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1. What is an attribute? 
An ‘attribute’ describes a characteristic of a value of water. For example, algae is an 
attribute of the health of the estuarine ecosystem of Te Awarua-o-Porirua Harbour. 
Attributes are used as tools to assess whether values are being achieved or not.  

Attribute is not a commonly used term – you may be more familiar with terms like 
indicator, measure, tohu or feature. These terms have similar meanings and can roughly 
be used interchangeably. To be consistent, we will be using attribute throughout the 
whaitua process. 

The term attribute is given to us by the National Policy Statement for Freshwater 
Management 2014 (NPS-FM). In the NPS-FM, an attribute is defined as ‘a measurable 
characteristic of freshwater, including physical, chemical and biological properties, 
which support particular values’.  

While you will not find the term attribute in the equivalent national policy document for 
coastal water (the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement 2010), the concept equally 
applies to thinking about values for estuarine and open coastal water. 

2. What are attributes used for? 
Attributes provide information on how values of water are changing over time. Values 
are hard to measure in of themselves as they can be broad and complex. Attributes 
provide a means with which to assess values instead. 

Attributes will be used in the whaitua process to: 

 test how different scenarios (land and water management options) provide for 
values of fresh and coastal water. This includes by illustrating, where possible, 
the results of the collaborative modelling process by showing how the chosen 
attributes are affected under different scenarios, and 

 set objectives for fresh and coastal water that the Whaitua Implementation 
Programme (WIP) is seeking to achieve, and 

 through time, measure how successfully the implementation of the WIP actions 
is at achieving these objectives for fresh and coastal water. 

3. Choosing attributes 
It is up to the Committee to choose the attributes for Te Awarua-o-Porirua whaitua. 
Over the coming months you’ll work on refining the values the community of the 
whaitua has for fresh and coastal water, and to identify the best set of attributes to help 
measure how these values are being achieved.  

In selecting attributes, the Committee will need to consider which are best to measure 
the impacts of different land and water management options. Attributes will help in 
understanding the potential impacts and effects of different management scenarios in a 
consistent way.  



 

 2 
 

There will be tradeoffs when selecting attributes. For example, the most precise 
attribute may not be the most cost-effective. It may be a collection of attributes 
together that provides the best description of a value, rather than any one attribute 
alone. You may also find that some attributes are useful across a range of values. For 
example, water clarity is an attribute of ecosystem health as well as of recreation.  

Attributes may be described in quantitative or qualitative ways. Attributes that can be 
described in quantitative or numeric terms are useful because they can be monitored 
and analysed with certainty. However, there may not be quantitative means of 
measuring some values or quantitative measures may not describe the fullness or 
complexity of a value. Attributes that can only be described in qualitative or narrative 
terms may be harder to monitor and analyse with certainty, but may be more realistic 
and meaningful measures a value.  

Typically we are better at identifying and assessing attributes of environmental values 
than we are at cultural and social values. There are many attributes already identified 
that could be used to assess environmental, cultural, social and economic values or 
water. However, the Committee’s work does not need to be constrained only to those 
attributes that can already be actively measured or tightly defined. If an attribute does 
not exist to adequately assess a value, we may need to design a suitable attribute.  

It’s useful to note too that we can use attributes that are proxies for an actual 
characteristic of a value, but which still provides useful information on that value. One 
example is measuring E.coli concentrations in fresh water to determine risks to human 
health. E.coli itself is not pathogenic to people, but it is easy to test for and can be used 
as an indicator of the presence of other dangerous pathogens that are harder to test for. 

The NPS-FM provides a list of attributes in the National Objectives Framework (NOF) 
that the Committee must use when setting freshwater objectives for the ‘compulsory 
values’ of ecosystem health and human health (see Appendix 1). NPS-FM does not limit 
the Committee only to those attributes in the NOF, but they must be used when they 
are relevant. 

4. What makes a good attribute? 
In looking for good attributes, the following criteria adapted from Allen et al (2012) are 
useful. Attributes should: 

 Be directly relevant to the issue or problem in question 

 Have a direct or a proxy relationship to the value being assessed 

 Complement other attributes so that together they represent the system being 
assessed 

 Be able to be feasibly collected, analysed and reported on in a cost-effective 
and timely way 

 Be accepted and understood by a range of audiences 

 Have a direct use for decision-making 
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Choosing attributes will be an iterative process and the Committee will need to revisit 
any selected attributes as we move through the whaitua process. This list provides a 
useful set of criteria to consider when choosing attributes for the values of water in Te 
Awarua-o-Porirua and a starting point for the discussion at our workshop into 
understanding and identifying attributes.  
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Appendix 
Copy of the attribute tables from Appendix 2 of the National Policy Statement for Freshwater 
Management 20141  
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