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Huge waves and winds lash the west coast
During the first week of July 2011, waves 

arriving on New Zealand’s western coasts 

attained heights observed only once every 

year or two. Relentless large swells and strong 

onshore winds continued for almost five days, 

causing some of the worst erosion seen along 

west coast Beachcare sites in some time. 

Port Waikato, Raglan, Ruapuke, Kāwhia and 

Mōkau all experienced severe dune cut back 

during this storm, with large volumes of sand 

transported to offshore sand bars by the waves 

and currents. Such events remind Beachcare 

members just how important it is to have a 

wide dune buffer to take the impact of a storm 

like this and still have enough dune vegetation 

remaining to allow it to recover naturally by 

trapping wind-blown sand. 

Storm results in   
“seabird wreck”
Following the strong westerly winds that 

buffered New Zealand’s west coast for five 

days, thousands of prion seabirds were found 

washed up dead on west coast beaches in a 

phenomenon the Department of Conservation 

called a “seabird wreck”. 

Conservation department spokesman Graeme 

Taylor estimated that more than 100,000 

broad-billed prions perished as a result of the 

July storm, with the wreck stretching along 

New Zealand’s west coast. A count at Muriwai 

Beach revealed more than 10,000 seabirds, 

while Kāwhia residents counted over 1000 

dead or dying birds along a 1km stretch.

The majority of the dead birds found were 

broad-billed prions, with some Antarctic 

prions, thin-billed prions and the odd diving 

petrel. At this time of the year these birds are 

migrating to the Chatham Islands to fatten 

up before breeding and the birds usually wait 

out storms by resting on the water. However, 

during storms like this the birds start to get 

weak, so they just drift with the wind flow. 

Exhausted birds wash up on the shoreline and 

die from exhaustion and starvation. There were 

reports of struggling seabirds being found as 

far inland as Hamilton.

Seabird wrecks, especially on this scale, 

are unusual. The last time a big one like 

this occurred was in 1974. While it seems 

dramatic, prions are an abundant species and 

such a sizeable wreck was not expected to 

significantly affect the species' population. 

The large swells that led to severe erosion at many west coast beaches continued north to Fiji, where some 
of the world’s best surfers were waiting. 

Prions arriving at Anexa Raglan Vet Clinic.

The weather map is from the time the large waves began arriving on the Sunday and shows why this storm 
created such large waves and high winds: 

•	 The fetch – that is, the expanse of ocean over which waves arriving on New Zealand’s western coasts have 
been generated (red arrow) – is very long. 

•	 The waves are still growing as they reach New Zealand’s western coasts, because the winds across New 
Zealand are themselves strong.
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