
PROJECT SUBMISSION DETAILS: PROJECT #:  73 

External Organisation Name: NIWA 

Supervisor/s:  Sue Clearwater (NIWA) and Kevin Collier (UoW) and Michele Melchior

Field: Freshwater Ecology 

Project Title: Juvenile habitat ecology & fish associations of freshwater mussels 

Project Aim: Quantify instream habitat of juvenile kākahi in a Waikato stream, and conduct 
laboratory inoculation trials to determine native fish hosts of one freshwater 
mussel species, the threatened Echyridella aucklandica 

Project Location: Hamilton 

Outputs/Use of Data: UoW may use any data collected for teaching, publication etc. 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES: 

1. The project will result in understanding native freshwater mussel host fish associations and juvenile mussel
instream habitat requirements.

2. The project will provide an opportunity for the student to gain experience in the collection and analysis of
freshwater ecological data through a combination of field and laboratory research.

3. Data collected during this project will contribute to publications in international science journals.

STUDENT TASKS: 

1. Assist with organisation of and preparation for field work
2. Assist with adult freshwater mussel reproduction surveys
3. Assist with juvenile freshwater mussel instream habitat sampling
4. Processing of samples collected in the field
5. Assist with laboratory analyses, including host fish suitability via induced larval infections
6. Data entry and checking

REQUIRED SKILLS: 

1. Highly motivated and hard working
2. Knowledge or interest in gaining knowledge in freshwater ecology & kākahi biology
3. Field work experience/ability in or near water
4. Ability to work independently and as a team member
5. Strong communication skills and ability to follow instructions
6. Organised, with careful attention to detail
7. Full clean driver's license
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PROJECT ABSTRACT: 

Freshwater mussels represent one of the most threatened groups of animals due to pressures including habitat 
degradation, alterations to natural flow regimes, and loss of host fishes, which freshwater mussel larvae 
parasitise. In New Zealand, too, native freshwater mussel (kākahi) species (Echyridella aucklandica and E. 
menziesii) are considered threatened and in decline. Little knowledge exists on two critical phases which kākahi 
need to pass through to complete their life-cycle: the parasitic host-fish attachment phase, and the post-parasitic 
juvenile phase. These sensitive phases could contribute to impaired recruitment, which has been widely 
implicated in mussel population decline, by limiting the number of mussels that reach reproductive maturity.  

The aim of this project is to: 

i) conduct field sampling to characterise instream habitat used by juvenile kākahi, and ii) perform laboratory 
inoculation trials to determine native fish hosts of the threatened E. aucklandica. Ultimately, this information will 
be used to build an understanding of the ecological bottlenecks to recruitment of kākahi, and thus will contribute 
to the development of recovery plans aimed at increasing E. aucklandica and E. menziesii populations, with 
ensuing benefits for ecosystem health through the services they provide (e.g., filtration). The work will be 
conducted in association with the National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) and is part of a 
MBIE-funded, NIWA led research programme called ‘Cultural Keystone Species: Co-management and 
Restoration of our Freshwater Tāonga Species’, which aims to co-develop research methods that inform new 
and innovative management approaches for the protection and restoration of “Cultural Keystone Species”, such 
as kākahi. We are looking for a highly motivated student to join this project for the summer.  

The student will assist with field sampling and laboratory trials associated with the project. It is envisaged that 
the successful candidate will experience a range of research methods in both field and laboratory settings, and 
acquire skills that may be relevant to their own future post-graduate research. 

 
 
 
 

 

 


