
As part of this vital work, Council gains an important 
understanding of what fish species are present and 
where and can assess the success of fish passage 
remediation and stream restoration programmes.

Spotlight on bullies 
The Nelson Whakatū region has five species of bully 
fish, which include the common, upland, redfin, 
bluegill and giant bully. 

Fish spawning occurs for different species 
throughout the year and the peak bully spawning 
period occurs over several months, mainly in late 
spring and early summer. 

Nelson stream catchments are relatively small, with 
the highest densities of bully spawning occurring 
within a few kilometres of the coast.

All of the bully fish species, except the giant bully, 
migrate between our estuaries and rivers, with fish 
spawning occurring in streams and the hatched 
larvae growing in estuaries for several months and 
returning as juvenile fish (similar to whitebait).

Bullies spawn and lay their eggs under large cobbles 
of small boulders sitting on gravel, generally on the 
edges of the stream out of the main water flow. 
Mating pairs are usually reclusive and eggs are 
guarded by one fish. However, there can be several 
nests within a few metres of each other, potentially 

of different bully species. Recent surveys have also 
found two nests under the same boulder. 

Bullies lay eggs under cobbles and rocks to protect 
the eggs from the harsh and unpredictable stream 
environment and predation from other fish, 
waterbirds and invertebrates. 

Sedimentation of the stream bed fills the gaps 
between cobbles and boulders, cementing them in 
place and is one of the key stressors contributing to 
the reduction of available fish spawning and feeding 
habitat. Fine sediment can also smother eggs and 
limit (oxygenated) water flow and their viability.

Find out more at  
nelson.govt.nz
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Did you know 
that some 
bullies can 
climb?
Each bully species has its own 
habitat and resides in different 
parts of the stream catchment. 

Redfin and upland bullies are good 
climbers, so can negotiate waterfalls and 
penetrate streams that are kilometres 
inland. Bluegill bullies prefer faster 
flowing streams with riffles and tend to 
reside close to the coast.

lawa.org.nz/explore-data/swimming

Wondering 
if it’s good 
to swim at 
your favourite 
waterhole? 
Recreational water quality 
monitoring starts shortly and 
will continue through to the end 
of summer. 

Go to LAWA to check your coastal and 
river swimming spots:

Keeping a watchful eye on our 
native fish
Nelson City Council undertakes ‘state of the environment’ fish and invertebrate surveys 
each year to measure the state of health of our waterways. The surveys are undertaken 
every summer when native fish species are most active.

A typical bully habitat: a slow flowing stream with small boulders and riparian shade

Close up of an upland bully

Bully eggs on the underside of a boulder with a hand shown 
for scale


