKI2015-01 

Mangawhai Harbour 1999–00 23 Mar–30 Jun 9.40 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 29 Jan–31 Jan 8.40 AKI2000-01 
2001–02 15 Mar–14 Apr 8.40 AKI2001-01 
2002–03 1 Jan–31 Jan 8.40 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 1 Jan–31 Jan 8.40 AKI2003-01 
2010–11 24 Mar–15 Apr 9.00 AKI2010-01 
2014–15 21 Jan–22 Jan 8.55 AKI2014-01 

Marokopa Estuary 2005–06 18 Feb–20 Feb 2.35 AKI2005-01 
2010–11 16 May 2.35 AKI2010-01 
2015–16 12 Feb–13 Feb 2.58 AKI2015-01 

Continued on next page
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Table A-2 – Continued from previous page
 

Survey site Year Sampling dates Sampling extent (in ha) Project 

Marsden Bank 2009–10 13 Nov 11.51 IPA2009-12 
2012–13 12 Dec 6.31 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 2 Feb 15.43 AKI2013-01 

Mill Bay 1999–00 4 May–30 Jun 4.60 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 20 Feb–23 Feb 4.80 AKI2000-01 
2001–02 20 Mar–22 Apr 4.50 AKI2001-01 
2003–04 26 Jan–28 Jan 4.50 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 24 Dec–24 Jan 4.50 AKI2004-01 
2005–06 20 Dec–24 Dec 4.50 AKI2005-01 
2009–10 13 May 4.95 AKI2009-01 
2014–15 26 Feb 4.88 AKI2014-01 

Ngunguru Estuary 2003–04 6 Mar–7 Mar 1.70 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 6 Feb–7 Feb 1.80 AKI2004-01 
2010–11 23 Mar 1.80 AKI2010-01 
2014–15 23 Jan–24 Jan 5.46 AKI2014-01 

Ohiwa Harbour 2001–02 9 Apr–11 Apr 2.25 AKI2001-01 
2005–06 25 Feb–26 Feb 2.70 AKI2005-01 
2006–07 13 Jun–29 Jun 5.70 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 3 Mar 2.10 AKI2009-01 
2012–13 9 Feb–15 Mar 2.63 AKI2012-01 
2015–16 9 Feb–10 Feb 3.37 AKI2015-01 

Okoromai Bay 1999–00 19 Apr–24 Apr 20.00 AKI1999-01 
2001–02 8 Apr–12 Apr 24.00 AKI2001-01 
2002–03 26 Dec–29 Dec 20.00 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 17 Mar–20 Mar 20.00 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 15 Jan–16 Jan 20.00 AKI2004-01 
2006–07 20 Mar 20.00 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 17 Feb 20.00 AKI2009-01 
2012–13 30 Jan 20.00 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 31 Mar 19.84 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 11 Jan 19.84 AKI2015-01 

Otumoetai Harbour 2000–01 27 Mar–2 Apr 5.60 AKI2000-01 
2002–03 3 Mar–5 Mar 5.60 AKI2002-01 
2005–06 15 Feb–28 Feb 4.60 AKI2005-01 
2006–07 13 Jun–14 Jun 4.60 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 1 Mar–17 Mar 5.60 AKI2009-01 
2014–15 31 Jan–1 Feb 7.67 AKI2014-01 

Papamoa Beach 1999–00 1 May–3 May 2.00 AKI1999-01 
Pataua Estuary 2002–03 4 Mar–28 Mar 10.65 AKI2002-01 

2003–04 14 Feb–16 Feb 10.45 AKI2003-01 
2005–06 14 Feb–16 Feb 10.45 AKI2005-01 
2013–14 3 Feb–6 Feb 26.30 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 12 Jan–13 Jan 27.78 AKI2015-01 

Raglan Harbour 1999–00 26 May–30 Jun 10.10 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 13 Feb–10 Mar 10.04 AKI2000-01 
2002–03 13 Jan–16 Jan 8.24 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 14 Jan–16 Jan 8.24 AKI2003-01 

Continued on next page
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Survey site Year Sampling dates Sampling extent (in ha) Project 

2009–10 26 Apr 9.20 AKI2009-01 
2012–13 11 Jan 8.24 AKI2012-01 
2014–15 20 Feb–23 Feb 7.24 AKI2014-01 

Ruakaka Estuary 2006–07 21 Mar 7.00 AKI2006-01 
2010–11 22 Mar 11.01 AKI2010-01 
2014–15 25 Jan–26 Jan 6.51 AKI2014-01 

Tairua Harbour 1999–00 1 Apr–1 May 3.70 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 15 Feb–16 Feb 3.90 AKI2000-01 
2001–02 23 May–24 May 3.90 AKI2001-01 
2002–03 23 Feb–28 Mar 3.90 AKI2002-01 
2005–06 14 Jan–15 Jan 3.90 AKI2005-01 
2006–07 3 May–1 Aug 4.80 AKI2006-01 
2010–11 20 Apr 5.80 AKI2010-01 
2013–14 13 Mar–22 Mar 9.38 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 6 Feb–7 Feb 8.17 AKI2015-01 

Te Haumi Bay 1999–00 7 Mar–30 Mar 10.00 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 12 Mar 13.53 AKI2000-01 
2000–01 15 Jan–26 Jan 9.90 AKI2000-01 
2001–02 15 Mar–15 Apr 9.90 AKI2001-01 
2002–03 21 Jan–22 Apr 9.90 AKI2002-01 
2006–07 22 Mar 9.81 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 18 Feb 12.06 AKI2009-01 
2012–13 13 Dec 12.06 AKI2012-01 
2014–15 24 Jan–26 Jan 12.78 AKI2014-01 

Umupuia Beach 1999–00 1 Apr–12 Apr 25.00 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 15 Feb–16 Feb 36.00 AKI2000-01 
2001–02 28 Mar–12 Apr 36.00 AKI2001-01 
2002–03 28 Dec–2 Jan 36.00 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 25 Mar–28 Mar 36.00 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 22 Jan–23 Jan 36.00 AKI2004-01 
2005–06 28 Jan–29 Jan 36.00 AKI2005-01 
2006–07 18 Apr 36.00 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 15 Feb 36.00 AKI2009-01 
2010–11 4 May 36.00 AKI2010-01 
2012–13 13 Mar 36.00 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 30 Mar–1 Apr 33.86 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 18 Jan–19 Jan 33.90 AKI2015-01 

Waikawau Beach 1999–00 20 May–30 Jun 2.90 AKI1999-01 
2000–01 24 Feb–15 May 2.70 AKI2000-01 
2004–05 18 Jan–10 Mar 3.10 AKI2004-01 
2005–06 15 Feb–27 Feb 3.10 AKI2005-01 
2013–14 21 Mar AKI2013-01 

Waiotahi Estuary 2002–03 7 Feb–10 Feb 8.50 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 21 Jan–24 Jan 8.50 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 21 Jan–25 Jan 9.50 AKI2004-01 
2005–06 10 Feb–12 Feb 9.50 AKI2005-01 
2009–10 4 Mar 9.50 AKI2009-01 

Continued on next page
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Survey site Year Sampling dates Sampling extent (in ha) Project 

2013–14 17 Mar–20 Mar 11.23 AKI2013-01 
Whangamata Beach 1999–00 20 May–29 May 5.48 AKI1999-01 

2000–01 15 Feb–16 Feb 5.48 AKI2000-01 
2001–02 9 May–26 May 5.48 AKI2001-01 
2002–03 9 Mar–28 Mar 5.48 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 1 Jan–31 Jan 5.48 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 6 Feb–8 Feb 5.48 AKI2004-01 
2006–07 2 May–2 Aug 24.61 AKI2006-01 
2010–11 19 Apr 5.89 AKI2010-01 
2014–15 28 Jan–30 Jan 7.62 AKI2014-01 

Whangapoua Harbour 2002–03 30 Mar–6 Apr 1.66 AKI2002-01 
2003–04 1 Feb–3 Feb 5.20 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 8 Mar–10 Mar 5.20 AKI2004-01 
2005–06 8 Mar–10 Mar 5.20 AKI2005-01 
2010–11 21 Apr 5.20 AKI2010-01 
2014–15 24 Feb–25 Feb 6.32 AKI2014-01 

Whangateau Harbour 2001–02 7 Apr–22 May 64.19 AKI2001-01 
2003–04 17 Dec–2 Mar 64.15 AKI2003-01 
2004–05 2 Feb–26 Mar 64.15 AKI2004-01 
2006–07 19 Mar–2 May 64.15 AKI2006-01 
2009–10 18 Mar–14 Jul 64.51 AKI2009-01 
2010–11 19 May–20 May 64.15 AKI2010-01 
2012–13 14 Dec–17 Dec 64.20 AKI2012-01 
2013–14 29 Jan–6 Feb 110.91 AKI2013-01 
2015–16 15 Jan–17 Jan 110.71 AKI2015-01 

Whitianga Harbour 2012–13 7 Feb 7.08 AKI2012-01 
2015–16 5 Feb 6.10 AKI2015-01 
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APPENDIX B: Re-defining strata with geo-located samples 

At sites with high-resolution spatial information, areas predominantly targeting cockles were re-stratified 
based on geo-referenced sampling data. The re-stratification at these sites with GPS-referenced samples 
followed a two-step procedure, adapted from De Gruijter et al. (2015). This procedure was based on a 
model-based prediction of cockle densities to avoid using the samples themselves for re-stratification. 
The procedure recognises that the samples from a survey are a draw from a random field. The prediction 
smoothes out sample variability, and delimits zones of similar densities (i.e., minimising within-stratum 
variance). 

B.1 Predicting densities in space 

First, existing data were used to generate a prediction map, based on a geo-statistical model for the number 
of cockles sampled. The model can be viewed as a generalised linear mixed model with a negative-
binomial response and a spatial random effect term. The model can be written hierarchically as: 

ys ∼ NB(λs,α), (B-1) 
log(λs) =  µ+ Ss, (B-2) 

for bivalve counts y at sampling location s, with an overdispersion parameter α and a scale parameter 
λs that is linked to a linear predictor through the log-link function; the parameter µ is the overall mean 
on the log-scale, and S is a Gaussian random field such that S MVN(0,Σ), where Σ is a covariance 
matrix. The covariance between measurements ys and yt is determined by their distance in space via 
a stationary, isotropic Matern correlation function. Thus Cov(ys, yt) =  Matern(d(ys, yt), where d 
specifies the distance in space. The model was implemented in R-INLA (Blangiardo et al. 2013, Lindgren 
& Rue 2015), and estimates of the spatial field were obtained on a triangulated mesh representation of 
the sampling extent, allowing straightforward predictions to any point within the original sampling extent 
(Lindgren & Rue 2015). 

B.2 From spatial density maps to new strata 

The geo-statistical prediction and the estimated prediction variances at a fine grid were then used to 
define a distance measure Di,j that estimated pairwise dissimilarity between grid points. To account for 
the associated prediction variation of the predictions at each grid point, Di,j was defined as: 

Di,j = E[(z̃i − z̃j )
2] (B-3) 

= (z̃i − z̃j )
2 + V ar(z̃i) +  V ar(z̃j ) − Cov(z̃i − z̃j ), (B-4) 

where z̃i is the prediction at point i. In practice, the prediction variance underestimates the true variance. 
For this reason, the first term in the equation above (Equation B-4) can be divided by the correlation 
coefficient to increase the prediction variance to that of the true zi. The last term in the above equation 
was obtained from the estimated covariance model from the geo-statistical model fit. 

It can be shown that, under some assumptions, minimising this distance measure across strata will lead 
to optimal stratification given a representative dataset over the sampling extent. Therefore, the aim here 
was to minimise the sum of within stratum variances, ∆ = 

� � �
Di,j , where the first sum is A i j

over strata, and the subsequent sums are over all grid points allocated to each stratum. Instead of an 
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Figure B-1: Cockle abundance within existing stratification (black lines) at Okoromai Bay and Kawakawa 
Bay (West). Shown are sampling densities (size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles sampled 
per 0.035 m2) with predicted densities (number of individuals per m2) (left-hand column) and the prediction 
variance (right-hand column). 

iterative allocation proposed by De Gruijter et al. (2015), which can be slow for large grids, the present 
re-stratification used simple hierarchical clustering of Di,j . The hierarchical clustering tree was split into 
a fixed number of strata starting from the root, and the observed reduction in ∆ was monitored as strata 
were added. The number of strata was then chosen at a point of inflection on a plot of the number of 
strata against ∆, i.e., at the point where adding additional strata did not lead to a significant reduction of 
∆. 

B.3 Illustrated examples of re-stratification 

Examples for the re-stratification procedure were illustrated for two sites that were previously sampled 
using GPS-referenced samples (in 2013–14 and 2014–15), Okoromai Bay and Kawakawa Bay (West). 
At both sites, the existing stratification did not delimit areas of high or low cockle density, but strata 
seemed to be ad hoc subdivisions of the sampling extent (Figure B-1). 

The new stratification used predicted densities and their variance (Figure B-1) to define Di,j between 
prediction points, and ∆A, the sum of Di,j over all paired grid-points within stratum A. The sum of ∆A 

will reduce with an increasing number of strata (Figure B-2; first row), but at some point the reduction 
in ∆ will be mainly due to noise rather than signal. In these examples, we chose to retain two strata for 
Okoromai Bay and three strata for Kawakawa Bay (West), both of which corresponded to the inflection 
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point on the plot of ∆ against the number of strata. 

Corresponding plots confirm qualitatively that at Okoromai Bay, adding strata beyond the two main strata 
divides the stratum with low abundance into a stratum with near absence of cockle and one with generally 
low abundance (Figure B-2). With a single year’s sampling it is difficult to assess whether this pattern 
reflects a real signal or unexplained variation in the data, and we thus prefer the two stratum solution. At 
Kawakawa Bay (West), it was evident that two strata were insufficient to delimit the high-density beds 
from areas of intermediate density. For this reason, we retained three strata, dividing areas of low density 
(or absence), intermediate and high density (Figure B-2). 

B.4 Re-stratification comparison 

The performance of the re-stratification was site dependent (Table B-3): only one site (Okoromai Bay) 
had a higher CV with new strata (19.45 in 2015–16 with re-defined strata compared with 19.17 in 2013–14 
with existing strata). This site had two new strata with one high- and one low-density stratum. Neverthe-
less, examination of the map of the present survey at this site (Figure 26) suggested that the low-density 
stratum included a number of sampling points with relatively high cockle densities. This observation 
indicates that the low-density area is variable in size among years. 

The magnitude of improvements in the estimates (i.e., reductions in the CV) from the re-stratification 
was linked to the interannual variability and the adequacy of strata derived from the survey conducted 
two years prior to the current study. The largest improvement in the CV was at Pataua Estuary (7.58 
in 2015–16 compared with 10.95 using 2013–14 strata). It was evident that the new strata A to C were 
still a relatively adequate reflection of high, medium and low densities (Figure 29). A similar improve-
ment resulting from the alignment of strata with density patterns was evident at Whangateau Harbour 
(Figure 42). Other sites, such as Umupuia Beach did not show an improvement in CV, and mapping of 
current samples suggested that the density patterns have changed markedly from those in the preceding 
survey (Figure 39), suggesting that the derived strata were sub-optimal. 

Table B-3: Estimates of cockle abundance for all sites that were re-stratified using geo-located data from 
the 2013–14 survey. Estimates using old strata used in 2013–14 are shown for comparison. For each site, 
the table includes the estimated mean number, the mean density, and coefficient of variation (CV) for new 
(2015–16) and old (2013–14) strata. 

New Strata Old Strata Survey site 
Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) Total (millions) Density (m−2) CV (%) 

Cockle Bay 21.46 136 8.48 21.71 138 9.25 
Little Waihi Estuary 30.40 165 12.74 27.79 163 11.11 
Okoromai Bay 34.78 175 19.45 35.48 179 19.17 
Pataua Estuary 380.13 1 368 7.58 289.04 1 103 10.95 
Tairua Harbour 57.22 700 10.46 64.80 797 10.57 
Umupuia Beach 98.88 292 15.93 111.87 330 15.99 
Whangateau Harbour 742.44 671 7.02 678.81 612 8.74 

Over-all, stratification based on geo-located samples is likely to improve when multiple years of data 
are available, since the stratification can then account for interannual variability (e.g., by increasing the 
prediction variance to account for temporal variability). We thus suggest that the re-stratification method 
applied to the current survey could be used to continuously refine strata. 
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Figure B-2: Re-stratification of the sampling extent at Okoromai Bay (left column) and Kawakawa Bay 
(West)(right column), based on geo-referenced sampling data from previous surveys. Shown for each site 
are the number of added strata in relation to a reduction in the distance measure (delta, top graphs), and 
cockle sampling densities (size of the circles proportional to the number of cockles sampled per 0.035 m2) 
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previous stratification. 
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