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Tēnā koe Ms Sonerson, 

In May last year Greenpeace Aotearoa wrote to your predecessor, Dr Diana Sarfati, in regards to 
high levels of nitrate present in Canterbury drinking water. Subsequent water testing events that 
we have since run in Mid Canterbury has given further cause for concern about the potential 
health implications for people in the region.  

Earlier this month on April 4 and April 6, Greenpeace ran two water testing events in Ashburton 
and Methven. We tested 114 water samples, 60 of which were from private bores.  

Of the private bore samples we tested, one in six had nitrate levels above the maximum 
allowable value of 11.3 mg/L (NO₃-N). Two private bore samples returned test results more than 
double the MAV. Almost half of all the private bore samples tested above 5 mg/L.  

We also ran several tests of a sample from the Hinds town supply, which had a mean result of 
6.55 mg/L. In our previous correspondence in May 2024, we expressed our concerns regarding 
the Darfield town supply and Oxford Rural 1 town supply, and at a subsequent water testing event 
on October 20 in Oxford, the samples we tested from both of these public supplies were above 5 
mg/L. 

There is a growing body of scientific evidence that has linked nitrate levels above 5 mg/L in 
drinking water to an increased risk of preterm birth and low birthweight babies1. The New 

1 Coffman VR, Jensen AS, Trabjerg BB, Pedersen CB, Hansen B, Sigsgaard T et al. (2021) 
“Prenatal exposure to nitrate from drinking water and markers of fetal growth restriction: A 
population-based study of nearly one million Danish-born children.” Environmental Health 
Perspectives. 129(2), 027002 
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Zealand College of Midwives also advises that pregnant people should consider accessing an 
alternative water source if their water supply is testing at or above 5 mg/L2.  

The Ministry of Health had previously advised that “If you are pregnant, high nitrate levels may 
reduce the amount of oxygen getting to your baby.”3 I note that this advice has since been 
removed from the Ministry’s website, and there is no health information regarding nitrate in 
drinking water. We find this very concerning. Can you please advise as to why this information 
is no longer on your website?  

There is also evidence that indicates an increased risk of colorectal cancer associated with 
long-term exposure to nitrate in drinking water at levels as low as 1 mg/L45. This risk increases as 
concentrations of nitrate increase6. At our water testing events earlier this month, we tested 
water samples from the Ashburton town supply that returned a mean result of 2.06mg/L.  

These test results indicate a growing public health risk that is not captured by the current 
drinking water standards. The Maximum Allowable Value of 11.3 mg/L was set in the 1950s in 
line with advice from the World Health Organisation in response to blue baby syndrome 
(methaemoglobinaemia), but it has not been updated since. It’s been called “hopelessly out of 
date” by public health experts like Professor Michael Baker, and it does not take into account the 
growing body of evidence that indicates potential health risks at much lower levels of nitrate 
contamination.  

New Zealand public health research has estimated that around 800,000 people could be exposed 
to levels of nitrate that are potentially harmful, and high concentrations of nitrate in drinking 
water could be causing one hundred cases of bowel cancer and around forty deaths per year7.  

The Report of the Havelock North Drinking Water Inquiry stated that protection of source water 
is of paramount importance, and that it provides “the first, and most significant, barrier against 

7 Richards, J., Chambers, T., Hales, S., Joy, M., Radu, T., Woodward, A., Humphrey, A., 
Randal, E., & Baker, M. G. (2022). Nitrate contamination in drinking water and colorectal 
cancer: Exposure assessment and estimated health burden in New Zealand. Environmental 
Research, 204, 112322.  

6 ANSES (French Agency for Food, Environmental and Occupational Health & Safety), 
Reducing dietary exposure to nitrites and nitrates, 12 July 2022. 

5 Temkin, A., Evans, S., Manidis, T., Campbell, C., & Naidenko, O. V. (2019). Exposure-based 
assessment and economic valuation of adverse birth outcomes and cancer risk due to 
nitrate in United States drinking water. Environmental research, 176, 108442. 

4 Schullehner, J., Hansen, B., Thygesen, M., Pedersen, C. B., & Sigsgaard, T. (2018). Nitrate in 
drinking water and colorectal cancer risk: A nationwide population‐based cohort study. 
International journal of cancer, 143(1), 73-79. 

3 Ministry of Health 2023 “Nitrate in drinking-water” 
https://web.archive.org/web/20240128041158/https://www.health.govt.nz/your-health/health
y-living/drinking-water/nitrate-drinking-water 

2 New Zealand College of Midwives “Nitrate levels in drinking water: risks for pregnant 
women and formula-fed babies.” 
https://www.midwife.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Advice-to-member-Nitrates-May-2
021-1.pdf 
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drinking water contamination and illness.”8 Source water in Canterbury is under significant and 
growing threat from nitrate contamination, which is jeopardising the first barrier of protection 
for drinking water, especially for communities in rural towns and households on private bores. 
The largest source of nitrate leaching is dairy cattle and sheep, as well as synthetic nitrogen 
fertiliser9.  

This health evidence, the sources of nitrate contamination, and the increasing levels of nitrate 
contamination in drinking water have been well documented and understood for several years, 
and we are deeply concerned that water supplies in the Canterbury region have been allowed to 
reach such high levels of nitrate contamination.  

Given the protection of source water is of paramount importance, we would like to know what 
the Ministry of Health is doing to protect the health of these communities to ensure they can 
safely drink the water from their kitchen tap. As the regional environmental regulator, it is 
Environment Canterbury’s responsibility to protect source water. What engagement will the 
Ministry of Health take with Environment Canterbury to ensure source water protection in the 
region?  

Everybody regardless of where they live should have access to safe drinking water. Greenpeace 
has now been providing free water testing for nearly five years. In our engagement with the most 
impacted rural communities, we have noted  growing frustration at the lack of leadership from 
various agencies and regulatory bodies on this issue. We hope to see meaningful engagement on 
this in the near future, and I look forward to hearing from you.  

Ngā mihi nui,  

 

 

Will Appelbe​
Freshwater Campaigner​
Greenpeace Aotearoa 

9 MFE and Stats NZ 2015 ”Environmental Reporting: Nitrogen leached from soil 1990–2012” 
https://data.mfe.govt.nz/table/52530-nitrogen-leached-from-soil-total-1990-2012/ 
 

8 Stevens L., Poutasi K., Wilson A. (2017) “Report Of The Havelock North Drinking Water 
Inquiry: Stage 2.” Government Inquiry into Havelock North Drinking water.  
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