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Are you an owner, developer, construction manager, contractor, 
subcontractor or“DIY’er”? Do you know your legal requirements 
to protect the environment? This factsheet provides guidelines to 
improve your site management and reduce environmental risk.

 Water pollution issues from construction:
 Concrete

Concrete and cement-related products are extremely toxic to aquatic life. The lime 
in cement dissolves in water and this solution causes chemical burns to fi sh, insects 
and plants. Water that comes into contact with fresh concrete, cement, or concrete 
dust quickly increases in alkalinity and will cause damage if it is allowed to enter 
waterways. It is extremely important to stop all concrete wastewater entering on-
site drains or escaping offsite into roadside gutters and drains. Concrete wastewater 
requires a massive amount of dilution to reduce the alkalinity e.g. To neutralise 1 
litre of cement slurry would require 10,000 litres of water (a truckload). Attempting 
to dilute concrete wastewater by washing it away is not the answer; it will only 
create a bigger problem downstream. 

The alkalinity of concrete wastewater cannot be fi ltered. Hay bales, weed mat, felt 
or cloth do not reduce the toxicity of concrete wastewater. 

 Paint & Plaster

Waste paints, paint thinners and plastering compounds contain a number of 
pollutants. These include toxic solvents, heavy metals (e.g. lead, cadmium, 
chromium, mercury) and suspended solids. If discharged, these substances can:

• Smother small animals and destroy habitat.
• Prevent light (energy) from entering the water.
• Irritate, clog or destroy the gills of aquatic animals.
• Directly poison animals and plants.

These substances must never enter the stormwater system or natural water.

 Sediment

Sediment is a serious pollutant and is the biggest cause of shellfi sh loss in our 
estuaries. Sediment must be controlled on-site. Sediment causes:

• Smothering of habitat, reduced light penetration, scouring and abrasion of aquatic 
life, and accelerated infi lling of estuarine areas.

• Sediment also provides particles for other pollutants to attach to; either suspended 
or settled in our waterways it will poison and smother aquatic life. We can’t 
breathe dirty air– fi sh can’t breathe dirty water.

 Areas of responsibility:
 The Developer:

The developer is responsible for site planning issues and for demonstrating that environmental best 
practices have been incorporated into the development application. Any regulatory requirements 
placed on the site, such as consent conditions, should be brought to the attention of the site 
manager. Appropriate pollution controls should be identifi ed and incorporated into the development 
proposal at the earliest possible stage.

It is the responsibility of the developer to liaise with site management (the site supervisor or builder) 
to discuss issues such as sediment controls, excess concrete and wash-down locations. Proper site 
planning can help identify and reduce site problems encountered during the construction stage.

 The Site Manager:

The site manager has the overall responsibility for environmental management of the site. They 
are also responsible for ensuring that all workers and contractors comply with the Resource 
Management Act 1991 and other relevant legislation.

Ensuring that all site contractors have procedures in place to avoid discharges, reduces the 
environmental risk of the site considerably. The responsibility to promote and maintain appropriate 
environmental standards ultimately rests with the site manager.

The site manager must provide site access, excess concrete management and wash-down areas 
as necessary for the concrete supplier.

 The Contractors

The contractor has the responsibility to ensure their activity, or the activity of their subcontractors, 
does not cause any environmental harm. Contractors with staff must ensure appropriate training and 
environmental awareness has been provided. Staff must also be provided with adequate resources 
(e.g. time and equipment) to avoid, prevent and remedy discharges to the environment.

All contractors should discuss existing worksite pollution control measures (e.g. washing areas and 
sediment control methods) with the site manager before commencing work.

 Legal Obligations:
The Resource Management Act 1991 is New Zealand’s environmental protection legislation. 
Section 15 of this Act prohibits unauthorised discharges of contaminants to land or water. 
Put simply, this means that nothing but clean rainwater is to be discharged onto the ground, 
into stormwater drains or into natural waters, such as streams or lakes. Polluters face 
substantial penalties including imprisonment for a maximum term of 2 years or a fi ne of 
up to $200,000, with a further $10,000 for each day the offence continues. Environmental 
Infringement Notices (EIN’s) are fi nes of up to $1000, which may also be issued.

Section 17 of the Act also makes individuals responsible for ensuring that their activities 
do not result inpollution. Every person must take responsibility for his or her actions. If you 
are the director of a company, you are also responsible for ensuring that all of your staff are 
aware of this responsibility.

Section 340 allows for a person (or organisation and its directors) to be liable for the actions 
of employees and contractors.

ARC Water Pollution Hotline Ph. 377 3107 24 Hours

Eel killed from chemical burns caused by 
concrete wastewater entering the stream

Good Practice – Containment and removal 
of concrete slurry and wastewater
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