April Fishing in New Zealand


April can be a month of mixed weather in New Zealand as the summer sunshine is usually replaced by autumn rains. In regions like Canterbury and the Hawkes Bay, this can often be the first rainfall for several months. This change in the weather pattern can be used to their advantage by the thinking troutfisher. With higher flows in the tributaries, many trout are encouraged to move up from the main rivers into the tributaries heading for the spawning redds. The fish are in excellent condition, having put on weight during summer, preparing for the rigors of the spawning process. The temperatures in the South Island can be rather cool and most anglers are likely to need to wear waders. For these reasons, I usually head for the North Island, where it is a bit warmer and you can still fish without waders. My favorite fishing spots for this time of year are to be found in the centre of the North Island, from Rotorua through to the East Coast. There are some major river systems in this area, as well as many lakes, all of them harboring wild browns and hard-fighting rainbows. As New Zealand’s rainbow trout are derived from steelhead strains, many of the resident lake trout will start moving from the lake into the rivers, heading for the spawning streams. By targeting the rivers feeding the lakes and the tributaries of the major rivers, April anglers can greatly improve their chances of picking up a big fish or at least a good bag.


In the Rotorua region, the most important river system is the Rangitaiki River which drains into Lake Aniwhenua situated not far from the township of Murupara, about one hour’s drive from Rotorua. Lake Aniwhenua is a artificial lake, formed in 1980 by damming the Rangitaiki River for hydro-electric generation. Such new lakes often fish extremely well for the first few years, as the trout feast on the food provided by the drowned foliage. Aniwhenua was typical in this respect and was known for the huge number of trophy (ten pound plus) fish taken in the first few years after the formation of the lake. The fishing has settled down somewhat in recent years but trophy trout are still caught every year. The lake fishes best at the change of light, both morning and evening. Access around the lakeshore is reasonable at both ends and especially on the eastern side. The western banks are mainly scrub and bush so can only be fished by water-borne anglers. Fishing from boats or float tubes is very productive and is probably the best way to quickly find where the fish are. 


Not far from the lake, the Horomanga River is crossed on the road to Murupara. This is one of the main spawning streams of the lake and as soon as the first rains hit the area, this small river is filled with spawning trout. Many fish in excess of 8 pounds have been taken from this river although in the last few years the average weight has dropped to a more modest but still very respectable 4 pounds. The best fishing is to be found in the first few kilometres up from the quarry at the end of the access road. Heavily-weighted nymphs are needed to get down to the trout as they tend to hug the bottom of this fast-flowing river. Double fly rigs are the best solution as a size 14 tail fly will look more natural than the size 10 heavily-weighted ‘bomb’. Try a beadhead Hare’n’Copper with a Pheasant Tail tail fly.


The next river up the road is probably the pick of all the rivers in the Rotorua region. There can be few rivers more beautiful than the stunning Whirinaki River as it flows through the magnificent native forest of the World Heritage Forest Park that encompass the upper reaches. It is a river that presents hugely-different characteristics, ranging from the small bush-encased head waters; down through the mature native forest section; into the gorge with its classic, picturesque pools; through the swifter willow-lined section; down to the lower river punctuated by big, slow pools with pine trees perched precariously on the cliffs above; till it finally emerges into the flat, open farmlands just before its junction with the Rangitaiki River, not far above Lake Aniwhenua. The river carries a good population of both rainbows and browns averaging around 3 lbs.

The fishing is not always easy and there are a few traps for newcomers but once you know its foibles, it would be unusual if you did not pick up a fish or three during a day’s fishing. The most important lesson is not to waste too much time fishing the gorgeous-looking pools. The reason is that most times when Whirinaki fish are feeding, they are in the riffles or broken water. When you fish this scenic river, it is important to keep this lesson in trout fickleness to the fore. If you concentrate on fishing the riffles and broken water, you are likely to have a productive day, on either dry fly or nymph. 

The upper reaches of the river require a quite a hike from the end of River Road and an overnight camp would allow you more time to explore the many kilometres of available water. It might be worthwhile as shown by when a client of local guide, Graeme Ryder, took a 13 lb trout there in 1998. It is delicate water so a 5 weight outfit is all that is needed.

For the day tripper, the water from the ravine down is a better proposition. Access is easy from short tracks from River Road to the river. There is only a mile or so of fishing from the last access up to the ravine. However that short stretch takes you through some of the most beautiful, mature native bush in New Zealand. The bush continues alongside the river as far as the township of Minginui. Below here, the river flows through farmland and then mainly pine forest. Although this may not be as pleasant as fishing in the native bush stretches, the fishing can be very productive in this area. The water changes character in the lower stretches and the river takes on a quieter nature. Here the fish average 3 pounds and a good day could see five to ten trout taken. 

 The variety of fishing, much of it set in such beautiful surroundings, make the Whirinaki a wonderful river to fish. It is worth spending several days getting to know the river – even if you don’t waste time fishing those barren pools!


The main river in the region is the Rangitaiki River but it has been much altered by hydro-electric development. The river starts near the Napier-Taupo Road and flows through the Kaingaroa Forest. A permit is required to enter the forest and this is available from: Fletcher Challenge Forests, Visitors Information Centre, Long Mile Road, Rotorua.

Ph 64 7 346 2082 Fax 347 3372    email redwoods@fcf.co.nz

The river quickly increases in size with the inflow from several tributaries and the best fishing is upstream of the Te Awa Camp. This is the only place in the forest where camping is allowed. A few miles above the camp, there is a delightful section with a long series of riffles and my best results have come from this stretch. 

Not far below Te Awa, most of the river’s flow is stolen by the canal that takes the water to the Whaeo Power Scheme. This large scheme also takes water from the Flaxy Lakes and the dammed Whaeo River as well as the Rangitaiki. All this water eventually rejoins the Rangitaiki several miles downstream and from here on, the river is large in nature. It has a lot of slower stretches as it winds through the forest and the dry fly is the most popular choice during the summer months. By April, the temperatures have normally fallen too low for regular hatches and a nymph is a better choice. Not surprisingly, Pheasant Tail variants seem to do best in the quieter stretches. The fish are both brown and rainbow and they average three pounds. You can expect to hook 3 or 4 fish on an average day.


From Murupara, there is a long and windy drive on a dusty, narrow road. But the lake at the end of this journey is rated as one of the most beautiful places in all of New Zealand. Lake Waikaremoana is surrounded by mature native bush and offers some of the best dry fly fishing in the North Island. The lake was formed 2200 years when a huge mountain crashed into the ravine of what was the Waikareteheke River. This created a huge dam behind which the lake formed. There is a much smaller lake positioned several hundred feet above the main lake which was also formed by a major landslide. Lake Waikareiti offers good fishing for smallish rainbows for those prepared to hike two hours up the trail. A dinghy can be hired at the lake from the Department Of Conservation (DOC) and this is the best option as shore access is limited.

For the main lake, the best of the lake fishing has gone by the timeframe of our April visit. The fishing in the lake itself usually peaks in the middle of summer when large brown trout can be seen cruising the shallow lake edges and will be supping in cicadas with care-free abandon. There is little fishing that is as adrenaline-producing as seeing a large brown slowly approach your fly in still water. Your heart is in your mouth as you try and control those twitches in your rod hand as the trout leisurely inspects your offering. Then finally it decides your fly is acceptable and swallows the untasty morsel. Now it is necessary to control that urge to raise your rod too early. So you count to three and gently lift the rod. A solid take ensures and you are solidly connected to a wild Waikaremoana brown.


Although April fishing in the lake itself is not as productive as during the summer months, it is the time that the rainbows and browns start their move up the main spawning stream, the Hopuruahine River. A large number of fish will be found confined in a rather short stretch of water. Tales of twenty fish in a day are very common but only if you can strike the river on a day when you have it to yourself. They average around     3 lb with the odd one going up to 8 lb. Other spawning fish will be found at the Mokau inlet. So the April Waikaremoana angler should concentrate their fishing efforts on these two hot spots.   


Not far away is one of the best trout rivers in New Zealand. The Ruakituri River is known by anglers far and wide as the home of some of the strongest, wildest trout in the whole country. The Ruakituri is an isolated river that rises in the remote Urewera National Park, draining the Huiarau Range and flowing for many kilometres through rugged bush before it tumbles 300 feet over the Waitangi Falls. Above the falls, access is limited to those well-equipped trampers who are not only familiar with the terrain but also sufficient experience to cope with rapid changes in weather conditions. Below the falls, the river tumbles down terraces of bedrock, between steep, bush-flanked valley walls until fingers of farmland meet it at the top end of Papuni Station. The station is on Papuni Road, which is reached by turning right off Ruakituri Road, just before the Erepiti Gorge. The road through Papuni Station is open as long as you check in at Papuni Station homestead. From the road end, there is a track up to the Waitangi Falls but it is too far to fish above the falls for a day fisherman. Below the falls, the river is strewn with colossal boulders, brought down by the regular, flash floods the Ruakituri trout have to endure. 

There is a huge variety of water, ranging from strenuous rapids, to deep, slow pools flanked by sentinel boulders, to riffly runs that just have to hold fish. It is no place for fine leaders and delicate techniques. Anything less than a 6 lb leader is pointless, as the violent Ruakituri trout make effective use of their angler-unfriendly environment. Brown and rainbow are found in equal proportion, dependent only on the type of water fished. The size of fish can be daunting. They average 4 lb and there are plenty of 10 lb fish in residence.  Landing these monsters in the fast, bouldery water is never easy and tales of lost fish will dominate your evening story-telling – even more so than usual!

Emerging from the long gorge, the river takes on a different character as it meanders through farmlands to meet the Hangaroa at Te Reinga. Access is easy through the farms bordering the river. Along this section, you have a better chance of spotting your fish, but great stealth is required as there is not much cover. The river has lost its impetus and flows wider and slower. There is more weed growth in summer, which can to be annoying. Long leaders are essential and the increased angling pressure in the more-accessible lower reaches make the trout rather wary.

The Ruakituri then meets the Hangaroa River and their combined flow crashes down the Te Reinga Falls and join the Wairoa River at Frasertown. No matter what type of water you prefer to fish, the Ruakituri can offer it. You can fish dry, nymph or wet. You can fish big slow pools, fast turbulent water, pools of huge depth, riffly rocky runs, and swirly backwaters. You can fish in rugged Urewera bush, in deep shadowed gorges, or from farmland meadows – what river has more variety? And that has fish that commonly go over 10 lb? No, whatever criteria you use, the river has something for everyone.

The best stretches of water for the flyfisher are at the end of the Papuni Station farm road. The track to the Waitangi Falls starts from here and it pays to walk up an hour or so before starting fishing. There is some excellent water upstream from where the track leaves the river. At times you will have to get ‘down & dirty’ and fish with heavy gear to reach the fish lying at the bottom of the pool that may be twenty feet deep.

At other times, the fish will be out in the riffles and a medium-size beadhead nymph, fished down the riffles, will usually find a few feeding fish. Even in April there may be an evening rise and you can often score a big fish on a dry fly. It is only one of various techniques you will need to fish this river as the variety of the water and the size of the trout make this river unique in New Zealand. Add to that the beauty of your surroundings and you have found trout fishing heaven. 

     Further down the road, past the small township of Wairoa, can be found the lower reaches of the mighty Mohaka River. This river is perhaps the most consistently productive river in all of the North Island. It is a long river, rising in the Kaweka Mountains and flowing more than 80 miles through a mixture of bush and farmland to meet the sea at Mohaka, about 20 miles south of Wairoa. The numbers of trout vary greatly throughout the river as Mohaka trout tend to be very mobile. If you strike the area where they have taken up residence, you can expect to hook maybe five trout on a good day and they will average around 3 lb.      

There are some misconceptions about the Mohaka. The first view most anglers get of this well known Hawkes Bay river is the fleeting glance down from the lofty heights from one of the road bridges. The first impression is ‘BIG’ and it is. But down at the river level, it looks a lot different. You would miss out on a lot of fish, and a lot of fun, if you fished this river using only big river techniques. This is because the brown trout will be usually found along the edges, in the shallow water while the rainbows will normally be in the riffles and runs. Although the riffles can look rather fast, especially out in the middle of the wide river, the flow is not as fast as it looks. There are rocks in the middle of the riffles and the fish lie behind them and are sheltered from the strong current.

But sometimes the river must be fished very differently. Especially when you encounter a huge pool with heavy rapids at the head, leading to a section where the strong flow has carved out a very deep pool, with fast water on the far side. It will appear that you would be better off fishing the pool with a spinner rather than a fly. But often you will spot a good fish holding ten feet deep at the edge of the main flow. Then it is time to dig out the flybox and scrounge around for a heavy nymph. Find something like a size   10 Halfback Bugeye and tie on a size 12 Hare’n’Copper to the bend of the heavy nymph. Chuck in the whole rig with a prudent, open-loop cast. The heavy rig will plonk into the fast water just below the rapids and sink quickly. Then you have to decide whether to watch the indicator or the fly – such is the clarity of New Zealand rivers. If you watch the trout, you may see the it take the nymph while the indicator twelve feet above had not begun to move. Another lesson – when you can see the fish, don’t worry what the indicator is doing. By the time that moves, the fish may have spat out the fly. 

Certainly it is not pleasant fishing when you fish with such a heavy rig but there are occasions on the Mohaka when you also have to get ‘down & dirty’. This is likely in the fall, especially if a cold southerly wind is blowing. In these conditions, the fish will be all lying deep in the pools and you had better fish heavy or go home empty-handed. If this does not appeal, then it is wise to fish the various tributaries of the Mohaka as in April, the fish are starting to run up these small waterways to spawn. Many of these streams are pathetic, thin trickles where they enter the main river. But walk up the stream a mile or so and you will find a gorge with delightful pools, runs and rapids. 

One of these is the Makahu which you cross over on the way to Hot Springs up the Puketitri Road in back country Hawkes Bay. Where this stream enters the Mohaka, it is only a few inches deep, and spread out over ten feet of slimy rocks. It doesn’t look like it could support anything larger than a tadpole. However venture up only a hundred yards and you are in a gorge containing maybe a dozen of the most awesome pools you would ever want to fish. And in most of them, early or late in the season, will be a trout of at least 4 lb and maybe as big as 7 lb. They are not easy to catch as trout from the big river tend to become rather spooky when they enter the confined spaces of the tributary. They just don’t seem as relaxed as they do when they are swanning about deep in the pools of the big river. But if you persevere and fish slowly with care, they are catchable. And hooking one of those 7 lb beauties, in such small water, is a real adrenaline rush. There will be no just standing on the bank while the trout swims up and down the pool – here you will be hanging onto a very irate fish bent on returning to the main river 500 yards away! 

The other Mohaka tributaries worth considering are the Mangatainoka, the Ripia, 

the Waipunga and the Te Hoe Rivers. But the most productive is definitely the Waipunga River. In that wild river, I have often hooked upward of twenty 2-5 lb trout in a day’s fishing. 


This then is the finish of our fishing journey from Rotorua to the East Coast. We will have encountered an amazing variety of waterways and some stunning scenery, not to mention some of the best fishing to be had in New Zealand – and all of it with a lot less fishing pressure than the more popular regions like Nelson/Marlborough. So why not avoid the crowds and consider fishing New Zealand in the month that the locals consider is the best month of the fishing year?

Accommodation

As this area is rather isolated, there is not the choice that the more popular regions can offer. This is especially so at the top of the range but there are plenty of options in the low to moderate price range.

Rotorua – a wide variety of lodges, hotels, motels, backpackers, etc, as Rotorua is a big tourist town with the main attraction being the thermal area; a sort of urban Yellowstone Park. No particular recommendations as bookings would not be necessary in April, except over the Easter break.

Murupara 
Rangitaiki River Lodge, Golf Road, Murupara

www.flyfishinglodge.co.nz    email info@flyfishinglodge.co.nz

Ph 64 7 366 5507   Fax 366 5537 

$225-250 per night per person including meals and guiding

Aniwhenua

Lake Aniwhenua Lodge, Galatea Road, Murupara

Ph/Fax 64 7 366 4777  

www.troutguides.co.nz   email trout.guide@xtra.co.nz Graeme Ryder
Motel $45 per night; cabins $20 per night

There is a small tackle shop here, open to the public. Joan Ryder ties specialty local flies.

Lake Waikaremoana

Big Bush Holiday Camp, 

Motel $45 per night, cabins $25 per night.

Waikaremoana Motor Camp,

Ph 64 7 837 3826 Fax 837 3825 email misty@lake.co.nz

Chalets $27 per night, Family Motel $40 per night, Cabins $17 per night, 

Ruakituri

Kereru Cottage, Ohuka

Ph 64 6 838 6463 Fax 838 3885

Separate cottage @ $45 per night

Mohaka

Riverlands Wilderness Retreat

McVicar Road, off Napier-Taupo Highway

Ph 64 6 834 9756 Fax 834 9724

Cottages $27 per couple per night, Lodge $17 per room per night

$2 per day for access to Mohaka River. 

Fishing/rafting trips available depending on what duration required. 

Guides

The choice of whether or not to employ a guide depends on one’s budget and level of research before the trip. There are some excellent guidebooks available and also some very detailed web sites. Time spent on research may reduce the need to hire a local guide, to some extent. The prices for a day’s guiding range from $200 up to $250. It pays to research the experience and knowledge of any guide offering his services, as there is quite a variance in ability. A good idea, but not one that the top guides are keen on, is to hire a guide for a day and ask him to take you around a few of the better local rivers, showing you the best stretches and advising you how to fish them. If one is on a limited budget, then this is a great way to save a lot of exploration time. 

Guides that can be recommended are:

Graeme Ryder (Lake Aniwhenua Lodge) – Lake Aniwhenua, Horomanga, Flaxy Lakes, Whirinaki, Rangitaiki @ $250 per day. Jet boat/drift boat fishing $300 per day.

www.troutguides.co.nz   email trout.guide@xtra.co.nz

Murray Downie – Rotorua Lakes, Flaxy Lakes, Whirinaki, Rangitaiki @$225 per day.

Ph 64 7 366 5827 email: m.downie@mako.net/nzflyfishing

David Dodds – Lake Waikaremoana, Ruakituri, Waiau @$225 per day

Ph 64 6 862 7850

Mark Draper – Ruakituri, Hangaroa, Lake Waikaremoana

Ph/Fax 64 7 315 8069 email Mark.Draper@xtra.co.nz

Before the trip, it would be useful to check out these websites:  www.lake.co.nz www.newzealandfishing.com , www.fishnhunt.co.nz , www.fishing.net.nz , 

Recommended books:

Hooked On Trout – how & where to catch large trout in New Zealand by Ron Giles, 
Catch That Trout – fishing the South Island of New Zealand by Ron Giles

Catch That Trout – fishing the North Island of New Zealand by Ron Giles

Published by Reed Publishing NZ www.reed.co.nz
Trout Fishing – North Island Trout Fishing Guide by John Kent, Reed Publishing NZ Ltd

 

Getting There

Most flights to New Zealand originate from Los Angeles. The bulk of these are direct flights to Auckland although a few still operate through Honolulu. The direct flight takes 22 hours and one day is lost in transit through the crossing of the International Date Line. From Auckland, there are direct flights to Rotorua or Napier on Air New Zealand Link and Origin Pacific. Some of these flights are on rather small planes so it may to check the type of aircraft, if a larger plane is preferred. There are several flights each day to both destinations. If driving from Auckland, it is a 2.5 hr trip to Rotorua.

Getting Around

If you are not going to hire a guide for the duration of your stay, then a rental vehicle is essential to reach the fishing areas. Staying in Rotorua or Napier requires a drive of more than one hour to reach the rivers mentioned. If you do not mind a slightly lower standard of accommodation, then making your base at Lake Aniwhenua and Lake Waikaremoana will reduce substantially reduce travelling times. 

There are a wide range of rental car options available in Auckland, Rotorua or Napier. They range from small economy cars like a Toyota Corolla for around $30 per day, up to large six cylinder station wagons at around $50 per day. The same price will hire you a four wheel drive vehicle, which is useful for getting to some of the more remote areas.  

The other option is to hire a campervan where transport and living are combined. They are a bit cheaper outside the peak season (Nov – March) and range from $50 to $100 per day, depending on size. Their disadvantages are numerous; including cramped living space, easy access for thieves, slow speed (most are diesel), driving difficulty, and uselessness in rough terrain. Unless one is heading for very remote country, where other accommodation is limited, they are not the best option for an angling holiday. Certainly do not consider driving a campervan on the road from Murupara to Lake Waikaremoana. 

Most roads are tarmac and traffic is light once out of Auckland. Driving is on the left so take due care at intersections as accidents involving overseas visitors being on the wrong side of the road are common.

Recommended Flies

Dries – Snail, Elk Hair Caddis, Humpy, Sedge Caddis, in sizes 10 - 16

Nymphs – Green Caddis, Hare’n‘Copper (and beadhead), Pheasant Tail (and variant), Damselfly (and beadhead), Brown & Green Stone fly, Woolly Caddis, in sizes 10- 16

Streamers – Bully, Mrs Simpson, Hamill’s Killer, Black Rabbit, in sizes 4 – 10 

Wets – Woolly Worm, Mallard & Claret, Greenwell’s Glory, in sizes 8 – 12

Tackle shops are only to be found in Rotorua, Lake Aniwhenua, Wairoa and Napier so take plenty of fly supplies.

Tackle & Gear

Rods: a 9’ 5/6 weight and a 9’ 7/8 weight for lake work or when the wind gets up. A four piece 5/6 weight is useful if tramping.

Lines: gray or dull-coloured WF or DT. 

Slow sinker for lake and fast sinker for river use.

Boots: felt-soled wading boots; tramping boots if tramping

Waders: optional in April. If wearing waders is preferred, then a lightweight, breathable pair is best option. Otherwise wet wade, wearing polar fleece trousers.

Wading staff: telescopic tramping pole recommended.

Clothing: bring some warm clothing such as polar fleece garments and a waterproof, breathable Parka

Insect repellent: not quite so essential in the North Island but recommended. 

License: a fishing license for a day, week, month, year is compulsory and available from tourist centers, tackle shops, hotels/motels. Cost ranges from $5 for a day to $30 for the whole year. This entitles you to fish all the open season in every area of NZ except Taupo. Regulations on size, limit, open season, catch & release, and legal methods all differ from river to river and area to area so check before fishing.

Note: all prices are in US dollars
