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Overview 
 

Introduction to the Auckland Motorway Network 
 
How this trial came about   

 
What was done 

 
What we found out 

 
How this can be applied 

 
Where to next 
 
 



Auckland Motorways 
 

 
 



How the grass trial started… 

Potential Benefits 
Higher diversity of habitat and invertebrates. 
Reduced maintenance cost while promoting areas 
that are more resistant to weed invasion. 

• Buffer sensitive land 
• Grass maintenance  
• Bird stepping stones 
• Dragonflies & ponds 



Grass trial 

Objectives 
 

To investigate whether a reduced grass-cutting 
frequency is feasible from a cost, visual and grass 
health perspective. 
 
To ascertain whether a reduced grass-cutting 
frequency increases biodiversity of native 
invertebrates and beneficial exotic invertebrates.   



Method 

12 monthly 
mow 

Control - as per 
normal schedule 

6-monthly 
mow 

Four replicate blocks on Auckland’s northern motorway, 
berms >10 years old. 
First cut May 2012; final cut June 2013, all cuts c.150 
mm height. 



Method 

Plant height, cover, species, flowering, 
biomass 

Invertebrates: pit-fall traps & sweep netting 
 

Rat activity: wax tags 
 

Public response  
 

Mowing crew feedback  



Current Situation 
 
 

Poor soil conditions for plant growth at many sites. 
 

Grass is mown at a height of 40 – 80 mm so plant 
stress exacerbated. 

 

Mowing height falls within the Maintenance 
Specification for Type 2 grass height tolerances of 20 – 
150 mm.  



November 2012 May 2012 

SITE 2 ROSEDALE ROAD 

April 2013 
January 2013 June 2013 



SITE 4 OTEHA VALLEY ROAD 

May 2012 November 2012 

January 2013 June 2013 



Low Fertility Sites 
Low biomass, low grass cover linked with 
bare ground = higher native plant diversity. 
 

Native orchids, insect-eating sundews and 
ancient club-mosses (Lycopodium).  
 
 

High Fertility Sites 
High biomass associated with higher fertility 
demanding species – mainly grasses, 
particularly kikuyu, cocksfoot, ryegrass, 
yorkshire fog. 
 

  

Results: Plants 



Results: Invertebrates 
 

Diversity is surprisingly high (at least 70 species), 
including many native species. 

 

Highlights: Native dung beetles, ants, crickets, tiger 
beetles, hoverflies and a great diversity of parasitic 
wasps. 

 

Surprise finds: The native ant Heteroponera brouni 
and native dung beetle Saphobius sp.  are normally 
restricted to native forest habitat.  

 

Mowing regime does have a strong influence on both 
abundance and diversity of insects and other 
invertebrates. 

 
 

 



Results: Invertebrates 

Longer grass means more ground-dwelling invertebrates 
(more habitat and food). 
 

Longer grass provides more bee food, as more flowering 
plants were present. 

 

Seasonal influences on abundance. 



Results: Other Aspects 

Public response – there was no negative feedback. 
 

Mowing crew – mowing height and machine stability 

 

Long, fertile grass was difficult to cut, especially kikuyu,  
at 12 months. 

 

Gorse that had been mown short before becoming 
noticeable previously needed to be controlled when 
grass was left. 

 

Visually, the sites looked good except after flowering, 
particularly when dock was present.  

 



Applying What We Learned 

Maintenance Perspective 
 

Target sites with low fertility (more diverse, lower 
biomass, shorter plants fall naturally within NZTA 
standard). 

 

Increase the minimum mowing height to 120 -150 mm 
 

Manage weeds, particularly during the transitional 
period, in  low biomass/ bare areas sites.  

 

Kikuyu sites will need a different approach. 

 
 

 



Applying What We Learned 

Biodiversity Perspective 
 

Amend frequency and timing of mowing to enhance 
invertebrates (especially flowering of legumes). 

 

Increase the minimum mowing height from 30 – 50 
to 120 -150 mm. 

 

For sites that already have something special 
present, recognise and manage to encourage this.  

 



Where to From Here? 
 

Waiting for the go ahead to extend trial approach to 
three sites  - rural, low fertility, low kikuyu 
 

Flexible approach, monitoring every month and 
adjusting as required. 

 
 

 

 

 

Use of ‘cue for care’ 
along road edge. 

 

 
 

 



Where to From Here? 
 

Have a re-think about grass species established as 
when new motorways are built. 
 

Change in culture, both the road user and also asset 
managers and maintenance teams. 
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