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Beachcare plant profiles
While the priority of any Beachcare group is to establish a well-vegetated frontal dune for storm 

protection, once this has been achieved the next step is to start restoring the coast’s indigenous 

biodiversity in the back dune areas. By re-introducing a range of native species behind the 

fore dune, the original coastal vegetation sequence can begin to be re-instated increasing the 

biodiversity while also restoring the natural character of the beach.

The most common native species found in these back dune areas and used by Beachcare include 

pohuehue and sand coprosma as ground-cover, followed by the native coastal shrubs ngaio, 

taupata, karo, and houpara. Where it is appropriate, native tree species such as pohutukawa and 

karaka, that would have made up the original coastal forest behind the dunes, can be planted.

In addition to these species, there are a wide range of native species that are not as commonly 

known, but which were also originally found on our beaches. Some are even edible.

This edition of Beachcare plant profiles looks at some of the more interesting coastal plant 

species, including New Zealand’s own native spinach, Tetragonia tetragonioides, and the native 

celery, Apium prostratum, that Beachcare groups are now trialing.

Beachcare Common native 
backdune species

Pohuehue
Muehlenbeckia complexa

A coastal plant found in 

sand dunes in large springy 

patches. It grows vigorously 

and is excellent for covering 

banks and difficult areas 

where weeds must be 

suppressed. Is host to the 

native copper butterfly.

Karo
Pittosporum crassifolium

A hardy tree widely used 

in coastal areas for shelter. 

Tolerates strong, salt-laden 

winds. Dark red flowers and 

large green seed capsules.

Ngaio
Myoporum laetum

A quick-growing small tree, 

particularly suitable for 

providing shelter and shade 

in exposed coastal areas. 

Very useful in establishing 

the initial shelter in coastal 

areas.

Houpara
Pseudopanax lessonii 

(coastal five finger)

A small tree with glossy 

palmate leaves. Wind-

resistant and good on the 

coast.

Taupata
Coprosma repens (mirror 

plant)

A hardy plant ideal for 

exposed coastal conditions. 

Foliage is dark glossy green 

and berries are orange. It is 

sensitive to heavy frosts.

Plant information taken from the ‘Naturally 

Native’ website www.naturallynative.co.nz
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New Zealand celery
(Tutae koau) – Apium prostratum

Native celery is a creeping plant found along 

New Zealand’s coastlines and belongs to the 

carrot family (Apiaceae). It has thick grooved 

stems, a thick, deep taproot and looks like a 

miniature form of garden celery.

New Zealand’s native celery became an 

important plant for Captain Cook when he 

was looking for fresh vegetables for his crew 

following a long voyage from the Pacific 

Islands. The leaves and stems can be either 

eaten raw or cooked, and the seeds can be 

used for flavouring. Select the larger outside 

stalks leaving the rest of the plant to grow.

Taken from:

www.naturallynative.co.nz

www.nznativeplants.co.nz

www.tiritirimatangi.org.nz

New Zealand spinach growing in Onemana.

New Zealand spinach
(Kokihi) – Tetragonia tetragonioides

New Zealand spinach is a low growing, 

perennial, coastal groundcover growing up 

to one metre wide and found in coastal areas 

throughout New Zealand. It has bright green 

oval fleshy leaves, small insignificant yellow 

flowers formed from spring to autumn and 

red berries. The young leaves and stems can 

be cooked and eaten as a vegetable.

The most drought resistant of all vegetables, 

it grows well in hot, dry conditions, forming a 

vine that can be harvested for many months. 

It has a distinctive but mild flavour, it can 

replace spinach in any recipe but remember 

that it doesn’t wilt quite as much as other 

spinach species, so fewer leaves are needed. 

Captain Cook included this plant in his ‘green-

stuff’ for salads and broths for his crew. It has 

been cultivated as a vegetable since 1809.

New Zealand celery growing in Raglan.


