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Abstract	
 

This thesis presents a critical examination of climate change vulnerability and adaptation in 

the northern Kaipara Catchment of Aotearoa New Zealand. I suggest that in order for all 

communities in the Kaipara to adapt successfully to climate change, adaptation policies must 

attend to climate change vulnerability as a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. Using a 

political ecology framework, I show that a range of communities in the Kaipara have become 

vulnerable to harm associated with climate change because of the effects of marginalization. 

Because communities have been alienated from land, are restricted in their ability to exert 

sovereignty or control over land management, experience exclusion from environmental 

decision-making, and live with limited financial means, services, and infrastructure, they can 

experience heightened levels of exposure and sensitivity to climatic hazards, and have 

reduced capacity to adapt to changing conditions. 
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Introduction	
 

At the present time climate change is – quite literally – a hot topic. In 2016 the world 

experienced the warmest year ever recorded while 2017 has seen increasingly intense 

temperatures, storms, droughts, wildfires, and rates of glacial melt (NASA 2017). In my own 

lifetime climate change has become a burgeoning area of global debate, research, policy-

making, and grassroots action. Now more than ever, it is critical that the strategies we employ 

to adapt to climate change are as effective and successful as possible. 

Research into climate change is dominated by scientific enquiry, both on a global 

scale and in Aotearoa New Zealand1 – hereafter referred to as Aotearoa (Parsons & Nalau 

2016; Cronin et al 2011). The measuring, modeling, and mapping of Aotearoa’s climate has 

generated an impressive range of information that has been used to develop policy on both 

climate change mitigation and adaptation (for example, Mullan et al 2016; Bell et al 2015; 

Goodhue et al 2012; Mullan et al 2011). Adaptation efforts are directed by Aotearoa’s central 

government, with a series of acts, regulations, and frameworks providing guidance that local 

authorities incorporate into planning, policy, and management. Legislation such as the 

Resource Management Act (1991), the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement (2010), and the 

National Policy Statement for Freshwater Management (2014) mandate local government to 

protect communities and landscapes from climate change through measures such as flood 

management, building regulations, and sustainable water use. 

It is, of course, necessary that these types of physical and environmental approaches to 

climate change adaptation remain a central part of policy. However, as growing numbers of 

social scientists are demonstrating, it is highly important to broaden approaches to adaptation 

beyond a purely physical, scientific focus. As scholars such as Parsons and Nalau (2016: 82) 

																																																								
1 Aotearoa New Zealand is a small nation in the South Pacific. The name Aotearoa New Zealand combines the 
European and indigenous names for the country, and is often used in a formal, legal sense. I choose to use only 
the indigenous name, Aotearoa.  
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and Oliver Smith (2013: 279) note, current climate change adaptation frameworks are built 

upon underlying assumptions that climatic phenomena are the sole factors determining the 

risk or vulnerability of a group or country to the effects of climate change. In reality, peoples’ 

experiences of climate change are closely related to their position within a range of social, 

economic, political, cultural, and environmental dynamics, all of which interact with climate 

change processes to produce differing levels of vulnerability across societies and within 

places and communities (Fiske et al 2014: 44-50; Faas 2016; Parsons & Nalau 2016: 82; 

Cronin et al 2011: 54). There is a pressing need for adaptation policies to incorporate such 

analyses and engage with an expanded vision of vulnerability if all groups within society are 

to successfully adapt to climate change. 

A growing area of scholarship is devoted to examining how processes of socio-

economic and political marginalization create elevated vulnerability to climate change. The 

notion of social vulnerability – which connects marginalization of racial and indigenous 

minorities and lower socio-economic classes with greater vulnerability to social and 

environmental change (Cutter & Finch 2008; Cutter 1996; Enfield 2008: 3-4) – is now 

commonly employed by social scientists both within and outside of Aotearoa to critique 

overtly scientific approaches to climate change and demand adaptation policies which engage 

with issues of equity and discrimination (Cronin et al 2011, Maldonado 2014, Manning et al 

2011). And increasingly, political ecology – with its focus on the political and power laden 

dimensions of environmental issues (Robbins 2012; Yeh al 2014: 62) – is being used as a 

powerful explanatory framework for climate change vulnerability, that draws on social 

vulnerability and links peoples’ experiences of climate change to historical and contemporary 

processes of discrimination that serve to marginalize them from the ability to access, control, 

or deliberate upon landscapes and the resources necessary for adaptation (Faas 2016; 

Maldonado 2014; Shearer 2012). 
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As Barnes et al (2013) and Fiske et al (2014) note, anthropological enquiry is 

particularly well suited to the critical and holistic study of climate change vulnerability and 

adaptation. Both the pursuit of extended ethnographic fieldwork and enduring interest in the 

circulation and functioning of power produce anthropological accounts of climate change that 

understand vulnerability and adaptation as not only a climatic or environmental issue, but the 

complex, contextual, and ever-changing products of particular socio-economic, political, and 

cultural systems (Barnes et al 2013: 541-543; Fiske et al 2014: 50-68).  

This thesis engages with the above dialogues and theories to present an ethnographic 

account of climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara Catchment of northern Aotearoa. My 

central argument is that historically rooted and contemporary processes of marginalization 

have greatly increased the vulnerability of communities within the Kaipara Catchment to 

negative effects associated with climate change. While marginalization is a heavy and often 

distressing topic, my intention in writing about it is not to dwell on the darker side of life in 

the Kaipara, but to work for positive change. I join with scholars such as Jones et al (2014), 

Cronin et al (2011), Manning et al (2011), Barnes et al (2013), Reid et al (2014), and Faas 

(2016) in emphasizing that climate change provides us with a unique opportunity to lay bare 

systems of power, prejudice, marginalization, and injustice, and strive to help decrease 

vulnerability, and advance the rights of affected groups through informed, inclusive, and 

transformative adaptation strategies. 

Climate	change	vulnerability	in	the	Kaipara	Catchment	
 

The Kaipara Catchment is an excellent location to study the interaction between 

marginalization and climate change vulnerability. In the coming decades, the Kaipara 

Catchment is predicted to become hotter, drier, and up to 20% more drought-prone than other 

areas of Aotearoa (Pearce et al 2016: 53-57; Mullan et al 2016: 13). Its proximity to the 

ocean, extensive river network, and large expanses of low-lying land also means that sea level 
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rise, ocean acidification, erosion, and flooding will likely cause issues for those who live and 

work in the Kaipara Catchment (Pearce et al 2016: 70-74, 82-89). 

Additionally, residents of the Kaipara Catchment are subject to ongoing processes of 

marginalization that create pre-existing vulnerabilities to climate change. These processes – 

which I came to learn about during ethnographic fieldwork in the Kaipara – began during 

British colonial occupation in the 1800s when indigenous Māori residents lost huge tracts of 

land and suffered attacks on their sovereignty. Over time, marginalization has come to affect 

not only Māori but also some types of farmers, fishers, and inhabitants of the more isolated 

communities in the Catchment. The intensification of industry and agriculture in the region 

has led to significant financial hardship and livelihood instability for many of these people, 

while isolated communities have insufficient access to resources, services, and infrastructure, 

and Māori have experienced erosion of cultural identity and wellbeing. Concurrently, Kaipara 

residents experience exclusion from decision-making processes pertaining to resource 

extraction and management of landscapes. These processes of marginalization are already 

combining with climatic changes and causing distress for Kaipara residents. 

The Kaipara Catchment is also at an interesting juncture in climate change adaptation. 

Although dispersed actions – such as the commissioning of climate modeling, flood mapping, 

and installation of erosion management – have been carried out by local government, 

individual communities, and businesses there is currently no comprehensive climate change 

adaptation strategy for the Kaipara Catchment. Additionally, there is a regionally significant 

group – the Integrated Kaipara Harbour Management Group (IKHMG) – that is seeking to 

understand how Kaipara communities will be impacted by climate change, and to advocate 

for community-informed climate change adaptation policy.  

While a growing number of studies are examining the socio-economic, political, and 

cultural dynamics of climate change elsewhere in Aotearoa (for example, Manning et al 2011, 
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Manning et al 2015, King et al 2010, Rouse et al 2013, and Lyver et al 2009) the current 

absence of similar research in the Kaipara Catchment means the IKHMG lacks direction in its 

planning. In June 2016 I was introduced to the work of the IKHMG and proposed that I use 

my Master’s thesis research to help gather information to help the group develop climate 

change adaptation strategies. Given that the IKHMG is already working to address many of 

the ongoing processes of marginalization in the Kaipara, and seeks to build community 

capacity and change-driven cross-sectoral collaborations, this partnership could lead to 

exciting directions in climate change adaptation that seek to address not only physical impacts 

but work to target the root causes of vulnerability. 

Profile	of	the	Kaipara	Catchment	and	study	area	
 

The Kaipara Catchment is a landmass of approximately 6,400 square kilometers (2470 

square miles) that surrounds and drains into the second largest natural harbor in the Southern 

Hemisphere (Makey 2010: 61). Most of the Catchment lies below 180 meters (590 feet) in 

elevation and is composed of a range of ecosystems from upland native forest to agricultural 

floodplains, and from pine plantations to estuarine wetlands, mudflats, and dune-lands 

(Makey 2010: 64; 70-93). The Catchment has a river network extending 9,075 kilometers 

(5634 miles), numerous freshwater lakes – including several rare dune lakes – and a shoreline 

of approximately 3,500 kilometers (2175 miles) around the Kaipara Harbour (Makey 2010: 

61,174).  

The majority of the Kaipara Catchment falls within the rohe (Māori tribal area) of 

Ngāti Whātua iwi (tribe) although the northeastern segment around Mangakahia is within 

Ngāpuhi iwi rohe. The Catchment also spans two administrative regions – Northland and 

Auckland – and three territorial authorities – the Kaipara District, Whangārei District, and 

Rodney District. Most of the research described in this thesis occurred in and/or pertains to 

the Northland portion of the Catchment, especially the Kaipara District and western segment 
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of Whangārei District, although a small amount of data was gathered in or about the southern 

Kaipara (Rodney) for comparison. The study area also covers the districts associated with 

hapū (Māori sub-tribe) such as Te Uri O Hau and Te Roroa (Ngāti Whātua iwi) and Te 

Uriroroi (Ngāpuhi iwi). The study area – hereafter mostly referred to as ‘the Kaipara’ – is 

illustrated below in figure 1.1. 

	

Figure	1.1	The	study	area	and	wider	Kaipara	Catchment.		

Reproduced with the permission of the Integrated Kaipara Harbour Management Group. Study area outlined in 
green (an addition made to the map by D Johnson in December 2017 using the program ‘Paint’). 
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The Kaipara District is home to approximately 18,960 people, about 22% of whom are 

of Māori heritage and 79% New Zealand European (NZ Stats 2013a)2. Whangārei District has 

a population of 76,995, of which approximately 24% are of Māori heritage and 74% New 

Zealand European (NZ Stats 2013b)3. For both districts, there is an equal distribution of 

people belonging to age groups between 0-79 apart from noticeably smaller numbers of 

people aged 20-39 (Stats NZ 2013c & 2013d). The majority of people in the study area are 

employed in the primary industries of agriculture, forestry, and fishing, especially in the 

Kaipara District (Infometrics 2015). 

Median personal income in the study area, especially for Māori, is below the national 

average and unemployment rates are higher than the national average (NZ Stats 2013e, 2013f, 

2013g & 2013h). Significant parts of the study area are scored as ‘5’ on the New Zealand 

Index of Deprivation, meaning they are amongst the most deprived places in Aotearoa when 

considering factors such as income, unemployment, benefit status, access to a car and the 

internet, and housing ownership (Atkinson et al 2013: 33, 40-43). Northland continues to be 

governed by the right of center National Party after the September 2017 general election 

(Electoral Commission New Zealand 2017). 

The Kaipara Catchment provided a rich base of natural resources to early Māori, who 

established the first settlements in the region around 900-1300 AD (Makey 2010: 30-33). In 

the 1800s British settlers (Pākehā) arrived in the Kaipara and the region became a major site 

for Aotearoa’s first colonial export industry, kauri timber (Mold 2008: 2008a). From this time 

onward there have been waves of successive resource extraction and agricultural land 

modification in the Kaipara based upon kauri gum, shellfish, fish, pine trees, marine sand, 

sheep, beef, dairy, and kūmara (sweet potato) (Mold 2008b; Makey 2010: 36-38, 403). These 

																																																								
2 The totals do not add up to 100% since data is taken from the 2013 census where residents were asked to state 
each ethnic group they belong to. If they stated that belong to more than one group they were counted as 
belonging to each group. Other ethnic groups in the Kaipara District include Pacific and Asian. 
3 Again, this data was taken from the 2013 census where residents of the Whangarei District were asked to state 
each ethnic group they belong to. Other ethnicities in the Whangarei District include Pacific and Asian. 



	 15	

developments have led to widespread landscape transformation in the Kaipara, substantial 

losses of biodiversity, and waterway degradation, as well as substantial socio-economic 

disparities within the region (Makey 2010: 38, 190-201). 

The IKHMG was established by representatives of Ngāti Whātua in 2005 in response 

to environmental degradation and declining socio-economic opportunities in the Kaipara 

Catchment. It is a multi-stakeholder group involving representatives with an interest in the 

Catchment from local communities, iwi and hapū groups and trusts, agricultural and 

environmental organizations, district and regional government, and Crown Research 

Institutes4. The IKHMG is working towards reestablishing the mauri (health) and productivity 

of the Kaipara Harbour and Catchment, and seeks to promote the integrated co-management 

of the Catchment by iwi, hapū, and the six government agencies with responsibilities in the 

region (IKHMG 2011: 9-12). The IKHMG is committed to using both mātauranga Māori 

(Māori knowledge) and Western science5 in the management of the Catchment (Ibid). The 

IKHMG supports a wide range of partnerships and activities in areas such as sustainable 

farming practice, shares information and knowledge about the Catchment, and advocates for 

regulation and policy change to promote co-management and restoration (IKHMG 2017). 

Methodology	
 

The research presented in this thesis was guided by a community-based participatory 

research (CBPR) framework and gathered between May and August of 2017 using a 

qualitative, ethnographic approach. As stated above the research grew out of the IKHMG’s 

desire for information about how communities will be impacted by and can best adapt to 

climate change. Concurrently, I had an interest in developing my skills in applied 

																																																								
4 There are seven Crown Research Institutes in Aotearoa, which conduct research into environmental issues and 
help shape environmental policy, management, and action. 
5 The term ‘Western science’ is commonly used in Aotearoa to refer to fields such as Biology, Ecology, and 
Meteorology, as opposed to indigenous systems of science and knowledge known as mātauranga Māori. 
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anthropology, and using the training and experience I had received while working with the 

University of Arizona’s Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology.  

CBPR is a collaborative process where research seeks to meet a community-identified 

need, and involves the participation of community members in the project design (and in 

some cases) collection, analysis, and presentation of data (Strand et al 2003: 5; Sluka and 

Robben 2012: 21-26; Stanton 2014: 574). Being change-oriented CBPR seeks to provide 

information that can be used by the community to take action, for example by developing 

climate change adaptation strategies, and advocating for policy change (Strand et al 2003: 5). 

CBPR stands apart from many traditional models of research by acknowledging and seeking 

to minimize power dynamics, for example, by involving community members in various 

aspects of the project, and seeking to honor their ways of understanding the world 

(Wallerstein & Duran 2008; Schensul et al 2008: 102-103).  

These considerations are particularly appropriate in Aotearoa, where research with 

indigenous communities has historically contributed to the marginalization and control of 

Māori and has rarely made useful contributions to participants’ lives (Parsons et al 2016: 101; 

Tuhīwai Smith 2012: 30-41; Mahuika 2011: 15-18). Participatory research frameworks have 

become popular in Aotearoa in recent decades, particularly with regards to environmental 

issues, as the nation continues to grapple with issues of diversity, representation, and 

sovereignty (Parsons et al 2016: 102; Parsons et al 2017: 12-13). 

This research set out to examine – very broadly – the processes that shape 

vulnerability to and preferences for adaptation to climate change in the Kaipara, with a 

specific emphasis on understanding the role that marginalization may play in this. While this 

thesis will provide some answers to this over-arching question – particularly in the area of 

vulnerability – the research was also focused by more discrete sub-questions. The sub-

questions sought to determine what Kaipara community members understand climate change 
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to be or represent, if climate change is a concern for communities in the Kaipara, how Kaipara 

community members feel their lives may be impacted or altered by climate change, and what 

measures are seen as desirable to address impacts. 

Owing to the participatory nature of this research, the sub-questions were designed in 

consultation with the IKHMG management committee during June 2016 when I made my 

first visit to the Kaipara. At this time, we agreed upon a qualitative approach incorporating 

interviews and observation and at the suggestion of IKHMG personnel I included a 

community conversation into my research design, hereafter referred to as the ‘climate change 

hui’ (meeting). I also shared and received feedback on early iterations of my interview 

protocol from the IKHMG, and presented my proposed research to IKHMG stakeholders and 

Kaipara community members at the June 2016 quarterly hui where it received verbal support 

and approval. This thesis will be shared back with the IKHMG, and I will produce a separate 

report highlighting the main findings. The thesis and report represent the first step in what is 

anticipated to become a multi-year commitment, as I return to complete my doctoral work in 

the Kaipara. 

Because ethnographic research seeks to contextualize and understand the experiences 

of people through prolonged contact with participants in ‘the field’, it can be used very 

effectively in studies like this to draw attention to the complexity of phenomena such as 

vulnerability (Malinowski 1922: 47-50; LeCompte 2010: 1-6). My hope in using ethnography 

is that I am able to demonstrate the need for holistic thinking about vulnerability in the 

Kaipara, that puts people’s experiences and concerns at the center, and connects these 

experiences to wider socio-economic, political, environmental and cultural issues. 

During the course of my stay in the Kaipara Catchment I gathered data from a total of 

73 people, the majority of whom live and work in the Kaipara. I talked with 53 of these 

people during 34 semi-structured interviews, which normally lasted between 30 minutes and 
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two hours. Semi-structured interviews allow for the exploration of key themes in a flexible 

manner (Bernard 2011: 156; Fife 2005: 95-101). During the interviews I invited participants 

to identify on a map an area within the Kaipara that they felt comfortable talking about, then 

asked them open-ended questions about their understandings of the area, what changes they 

have experienced there, how climate change may impact upon it, and what could be done to 

address these impacts. In some cases, I asked interviewees to sketch timelines of key changes 

they have witnessed. As well as asking interviewees open-ended questions that sought to 

determine what they understand climate change to be or represent, I asked interview 

participants to respond to a series of maps generated by Pearce et al (2016) and Tonkin and 

Taylor (2016) that depict future climate change scenarios for the region. The maps show 

flooding predictions for Dargaville and Ruawai with sea level rise, and projected decrease in 

rainfall and increase in temperature and plant disease. Everyone I spoke with went through an 

informed consent process, and while I chose not to record any interviews, I took detailed 

hand-written notes of informants’ answers, gestures, and other relevant events that occurred, 

which I later typed up. 

To select my first set of interviewees I used theoretical sampling, where people are 

selected according to their ability to share knowledge relevant to the researcher’s initial 

theoretical understanding of the research situation (Bernard and Ryan 2010: 369). Since my 

initial theory focused on issues of marginalization and environmental degradation, I 

approached people from a range of professions and backgrounds with experience in these 

areas. I spoke with key members of the IKHMG management committee, two commercial 

fishers, employees of local government including the Kaipara District Council, Northland 

Regional Council and Auckland Council with expertise in social development, natural 

hazards, and waterway quality, researchers from NIWA (the National Institute for Water and 

Atmospheric Research) with extensive experience conducting climate research in the Kaipara, 
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staff at Kaipara-based hapū organizations such as Te Uri O Hau and Te Roroa, the Kauri 

Museum, and the local Department of Conservation (DOC) office6.  

After this initial suite of interviews, I used snowball sampling, which makes use of the 

social network of initial interviewees to recruit new participants (Bernard and Ryan 2010: 

367). During this second period of interviewing I spoke with dairy, beef, and kūmara farmers 

and workers, local kaitiaki (Māori environmental advocates or guardians), and community 

members including ex-farmers. I also conducted interviews with a representative from the 

forestry industry, a regional social and environmental entity called Reconnecting Northland, 

and several employees of agriculture-related organizations such as Fonterra, Living Waters, 

and Dairy NZ. In total, I spoke with 21 people of Māori heritage, and 32 of non-Māori 

descent during interviews. 

About halfway through the research period, I facilitated the climate change hui at the 

Otamatea Marae (Māori meeting house) on the shores of the northern Kaipara Harbour. 

Twenty people affiliated with the IKHMG took part with most based in the northern and 

middle of the Catchment, although some participants had travelled from as far away from 

Helensville in the south Kaipara. Participants were recruited through the IKHMG mailing list. 

During the space of approximately three hours, I presented key information about expected 

climatic changes in the Kaipara using official projections developed by Pearce et al (2016) 

and NIWA, and led the group through discussion about what they wanted to see come out of 

the research, how climate change may impact their lives, and appropriate solutions to impacts. 

All participants went through a verbal consenting procedure. I recorded the session, and took 

notes on key themes, which I later typed up. The hui resembled a focus group, where 

participants engage in guided discussion of specific themes (Smithson 2000: 104-105). In 

																																																								
6 The Department of Conservation is a government wing that oversees conservation, restoration, management, 
and development of Aotearoa’s landscapes, amongst other functions. 
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addition to accommodating the wishes of the IKHMG the use of hui is a common practice in 

the growing field of collaborative natural resource management in Aotearoa. 

Finally, I made use of participant observation throughout my time in the Kaipara. 

Participant observation allows the researcher to both build theories and triangulate data 

through participation in and detailed observation of everyday situations and activities (Sluka 

and Robben 2012: 4; Musante 2015: 251; Morse 2015: 1214). I engaged in participant 

observation while grocery shopping, driving to appointments, during extended interviews 

involving excursions up mountains and on rivers, while volunteering at a free lunch service 

and with DOC, at a meeting of the IKHMG, and throughout the National Māori Tuna 

Conference in Whanganui. Making these observations helped me to hone my interview 

questions, and demonstrate understanding of key issues in the region during interviews, which 

aided me in developing trust and rapport with my interviewees. 

I analyzed data by generating and applying key codes such as “kaitiakitanga” and 

“knowledge loss” to field notes (from the interviews, hui, and participant observation). The 

codes were applied by hand using the program MS Word. 

Structure	of	the	thesis	
 

The thesis begins by developing my theoretical position outlined above. In chapter one 

I present a framework for understanding climate change vulnerability that combines political 

ecology with the ‘exposure/sensitivity/adaptive capacity’ model of social vulnerability. 

Chapters two and three then use this framework to discuss the relationship between 

marginalization and climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara. Chapter two considers 

Kaipara residents’ understandings of marginalization, while chapter three demonstrates how 

marginalization feeds into (and flows from) community members’ experiences of climate 

change. 
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Chapter	One:	Theoretical	framework	
  

In this chapter, I lay out a theoretical framework that will guide my interpretation of 

climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara. This framework draws upon the concepts of 

exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity, social vulnerability, and marginalization, which I 

bring together using political ecology. I introduce each concept, and then present an 

integrated model of climate change vulnerability that suggests vulnerability is best seen as the 

product of power relations in a particular place, and the culmination of processes such as 

exclusion from decision making, financial hardship, and limited access to land, resources, 

services and infrastructure. 

A	framework	for	understanding	climate	change	vulnerability	in	the	Kaipara	
 

As Adger (2006: 274) notes, the concept of vulnerability is “not easily quantifiable” 

because a range of different perspectives on vulnerability exist. For the purpose of this thesis, 

I define vulnerability as a state where particular groups are more negatively affected by 

stresses related to environmental or social change than others because they have may have a 

higher degree of exposure or sensitivity to the stresses and lessened adaptive capacity to 

address the stresses successfully (Adger 2006: 268-270). Vulnerable groups generally have a 

higher degree of exposure to environmental or socio-political stresses, where stresses may 

affect the group with greater magnitude, frequency, or for longer periods that they affect non-

vulnerable groups (Adger 2006: 270; King et al 2012: 26). Vulnerable populations may also 

have greater sensitivity to these stresses, meaning that people’s lives are more deeply affected 

than non-vulnerable groups by their occurrence (Ibid). Adaptive capacity – the ability of a 

group or community to respond to stresses when they occur, and evolve to meet the needs of 

the new conditions or future stresses – is frequently low amongst vulnerable groups (Adger 

2006: 270; King et al 2012: 27). 
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The notion of social vulnerability considers vulnerability to be a product of social, 

economic, and political systems, where levels of exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity 

vary according to one’s membership within specific social groups (Cutter & Finch 2008; 

Cutter 1996; Enfield 2008: 3-4). For example, as Cutter and Finch (2008: 2301) explain, 

vulnerability within the United States is often linked to dynamics such as race, ethnicity, 

class, gender, age, immigration status, and housing tenure, with the most vulnerable people 

generally belonging to racial or ethnic minorities and lower socio-economic classes, and 

living in urban areas.  

Many theorists associate the formation of vulnerability and its uneven distribution 

amongst social groups as the direct result of marginalization. As Endfield writes, 

“vulnerability is greater among the environmentally, politically, socially or economically 

marginal groups” in a society (2007: 9). Throughout this thesis, I employ the term 

marginalization to refer to processes that certain groups experience or have experienced – 

such as alienation from land, insufficient access to resources, services, and infrastructure, 

impoverishment or livelihood instability, and exclusion from decision-making processes – 

that place them at a disadvantage in relation to other groups. Such processes are fuelled by the 

workings of power that play out through particular social, economic, and political systems. 

The framework of political ecology provides a useful ‘environmental’ lens through 

which to focus on the connections between vulnerability and marginalization. Political 

ecology is commonly applied to the study of natural hazards and disasters, and is becoming a 

popular approach within climate change research. In essence, a political ecology approach 

suggests that peoples’ experiences of hazards, disasters, and climate change in a particular 

place or environment is closely tied to the operation of power through certain systems and 

processes. I believe political ecology to be the most appropriate way of understanding climate 

change vulnerability in the Kaipara.  



	 23	

The political ecology of hazards and disasters evolved in the 1970s, as a reaction to 

what Faas (2016: 16) refers to as the “hazard centric” model of risk that equates the 

vulnerability of a group with its proximity to a hazard, and sees vulnerability as intimately 

tied to natural phenomena. Geographers such as O’Keefe, Westgate, and Wisner (1976) began 

to suggest a more complex picture of vulnerability tied to socio-economic systems and 

processes of marginalization. They suggested that poorer, more marginalized countries with 

lower standards of living and fewer resources tended to suffer graver consequences when 

natural disasters occurred, prompting them to develop the notion that there is no such thing as 

a ‘natural’ disaster (O’Keefe et al 1976: 566-567).  

Since the 1970s, a range of “critical disasters scholars” have developed these ideas 

into the political ecology of hazards and disasters which focuses on the connections between 

social and political processes, the distribution of resources, wealth, and opportunities, and the 

formation of vulnerability (Gould et al 2016; Mustafa 2005; Collins 2009; Oliver-Smith 

2013). As Faas (2016: 22) points out, critical approaches to the study of hazards are 

concerned with “histories of pre-disaster vulnerability.” Such enquiries trace contemporary 

vulnerability to historic decisions or processes that placed particular groups at a disadvantage 

by constraining their asset base and ability to exert influence within or over landscapes and 

places. For example, commentators such as Pelling (1999) and Comfort et al (1999) 

demonstrate how procedures as diverse as colonial landscape transformation in Guyana, or 

decreased government investment into protective infrastructure during neoliberal structural 

adjustment in Honduras and Nicaragua can work to magnify risk to disasters for certain 

populations. 

The political ecology of climate change has developed along a similar trajectory to the 

study of hazards and disasters, and has evolved in response to and away from conceptions of 

climate change vulnerability that are based solely on climatic or environmental factors 
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(Liverman 2009: 283). As Liverman (2015: 303) notes, proponents of political ecology 

conceptualize “the causes, consequences, and responses to climate change” as influenced by 

both “material nature” and “structural drivers” through time and across space. While in the 

past some political ecologists have received criticism for neglecting environmental 

determinants of vulnerability, most political ecologists view climate change vulnerability as a 

product of the interaction between biophysical, socio-economic, and political processes (Faas 

2016: 18; Yeh et al 2014: 62).  

The political ecology of climate change draws strongly on the concept of social 

vulnerability, and the notion of marginalization lies at its core. The political ecology of 

climate change argues that vulnerability arises as a result of how power is inscribed or worked 

out in a particular place or landscape. Certain groups – for example, those living in poverty, 

people of color or indigenous heritage, or those entangled in export-driven agricultural 

livelihoods – can experience or have experienced processes of marginalization as a result of 

these systems of power that place them at a “structural disadvantage” and increase their 

vulnerability (Liverman 2015: 308; Oliver-Smith 2016: 64). These groups are often isolated 

from decision-making processes and political protection, and have more constrained access to 

finances, resources, or infrastructure than others in society (Faas 2016: 17; Marino 2015: 26). 

This causes such groups to be more negatively affected by climate change and less able to 

respond and adapt to changing conditions than those who are not marginalized.  

Processes of political, economic, and social marginalization have often evolved over 

an extended time-frame, meaning vulnerability to climate change can be seen as a cumulative 

process (Marino 2015: 26-27; Maldonado et al 2013: 602-603; Yeh et al 2014; Enfield 2008: 

5-9; Oliver-Smith 2013: 277). As Oliver-Smith (2016: 64) writes, “the problems of the poor 

and vulnerable do not begin with climate change.” Nakashima et al (2012: 8) state that 

climate change is just one of “the multiple social, political, economic, and environmental 
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changes confronting present-day indigenous and marginalized communities” which “interact 

together and induce exacerbating and cascading effects.” Political ecology presents a highly 

effective approach to the study of climate change, that seeks to contextualize contemporary 

and localized impacts of climatic events as part of historically-rooted, transnational, social, 

economic, and political systems predicated on differential power relations and inequitable 

access to and control over land, resources, infrastructure, and livelihood stability (Marino 

2015: 27-29).  

Because of its broad approach, a political ecology framework is suitable for 

understanding vulnerability in a wide range of different contexts. However, many political 

ecologists pay close attention to colonial and postcolonial state narratives (especially where 

indigenous groups are involved), and/or the involvement of governments in global trade 

networks and economic regimes such as neoliberalism, since these often lead to power 

differentials within society. As will become evident during chapter two, these focal points are 

very relevant for understanding vulnerability in the Kaipara. 

While it is not commonplace for political ecologists to openly describe vulnerability in 

terms of exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity, aspects of this model nonetheless flow 

through many works on political ecology and climate change. This is likely because political 

ecology and the exposure/sensitivity/adaptive capacity (ESAC) framework share a focus on 

how differential power relations and marginalization contribute to the formation of 

vulnerability. I believe there is value in combining these two approaches. Political ecology – 

with its focus on the nexus of political, economic, and social systems, and control over and 

access to resources and landscapes – can bring a distinctly ‘environmental’ focus to the ESAC 

framework. The combination of these two approaches is very applicable to the study of 

climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara, which results from community members 

experiencing ongoing financial and socio-cultural hardship, and exclusion from decisions 
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about how landscapes are transformed. Below, I offer a discussion of how works from within 

political ecology can be used to bring added explanatory power to the ESAC model. This 

combined theoretical framework will then guide my interpretation of climate change 

vulnerability in the Kaipara during chapter three. 

To recap from the above discussion of the ESAC model, marginalized groups often 

face increased exposure to hazards like climatic change, experiencing them with greater 

frequency or magnitude than non-marginalized sectors of society. Sometimes, this is a result 

of groups living in areas that are inherently more exposed than other locations to phenomena 

like sea level rise, flooding, or drought. This is one of the factors considered by Shearer 

(2012: 67) in her study of Inupiat vulnerability to sea level rise. Residents of Kivalina, 

Alaska, were forcibly settled in this location by the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs in 

1905 (Ibid). Kivalina is a low-lying barrier island that is extremely prone to erosion and 

coastal inundation, and was not an area Inupiat would have permanently settled, if they had 

the choice (Ibid).  

Additionally, marginal populations may experience abnormally high levels of 

exposure to climatic hazards in the places they live or work because of the ways in which 

more influential players (such as colonial governments and corporations) act upon these 

environments, with little consideration for the wishes of inhabitants. As Maldonado et al 

(2013: 606) explain, while coastal Louisiana has experienced amongst the highest rates of sea 

level rise on a global scale, Bayou communities’ vulnerability to coastal inundation cannot be 

understood apart from historical and contemporary landscape transformations. As Austin 

(2006: 674-683) points out, since the 1800s private citizens and corporations – sometimes 

with the encouragement of state and federal policy – have extracted raw materials such as 

sugarcane, timber, oil, and gas from the Bayou environment. These extractive industries have 

led to widespread landscape alteration and the production of significant socio-economic 
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disadvantage for some sections of the population which – when combined with development 

of flood plains – has resulted in greater amounts of people being placed at risk of hazards 

such as coastal inundation and flooding (Ibid). 

These types of narratives show how political and economic regimes that capitalize on 

existing disproportionate relations of power can fuel ongoing landscape manipulation, which 

works to further the advantage of those with influence, while simultaneously adding to the 

disadvantage of marginalized groups, by increasing their exposure to climatic hazards. 

The concept of sensitivity also benefits from the application of political ecology. To 

recap from above, this is the notion that marginalized groups may be more profoundly 

affected by hazards like climatic changes, because they already live with disadvantage or 

hardship, which exacerbates the magnitude with which changes or events are felt.  

For example, writing about the effects of climate change on the Yolngu aboriginal 

peoples of Arnhemland in Australia’s Northern Territory, Petheram et al (2010: 682) make 

the explicit link between colonial land confiscations and resource capture, “severe socio-

economic disadvantage”, and increased climate sensitivity. Changes such as rising 

temperatures and sea levels threaten the abundance and health of certain plants and animals 

that Yolngu interact with to maintain their physical and emotional health. However, the 

impacts of these changes will likely be greatly intensified because Yolngu already suffer one 

of the highest rates of diabetes and heart conditions, and many lack access to adequate 

education, employment, and are dependent on welfare, with the root of these contemporary 

injustices being traced to alienation from both land and rights under colonialism (Petheram et 

al 2010: 682-686). King et al (2010), King et al (2012), and Jones et al (2014) offer similar 

logics for Māori climate sensitivity in New Zealand. 

A subtler version of the sensitivity argument relates to stresses that are already placed 

on environments and resources as a result of wider social and political power dynamics that 
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are already affecting the lives of people who make use of these environments. For example, in 

his study of indigenous Narwhal hunters’ experiences of climate change in Melville Bay, 

Greenland, Nuttall (2016) states that although phenomena like shifting currents and melting 

glaciers have the potential to alter Narwhal behavior, causing economic losses for hunters, 

such losses must be understood against a background of already-diminished Narwhal access. 

Since 2006, the government has regulated Narwhal hunting through allocation of quotas, 

which make it hard to earn a living from the sale of mattak (skin and blubber), while 

corporations like Shell have secured licenses to conduct seismic site surveys for potential oil 

drilling, which has led to behavioral changes amongst Narwhals that make them harder to 

hunt (Nuttall 2016: 363-365). The assertion of control over Narwhals and landscapes by 

government and corporate interests has served to undermine hunters’ economic base, which is 

then placed at further risk through climate change.  

The notion of adaptive capacity – the ability to cope with and adapt to changing 

conditions – is frequently discussed in the literature on the political ecology of climate change 

vulnerability (Marino 2012; Yeh et al 2014; Endfield 2007; Maldonado 2014; Shearer 2012). 

Political ecologists emphasize that certain social, economic and political systems can create 

circumstances where successful adaptation is easier for some groups, and harder for others.  

As a result of their position within these systems, marginalized communities 

sometimes lack access to resources that are necessary for coping and adapting to new 

conditions, which can lead them to experience greater harm than more resource-rich groups. 

In her study of climate change vulnerability in colonial Mexico, Endfield (2007: 14-15) 

describes how differences in land holdings led colonial elites in regions such as Michoacán to 

weather the “year of hunger” with far better outcomes than indigenous groups. Through 

colonial land seizures, the most productive land with access to water was concentrated in the 

hands of the elite, who also secured reserve food, seeds, and livestock, which buffered them 
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from the effects of prolonged drought and successive frosts between 1785-1786. In contrast, 

indigenous Mexicans were left with a hugely reduced land base that consisted of largely 

infertile areas without access to water.7  

Marginalized groups often have a clear sense of the measures that are necessary to 

reduce their vulnerability to climate change. However, these measures often do not come to 

fruition. Sometimes, as Jones et al (2014: 61) and Manning et al (2011: 34) point out, 

indigenous groups – such as Māori throughout Aotearoa – who have undergone prolonged 

discrimination and curtailment of their resource base, lack the necessary capital to invest in 

updating or installing protective infrastructure.  

Recent literature demonstrates that the ideas and preferences of marginalized groups 

are rarely given weight in adaptation planning. As Petheram et al (2010: 687) and Jones et al 

(2014: 61-63) note, local and regional government frequently have little sympathy for the 

type of adaptation communities wish to pursue, which can lead to inappropriate adaptation 

strategies that increase community vulnerability. Sometimes adaptation policies proceed 

according to the normative frameworks of governments and administrators. This can present 

problems if communities involved in these adaptation measures adhere to different normative 

frameworks, as Shearer (2012: 177) explains. In the year 2000, indigenous residents of 

Kivalina, Alaska, voted to escape coastal inundation by relocating to a nearby site they knew 

to be safe according to their traditional ecological knowledge (Shearer 2012: 177). However, 

the corporation that was contracted to oversee the relocation of Kivalina vetoed residents’ 

plans, claiming that the site residents had identified was too erosion-prone according to 

evidence from an engineering report (Ibid). The case of Kivalina demonstrates how 

																																																								
7	Focusing on the intersection of landscape change and vulnerability, Yeh et al (2014) make a similar case for 
diminished adaptive capacity to snowstorms amongst Tibetan pastoralists. Since the 1950s the state has sought 
greater control over herders’ territories, through greater enforcement of administrative boundaries and the 
introduction of new systems of property rights focused on privatization. These measures have reduced traditional 
coping strategies involving, for example, pooling resources or moving to unaffected areas. 
	



	 30	

indigenous epistemologies can be obscured in adaptation planning, with adaptation measures 

often prioritizing the epistemic norms of those ‘in charge’.  

Chapter	summary	
 

In this chapter I have laid out a theoretical roadmap for understanding climate change 

vulnerability in the Kaipara. I began by introducing the notion of social vulnerability, and the 

ESAC framework. I then discussed the merits of a political ecology approach to the study of 

hazards, disasters, and particularly, climate change. I finished by providing a synthesis of 

political ecology and the ESAC framework that I believe to be an appropriate model to 

interpret climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara. Under this model, people’s experiences 

of climate change are tied to the arrangements of power in a particular place, with 

vulnerability arising from processes of marginalization such as the exclusion from decisions 

about landscape management or adaptation strategies, and limited access to land, resources, 

infrastructure, or wealth. These processes of marginalization increase certain groups’ 

exposure and sensitivity, and reduce their adaptive capacity.  
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Chapter	Two:	Towards	an	understanding	of	vulnerability	and	
marginalization	in	the	Kaipara		
	
	

This chapter serves as a connecting point in the thesis. I seek to paint a broad picture 

of why communities in the Kaipara can be seen as marginalized. I then use the information 

presented here in the next chapter to connect existing marginalization with greater 

vulnerability to the effects of climate change. My central contention is that marginalization in 

the Kaipara is closely connected to the industrial and agricultural transformation of the region 

since the time of colonialism. Processes of transformation have led communities in the 

Kaipara to experience alienation from land, a progressive lack of control over the use and 

management of natural resources and landscapes, increasing financial hardship and livelihood 

instability, and pressure on cultural identity and wellbeing. These processes of transformation 

and marginalization have been facilitated by systems of governance that encourage the 

extraction and alteration of the landscape, while excluding communities from deliberating 

upon how the landscape has been changed.  

 In discussing marginalization in the Kaipara I seek to bring together the concerns and 

frustrations that residents often shared with me during my fieldwork. In particular, I wish to 

acknowledge the requests Kaipara residents made to me to “let other people know what we’re 

going through” and carry out a “stock-take” of the many environmental, socio-economic, and 

political “background issues” within the region (Field Notes June & July 2017). The chapter 

begins by providing an overview of the industrial and agricultural transformation of the 

Kaipara, and discussing how these transformations have led to a concentration of land, 

resources, and wealth into the hands of those from outside the region, as well as 

environmental degradation. I then examine the systems of governance that have facilitated 

these processes while excluding communities from taking part in decision-making. Towards 
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the end of the chapter I discuss how the cumulative effects of these processes have impacted 

upon Māori residents of the region and kūmara farmers. 

I wish to note at this point that my discussions of Māori interests and narratives within 

this thesis reflect the experiences shared with me by hapū in the Kaipara only, including Te 

Uri O Hau, Te Roroa, Kaihū whānau (family), and Te Urioroi. While I believe these 

narratives to be broadly representative of key Māori values and concerns based on a shared 

cultural heritage and collective experiences of marginalization during colonialism and 

beyond, I am aware that there is significant variation and nuance between and within Māori 

iwi, hapū, and whānau (family) in terms of values, lifestyles, and belief systems. 

The	industrial	and	agricultural	transformation	of	the	Kaipara	
	

The Kaipara Catchment has undergone significant landscape change during the last 

several centuries. Early Māori had access to abundant natural resources in the region. Fish, 

shellfish, fowl, and native plants were harvested and hunted for food, while trees and plants 

such as Raupo, Kahikatea, and Flax (Phormium Tenax) provided medicine and building 

materials (Makey 2010: 25-27). While Māori made some alterations to the landscape through 

clearance of forest around the Kaipara Harbour for settlement, transportation, and the 

cropping of introduced plants such as kūmara, the industrial transformation of the Kaipara 

began with the arrival of European settlers in the late 1700s (Makey 2010: 29-33). As Parsons 

and Nalau (2016: 85) explain, ecological transformation throughout Aotearoa is best 

understood as closely connected to “broader social, cultural, and political changes.” During 

the 1760s and 1770s early British and French explorers viewed the abundant natural resources 

of Aotearoa as fuel for the growing network of commerce in the south Pacific (McAloon 

2002: 53).  

The first wave of industry in the Kaipara developed around native kauri timber in the 

1770s. Kauri trees were the first natural resources to be extracted and exported from Aotearoa 
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by Europeans, for use in building and ship construction (Mold 2008a:1). The kauri timber 

industry began with British merchants based in Australia, and flourished as Europeans began 

to settle and set up sawmills in the Kaipara during the 1830s and 1840s when Aotearoa 

became a British colony (Mold 2008a: 1-2). Members of the collections team at the Kauri 

Museum explained that some local Māori gained employment in the mills and forests. During 

the 1840s Māori, British settlers, and immigrants from Austria and Croatia also began digging 

for fossilized kauri gum, which became another important export market (Mold 2008b: 5-36). 

By the early 1900s most timber reserves had been exhausted and the timber and gum 

industries went into decline (Makey 2010: 36). 

In the Kaipara Harbour, oyster aquaculture and commercial fishing of mullet, 

flounder, and snapper became an important livelihood amongst European settlers in the 1860s 

and 1870s (Makey 2010: 251-256). Māori also engaged in commercial fishing – especially of 

mullet – between the 1870s and 1880s, however after this time most Māori continued to fish 

on a casual or part-time basis only (Makey 2010: 252). Between the 1870s and 1960s 

Europeans operated canneries for fish such as mullet and shellfish such as toheroa (Paphies 

Ventricosa) (Makey 2010: 251-252). Māori worked in the canneries up until the 1880s (Ibid). 

In the 1920s dairy and sheep farming became a major settler industry in the Kaipara 

that was facilitated by large-scale land clearance at the time of the kauri timber industry and 

through drainage projects occurring in the late 1800s (Makey 2010: 37-38). This 

transformation was part of a nationwide trend that began in the early 1800s and fuelled the 

growing demand for commodities such as wool and butter, which played a vital part in 

Britain’s industrial revolution (McAloon 2002: 66; Brooking et al 2002: 169-174). 

Horticulture – especially kūmara growing – has been an important part of the Kaipara 

landscape since before the arrival of Europeans, however it became increasingly 

commercialized during the early half of the twentieth century, providing work for both 



	 34	

Europeans and Māori. Farming became more intensified at this time in common with other 

areas of Aotearoa, with greater volumes of land coming under production, the introduction of 

fertilizers, and the application of science and technology to the primary industries (Brooking 

et al 2002: 169-174).  

In the middle of the twentieth century commercial fishing in the Kaipara became more 

intensified, although casual and subsistence fishing still occurred (Makey 2010: 242-256). As 

several of my interviewees noted, the fish stocks in the Kaipara Harbour had declined 

drastically by the 1970s, and while the Quota Management System was introduced in 1987 to 

try to control overfishing, fish numbers are still critically low and commercial fishing is no 

longer widespread in the region. Problems with sedimentation from higher in the Catchment 

have also led to declines in the aquaculture industry and only six oyster farms currently 

remain (Makey 2010: 230-242). From the 1920s-1950s small-scale sand extraction happened 

on beaches around the Tinopai area of the Kaipara Harbour (Morrison et al 2014: 11-12). 

During the 1950s and in response to the growing demand for concrete in Auckland, sand 

mining became increasingly commercialized (Ibid). Barges began to be used to extract sand 

from the seabed in the Kaipara Harbour, and over time mining companies have gained 

approval to extract greater quantities of sand (Ibid). Currently, around 336,000 cubic meters 

of sand is extracted from the Kaipara Harbour per year (Ibid).  

My interviewees commonly remarked on the intensification of industry that took place 

in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. During the 1980s plantation pine forestry became widespread 

in the Kaipara and is now a major export industry in common with other areas of the country 

(Makey 425-429). In the Kaipara agricultural sector sheep farming has declined, with beef, 

dairy, and kūmara farming becoming the main industries (Makey 2010: 425). As will be 

further discussed toward the end of this chapter more land has come under cultivation, 

stocking and cropping rates have multiplied, and small farms have conglomerated to form 
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mega-businesses. Again, these transformations follow a nationwide trend toward 

intensification, based on increasing efficiency and production to fuel Aotearoa’s export 

economy. In 2000 60% of Aotearoa’s export commodities came from agriculture, especially 

milk solids and butter products (Dann 2002: 279). From the 1980s until the present day, there 

has been increasing involvement of large corporations in agriculture and natural resource 

extraction (pine forestry, sand, and spring water) in the Kaipara. 

The	concentration	of	land,	resources,	and	wealth	
	

During my second interview in the field I was surprised to hear that Northland needs 

to be helped “out of the third world” (Field Notes May 2017). This phrase came up again 

towards the end of my fieldwork, and in between, I came to understand more about how and 

why communities throughout Northland – and within the Kaipara – experience significant 

financial hardship and in the case of the more isolated settlements, have access to few services 

and limited infrastructure. Many Kaipara residents made a direct connection between the 

industrial and agricultural transformation of the region and present day hardships. Since the 

time of the kauri industry there has been a general pattern of land and natural resources in the 

Kaipara coming under the control of those from outside the region. There has also been a 

trend of profits generated by industry leaving the Kaipara with little reinvestment. 

Residents of both Māori and Pākehā (European) descent connected the kauri timber 

industry with both widespread Māori land loss and the concentration of wealth in the hands of 

British settlers, both in and outside of the Kaipara. As one of my interviewees stated, “the 

English colonized the land (in the Kaipara) to profit from it” and in the process “the 

indigenous people were alienated and persecuted” (Field Notes May 2017).  

As members of the collections team at the Kauri Museum noted, British settlers 

originally came to the Kaipara to farm, enticed by the promise of substantial land holdings 

offered by the provincial government as part of the colonization movement. In order to set up 
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farms, settlers cleared large areas of the densely forested Catchment but as the market for 

kauri timber opened up, settlers entered the lucrative timber trade. Between the late 1830s and 

1880s hapū such as Te Uri O Hau sold land to settlers and the Crown (Queen of England; 

government) and while Māori saw this as an opportunity to promote trade with Europeans, 

settlers generally benefitted far more from these transactions with the logging and processing 

of kauri trees generating huge profits as the timber was exported to Australia and the United 

States (Makey 2010: 37; Mold 2008a: 2; Te Uri O Hau Claims Settlement Act 2008). In some 

cases, land was also confiscated from hapū by the Crown (Te Uri O Hau Claims Settlement 

Act 2008). In the 1880s the Kauri Timber Company – owned by British financiers based in 

Melbourne, Australia – gained a monopoly over the industry, and controlled thirty mills in the 

Kaipara (Mold 2008a: 2). At the height of the industry in 1901, timber exports totaled 

£192,316 (Wright 1969: 64). Members of the Kauri Museum collections team explained that 

despite some Māori involvement in the kauri timber industry, Europeans generally owned the 

mills and retained the vast majority of the profits. 

The development of agriculture from the 1880s onward by settlers led to further losses 

of land for Kaipara Māori and increasing disconnection from access to natural resources and 

landscapes of cultural importance (Makey 2010: 406). In the Harbour, while Māori 

participated in the canneries and commercial fishing to an extent as indicated above, this 

ceased after the 1880s. As Makey (2010: 252-253) explains, Māori struggled to participate in 

commercial fishing after the 1880s, as the industry required increasing amounts of equipment. 

At this time, Māori were frequently denied loans by banks and therefore lacked the requisite 

capital to purchase equipment (Ibid). Agriculture, canning and commercial fishing were 

export industries that largely benefitted settlers rather than Māori (Makey 2010: 406, 242, 

251).  
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The alienation of Māori from control over land and natural resources during colonial 

times is seen by Kaipara residents as a driver of contemporary financial hardship for Māori in 

the region.8 This has been intensified through the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In the 

1980s Māori experienced exclusion from fish quotas when the Quota Management System 

(QMS) was introduced. The QMS created property rights to individual species that Māori 

were mostly excluded from. As a result of a claim to the Waitangi Tribunal9 Māori now have 

a share in the commercial fishing quota, a half share in the nation’s largest fishing company, 

and customary or non-commercial harvest rights (Turner et al 2013: 567). However, there are 

still discrepancies as how benefits from commercial operations are redistributed at the whānau 

(family) level (private communication: S Awatere, December 2017). Losses for Māori have 

continued as rights to extract pine timber and spring water have been granted to large 

corporate entities on lands that were once under Māori ownership. Amongst interviewees of 

Māori heritage, there was a general sense that “we (Māori) missed out” on access to resources 

that could otherwise have enabled Māori to participate in the regional economy (Field Notes 

July 2017).  

Despite hapū such as Te Uri O Hau regaining control of some areas of the Kaipara as 

a result of the 2002 Te Uri O Hau Settlement with the Crown, several Kaipara residents 

expressed their distress that many of the more remote and predominately Māori areas 

continue to suffer economic hardship. Speaking of the Hokianga district to the north of the 

study site but echoing sentiments I heard in the Kaipara, an orator at the final Hokianga 

hearing of the Waitangi Tribunal stated that, “we are a third world country that has been 

																																																								
8 As the Te Uri O Hau Settlement Act deed (2008: 17 & 18) states, “the Crown acknowledges that a large 
amount of Te Uri O Hau land has been alienated since 1840 and that it failed to provide adequate reserves for the 
people of Te Uri O Hau” and that “the Crown acknowledges that this loss of control over land has prejudiced Te 
Uri O Hau and hindered the economic, social, and cultural development of Te Uri O Hau.” 
9 The Waitangi Tribunal was set up in 1975 to attend to Māori grievances that have arisen as a result of the 
discrepancies in the two versions of the Treaty of Waitangi. As Coombes (2003: 337) notes, the tribunal – which 
travels throughout the country – was established to “interpret the treaty, hear Māori objections and submit 
recommendations for reparation.”  
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illegally occupied” (Field Notes July 2017). He continued that this occupation has led to 

resources being claimed by Europeans and extracted for profit with little consideration for 

Māori interests, leading to widespread economic hardship in the present day. As Coombes 

(2003: 341) and Parsons and Nalau (2016: 93) note, the alienation of Māori from land and 

resources has led to increasing economic hardship for Māori in other areas of Aotearoa. 

The concern over financial hardship in the Kaipara is not, however, limited to Māori, 

and points to broader trends in the industrial and agricultural transformation of the region 

pertaining to the control over resources and flow of capital. Kaipara residents often noted that 

industries such as pine forestry and sand extraction, and dairy, beef, and kūmara farming have 

followed an increasingly corporate model since the 1980s where control over the landscape 

has been further transferred to companies and organizations from outside the Kaipara with 

communities often not receiving an equitable share of profits generated, and farming 

businesses experiencing economic losses and instability. 

The pine forestry industry is a good example of these broad patterns at the community 

level. Pine plantations operate throughout the Kaipara, especially in the Mangakahia Valley 

and Kaihū area (in the north of the study area), and on Poutō Peninsula (in the west of the 

study area). As Makey (2010: 425-429) explains, most of the lands upon which pine forestry 

occurs in the Kaipara remain under the ownership of government and private companies. 

Additionally, an interviewee noted that even if the plantation land itself is owned by Kaipara 

residents there is no guarantee that control can be exerted by the community upon the 

management of the land and the flow of capital. This is because the rights to cut the trees and 

the trees themselves are generally owned by corporations for a number of years while a 

logging cycle takes place, before being sold to the next company. Residents commonly 

expressed concern that large corporations – often based outside of Aotearoa such as Hancock 
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Timber Resource Group – extract huge quantities of timber from the Kaipara for export and 

make large profits while little economic benefit flows back to communities. 

 Kaipara residents commented that pine forestry operations generally bring in the 

majority of their workforce from outside of the area. When I asked an interviewee from Kaihū 

how many local people are employed in the forest, she pressed her forefinger to her thumb, 

holding it up in front of me, saying, “zero” (Field Notes June 2017). A resident of Poutō 

Peninsula noted that just “one or two” locals are employed in the forest there (Field Notes 

June 2017). To further compound the situation, the increased mechanization of the forestry 

industry now necessitates a higher level of specialist training and certification than in the past, 

which can be expensive to obtain. Commenting upon this, another Poutō resident stated that, 

“we thought the pine forestry would be our savior for employment” however the cost of the 

training is “too expensive for our people here” (Field Notes July 2017). Kaipara residents also 

shared their frustrations that the logging industry puts strain on existing infrastructure yet fails 

to offer adequate compensation or reinvestment.  

These concerns are intensified against a background of limited alternative 

employment, rural to urban migration, and declining service provision for the more isolated 

areas of the Kaipara. Residents related declining job availability to the demise of industries 

like kauri timber and aquaculture, increasing mechanization in both agriculture and pine 

forestry, the closure of dairy factories, and the centralization of government service jobs to 

cities like Whangārei. Referencing Poutō, but capturing the sentiment of many other 

comments I heard during my fieldwork, a Poutō local stated, “that’s our main problem 

here….there’s no employment” while another added, “there’s not a lot of work down here at 

all” (Field Notes June & July 2017). The limited job market within the Kaipara drives 

widespread rural to urban migration, especially amongst young people who commonly travel 

to Auckland or Whāngarei in search of higher education and work, and settle in the city. 
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With fewer people remaining in isolated parts of the Kaipara, there is less public and 

private investment into local services. Residents of areas such as Poutō, the west coast, Kaihū, 

the Mangakahia Valley, Porotī, and Tinopai lamented the closure of schools, food stores, and 

the dwindling attendance at community functions, and spoke of less investment being made in 

maintenance of essential infrastructure such as public roads and drinking water networks. 

Several people noted that Poutō community members experience additional hardships because 

of limited provision of educational and health services and public internet connections, while 

the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) has prohibited those living on Poutō Peninsula 

from receiving a social welfare benefit.  

Catchment	degradation	
	

In addition to constraining control over resources and promoting the flow of capital 

outside of the region, the industrial and agricultural transformation of the Kaipara has led to 

widespread degradation of the entire Catchment. During my visit to the Kauri Museum, 

members of the collections team noted that the kauri industry “devastated Northland” and led 

to massive losses of native biodiversity,10 declining soil fertility, and serious sedimentation of 

the rivers and the Harbour as stumps were burned, and the gigantic logs floated downstream 

for export using great force exerted by the tripping of makeshift “bush dams” (Field Notes 

May 2017).  

Water quality issues have been intensified further by the pine industry. As a farmer 

living in the aggressively logged Mangakahia Valley explained, the forestry industry not only 

employs a cocktail of chemicals for weed control, but leads to huge problems with 

sedimentation. He explained that entire steep-sided and erosion-prone catchments are logged 

simultaneously, with soil and pieces of tree being pushed into nearby streams. As I sat in a 
																																																								
10 This is not unique to the Kaipara. Since the 1840s the creation of farms, other resource extraction operations, 
and towns has been responsible for the loss of two thirds of native forest, wetlands and tussock lands (Parsons 
and Nalau 2016: 85, 91).  
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logging truck halfway up a muddy mountain one afternoon, the forestry worker I was 

shadowing backed up the farmer’s point noting that although the forestry industry makes 

efforts to contain the sediment, it is still a problem. Turning to me he exclaimed, “they talk 

about the silt, and this is where it’s coming from!” (Field Notes August 2017). Figure 2.1 

below shows logging around the Kaihū area. 
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Figure	2.1.	Logging	in	the	Kaihū	area	(photo	D	Johnson) 

Agricultural intensification has also led to water contamination from pesticides, 

fertilizers, urea, stock effluent, and eroded sediment. The issue is complex and farmers, ex-
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farmers, and people who work extensively with farmers commented upon the barriers that 

farmers can face when trying to pursue sustainable land management. As will be discussed 

below with reference to dairy and kūmara farming, the drive for efficiency in farming has led 

many farmers to face both time and financial constraints, and in the area of waterway health 

this can present difficulties for farmers who wish to engage in sustainable practice such as 

fencing stock off from waterways which generally require substantial investment.  

Throughout my fieldwork, I heard many references to the abundance of fin and 

shellfish in the Harbour during the 1800s. A Māori resident of Poutō stated that his ancestors 

were able to catch about “five hundred dozen mullet” in a short time, while staff at the Kauri 

Museum directed me to historical accounts of the Harbour, one of which discussed the ability 

of individual fishermen to catch 60 to 70 large snapper per hour in the 1880s (Field Notes 

June 2017). The majority of people I talked with about fish stocks in the Kaipara agreed that 

overfishing between the 1960s and 1990s has severely degraded fish populations, a problem 

which still occurs today. 

The IKHMG is at the forefront of many regional partnerships focused on biodiversity 

restoration and waterway health.11 However, for many people in the Kaipara waterway 

degradation remains a source of grave concern. Kaipara community members expressed their 

experiences of waterway degradation to me using a range of first hand observations. The 

growth of mudflats and mangrove swamps was mentioned frequently. For example, as we 

stood on the edge of an island formed of accumulated sediment near Ruawai, a local farmer 

noted the drastic narrowing of waterways such as the Awaroa Creek, commenting that 

twenty-five years ago one could sail a large launch into the area, whereas “it’s little boat 

country now” (Field Notes July 2017).  In the waters near Whakaparoa, Tinopai, and 

Helensville, Kaipara residents noted the periodic appearance of “yellowish grey” sludge, 
																																																								
11 For example, through providing farmers wishing to fence and plant rivers running through their properties 
with native plants, technical advice, and linking them with sources of funding. 
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“turflike” algal blooms, and brown, acidic flows they believed to be linked to agricultural 

effluent and inputs, and forestry operations (Field Notes May & July 2017). 

Alongside the disappearance of important medicinal plants such as kūmarahou 

(Pomaderris Hamiltonii) and pūriri (Vitex Lucens) from riverbanks, waterway degradation is 

widely held to have caused drastic declines in marine life. While overfishing has severely 

impacted fin and shellfish – also known as kaimoana by Māori – sedimentation has led to the 

burial of shellfish beds and seagrass meadows, and has also caused clogging of fishes’ 

internal organs. Kaimoana have become less plentiful, smaller in size, and some fish have 

“muddy” tasting flesh (Field Notes July 2017). Agricultural run-off is also believed to be 

constraining the breeding and feeding cycles of migratory species such as mullet and eel 

(tuna).  

Systems	of	governance	
 

Throughout my fieldwork the management of natural resources was a common topic 

of discussion amongst Kaipara residents. Residents frequently connected systems of 

governance with the transformation of the Kaipara and the subsequent economic and 

environmental externalities discussed above. These systems of governance were portrayed as 

facilitating the development and intensification of resource extraction and agriculture, 

alienating Māori from resources, and in more recent times excluding both Pākehā and Māori 

community members from the ability to deliberate or act upon on the transformation of 

landscapes and seascapes. 

Early settlement, resource extraction, and land alienation in the Kaipara was 

encouraged through government policy. For example, between 1840 and 1865 the Crown 

induced Kaipara Māori in some areas to sell land by promising to reinvest a certain 

percentage of the sale value into benefits such as schools, which it never did (Māori Law 

Review 2006: 7). One of my interviewees commented that throughout much of the 1800s and 
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1900s the government used policy “to alienate Māori from their lands” in the Kaipara and 

capture resources (Field Notes July 2017). These types of processes were not unique to the 

Kaipara. Commenting upon the pastoral modification of the Rangitāiki Wetlands in eastern 

Aotearoa, Parsons and Nalau (2016: 89-91) note how the British used legislation and policies 

such as the Native Land Court Act (1865) between 1840 and 1930 to marginalize hapū from 

their lands – a process that was ultimately based on the desire to utilize the landscape 

‘productively’ to fuel the imperial economy. 

As Coombes (2003: 336) explains, the assault on indigenous lands was given legal 

form through the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi (1840) between Māori chiefs and the 

Crown. Two different versions of the treaty were signed – one in te reo Māori (Māori 

language) and one in English. While the Māori version guaranteed Māori tino rangatiratanga 

(absolute authority or sovereignty) over natural resources, ownership and access to lands, and 

consented to ‘limited government’ by the Crown, the English version transferred sovereignty 

over the land to the Crown (Ibid). The English version of the Treaty became the ‘de facto’ 

version and facilitated large reductions in the Māori land base (Coombes 2003: 338). As 

Stokes (2002: 46-51) explains the Treaty of Waitangi enabled the alienation of land from 

Māori by allowing the Crown to extinguish native title, and instituting a system of land 

ownership based on British law and private property, which was ultimately used by 

institutions such as the Native Land Court from the 1860s to divest Māori of land. 

Several Kaipara residents noted the importance of government subsidies in driving the 

intensification of agriculture from the middle of the twentieth century, and opening the 

Kaipara to large forestry corporations such as New Zealand Forest Products. As Brooking et 

al (2002: 170-174) note, the government’s acquisition of phosphate-rich Narau Island in 1919 

paved the way for the introduction of fertilizer subsidies from the 1950s-80s, which fuelled 

the intensification of agriculture and effectively normalized the drive for efficiency. As one of 
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my interviewees explained, in his opinion, the Quota Management System led to the legally-

sanctioned over exploitation of fish such as snapper and mullet, prioritized “making money” 

over sustainability, and led to further alienation of Māori from fish resources (Field Notes 

June 2017) 

Many Kaipara residents also pointed to the Resource Management Act (RMA) as a 

driver of increasingly intensive resource use in the region. The RMA was introduced in 1991 

and is the central piece of legislation that sets out how natural resources should be managed in 

Aotearoa. The RMA covers a broad range of areas such as the use or diversion of water, the 

discharge of contaminants into the air, waterways, and oceans, and the environmental effects 

of construction or modification of buildings, but its overarching goal is to ensure that human 

activities do not adversely affect the environment (RMA 1991; Ministry for the Environment 

2015: 2). While the RMA provides guidelines for the sustainable management of the 

environment, the application of these guidelines is generally the preserve of local government 

or ‘councils’. In Aotearoa, there are three types of local council – regional councils, territorial 

authorities (or city and district councils) and unitary authorities (Ministry for the Environment 

2015: 3). In the area of the Kaipara discussed in this thesis, the Northland Regional Council 

(NRC), Kaipara District Council (KDC) and Whangārei District Council (WDC) are the main 

players. 

Regional councils develop regional policy statements and regional plans that interpret 

the RMA and govern how landscapes of regional significance such as freshwater or forests 

should be used and protected (RMA 1991 Article 30; Ministry for the Environment 2015: 4-

5). District councils develop district plans with the same function but for lands generally held 

by individuals or businesses (RMA 1991 Article 31; Ministry for the Environment 2015: 4-5). 

These plans set out the types of activities that can and cannot take place. If a party wishes to 

engage in activities that are not allowed, a ‘resource consent’ must be obtained from the 
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council. This process involves filing an application that sets out the positive and negative 

environmental effects of the activity, after which the council will decide the level of 

environmental impact the proposed activity will have and therefore the degree of public 

participation that will be invited into the decision-making process (Ministry for the 

Environment 2015: 8-10). 

Several residents shared with me their concerns that in recent years resource consents 

have been awarded to large companies for activities – such as spring water and sand 

extraction, and the construction of new forestry roads facilitating logging over winter – that 

they perceive as leading to the further degradation of the Kaipara environment, transfer of 

resource extraction rights to large corporations, and the flow of profit to outside of the region. 

As an environmental advocate commented, in his eyes, the RMA has given rise to a situation 

where “anyone (including foreign multinational corporations) can ask for anything” through 

the consenting process (Field Notes July 2017).  

Because the interpretation of the RMA is left to the discretion of individual councils, 

the types of activities that will be allowed vary depending upon individual councils’ agendas. 

In the NRC’s Long Term Plan there is a distinct focus on business and resource use. For 

example, the council states that its core objectives for the period 2015-2025 are to maintain 

and improve Northland’s environment “with an emphasis on encouraging the sustainable 

access to and use of resources”, to ensure that “Northland is promoted effectively” and that 

the council will “provide a business-friendly environment.” (NRC 2015: 7). 

I encountered many people within the Kaipara who feel strongly that their voices are 

not heard or do not count in decisions pertaining to extractive industries. When councils are 

drafting documents such as a regional plan or (in some cases) considering a resource consent 

application, the public has the opportunity to provide feedback through a “submission” which 

either takes place online, via mail, or in person (Ministry for the Environment 2015: 6, 10). If 
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the application involves activities that could lead to “more than minor” environmental effects 

the public will be notified and a hearing will be scheduled to allow interested individuals to 

have their views heard by the council (Ministry for the Environment 2015: 10). Sometimes, 

‘limited notification’ takes place, where the council notifies only those people who it believes 

will be affected (Ibid). Once the council has received the submissions they must all be 

considered before a decision is taken.  

The NRC describes itself as seeking to “progressively increase the engagement of 

Northlanders in our activities (around environmental decision-making)” and a council 

representative expressed to me his support for community-based resource management 

strategies (NRC 2015: 7; 243). The representative noted that in his experience, submission 

rates are low but the people I spoke with in the Kaipara showed strong interest in contributing 

to environmental decision-making. At the same time interviewees commonly described 

barriers they had encountered when trying to lodge a submission or challenge a decision. 

Several people commented upon the complicated, technical nature of the language 

within consent applications, which presents problems for members of the public who wish to 

engage, yet do not have specialist training in topics such as engineering and ecology. This 

assertion was backed up by a representative of the Kaipara District Council who noted, using 

experience from a previous role with another organization, that negotiating council 

bureaucratic processes like resource consents can often be complex and very involved. While 

community members stated that the level of complexity prevents them from engaging as fully 

as they would like, it is also important to consider the gravity that submissions will be given 

by the council if they appeal to be ill-informed about the nature of the proposed consent. 

The public may appeal a council’s decision on a resource consent in the Environment 

Court. This involves hiring legal consultants – a step that a number of Kaipara residents noted 

they are unable to take because of restricted finances as discussed above. The costs do not 
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stop at paying for a lawyer, however. As the Ministry for the Environment explains in a 

document designed to help the public understand the RMA, in order to appeal a decision in 

the Environment Court, “you may need to prove that you have enough money to pay for the 

legal fees of the applicant in case you lose the appeal and the Environment Court decides that 

you were not justified in lodging it” (2015: 18). 

The place of Māori in resource management was a substantial area of discussion 

amongst both my Pākehā and Māori interviewees that goes beyond the consenting and appeal 

process. Residents commented that while resource management legislation has become more 

inclusive in recent decades, it still excludes Māori from many decision-making processes and 

leads to outcomes that further resource extraction, environmental degradation, and alienation 

of Māori from resources.  

The RMA provides special consideration for Māori (often referred to in a legal sense 

as Tangata Whenua or people ‘born of the land’) in environmental management. The RMA is 

guided by sections of the Treaty of Waitangi and provides for iwi and hapū relationships with 

lands and waters of cultural and spiritual significance, and Māori forms of resource 

management such as kaitiakitanga (sustainable resource management and use) (NRC 2015: 

239; Harmsworth 2005: 25-27). However, the RMA is still perceived amongst people of 

Māori heritage that I talked with as an exclusionary piece of legislation. As one of my 

interviewees commented, she believes it is only “every now and then that (the RMA) talk(s) 

about Tangata Whenua” (Field Notes July 2017). She added that although many Māori in the 

Kaipara think of themselves as kaitiaki (guardians) of the rivers, harbor, foreshore, and lands, 

management decisions are often taken in their absence and that “no-one asked us to 

participate in this (management) process” (Field Notes July 2017).  

Under the RMA, the NRC has developed measures such as establishing an iwi liaison 

group, and plans to establish a standing committee that will allow for greater input of Tangata 
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Whenua into decisions (NRC 2015: 239). The NRC additionally states that it is committed to 

increasing services and activities “that foster the ability and capacity for Māori to contribute 

to decision-making” and working to ensure “better outcomes” for Māori (Ibid). The NRC also 

hosts the Te Tai Tokerau (Northland) Māori and Council Working Party. Many people I 

spoke with feel that these measures do not go far enough – and may also be ineffective – in 

increasing Māori participation.  

A number of Kaipara residents expressed concerns that when Māori do participate in 

environmental decision-making their voices may be heard but not considered. A kaitiaki 

described to me a ‘consultation’ meeting that he had recently attended, noting that it had been 

called by the council in response to a submission made by the local hapū regarding the 

placement of a new bridge that would enable intensification of logging on lands of spiritual 

significance to them. At the consultation meeting, hapū representatives learned that as the 

bridge is a “permitted” activity it would not need a resource consent, and reportedly felt that 

their viewpoints were not given the requisite consideration they should be afforded. The 

kaitiaki described these consultation practices as “the have a chat” process, which enables 

council to fulfill its statutory obligations under the RMA, yet does not give weight to Māori 

concerns, especially if they challenge profitable developments such as logging (Field Notes 

July 2017).  

Kaipara residents I spoke with believe that Māori perspectives are commonly 

excluded in environmental decision-making because the sphere of resource management is 

dominated by people of European descent. Residents noted that this has led to a normalization 

of what they characterize as ‘European’ ontological and epistemological frameworks in 

decision-making.12 Residents described a European ontological framework as an approach to 

																																																								
12	Drawing upon several research projects, Harmsworth (2005: 10-14) reports that concerns such as these are 
widespread amongst iwi and hapū throughout Aotearoa. Māori feel that there is both a general lack of 
recognition of their rights and status as treaty partners (leading to constraints on participation) and a limited 
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the world that is centered upon a division between natural resources and humans, where 

resources are viewed as primarily a source of profit. This contrasts with the Māori approach to 

the environment which – as explored further below – is based on genealogical connections 

that vest sovereignty and guardianship over a region in the hands of Māori, and are based on 

achieving a balance between using resources for monetary gain and conserving them for 

future generations. As will be more fully explored in chapter three, European epistemologies 

are described by Kaipara residents as based upon ‘Western science’, whereas Māori 

epistemologies also embody detailed place-based knowledge. 

Kaipara community members noted that the normalization of European frameworks 

has led to limited understandings of Māori sovereignty amongst councils in the region and 

poorly developed mechanisms for the exercise of Māori sovereignty through decision-making 

and management. Furthermore, residents explained that because of the dominance of 

European ontologies, decisions taken by councils in the Kaipara commonly prioritize the most 

economically profitable use of natural resources while failing to give weight to Māori 

challenges or appeals to such decisions. This is especially so if appeals concern metaphysical 

or spiritual dimensions of natural resources and environments. Residents connected this to 

both the allocation of resource extraction rights to large multinational companies, as well as 

further environmental degradation. As one interviewee stated, “Māori control over freshwater 

has been undermined, and the mauri (health or life force) of these rivers has been seriously 

degraded” (Field Notes July 2017). Several people noted that if Māori had more input into 

environmental management in the Kaipara there would be a greater focus on sustainability 

while still ensuring profitability. 

Murton (2006) notes that differences in worldviews have long pervaded the sphere of 

natural resource management in the Kaipara. The protection of the toheroa canning industry 

																																																																																																																																																																													
understanding of Māori worldviews and priorities amongst those engaged in environmental policy and decision-
making (Ibid).	
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during the 1930s-1950s by the Marine Department and imposition of quotas for Māori “failed 

to recognize and protect Māori interests in toheroa” and effectively “buried” Māori 

ontological and epistemological traditions in favor of profit (Murton 2006: 32-35). It is 

interesting to note that of the four overarching areas of focus for the NRC in its Long Term 

Plan, the first two demonstrate a balancing act between increasing “meaningful and inclusive 

relationships with iwi and Tangata Whenua” and providing “a business-friendly environment” 

(2015: 7). 

Finally, both Māori and Pakeha residents of the Kaipara explained that because of the 

limited opportunities for communities to engage in decisions over resource use in the region 

they often turn to grassroots action – such as lobbying the council, corporations, and 

instituting their own forms of resource management and problem-solving – when they want to 

achieve change. Despite these exertions of agency, residents noted that they are limited in 

their efficacy, either because their grievances are ignored, or because the government exerts 

authority over their actions. For example, in response to declining fish stocks, and in line with 

their belief that “we should take care of it (the Harbour)” two commercial fishers developed a 

management plan centered on sustainable best practice (Field Notes May 2017). While the 

plan received 97% support from the community, the Ministry for Fisheries – driven by the 

influence of the commercial fishing lobby – overturned the plan.13 Similar direct action has 

been taken (and occluded) in Poutō to address coastal erosion, as will be further elaborated in 

chapter three. 

 

 

																																																								
13 Inhabitants of a remote Māori community on the west coast also spoke of their desire to place a rahui (ban on 
harvest) on kaimoana in the area to protect the waters from extreme overfishing, and stated that they already 
have the necessary knowledge, personnel and transportation to enforce this. Residents have brought their 
concerns and plans to the attention of the MPI however they explained that the MPI claims enforcing a rahui is 
unviable due to the costs associated with providing training and equipment to the patrol personnel. 
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The	effects	of	transformation	
	

Below I offer some comments that seek to connect a number of themes examined in 

this chapter, by discussing how Māori and kūmara farm owners in the Kaipara have been 

affected by the transformation of the landscape and particular forms of governance. 

Increasing transfer of resources outside of Māori control, limited recognition of sovereignty, 

exclusion from decision-making, and catchment degradation have not only led to financial 

hardship but also placed pressure on Māori cultural identity and wellbeing. The intensification 

of agriculture has led to concern amongst kūmara farmers that farming operations in the 

Kaipara are increasingly reliant on inputs, which drives loss of control over farm 

management, the erosion of farming knowledge, and increasing livelihood instability.  

Māori	connections	to	the	environment	
 

In order to situate discussion of the effects of transformation and governance on 

Māori, I offer a brief consideration of Māori ontology. In addition to being used in a legal 

sense, the term Tangata Whenua is often used by Māori as a descriptor of identity. One of my 

interviewees explained that Tangata Whenua means to be “born out of the land” and literally 

translates as ‘people/land’ (Field Notes July 2017). To be Tangata Whenua is to have a 

special connection to an environment that is based, as a local from Kaihū explained, on 

kinship. Looking up at the ceiling and gesturing with her hands as she struggled to find the 

right words, she stated that for Māori, the environment is the realm of the gods (atua) and 

ancestors (tūpuna). Talking about plants and animals in the forest, she explained that for her 

hapū “they’re our ancestors, our tūpuna, and where we come from” (Field Notes July 2017). 

Another interviewee explained that a sand island in the eastern part of the Kaipara Harbour is 

“like a father” to him, and “my umbilical chord” to his ancestors (Field Notes July 2017). As 



	 54	

Environs Holdings14 (2011: 43) states, for Te Uri O Hau and more widely, Ngāti Whātua iwi, 

the Kaipara Harbour “is our family member, we are of the same.” 

Explaining the Māori relationship to the environment Roberts et al (1995: 14) state 

that Māori conceptualize “humans as part of a personified, spiritually imbued environmental 

family” based on genealogy or whakapapa. As Factsheet 4 of the 2011 Wai 262 Claim to the 

Waitangi Tribunal states, “every iwi and hapū sees itself as related through whakapapa to the 

landforms, waterways, flora, fauna and other parts of the environment within their tribal 

areas.” As several people explained, because Māori see themselves as part of an extended 

environmental family in a particular location, they have a special responsibility to protect that 

environment for their descendants.15 This responsibility finds expression through 

kaitiakitanga, which can be defined as the engagement of individuals, families (whānau), and 

the wider community in the guardianship and management of the environment (Stephenson 

2012: 89; Manning et al 2015: 588). As Manning et al (2015: 588) explain, kaitiakitanga can 

involve not only monitoring and protection of environmental resources, but also their 

sustainable use.  

Interviewees in the Kaipara told me that kaitiakitanga “is actually a huge part of who 

we are (as Māori)” and “our job” (Field Notes July & August 2017). As the Wai 262 claim 

states, “kaitiaki relations are important sources of identity” (Factsheet 3 2011: 1). To act in 

the world as a kaitiaki (environmental guardian) is to acknowledge one’s spiritual and 

genealogical identity, and the reciprocal obligations that flow from this (Roberts et al 1995: 

13). As the strategic plan of the IKHMG (2011: 8) states, “we…are required, as kaitiaki of the 

present, to leave our mokopuna (grandchildren) with a healthy and improved environment to 

inherit.” 

																																																								
14 The environmental wing of Te Uri O Hau Settlement Trust. 
15 A kaumātua (male elder) from Ruawai explained that the Northern Wairoa river is like a “compass” which 
orients him and tells him not only where he comes from genealogically, but where he is going, in terms of 
obligations and responsibilities to future generations (Field Notes July 2017). 
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Grief,	loss,	exclusion	and	degradation	
	

Māori in the Kaipara expressed concerns that waterway degradation and exclusion 

from decision-making carry with them a range of deleterious consequences for both current 

and future generations that place identity and wellbeing under strain. 

During my fieldwork, I frequently heard people express their kinship relations and 

obligations with place through the use of phrases such as, “I am the Kaipara, and the Kaipara 

is me,” “I am the river, and the river is me,” and “I am the environment, and the environment 

is me” (Field Notes, July 2017). In light of these connections, several people noted that on a 

spiritual and metaphysical level the contamination and overfishing of the rivers and the 

Harbour symbolizes the “degradation” of the people. This was imagined as lessening of 

people’s innate or spiritual “vitality” or life force (mauri) whereby the degradation can be 

seen to act on people, and degrade them ‘energetically’ and spiritually because they are part 

of the whole (Field Notes July 2017). As another kaitiaki stated, “if we hurt one (living thing) 

we hurt the other” (Field Notes August 2017).  

As King et al (2013: 109-110) explain, for many Maori wellbeing is a state that comes 

about when a balance is achieved between healthy human social, cultural, and economic 

relations, and a healthy environment. If one side of the equation becomes unbalanced, it will 

necessarily impact upon the other. The Te Uri O Hau Settlement Trust (2011: 32) notes that 

“the Kaipara Harbour is a primary source of wellbeing for Te Uri O Hau” and that declines in 

the mauri of the regional environment have already caused significant anguish and diminution 

of wellbeing for hapū. This anguish was obvious as a kaitiaki from Ruawai explained to me 

that she thinks of the Northern Wairoa river as a man, friend, and relative that she has known 

her whole life. Wiping tears from her eyes, she told me, “(because of pollution and 

contamination) he’s slowly dying, Danielle. He’s dying a slow but not natural death” (Field 
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Notes July 2017). Figure 2.2 shows the Northern Wairoa, and figure 2.3 depicts waterway 

pollution near to Dargaville, in a tributary of the Northern Wairoa River. 

	

Figure	2.2	The	Northern	Wairoa	river	from	atop	the	Tokatoka	volcanic	cone	(photo	D	Johnson) 

	

Figure	2.3	Polluted	and	sedimented	tributary	of	the	Northern	Wairoa	river,	Dargaville	(photo	D	Johnson) 
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Māori residents of the Kaipara explained that exclusion from decision-making also 

presents threats to the wellbeing of future generations. Māori residents that I spoke with often 

described themselves as Mana Whenua – a term used to connote authority over a particular 

landscape associated with genealogical connections, and which literally translates as 

“territorial rights” or “power from the land.” Because the authority of some Mana Whenua 

over the land has been undermined by land alienation and systems of governance, this has 

impeded their ability to fully engage in the cultural and spiritual responsibility of 

kaitiakitanga. Being unable to conduct kaitiakitanga was conveyed as endangering the 

spiritual wellbeing of not only the wider environment, but also future generations of Mana 

Whenua who would be born into a degraded environment.16 

Finally, the cultural identity of future generations was seen to be at risk from a range 

of factors including waterway degradation and rural to urban migration. Given the existing 

challenges to asserting Māori worldviews in environmental decision-making, maintaining 

cultural identity becomes even more important.  

Waterway degradation in the Kaipara has already led to a significant reduction in 

opportunities for engaging in traditional practices such as water-based purification and 

gathering kaimoana (seafood). As several residents noted, these activities are valuable 

opportunities for intergenerational knowledge transfer where youth are exposed to stories 

about ancestors, tikanga (protocol/customs) and mātauranga (knowledge). This knowledge 

can help youth to develop a sense of belonging to place, cultural identity, and the requisite 

skills and passion to engage in kaitiakitanga.  

Reinforcing Sherard and Chetham’s assertion that Kaipara Māori are concerned with 

the volume of mātauranga that has been lost since colonization (2009 quoted in Makey 2010: 

																																																								
16 Drawing upon similar sentiments, the Te Uri O Hau Settlement Trust states, “to witness the present pollution 
and destruction of some of these areas (in the Kaipara) can be a very deep hurt to the people who once had 
control of these areas and are still responsible for these areas handed down to them through their ancestors, but 
now are almost powerless to do anything about them” (2011: 16). 
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58) several Kaipara residents expressed to me their belief that attitudes toward the 

environment and a sense of cultural identity may have already changed or be at risk of 

changing for some sections of the Māori population as a result of waterway degradation. 

These concerns were echoed by a kaitiaki from Kaihū who explained that migration of 

younger whānau to cities for work adds to pressures on cultural identity and knowledge 

retention. She noted that when young people return to Kaihū for a visit, they often have 

limited cultural competency, and don’t appear to have a deep connection to place or the 

community. While there are a growing number of programs in the Kaipara that facilitate 

environmental education for youth, the concern remains, as one interviewee noted, that with 

waterway degradation, out-migration, and limitations of the exercise of sovereignty, “we 

(Tangata Whenua) will simply cease to exist” (Field Notes August 2017). 

Māori	financial	capacity	into	the	future	
	

In response to marginalization from land and control over natural resources some 

Māori residents of the Kaipara discussed a desire for the development of natural resources 

into sustainable business ventures to enable the growth of Māori economic capacity. This has 

been facilitated for some hapū in the Kaipara – such as Te Uri O Hau – who have regained 

lands that were lost in the 1800s under recent settlement agreements with the Crown. 

Describing plans for a native plant nursery on Māori land in Poutō Peninsula, a representative 

from Te Uri O Hau commented that there is a need to focus on “developing the people” 

within the hapū by helping them move away from economic hardship and into leadership 

positions within Te Uri O Hau (Field Notes July 2017). 

Despite these aspirations, Kaipara residents of Māori heritage expressed great 

frustration that the lack of funding at the marae17 level presents barriers to engaging in 

kaitiakitanga through carrying out environmental monitoring and restoration. Experiencing 

																																																								
17 As well as providing a venue for gatherings, marae also organize projects such an environmental restoration. 
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difficulties with carrying out kaitiakitanga is seen to lead to further environmental decline, 

but also presents additional barriers to intergenerational knowledge transfer, cultural identity, 

and the assertion of Māori sovereignty. 

Precarity,	instability,	and	kūmara	farming	
	

Agriculture – especially dairy and kūmara farming – is a major part of the Kaipara 

landscape. During my fieldwork I spoke with a range of people who are connected to dairy 

and kūmara farming, including farm owners, farm managers, ex-farmers, representatives from 

Fonterra,18 Dairy NZ,19 and people who work with programs to encourage sustainable 

farming practices. Intensification of agriculture was a central theme in these discussions and 

intensification was often portrayed as having given rise to a system where farmers operate 

within increasingly precarious and unstable circumstances and have less control over how 

their farms are managed than in the past. Before examining how intensification has impacted 

kūmara farming, I provide a brief overview of the general process of intensification in the 

Kaipara and reflect on some themes within discussions about dairy farming. 

Kaipara residents described intensification as a process that has been driven by export-

oriented government policy, where farmers have come under increasing pressure to produce 

more goods using more efficient methods. As Robinson et al (2000: 128) note, the 

government has promoted efficiency in farming as a result of growing overseas markets for 

products such as vegetables and milk solids since the 1990s. Under this model of efficiency, 

farmers have increasingly incorporated inputs such as fertilizers and pesticides, technology 

such as milking turntables, and infrastructure such as drainage canals or feed pads. They also 

have more land under production than before. In order to farm within this system, Kaipara 

residents explained that many farmers rely heavily on bank credit to purchase inputs, 

																																																								
18 A farmer-owned multinational dairy co-operative. 
19 An organization that conducts research and advocacy and provides extension advice, educational opportunities 
and funding for dairy farmers and the dairy industry. 
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technology, and land, and to install infrastructure, an observation backed up by Robinson et al 

(2000: 126). Reliance on credit was generally discussed by ex-dairy farmers or people with 

extensive experience working in the dairy industry. These interviewees noted that the reliance 

on credit leads to a range of problems for dairy farmers including debt and high stress levels. 

As will be further discussed in chapter three, this gives rise to circumstances where dairy 

farmers can have limited capacity to adapt when they encounter challenges such as climate 

change. 

From conversations with kūmara farm owners and a kūmara farm manager I came to 

understand more about how intensification has impacted kūmara farming. Kūmara cultivation 

has been a part of the Northern Wairoa landscape – around Dargaville and Ruawai – since the 

arrival of the first Māori. While Māori sold kūmara to European settlers during the early 

1800s on a relatively small scale, the industry grew during the 1920s in common with other 

types of agriculture in the region (Makey 2010: 37). As one kūmara grower explained, there 

are now approximately ninety kūmara growers in the Northern Wairoa, and Dargaville has 

come to be known as Aotearoa’s ‘kūmara capital’ as growers supply approximately 95% of 

the nation’s kūmara crop to the domestic market. Another grower observed that the industry 

has undergone a substantial growth in “professionalism” since the 1980s with a number of 

packing, marketing and distribution companies providing kūmara growers with an avenue to 

sell their product to supermarkets around the country (Field Notes July 2017). Several kūmara 

growers noted that the kūmara industry employs a large section of the population in areas 

such as Dargaville and Ruawai, and generates several million dollars per year, most of which 

remains within the local economy. While I cannot speak for all kūmara growers in the region, 

farm owners are generally Pākehā, and tend to employ a mixture of seasonal travellers and 

Māori locals to work in the kūmara gardens. 
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Although growers emphasized the financial stability that the kūmara industry brings to 

the region, they also shared concerns that kūmara farming has become increasingly unstable 

and precarious as a result of increasing intensification and efficiency. Growers related this 

instability to the greater amount of land that has come under production, and greater 

dependence on fertilizers and pesticides. I explore the latter in more detail here. 

Growers portrayed the increasing use of fertilizers and pesticides as a progressive loss 

of control over the management of growing operations that is bound up with both loss of 

knowledge and loss of confidence in decision-making. As one grower who is a third 

generation farmer in the Dargaville area explained, the farming system has become much 

more corporate in recent decades and kūmara growers in the region are now highly reliant on 

large companies such as Ravensdown for inputs such as fertilizer. He stated that these 

companies have a vested interest in selling their product to growers and often make visits to 

farms where they provide advice to growers on how to increase yields and crop health that 

involves using their product, but is based on generic information that is often ill-suited to the 

particular soil or climatic condition of the farm. He explained that these companies capitalize 

on the pressure that growers feel to produce maximum yields, which has led many growers to 

become reliant on inputs and less able than in the past to use their own microclimatic 

knowledge.  

Microclimatic knowledge refers to farmers’ understandings of how processes such as 

rainfall, drought, seasonal temperature fluctuations, and occurrences such as pest invasion 

interact upon their land. As another kūmara grower explained, this knowledge form is best 

developed over time, by making observations and detailed notes, which can lead the farmer to 

recognize patterns and understand how best to address challenges such as flooding when they 

occur. The grower emphasized microclimatic knowledge as being an essential element in 

effective decision making that can either save a crop or lead to devastation of the harvest. 
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Amongst the growers I spoke with – all of whom were in the age range of 40 to 60 – most 

emphasized that despite using fertilizer, microclimatic knowledge is still an important part of 

their own farming practice. However, they have witnessed the diminution of microclimatic 

knowledge amongst other established growers in the region, which they connected with heavy 

crop losses during flooding in early 2017. 

Growers also stated concern that younger farmers have less capacity to develop 

microclimatic knowledge because they enter a farming system where fertilizer use is 

normalized. Furthermore, as one grower noted, the regional schooling system may decrease 

young farmers’ confidence in their own observations and decisions, and further increase their 

dependence on obtaining advice from outside sources such as fertilizer companies. As will be 

further explored in chapter three the loss of microclimatic knowledge amongst kūmara 

farmers can seriously affect their capacity to adapt to sudden events such as drought and 

floods that may become increasingly prevalent under climate change. 

Chapter	summary	
 

In this chapter I have sought to provide an overview of why communities in the 

Kaipara can be understood as marginalized. I have illustrated how the industrial and 

agricultural transformation of the Kaipara – underlain by systems of governance – has 

marginalized community members from land holdings; diminished their ability to exert 

sovereignty over, use, and deliberate upon the management of natural resources; and led to 

significant financial hardship, diminution of cultural identity and wellbeing, and losses of 

microclimatic knowledge and livelihood stability. It is these processes that interact with the 

effects of climate change to produce vulnerability, as explored below in chapter three. 
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Chapter	Three:	Towards	an	understanding	of	climate	change	in	the	
Kaipara		
 

In this chapter, I apply my theoretical framework to the study of climate change in the 

Kaipara, and show how the processes of marginalization set out in chapter two interact with 

climatic hazards. Using political ecology and the concepts of exposure, sensitivity, and 

adaptive capacity, I argue that vulnerability to climate change in the Kaipara must be 

understood as the product of not only physical, environmental occurrences, but the dynamics 

of social, economic, political, and cultural systems.  

In the early part of the chapter I provide an overview of climate change predictions for 

the Kaipara, describe changes that residents are already observing, and comment upon how 

existing regional climate change adaptation strategies may be improved and expanded. The 

remainder of the chapter is devoted to exploring Kaipara residents’ narratives of climate 

change. I present three vignettes that demonstrate how marginalization works to produce 

vulnerability to climate change, and finish with a discussion of how climate change is seen to 

place indigenous food access, identity, and wellbeing at risk, where marginalization both 

contributes to and flows from these processes. 

Climate	change	predictions	for	the	Kaipara		
	

In the northern Kaipara Catchment it is predicted that climate change will lead to 

increasing temperatures, decreasing precipitation, more time in drought, rising sea levels, 

ocean acidification, and an upsurge in pests and diseases (Pearce et al 2016). It is believed 

that by 2090 the Kaipara will become one of the hottest and driest regions within Aotearoa. 

Recent estimates suggest temperature increases of between 1.25 – 3.5° Celsius,20 5-20% 

decreases in springtime precipitation,21 and up to 10% more time spent in drought22 with 

																																																								
20 Relative to the period 1986-2005 
21 Relative to the period 1986-2005 
22 Relative to the period 1980-1999  
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eastern areas being more affected by decreases in precipitation, and Dargaville and Poutō 

particularly at risk of drought23 (Pearce et al 2016: 43, 45, 59, 61; Clark et al 2011: 7). While 

there is uncertainty over the future of storm behavior in the wider Northland region, there 

could be heavier rainfall during cyclones that make landfall, and summer winds may become 

more extreme (Mullan et al 2011, Pearce et al 2016: 76, 80). 

Sea levels will rise at approximately the same rate as elsewhere in the country, with 

increases of at least 0.8 meters expected by 2090 (Pearce et al 2016: 84; Bell et al 2015: 32).24 

Rising seas will likely combine with events such as king tides and storm surges to increase 

coastal inundation, with large areas around Dargaville and Ruawai at risk from more frequent 

flooding (Tonkin and Taylor 2016: 47; Goodhue et al 2012). Coastal erosion may also 

increase significantly in areas previously less exposed to wave action (Ibid). Ocean 

acidification is predicted to occur at a similar rate to elsewhere in the country, with drops in 

pH of up to 0.4 units by 2100, which may affect the health of certain fish and calcifying 

organisms such as shellfish (Bates et al 2014: 137; Gazeau et al 2013: 2207). Changes to 

temperature, rainfall, winds, and carbon dioxide levels are also likely to bring more terrestrial 

and marine pests to the Kaipara (Pearce et al 2016: 96-100). 

Observed	changes	associated	with	climate	change	in	the	Kaipara		
	

Although a significant portion of the people I spoke with in the Kaipara do not 

currently possess detailed knowledge about the above scientific predictions for climate 

change in the region, many have a general sense of the types of changes that may take place. 

During my travels in the Kaipara, residents regularly described phenomena they have 

witnessed that they believe to be associated with climate change. Despite the growing number 

of commentators within and outside of Aotearoa calling for the inclusion of community – and 

																																																								
23 These estimates do not account for the effect of the El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO), Interdecadal Pacific 
Oscillation (IPO), and Southern Angular Mode, all of which can influence temperature, precipitation and 
drought.  
24 Relative to the period 1986-2005 and not including the effects of ENSO and IPO. 
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especially indigenous – voices in the design of climate change policy, monitoring and 

adaptation plans, these types of observations and voices often receive little consideration by 

policy-makers (Stephenson 2012: 94; Parsons et al 2016a: 99). The theme of exclusion is 

discussed further below, and for now, I simply wish to point out that a wealth of climatic and 

environmental knowledge exists within the Kaipara which could be used very effectively to 

monitor climate change and develop adaptation strategies. 

Several Kaipara residents pointed out that there have been noticeably hotter summer 

temperatures in recent years. Warming temperatures have posed challenges for human 

comfort and safety, and have led to drying and death of grass in Poutō and Ruawai, declining 

native forest health around Tinopai, death of shellfish around Poutō Peninsula, and growth of 

slime in riverbeds along the west coast and Mangakahia River. Less summer rain and 

increasing prevalence of drought has also been recorded throughout the Catchment, which has 

caused decreases to water levels in the Kaihū and Wairua Rivers and associated creeks, and 

the drying of springs on the west coast. 

More winter rain and fog has also been observed around Dargaville and Ruawai, with 

the wet winter of 2017 causing widespread loss of the kūmara crop. Residents of the west 

coast believe they are seeing stronger winds which have been associated with increasing 

damage to plantation pine forestry, while flooding is said to be increasing in low lying areas 

around the Harbour at Wellsford and Helensville.  

Sea level rise and coastal erosion is believed by a number of my interviewees to have 

become increasingly severe in recent years, with Poutō Peninsula and the west coast being the 

most affected. This has already impacted on properties, marae, and shellfish. Finally, species 

behavior and presence has changed. There is said to be less seaweed on the west coast and 

more on mudflats around Ruawai, mānuka trees are blooming at abnormal times, and there 

has been an upsurge in pest species such as black beetle, yellow bristle grass, asian date 
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mussels and paddle crabs, which present problems for the kūmara, dairy, and fishing 

industries. 

Existing	strategies	for	addressing	and	adapting	to	climate	change	in	the	Kaipara	
	

As noted in the introduction climate change adaptation in Aotearoa is guided by the 

central government, but implementation is the preserve of regional and district councils. 

While some regions (such as Greater Wellington) have developed their own climate change 

adaptation and mitigation strategies, this has not happened in Northland (Greater Wellington 

Regional Council 2015). However, the Northland Regional Council (NRC) has taken steps to 

integrate climate change into its planning. In 2016 a detailed report outlining the projections 

and implications of climate change for Northland was completed by NIWA at the request of 

the NRC, and the Regional Policy Statement for Northland (2016), NRC Long Term Plan 

2015-2025 (2015), and Proposed Regional Plan for Northland (2017) all contain reference to 

climate change adaptation measures.  

To this end, a series of interactive coastal hazard maps (detailing projected flooding 

and identifying areas prone to coastal erosion with sea level rise) have been produced for 

Northland (nrc.govt.nz; NRC 2017: 9; Tonkin & Taylor 2016). Additionally, flood-prone 

areas within Northland have been identified, mapped to account for predicted higher intensity 

storm rainfall, and placed on the NRC website (NRC 2017: 9; nrc.govt.nz). In 2016, the NRC 

stated that it is committed to raising public awareness of the impacts of climate change, and 

how Northland residents can be prepared (NRC 2016: 127). While not specifically described 

by the NRC as a climate change adaptation measure, the council has also developed the 

Priority Rivers Flood Risk Reduction Project. This project has identified 26 rivers where 

flood risk is high to communities and infrastructure, five of which are actively managed to 

decrease flooding, and flood mitigation planning is underway for the remaining 21 (NRC 

2015: 18).  



	 67	

On a district level, both the Kaipara District Council (KDC) and Whangārei District 

Council (WDC) have integrated climate change preparations into their Long Term Plan 2015-

2025 (2015), with key areas including maintaining and updating flood protection and storm-

water infrastructure, maintaining or replacing older infrastructure such as bridges and roads, 

and restricting new development in hazardous locations such as floodplains. 

During my fieldwork, Kaipara residents often expressed frustration at what they 

perceived as a lack of willingness on the part of central and local government to engage with 

communities around climate change in terms of providing information about predicted 

changes, listening to how these changes may affect community members, and working to 

incorporate community wishes into adaptation planning. A variety of community-level 

actions seeking to address and adapt to climate-related phenomena such as flooding and 

erosion have either taken place in the past or still continue today in the Kaipara.  

For example, in and around the agricultural town of Ruawai (most of which lies at or 

below sea level and on the banks of the large Northern Wairoa river) the Raupo Drainage 

Committee has been instrumental in installing and maintaining flood drainage and stop-banks. 

The Committee was originally set up at the request of the Ruawai community, and while it is 

partly government-funded, it is still staffed by elected members of the public (Barrington 

2011). Several people in the Ruawai area, including a member of the Committee, noted the 

efficacy of the stop-banks in controlling flooding. Additionally, many farmers around Ruawai 

regularly clear the drainage ditches running through and alongside their properties of weeds 

that would otherwise cause flooding, and a number of farmers in other locations described 

changes that they have made to their business, such as altering the timing of calving or culling 

to allow for wetter fields, and setting aside money to purchase extra feed if paddocks die from 

flooding or drought exposure.  
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In the settlement of Poutō Point (which is the subject of the first vignette below) 

residents installed a concrete groin to combat coastal erosion in the early 2000s. Groins are 

structures that are generally placed perpendicular to a beach help stabilize the movement of 

sand and protect the coast from further erosion. Community members reported the groin as 

being successful in stabilizing the coastline near the settlement until it was removed by the 

KDC in 2009. And at Porotī Springs (discussed in the second vignette) hapū use mātauranga 

Māori to monitor the flow rate and have lobbied the WDC and NRC for changes to a resource 

consent for spring water extraction that may increase risk of water shortages during drought 

conditions in the future. 

Problems	with	climate	change	adaptation	strategies	in	the	Kaipara	
 

The climate adaptation strategies outlined above have already helped some Kaipara 

communities to successfully address climate change-related phenomena, and will remain 

crucial into the future. However, at both the council and community level, these adaptation 

strategies have their limitations.  

In the NRC, KDC, and WDC documents referenced above vulnerability to climate 

change is generally conceptualized as an inherently environmental and biophysical process, 

whereby particular landscapes will undergo increasing problems through time with 

phenomena such as inundation from sea level rise. The problem here is twofold.  

Firstly, because the emphasis is primarily on understanding and addressing the 

localized physical and ecological impacts of the natural hazard, little consideration is given to 

how people within affected landscapes may experience the results of the hazard. Discussion 

of the socio-economic and cultural impacts of climate change is scant within these 

documents, although the NRC 2016 Regional Policy Statement does include a short paragraph 

about the effect of climate change on Māori cultural, economic, social, and environmental 
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wellbeing.25 The research document prepared by NIWA for the NRC also includes a brief 

consideration of the economic impacts of rising temperatures and drought on farmers that was 

collated at the request of the NRC (Pearce et al 2016: 96-97).  

Secondly, the overt focus on physical, climatic hazards leads to a narrow view of 

vulnerability, where climate is seen to be the primary driver – rather than being seen as part of 

a range of drivers – of vulnerability. As will be clear by now, these kind of thought processes 

run counter to the concept of social vulnerability. As Hulme (2011) explains, because 

scientific model-based accounts of the future exert a hegemonic influence on the development 

of most climate change adaptation policies, many current strategies for addressing climate 

change are generally inadequate and even dangerous.  

The majority of adaptation strategies hold tight to what Hulme (2011: 247-249, 265) 

describes as “climate reductionism” which is a new form of environmental determinism. 

Environmental determinism was originally employed – largely to justify colonial conquest 

over non-European “others” – to trace a link between environmental conditions and human 

traits such as physiology and behavior (Hulme 2011: 247; Liverman 2009: 283; Parsons & 

Nalau 2016: 82). In its latest form – climate reductionism – it is used to denote a system 

where climate is seen as the only driver of future change and the “sole determinant” of 

adaptive behavior (Hulme 2011: 247; Liverman 2009: 283). Climate reductionism simplifies 

adaptation, and its scientific understanding of vulnerability negates the complexity that arises 

from the interaction of climate hazards and environmental, socio-economic, political, and 

cultural systems (Ibid). It may also degrade human agency by obscuring more creative or non-

scientific approaches to adaptation (Hulme 2011: 248, 265). 

An example of this type of climate reductionism can be seen in the NRC’s coastal 

hazard mapping. The development of both the coastal flood hazard zone and the coastal 
																																																								
25 The document indicates that “Tangata Whenua believe climate change will impact their cultural, economic, 
social and environmental wellbeing. For Tangata Whenua the effects of climate change have serious 
implications, and a lack of information or planning is a major issue” (Northland Regional Council 2016: 28). 
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erosion hazard maps are based on detailed scientific predictions (Tonkin & Taylor 2016; 

Tonkin & Taylor 2014). The coastal erosion hazard mapping project was undertaken by 

environmental consultants Tonkin and Taylor Ltd at the request of the NRC, and sought to 

update information about erosion at 31 sites that had been previously identified by the NRC 

through similarly scientific research between 1988-2003 (Tonkin & Taylor 2014: 1). The 

project sought to reflect “the current state of scientific knowledge” about erosion and sea level 

rise in Aotearoa, and used tools such as GIS mapping of the shoreline, and methodologies 

including sediment samples and wave climate data to pinpoint erosion-prone areas within the 

sites (Tonkin & Taylor 2014: 1, 4-19).  

According to the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement such assessments are 

required to factor in anthropogenic effects, and to this end Tonkin and Taylor’s report 

includes half a page (out of 95 pages) on human-induced drivers of erosion. The 

anthropogenic factors that are discussed include the removal of dune vegetation, construction 

of coastal protection measures like seawalls, and “mining and removal of beach sand” with 

mining not expected to cause problems into the future since it has mostly ceased in those 

locations (Tonkin and Taylor 2014: 46). As will be discussed momentarily however, a sand 

mining operation (in combination with rising sea levels) is having a significant impact upon 

coastal erosion at Poutō Point in the Kaipara. Despite the drastic (and anthropogenically-

exacerbated) erosion that is occurring around the Poutō coastline, the Poutō area is not 

identified as a coastal erosion hazard zone by the NRC erosion mapping project.  

My point here is that the overwhelming focus on scientific, climatic data in these types 

of projects often leads other drivers of vulnerability that are part of particular social, 

economic and political systems – such as sand mining operations – to be obscured. While the 

NRC does acknowledge that other factors may influence vulnerability in some policy 

documents – such as the Regional Policy Statement (2016: 14) where the NRC notes that 
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drought may be intensified by anthropogenic water extraction – the majority of its planning 

around climate change still centers upon climatic hazards and physical adaptive responses. 

These approaches to climate change adaptation could be strengthened by incorporating other 

forms of data such as community narratives. The inclusion of community narratives could 

provide an expanded understanding of the formation of vulnerability, and lead to more 

successful adaptation processes. I hope the vignettes and discussions below may be a step in 

this direction. 

At the community level, adaptation strategies also have limitations as will be further 

elaborated below. The restricted financial capacity of many communities and groups in the 

Kaipara can present barriers for implementation of adaptation. For example, farmers who are 

indebted may be unable to purchase sufficient quantities of extra feed to prepare for winter 

flooding, and while the Raupo Drainage Committee is partly subsidized by council, it relies 

largely on ratepayers in one of the less prosperous communities in the Kaipara for its funding 

(Barrington 2011; Infometrics 2015). Additionally, community members have experienced 

difficulties with getting their voices integrated into council adaptation planning and being 

allowed to keep community designed erosion control structures in place. 

Putting	theory	into	practice:	climate	change	vulnerability	in	the	Kaipara	
	

In order to explore the expanded vision of vulnerability I call for above, I now present 

three vignettes and a discussion about Māori identity and wellbeing that draw upon 

conversations I had while in the Kaipara. The vignettes illustrate how vulnerability to 

processes such as sea level rise, coastal erosion, drought, and flooding is created and 

compounded by systems of marginalization that affect a cross-section of residents. In the 

discussion that follows the vignettes, I demonstrate how Māori identity and wellbeing is 

placed under stress by climate change, and how marginalization is both a causal factor and 

result of this transformation. 
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	“We’re	on	the	front	lines”:	coastal	erosion	and	sea	level	rise	at	Poutō	Point	
	

Residents of Poutō Point – an exposed and remote settlement located at the 

southernmost end of Poutō Peninsula – are concerned about the effects of coastal erosion on 

their properties, food gathering and recreational areas, pā (traditional fortified lookouts) and 

urupā (burial grounds). Community members fear the loss of intergenerational homes and 

landholdings, livelihoods, nutritionally and culturally important food sources such as shellfish 

and fin fish, and spiritually and culturally critical land- and seascapes. During several 

interviews and encounters elsewhere in the Kaipara early in my fieldwork, Poutō Point was 

described as a location where climate change (in the form of sea level rise) is already being 

experienced. Sea level rise is causing erosion of the soft sandstone shoreline and cliffs in the 

vicinity of the settlement, which is believed by Poutō residents to be exacerbated by the 

activities of the sand extraction operation in the Harbour. To further compound the issue, 

residents feel marginalized from decision-making processes surrounding the extraction, and 

have experienced challenges when trying to address the activities of the sand industry and 

erosion themselves.  

Within the first minute of my initial interview in Poutō, two established community 

members showed me a selection of local maps from the past several decades, and pointed out 

large areas now lost to erosion. Soon after, as we stood at the edge of a large bay, the men 

explained that the coastline used to run straight, and while the erosion is said to have begun 

several generations’ ago, it has greatly increased in the past two years owing to both sea level 

rise and increasing extraction of sand from the Harbour. They were already making plans for 

a drive along the beach at low tide in the coming weeks, where they would be able to show 

me the extent of the damage, and the sand extraction barges in action.  

Amongst the pool of people I spoke with in the Kaipara, it was often acknowledged 

that sea levels are rising around the Poutō Point coastline. Two of the four Point community 
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members I spent time with estimated that sea levels have risen between 60-100 centimeters in 

the past six to ten years.26 One explained that he now has to drive 800 meters further up the 

beach,27 since there is less sand at low tide. As we stood on the very edge of his farm, where 

wetland gives way to a jagged ledge and then sand, the other showed me numerous photos of 

the same area at high tide, stating that salt water is now “knocking on the door” of the 

wetland, and that “you never used to see that” (Field Notes July 2017). Figure 3.1 below 

shows the wetland at high tide and eroded cliffs in the distance. 

	

Figure	3.1	High	tide	at	the	wetland,	Poutō	Point	(photo	courtesy	of	Maree	Jones) 

																																																								
26 This figure is much higher than official estimates of sea level rise around the coast of Aotearoa. Residents 
believe that while climate change-induced sea level rise is the main contributing factor to higher water levels, the 
sand extraction industry may have also be leading to rising seas around Poutō. This assertion from the 
community is backed up by an Auckland Regional Council report on the Kaipara Harbour marine environment. 
The report states that sand mining in the Harbour may have a variety of ‘cross-boundary’ effects including 
changes to bathymetry (marine water levels) (Haggitt et al 2008: 166). 
27 Driving on the beach is a common activity in Poutō and the wider Kauri Coast region. Many people drive 
along the beach for recreational purposes, and to access known surf-casting locations (fishing from the beach 
with a line). Members of the Point community with whom I spoke explained that driving along the beach is also 
a safer and quicker way to reach Dargaville that avoids having to use the mostly unpaved road along the 
peninsula, where logging trucks, potholes, and loose roading material present hazards. 



	 74	

When I asked whether climate change is a concern within the small community of 

Poutō Point, one of my interviewees commented that in the past, there was talk of climate 

change and rising sea levels, however now many people feel it is part of their daily lives. In 

addition to altering where they can drive on the beach, Poutō residents reported that the higher 

water levels have caused stress for those experiencing inundation. One person who lives on a 

low-lying property near the wetland has almost been cut off from the rest of settlement, while 

those living at higher elevations on top of the cliffs are becoming increasingly distressed at 

the possibility of losing their homes and access to other important sites such as the urupā to 

erosion. “We’re on the front lines” of climate change, he commented (Field Notes June 2017). 

While climate change induced sea level rise is seen as a major cause of coastal erosion 

in Poutō, all the Point community members I spoke with stated that the erosion is exacerbated 

by Winstone Aggregates’ sand extraction operation. The barges dredge sand from the 

southern side of the Harbour to meet the demand for concrete from Auckland’s growing 

population. During the dredging process sand is pumped onto the barges where it is sorted, 

and the undesirable larger material such as shell is released back into the Harbour (Beston 

2005).  

Community members are concerned that large quantities of sediment become 

suspended in the water as a result of this process, which are not being adequately flushed 

from the Harbour because the dredging occurs at low tide when water is generally flowing 

back into the Harbour. This has led to the formation of three sand bars, which are clearly 

visible from the community, and have changed the wave patterns so that they are now more 

focused on the Point. A report issued by the Auckland Regional Council corroborates these 

statements, noting that sand mining in the Kaipara Harbour may lead to changes in water 

clarity and waves velocities and conditions (Haggitt et al 2008: 166). During a four wheel 

drive excursion along the bottom of the peninsula towards the Tasman Sea, one community 
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member commented to me on the layered nature of the erosion problem, explaining that, “it’s 

(the sand industry) escalating what’s already happening….the barges’ effects on the currents, 

and then the sea level rising,” (Field Notes July 2017).  

In order to understand the formation of vulnerability to coastal erosion and sea level 

rise at Poutō Point, it is necessary to reflect upon the role that marginalization has played in 

this process. First of all, the situation at the Point is a clear example of how marginalization 

works to increase exposure. Point community members expressed frustration that coastal 

erosion is occurring because of both sea level rise and the sand extraction industry, yet the 

community receives little consideration or assistance from the extraction company, and has 

limited capacity and constrained opportunities to participate in decision-making pertaining to 

the extraction operations.  

Although Winstone Aggregates’ website (winstoneaggregates.co.nz) states the 

company’s commitment to “avoiding, remedying, and mitigating adverse affects on the 

environment” through a system of environmental management and monitoring, Poutō 

community members feel they have not benefitted from this monitoring regime. A Kaipara 

resident from the eastern part of the Catchment pointed out that although Winstone 

collaborates with a kaitiaki who monitors their operations, the kaitiaki is based in Helensville, 

across the other side of the Harbour from Poutō. Poutō community members have also 

received no financial compensation or benefit from having Winstone operate in the vicinity. 

No one within the Poutō community is employed by the company, and while Winstone 

maintains a sponsorship fund for charitable, educational, and environmental projects directed 

at organizations in communities where they operate, Poutō community members have not 

received any financial assistance from this source. 

Financial considerations also contribute to community members’ capacity to challenge 

decisions about the extraction operation. In the past the Poutō community has been able to 
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exert influence over the sand extraction industry. In the early 2000s, after the involvement of 

a national television program the community successfully managed to halt a sand extraction 

operation closer to the eastern coast of the peninsula. When I asked whether it would be 

possible for the community to approach Winstone Aggregates directly with a request to cease 

or alter the extraction operation, a community member commented that this would likely 

involve a legal case, for which Point residents do not have the financial capacity. Gazing 

south toward the sand banks, he stated, “we haven’t got the resources to take on those fullahs 

down there,” (Field Notes June 2017). His friend added that the extraction company “would 

take you (the community) out easily…and we just want to save our humble little community 

down here” (Ibid).  

The layered effects of limited regional job opportunities, lack of investment into rural 

areas of the Catchment, and the curtailment of MSD benefits in Poutō that were discussed in 

chapter two clearly play a role in inhibiting the community’s ability to challenge the sand 

extraction industry, which is compounded by the fact that Winstone does not contribute to the 

Poutō economy in any way. Winstone Aggregates is one of three companies in Fletcher 

Building’s cement and aggregate division, which accrued a revenue of NZ $44 million in the 

six months prior to December 2015 (Fletcher Building 2016: 5). A Kaipara community 

member with whakapapa connections to Poutō Point mentioned that the government may also 

receive a substantial amount in royalties – potentially in the region of NZ $700,000- $1 

million per year – from the sand extraction operation. 

Additionally, community members feel excluded from participating in decisions about 

the sand industry because of difficulties with negotiating the resource consenting process that 

governs the terms of extraction. As explained in chapter two, resource consents are issued by 

councils to parties wishing to use natural resources, and may receive the input of or be 

contested by the public. The current resource consent was issued to Winstone 2008 by the 
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Auckland Council (Morrinson et al 2014: 12). While community members believe that 

altering the consent to encourage extraction only on the outgoing tide (so suspended sediment 

can be flushed from the Harbour) is key in ameliorating coastal erosion at the Point, residents 

commented that participating in this procedure is complicated. As one of my interviewees 

explained, the consenting document is 98 pages long, and its complex nature is “hard to get 

your head around” (Field Notes July 2017). Another community member explained that 

although the Auckland Council had agreed to assist the community with changing the consent 

at the time of writing, he had “heard that many times before” and was not convinced the help 

would eventuate (Ibid). 

In some ways, perhaps Poutō Point could be seen as what Maldonado (2014) calls a 

“sacrifice zone.”  She uses this term to describe coastal Louisiana, where successive rounds of 

resource extraction have been exacted by the government and petroleum industry, radically 

altering the environment and leading to widespread loss of biodiversity, subsistence of the 

land, and intense coastal erosion. Coastal Louisiana is “a place where human lives are valued 

less than the natural resources that can be extracted from the region,” and where the doctrine 

of neoliberalism has played a large part in magnifying tribal communities’ exposure to sea 

level rise and coastal inundation (2014: 68).  

The disillusionment that Poutō Point residents showed with council action described 

above is based on past experiences that – in the eyes of the community – have contributed to 

the worsening of coastal erosion. While vulnerability to erosion at the Point is in part 

explained by increased exposure, processes of marginalization have also led to diminished 

adaptive capacity. Community members with whom I spoke feel that the best way to address 

the erosion is through the installation of a series of groins designed to catch sediment and 

stabilize the coastline. This will require bureaucratic and financial input from local and 
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regional council, although the community hopes to act in an advisory capacity, and is willing 

to help construct the groins.  

Community members recounted, however, that despite numerous phone calls to the 

council and a few visits from engineers, limited progress has been made in this area. Because 

I did not speak with district or regional council specifically about Poutō the following 

comments represent only the community’s views. While the Kaipara District Council may be 

under-resourced by national standards, Point residents feel the inaction is explained by a lack 

of willingness to invest in Poutō. As two of my interviewees explained, “we (the community) 

pay a good amount of rates now” but “it’s (Poutō) just put aside” (Field Notes June 2017). 

They feel the secluded nature of the Point (far from the main cities, tourist attractions, and 

infrastructure in the North Island) in combination with the small population and modest 

financial capacity, lead Poutō to receive limited attention and investment from authorities. My 

interviewees commented that the situation is different for settlements closer to Auckland, 

which are both wealthier, and more visible, and have received substantial help from the 

regional council to adapt to coastal erosion.28 

The comparison made by Poutō residents about differences in rural and urban areas’ 

adaptive capacity echoes Collins’ notion of marginalization and facilitation. Collins states that 

flood risk on the El Paso (United States)/Juarez (Mexico) border is the product of discourses 

which lead to uneven access to coping and adaptation measures (2009: 591-600). Institutional 

arrangements facilitate the access of wealthier neighborhoods to resources (such as flood 

infrastructure and aid), which also have the capital to invest in flood insurance. Concurrently, 

poorer inhabitants are not only marginalized from institutional assistance (especially, owing 

																																																								
28 For example, in 2014 Auckland Council replaced 5000 cubic meters of sand that had been lost from Eastern 
Beach in Auckland, at a cost of NZ $263,000 (Smith 2014). Eastern beach has received considerable attention 
from the council, with sand having being replaced most years since 2011 and the council having identified it as a 
priority beach for erosion management in a 2013 coastal management framework (Ibid). The same framework 
also identified Auckland beaches such as Little Bucklands and Big Bucklands which the council anticipates 
being able to begin erosion mitigation and treatment options before the end of 2017 (Shaikh 2017). 
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to anti-immigration discourses, if they are immigrant families) they also cannot afford to pay 

for private flood insurance. 

In light of frustrations with limited action over erosion, the Poutō community 

constructed the aforementioned groin on the eastern side of the peninsula. However, in 2009 

the council removed most of the groin, since a resource consent had not been obtained. As my 

interviewees explained, securing a resource consent requires the payment of not only a NZ 

$300 fee, but the services of an engineer, known to cost approximately NZ $1900. In a 

community such as Poutō, this is a large outlay. Again, the same processes that have worked 

to reduce Poutō’s financial capacity (as described in chapter two) also work to deplete Point 

residents’ adaptive capacity. 

It is clear to see from this vignette how the effects of climate change do not take place 

within a vacuum. They happen within – and are exacerbated by – wider systems and ongoing 

processes of marginalization that connect to the power and capacity to influence the 

management of natural resources and resource extraction. Similar patterns are evident in the 

case of drought and Porotī Springs, which is discussed below. 

Drought	and	the	case	of	Porotī	Springs	
	

Porotī Springs is a natural spring water source at the base Whatiriti Mountain near 

Whangārei that is an important taonga (treasure) for Te Urioroi, Te Parawhau and Te 

Māhurehure hapū. As with coastal erosion in Poutō, the situation at Porotī Springs 

exemplifies how resource extraction and the exclusion of communities from decision-making 

can lead to increased exposure to climatic hazards such as drought. Since the case mostly 

involves hapū however, it presents an opportunity to examine these issues from a Māori 

perspective, whereby concerns surrounding alienation from land and marginalization of Māori 

knowledge forms also contribute to the formation of vulnerability through increased 

exposure. 
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Porotī Springs can be thought of as something of an island of resource use 

opportunities within a sea of privately owned, non-Māori land. As two of my interviewees 

explained, Porotī Springs is known by hapū to be an aquifer-fed water source that has 

sustained generations of Mana Whenua in their recreational, spiritual, and cultural activities. 

Porotī continues to provide a location for engaging in kaitiakitanga29 when many other 

opportunities for this practice have been hampered in the region, and hapū aspire to foster this 

possibility through future plans for wetland restoration and a sustainable eel farming program 

in the area, which would also provide much-needed economic revenue for local whānau 

(families).  

Currently however, hapū are concerned that water levels in nearby puna (creeks) and 

larger bodies such as the Wairua River are dropping as a result of higher temperatures and 

decreased rainfall. As one member of the Porotī hapū told me, based off mātauranga Māori, 

the levels are “a bit lower than normal – you know – climate change, we think” (Field Notes 

July 2017). Given these observations, hapū are worried that increasing incidences of drought 

in the future could be very detrimental for the springs. While drought has always occurred in 

the region, this part of Northland is predicted to experience up to 20% more time in drought 

in the coming decades (Pearce et al 2016). In order to understand the magnitude of hapū 

concerns over Porotī, it is necessary to consider a range of historical and contemporary 

processes that increase the exposure of Porotī hapū to water shortages associated with 

drought, and decrease their adaptive capacity.  

As we sat in the car, parked across the road from Porotī Springs, one of my 

interviewees pulled out a large laminated map, and pointed out the location of Māori land 

blocks around the springs and Waipao Stream, which flows from the springs. The springs 

																																																								
29 Although Hamer (2016: 395-400) states that Porotī Māori have not been able to exercise kaitiakitanga because 
of restrictions on their ability to manage the springs how they see fit, I use the term here to refer to information 
shared with during a visit to the springs where a hapū member explained that hapū still have a very active 
relationship with the springs based on care, monitoring, and the below mentioned desire for restoration. 
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emerge inside a two acre Māori reserve which was transferred to Māori ownership in 1895 

and set aside to provide for the water needs of the hapū (Hamer 2016: 37, 395). While the 

reserve is still surrounded by Māori land, my interviewee explained that since the 1890s hapū 

land holdings in the locality have been drastically reduced, from over 21,000 acres to an 

approximate ten currently. This occurred mostly as a result of the imposition of European 

systems of private property, whereby each family was allotted some five to ten acres, yet 

because this process required approval by an English surveyor who demanded remuneration, 

most of the allotted land was forfeited as payment. The British capture of land and valuable 

resources contained therein (such as kauri trees) fuelled settler capitalism, and led to the 

development of economic disparity between Porotī hapū and Pākehā, which continues in the 

present day. 

The alienation of hapū from their land set the tone for subsequent treatment of Porotī 

Māori over the next century, which has led to greater and greater exposure to water shortages 

associated with drought. Despite hapū maintaining official ownership of the springs, between 

the early 1900s and the 1970s Porotī Māori experienced increasing exclusion from the ability 

to control and manage the allocation of water resources, with water extraction rights being 

granted to a range of organizations, and decisions often being taken in the absence of Māori 

input (Hamer 2016: 37-52). The passing of the National Water and Soil Conservation Act in 

1967 gave full control over the management of water resources in Aotearoa to government 

bodies, in this case, the Northland Regional Council (NRC) (Hamer 2016: 49). This 

facilitated allocation of water to organizations such as the Whangārei District Council (WDC) 

which drilled bores into the aquifer across the road from the springs in 1979 in order to supply 

Whangārei city with drinking water. As Hamer (2016: 52) notes, the city’s claim on the water 

was perceived by the WDC to be justifiable, and for the ‘common good’. 
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Still sitting in the car, my companion gestured to a series of grey boxy structures to the 

left of where we were parked, explaining that they contain the bores. He remembers the 

distress of a whānau member (Pera Edwards, pictured in figure 3.2 below) when, in 1983, the 

springs ran dry during a drought and were severely depleted again in 1987. This was an 

unprecedented occurrence for the hapū, and led to the death of many important kai (food) 

species including tuna, kēwai (freshwater crayfish) and puha (watercress). A WDC report 

indicates the council knew of the possibility of running the springs dry and causing losses to 

kai prior to the drought (Ibid). 

	

Figure	3.2	Pera	Edwards	in	1983	at	Porotī	Springs	(photo	courtesy	of	Millan	Ruka) 

However, the pressure on Porotī Springs did not end there. In 1994 the WDC’s right to 

draw water ended. The WDC obtained consent to take water from further down in Waipao 

Stream and as part of the consenting conditions the bores were supposed to be 

decommissioned. The move went ahead, but instead of decommissioning the bores, WDC 

sold them to a private company, Zodiac Holdings, in 2004. Between 2004 and 2014 Zodiac 
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was successful in obtaining resource consents from the NRC to draw increasing amounts of 

water (up to 1000 cubic meters per day until 2044) from the springs, and from the WDC to 

double the size of a proposed water bottling plant near the bores (Hamer 2016: 229-258). 

Although Zodiac has not begun to draw water yet, the presence of these consents place Porotī 

Springs and Waipao Stream at great risk of exposure to water shortages with increasing 

prevalence of drought into the future. This risk is further magnified by the fact that the WDC 

continue to extract from Waipao Stream, and hapū believe dairy farmers and horticulturalists 

to be extracting and diverting large quantities of water from the aquifer that feeds the springs. 

A key point to understand is that exposure has been heightened because hapū have 

largely been marginalized from decisions around allocation and resource consenting. Hapū 

with whom I spoke drew attention to their extreme frustration that both historic allocation of 

water and the more recent Zodiac consents have been granted against their wishes, and have 

proceeded in such a way as to exclude their voices and knowledge bases, despite the fact that 

they have actively opposed these developments in the belief that they are unsustainable. As 

Hamer (2016: 400- 403) explains, the input of hapū to the Zodiac consents has been severely 

restricted. Historically, the lack of Māori decision makers and council advisors working on 

the consent applications led to limited consideration of hapū concerns, while concerns voiced 

in te reo Māori (Māori language) by an elder during the 2010 NRC resource consent hearing 

to increase the Zodiac’s water take were not properly recorded or translated (Ibid). 

It is here that we may see how epistemologies and belief systems play into the 

formation of vulnerability. Porotī hapū have been marginalized twice over. First, they have 

endured successive losses of land and control over water as a result of colonial-era export 

capitalism and later, a drive for the neoliberal commodification of natural resources (recall 

from chapter two the NRC’s ‘commitment to a business friendly environment’ [NRC 2015: 

7]). Second, hapū voices and knowledge forms have been cast aside through the dominance 
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of ‘European’ systems of thought within local and national government. While the idea of a 

monolithic European ‘system of thought’ is problematic for a number of reasons, I use it here 

to draw attention to the frustrations that my Māori interviewees frequently reported with 

official policies, processes, and pieces of legislation that they perceive to be imbued with 

European normative frameworks which fail to recognize the validity of indigenous ontologies 

and epistemologies. 

As we crouched in the clear waters of the springs one cold afternoon, a member of the 

Porotī hapū pointed out to me the importance of using mātauranga Māori – including visual 

and aural information, and the presence or absence of tohu or indicator species like kēwai – to 

assess the health of the waters and rate of flow. Scooping the water with his hand, he noted 

the flow was a little low but not abnormal, and explained that this form of knowledge is often 

overlooked by consenting authorities. Some weeks later, he recounted his battle with the NRC 

during 2013, when he had assessed Porotī Springs as having a critically low flow rate using 

mātauranga Māori, but was told that unless he was able to demonstrate this using ‘scientific’ 

means, his input into the amendment and increase of Zodiac’s consent would not be 

considered. Hapū representatives experienced severe difficulties finding a private company 

willing to undertake the tests, and so the council finally carried out an assessment, finding that 

flow rates were indeed eight liters per second below a previously agreed upon sustainable 

limit. Despite this finding, the consent remains in place. 

Although there are now many positive examples of indigenous knowledge and 

frameworks being integrated into resource management both within and outside of Aotearoa 

(for example, Moller et al 2009; Lyver et al 2009) many commentators point out that 

exclusion is still rife in many areas of the world, including the Kaipara. As Sherard and 

Chetham (in Makey 2010: 58) note, Kaipara Māori “have concerns about the lack of 
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acknowledgement by some local and central government planning agencies about the role of 

mātauranga Māori in the management of natural resources.”  

While resource management is becoming more inclusive and responsive to indigenous 

knowledge, for the most part it is still dominated by a scientific way of approaching the 

world. This is based within fundamentally European normative ontologies – involving 

Cartesian dichotomies between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ – and epistemologies – including 

assumptions that knowledge is only true if it is universally applicable and replicable (Trosper 

2007: 3-8; Berkes 2012: 10-11; Jacobson & Stephens 2009: 160). This contrasts with 

mātauranga Māori, mātauranga taiao (environmental knowledge), and traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK), which is generally more holistic, based on the inter-connection of all 

beings, and often specific to place and personal experience (Ibid). This can lead indigenous 

knowledge to be dismissed by resource managers as “anecdotal” (Trosper & Parotta 2008: 8), 

an action that is accurately captured by Fricker’s notion of epistemic injustice (Fortmann 

2008: 7). As Nadasdy points out, even when TEK is included within decision-making, it is 

often altered through a process of “distillation” where only certain quantitative aspects are 

regarded as valid (1999: 7-9). 

Indigenous knowledge – especially the use of environmental indicators – is regarded 

by many writers of indigenous heritage and affiliation as a highly accurate barometer of 

environmental change that should be employed in climate change monitoring and adaptation 

(Vogesser et al 2013; Whyte 2013; Turner & Clifton 2009). As Stephenson (2012: 94) and 

King et al (2008: 402) note, indicators such as species behavior are an integral part of 

mātauranga Māori. If more emphasis were placed on mātauranga Māori the potential 

exposure of Porotī hapū to the impacts of drought could potentially be greatly decreased. 

Exposure to water shortages with drought is intensified by a final factor. Like 

residents of Poutō Point, Porotī hapū face socio-economic challenges. A lack of financial 
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capacity has meant that hapū have not been able to afford adequate legal counsel, technical 

advice, or pursue legal cases to close, which has severely limited their input into the decisions 

around Zodiac’s consents (Hamer 2016: 402). For example, Hamer (2016: 403) believes that 

when hapū appealed the NRC’s 2010 consent decision at the Environment Court during 2013 

their lack of legal advice (especially in comparison to Zodiac) directly contributed to the 

Court’s decision to keep the consent in place. 

As we walked along the path towards the Maungarongo marae one of my interviewees 

explained that because of the gradual loss of land and resources, many members of the hapū 

have left the area in search of employment, and with a smaller population resident in the area, 

there has been less and less investment over time. As we stepped inside the marae, the smell 

of mold spores immediately filled my nostrils. Looking up I saw that the plasterboard ceiling 

was bowing and coming loose. My companion turned to me, and said, “we have so many 

resources in this country, and we should all be doing well, but instead (gesturing to the 

ceiling)…” (Field Notes June 2017).  

The case of Poroti Springs is a good example of how vulnerability to climate change is 

formed over time, and shaped by social, economic, and political systems. The compounding 

effects of colonial land alienation, inequitable consenting processes, and rural economic 

hardship combine to magnify the risk of water shortage and decrease hapū adaptive capacity 

during drought conditions.  

Flooding,	drought,	and	farmers:	the	lack	of	capacity	to	adapt	
	

Through a series of interviews with Pākehā and Māori farmers, ex-farmers, and rural 

professionals I have come to understand that increased prevalence of drought and flooding are 

the most worrisome aspects of climate change for farmers in the Kaipara. Both drought and 

flooding can lead to loss of pasture or crops, declines in stock health, more problems with 

pests and diseases, and the need for purchase or careful management of farm resources. Based 
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on past experience, my interviewees explained that potential for loss of revenue is high, and 

can contribute to raising farmers’ stress levels. Talking about the effect of repeated flooding 

on his dairy farm, one ex-farmer commented that, “the cost of that was so high, we lived on 

nothing” (Field Notes August 2017). Another explained that with increasing drought, “there 

will be more suicides, because farming is an isolated job” (Field Notes July 2017). 

However, the effects of climate change will not be felt with equal severity across all 

farming businesses. Many of my interviewees believe that farmers who become deeply 

entrenched in the epistemological and financial constraints of current models of farming have 

lost a certain degree of control over their businesses that leads to instability, and increases 

their risk of harm from drought and flooding. This loss of control diminishes their adaptive 

capacity, and, in some cases, increases their sensitivity, and may be seen as another example 

of how processes of marginalization work to increase climate change vulnerability. 

Possessing and having the confidence to make use of in-depth knowledge about the 

microclimate of one’s farm is seen by several of my farm-related interviewees as a crucial 

element in guarding against the financial risks associated with climate change. As explained 

in chapter two, microclimatic knowledge refers to farmers’ understandings of how processes 

such as rainfall, drought, and seasonal temperature fluctuations interact upon their land. 

Farmers who have microclimatic knowledge generally possess greater adaptive capacity, as it 

can help to increase productivity and financial cushioning, provide appropriate strategies for 

managing land, crops, and animals under pressure, and allow for suitable land use changes if 

previous strategies become untenable with new conditions.  

Several of my interviewees pointed out that adaptive capacity has become curtailed as 

a result of increasing dependence on inputs like fertilizers, as described in chapter two. This 

has led farmers to become dissociated from – and disempowered from making use of – their 
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microclimatic knowledge, which increases their risk of higher losses from climate change 

since they are unable to make informed decisions based on their experience.  

After telling me about the detailed environmental knowledge employed on his 

family’s kūmara farm when he was a young man in the 1960s, one of my interviewees 

gestured to the trees bending in the wind in his front garden. He said that if more kūmara 

growers in Ruawai still used these sorts of signs, they would be able to read the local weather 

more astutely, and would never have lost the volumes of produce they did with the 

exceptionally wet harvest period in 2017. Referring to the same event, a manager at a kūmara 

farm near to Dargaville commented that while several growers in the region had lost their 

entire crop, his boss – who he described as being “right into his (microclimatic) weather” – 

had the foresight to harvest before the worst of the storms and flooding occurred (Field Notes 

July 2017). 

There is a growing literature on the association between globalized farming practices 

and climate change vulnerability. O’Brien and Leichenko’s concept of double exposure 

(2000) is helpful in understanding these linkages. Double exposure refers to the idea that 

some regions and groups of people will be simultaneously affected by the impacts of climate 

change and globalization, with some groups benefitting and some losing out. Those who will 

do less well generally have access to fewer resources that are needed to successfully cope and 

adapt to the climatic hazard, while maintaining a profitable living within globalized 

agricultural systems. “Losers” mostly have limited access to things like irrigation, pesticides, 

new global market openings, or the ability to alter land use and livelihood strategies quickly 

(O’Brien & Leichenko 2000: 223, 228-229). 

Several studies show that small-scale farmers in countries like Mexico can have 

limited adaptive capacity and may experience large losses during climatic events, because of 

liberal and neoliberal regimes, and government policies that have deliberately favored the 
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development of industrial export agriculture, and denied landholdings, inputs, technologies, 

and services to smallholders (Liverman 1990 & 1999; Eakin et al 2012; Eakin 2005; Saldaña-

Zorilla 2008; Sanderson 1986; Fox & Haight 2010). However, scholars such as Liverman 

note that larger farm operations whose owners have access to resources may also experience 

vulnerability. Liverman (1990: 50) states that the reliance on new technologies such as 

irrigation has led to lessened adaptive capacity amongst Mexican farmers, as traditional 

drought prevention techniques such as microclimatic modification have disappeared from 

everyday farming practice. 

Another issue that decreases farmers’ adaptive capacity to flooding and drought in the 

Kaipara is their reliance on bank financing and loans, and subsequent need to plan for 

returning maximum profit year on year. As some of my interviewees noted, farmers may not 

wish to plan or farm in this way, however their ‘embeddedness’ within this system diminishes 

their power to do otherwise.  

Speaking about predictions for increasing drought in the future in Poutō Peninsula, 

one ex-farmer commented, “if you’re saying the prediction is it’s going to get drier…well 

that’s disaster for our peninsula” (Field Notes July 2017). Continuing, he explained that dairy 

farmers in the area would likely face extreme challenges, given that farm planning is often 

carried out according to the wishes of bank managers, with little room for weather anomalies. 

Regardless of climatic hazards, farmers will be expected by the bank to return a profit, 

meaning there is little room for error, and a lot at stake. As the ex-farmer pointed out, in rural 

areas like Poutō where few other employment options exist, farmers cannot easily gain access 

to other sources of income. This further constrains their adaptive capacity, and increases their 

sensitivity to any climate-related financial losses they may occur.  
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Relatedly, a representative from the Living Waters Partnership30 explained that since 

dairy farmers face such pressure to return profit each season, they are reluctant to try out new 

strategies which may allow them to adapt to predicted climatic changes like drought, but 

which may cost them in lost revenue (for example, by having to retire a paddock for some 

months) in the short term. He stated that it is only when farmers are observing sustained 

climatic changes that threaten their business immediately that the ‘trade off’ to switch to 

alternative farming methods will become financially viable. Given that there was dissention 

amongst the farmers I spoke with as to whether or not they are witnessing unprecedented 

climatic changes, there may not yet be a great enough motive to engage in ‘pre-emptive’ 

adaptive strategies in the Kaipara. 

Another kūmara grower noted that the intense pressure on farmers to increase 

productivity has led to farms growing in size, despite farmers’ concerns over lessened 

capacity to manage more land area as effectively. While increased acreage is manageable 

under normal climatic circumstances, farmers often face large losses with adverse weather 

events, since they lack the requisite resources to attend to their crops swiftly and adapt to 

changing conditions. For example, this farmer experienced his “worst season in twenty-five 

years” during 2017 with the heavy rains at planting and harvest time, and intense drought in 

between (Field Notes July 2017). He explained that because he now crops 200 acres as 

opposed to 100, and the saturated soil required him to hire extra labor to hand-harvest the 

crop, he experienced large financial losses.  

In her work with Mexican commercial and export-oriented farmers, Eakin (2003 & 

2005) describes a series of factors that decrease adaptive capacity, and have some overlap 

with the situation in the Kaipara. The Mexican government has pursued an export-driven 

model of agriculture since the 1870s, however structural adjustment policies in 1980s and 

																																																								
30 A partnership between Fonterra and the Department of Conservation to encourage sustainable best practice in 
dairy and beef farming. 
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1990s led to renewed emphasis on intensely commercial agriculture (Sanderson 1986; Eakin 

2005). The drive for maximum productivity leads farmers to invest up to 50% of their 

production costs into inputs such as pesticides and fertilizers, to counter the effects of pests 

and climatic events like drought (Eakin 2005: 1932-1933; Eakin 2003: 421). However, this 

adds to the pressure to make a profit, and increases the potential financial loss (Eakin 2005: 

1932-1933; Eakin 2003: 421). In addition, the year round intensive nature of production 

means that farmers often require all family members to remain on the farm, which leaves very 

little time and labor power to develop alternative livelihood strategies outside of farming, that 

might aid in coping when a disaster hits (Eakin 2003: 423). 

Several of my interviewees noted the importance of having financial security in order 

to maintain and install infrastructure, and purchase resources that aid in coping with and 

adapting to floods and droughts. For example, being able to install sub-surface drainage 

canals and flood pumps is regarded as important by kūmara farmers around Dargaville in 

order to guard against flood damage, and having the financial capacity to buy extra feed and 

supplements is critical for managing both droughts and floods on dairy and beef farms. Being 

indebted presents significant barriers to this type of investment, and since debt is a concern 

amongst farmers in the Kaipara, many of my interviewees feel that farmers are vulnerable to 

further economic losses with increasingly unpredictable weather in the future. For instance, if 

a farmer has not been able to invest in adequate drainage systems, they may lose entire 

crops.31 

																																																								
31	Debt and the drive for efficiency are not the only factors contributing to farmer vulnerability in the Kaipara. 
Some farmers may experience increased exposure to the effects of climate change because of their connection to 
other industrial processes, over which they have no control. I spoke with a family of beef farmers in the 
Mangakahia Valley, northwest of Whangārei, who believe they are particularly at risk of experiencing 
increasingly damaging floods on their property into the future because of the activities of the forestry industry 
upstream. As a result of aggressive logging practices on steep erosion prone land, sediment and forestry debris 
has built up in the creeks and three rivers near their property. During even a minor storm event this mixture is 
washed onto their land, causing thousands of dollars of damage. The limited opportunities for community input 
into decision-making, and the lack of regulation about forestry (as described in chapter two) makes the situation 
even more distressing for the family. 
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As Saldaña-Zorillo (2008: 587) explains, a lack of financial capacity amongst farmers 

in Chiapas, Mexico, leads to a situation where they are unable to accumulate the necessary 

assets that would otherwise aid in adaptation to climatic events. McDowell and Hess (2012: 

343) describe a similar situation for farmers in the Bolivian Highlands, where systemic 

poverty produces circumstances where households must make ‘trade offs’ when events like 

droughts and extreme frosts strike. As the authors explain, in order to adjust to climatic 

stresses and ensure short-term survival, farmers take decisions that may decrease their 

adaptive capacity in the future (McDowell and Hess 2012: 343). 

This vignette has sought to go beyond simple narratives of farmer vulnerability to 

climate change that may equate vulnerability with the fact that farmers make a living from 

inherently weather-dependent production of natural resources. I show that vulnerability 

results from systems of marginalization, where adaptive capacity and sensitivity are tied to 

farmers’ position within the instabilities that are bound up with intensification and efficiency. 

Farmers who have traded their local knowledge for technological inputs, and are heavily 

indebted or required to produce maximum yields no longer fully control their farms. Instead, 

they act according to the wishes of corporate, financial, and state actors. Examining farmers’ 

marginalization also helps to shed light on the pressures that farmers face, and adds nuance to 

narratives around the role that farming plays in waterway and Catchment health, as described 

in chapter two. 

Summary	of	the	vignettes	
 

These three vignettes have illustrated the complexity of climate change vulnerability. 

Vulnerability of Kaipara residents to losses from coastal erosion, drought, and flooding has 

been intensified by systems of marginalization whereby corporate interests and the drive for 

efficient farming are often prioritized over community-level concerns, wishes, needs, and 
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knowledge forms. With these thoughts in mind, I now examine how climate change interacts 

with marginalization to impact upon Māori food access and wellbeing. 

Climate	change,	food	access,	and	wellbeing	
	

Throughout my fieldwork, many Kaipara residents expressed concern that climate 

change may lead to decreasing health of food gathering areas (mahinga kai) and abundance of 

important food species such as shellfish and fin fish (kaimoana). While this issue was raised 

by non-Māori, it was most frequently discussed by people of Māori heritage. Although 

several interviewees noted that declines in kaimoana might affect food security and protein 

intakes for rural sections of the Kaipara population, most people presented these changes in 

availability as a social and cultural loss that may ultimately contribute to further erosion of 

wellbeing.  

This section explores the links between climate change, food, and declining wellbeing 

and illustrates how processes of marginalization both contribute to, and flow from, these 

changes. I demonstrate how Māori residents of the Kaipara are particularly sensitive to the 

impacts of climate change on food, arguing that this sensitivity must be understood as a 

product of factors discussed in chapter two, including ongoing landscape transformation, 

waterway degradation, limitations on community and hapū resource management, and rural 

out-migration. Because these factors have already led to declines in health and abundance of 

kai species, and disruption to Māori wellbeing, climate change may be thought of as an added 

stress for the Catchment. 

I begin with a focus on the sensitivity of the food species themselves, outlining some 

concerns residents have about how climate change may ‘layer’ on top of existing pressures on 

water-dwelling animals. This is followed by a discussion of how climate change may magnify 

current concerns over identity and wellbeing, leading to further marginalization as 

relationships with place, the self, and others, become altered.  
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Climate	change	and	access	to	food	resources	
	

The effects of rising temperatures and increasing drought are seen by several 

community members to present additional challenges to food species in the rivers of the 

Kaipara. Warmer water temperature plus declines in flow rates could be harmful for edible 

plant species such as watercress and taro, but tuna and kēwai are seen as particularly at risk 

because they prefer cooler, shadier environments. In some places these species are already 

less abundant because of industrial processes that have contributed to reduced flow rates and 

warmer waters.  

Discussing the fate of the Mangakahia River in the Parahaki Marae area, one 

interviewee explained that the tuna and kēwai have already mostly disappeared from the main 

river up the side creeks, because river levels have dropped significantly as a result of extreme 

sedimentation and erosion linked to the intensive pine logging industry in the vicinity. She 

commented that the logging takes place on land that was “stolen” from the hapū in the 1880s, 

and that it remains very difficult to exert any control over the management of the forest and 

operations. She stated that the forestry company “had no compassion for us as Māori” during 

a recent appeal made by the hapū (Field Notes July 2017). 

Several of my interviewees expressed concern that warmer waters could also lead to 

increased mortality rates of shellfish in the Harbour, with species such as pipis (Paphies 

Australis), mussels and oysters known to “cook” in their shells during hot periods. Some 

noted that warmer waters would likely lead to increasing prevalence of water-borne pests, 

diseases and algal blooms, which are already affecting species like oysters. An increase in 

storms and flooding higher in the Catchment is also seen to lead to increased erosion and run-

off, and a magnification of sedimentation and pollution in the Harbour. The issue is 

compounded when previously forested areas are logged, and heavily stocked cattle pastures 
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are saturated with water. As one interviewee noted, more sediment may wash over shellfish 

beds, adding further pressure onto already-scare resources. 

Several community members worry that rising sea levels may affect kaimoana, with 

one claiming that this will add to the difficulties his family already faces with finding pāua 

(abalone), kina (urchin), and crayfish on the west coast. These species are currently severely 

depleted due to localized overfishing and poaching by commercial operators, and a lack of 

institutional support for a community-led rāhui (ban on harvest). Increased water depths off 

the coast would result in even fewer food resources within easy reach. In the southwestern 

region of the Harbour another interviewee noted that hapū’s ability to gather seafood is 

already restricted because of sea level rise plus the intense growth of mudflats from 

sedimentation, and pollution from effluent run-off. Rising sea levels will intensify the issue, 

she noted. 

Although the context is different, Steinman and Vinyeta (2012) make a similar case 

for the effect of climate change on food access amongst residents of coastal Louisiana. While 

coastal inundation will decrease food access for these people, these changes must be 

understood against a background of existing constraints on food resources that are linked to 

resource extraction, and corporate control of the landscape. Early industry and the building of 

levees has already led to decreases in groups’ access to farming and subsistence landscapes, 

while pollution from agricultural intensification and the BP Horizon oil spill has caused the 

death of oyster beds, and shoals of shrimp and fin fish (Steinman and Vinyeta 2012: 2-3). 

Combined, these factors increase communities’ sensitivity to food insecurity with climate 

change. Similarly, the multitude of existing pressures on kaimoana in the Kaipara increases 

the sensitivity of these species to the effects of climatic change. 

Climate	change	and	wellbeing	
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As described in chapter two, connection to place and the natural resources contained 

therein is very important to Māori identity and wellbeing. As I progressed through my 

research I became increasingly aware of the variety of roles that the gathering, sharing and 

consumption of foods such as shellfish and tuna play for Māori in the Kaipara. These food-

centric activities work to ensure current generations are connected to their genealogical and 

spiritual heritage, but also have the drive and capacity to maintain access to and health of 

these resources for future generations.  

Food might be seen as fulfilling social, cultural, spiritual, and political functions in the 

Kaipara, all of which contribute to an overall sense of completeness or wellbeing. As one 

participant at the climate change hui commented, “our wellbeing is intertwined with the 

Harbour,” a sentiment echoed numerous times across the Catchment (Field Notes June 2017). 

Several interviewees explained that because foods such as shellfish and tuna fulfill these 

different functions, they are sources of “sustenance” beyond their nutritional value for not 

only individual people, but wider Māori society in the Kaipara.  

Reflecting these sentiments, Panelli and Tipa (2008) explain the entangled nature of 

Māori food practices, identity, and wellbeing. In their case study of Ngāi Tahu iwi in southern 

Aotearoa Panelli and Tipa (2008: 458) state that food practices are about far more than simple 

“subsistence” or physical and economic survival. Participation in the gathering, exchange, and 

consumption of foods such as kaimoana – whether on a regular or ad hoc basis – allows iwi 

members to develop an overarching sense of ‘living well’ or wellbeing, that flows from 

maintaining identity-based connections (Panelli & Tipa 2008: 458-463). Those who are 

genealogically Mana Whenua of an area have rights to gather, use, and exchange kai (food) 

from that place and this is often conducted in a group or whānau (extended family) setting 

(Ibid). Engaging in practices such as harvesting of Tītī (muttonbird) is a way for cultural 

knowledge to be transmitted and maintained: stories of ancestors, tikanga (protocol/customs), 
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and practical ecological knowledge are shared and reaffirmed (Ibid). Participants develop 

their connections with place, ancestors, and other whānau, and come to experience 

fulfillment, vitality, and – ultimately – wellbeing from understanding their place in the world, 

and acting correctly upon the responsibilities of care this entails (Ibid). While Panelli and 

Tipa (2008: 460) note that experiences of food may vary between and within iwi, hapū, and 

whānau, the themes they discuss relate closely to topics Kaipara residents shared with me. 

Ben Colombi and James Brooks talk of salmon playing a similar role for the 

indigenous peoples of the Pacific regions of the United States, Canada, Russia, and Japan. 

They state that “salmon serve as pillars of culture, history, and economy in the North Pacific” 

which help to maintain cultural and economic vitality (Colombi and Brooks 2012: xiii, xiv). 

Garibaldi and Turner’s concept of the ‘cultural keystone species’ is useful in understanding 

the place of salmon in the North Pacific, and kaimoana for Māori in Aotearoa. Cultural 

keystone species are plants or animals that form the “contextual underpinnings of a culture” 

and their prevalence in not only diet and medicine, but also the language, social networks, 

ceremonies and stories of a group leads them to be considered as “cultural icons” that are 

integral parts of identity (Garibaldi and Turner 2004: 1). 

There is a growing body of literature that focuses on the relationship between climate 

change and food practices. As Vogesser et al (2013: 616) state, foods derived from plants, 

animals and fungi all have the potential to be affected by climate change, with cascading 

effects for indigenous groups who look to these resources for “sustenance” but also “cultural, 

economic, medicinal, and community health.” This sentiment is echoed by Vickery and 

Hunter (2016). In Aotearoa, Stephenson writes that climate change may lead to significant 

disruption for important kai species such as tuna that he describes as “crucial to Māori 

cultural practices” (2012: 95).  
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Lynn et al make the important point that sensitivity of indigenous groups to the food-

related impacts of climate change may be increased by pre-existing constraints on socially, 

culturally, and economically important food sources. For example, access to these foods may 

already be difficult because of the legacy of cultural assimilation, poverty, policy restrictions, 

and landscape transformation such as pollution and urbanization (Lynn et al 2013: 547). As 

demonstrated above, and in chapter two, this argument certainly applies in the Kaipara.  

Many of my interviewees believe that climate change has the potential to disrupt the 

role of food in Māori society in the Kaipara, adding to the present strain on identity and 

wellbeing that flows from declining Catchment health, restrictions on access and control over 

land and waterways, and rural out-migration.  

Firstly, a number of people from around the Catchment expressed concerns that with 

climate change, foods like shellfish and tuna would be offered even less frequently than they 

are currently at hui (gatherings). As one interviewee explained, the Kaipara Harbour and 

kaimoana within it are taonga for Ngāti Whātua iwi because they act as a physical anchor to 

the past, representing a connection in the present moment to spiritual and genealogical 

ancestors. Another person commented that, “(food is) the reason why my ancestors came here 

and stayed here, and built the iwi. It’s who we are” (Field Notes July 2017). Ngāti Whātua’s 

connection to the Harbour and its resources is summed up in the often-cited phrase, “I am the 

Kaipara and the Kaipara is me” (Field Notes July 2017). The act of shared consumption of 

kaimoana during a hui is seen to form a bridge between the individual and collective self, 

joining the current moment with deep time. It could be envisaged as a form of collective 

remembrance of whakapapa (ancestry) that has the power to continually inform a sense of 

belonging and wellbeing for the self.  

Despite the existing pressure on food resources from waterway degradation, the 

provision of traditionally important and locally sourced foods at a hui was conveyed as an 
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important responsibility, a part of tikanga or doing things properly. One interviewee 

commented that while sometimes Kaipara residents will have to purchase kaimoana from the 

supermarket for important gatherings, it is less than ideal, and people often travel long 

distances by boat and car to obtain healthy shellfish from cleaner areas of the Harbour to 

share at events. Referencing this sentiment, a participant at the National Māori Tuna (Eel) 

Conference turned to me while we waited in line for the dinner buffet, saying, “it’s no good 

coming to an eel conference and there’s no eel for tea” (Field Notes July 2017).  

Climate change has the potential to reduce these important opportunities for 

maintaining wellbeing through self-growth and identity construction. Given the existing 

pressures on identity and wellbeing discussed in chapter two, Kaipara residents may be even 

more sensitive to these shifts.  

 Another interviewee worries that with increasing loss of kaimoana through climate 

change peoples’ perception of the Harbour will differ, altering their relationship with it. He 

explained that climate change has the potential to eradicate the “iconic status” of the Kaipara 

Harbour for Ngāti Whātua so that it is no longer viewed as a taonga renowned for its 

kaimoana. He is anxious that his grandchildren may come to view the Harbour as “the 

Harbour with no snapper and all the mud” (Field Notes July 2017). The relationship between 

changing abundance of food resources and perceptions of younger generations is a significant 

theme that was discussed elsewhere in the Kaipara.  

Several interviewees noted the important role that foods like mussels, pipi, toheroa, 

and tuna play in young urban adults’ lives. In light of the limited and declining employment 

opportunities discussed in chapter two, rural areas of the Catchment have seen substantial 

movement of young to urban centers like Auckland and Whangārei. Speaking about his urban 

nephews and nieces, one man from the west coast noted that periodically, they come back 

home to the community where they grew up in order to make use of food-based 
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“intergenerational resources” like shellfish (Field Notes June 2017). Gathering and eating 

these foods is seen to “re-energize” the younger generation (Ibid). Another community 

member in the Mangakahia area commented that, “it pumps them (the young urban whānau) 

up so they can survive” (Field Notes July 2017). Food is seen in this sense as a 

transformational agent that works to re-establish physical, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing 

or balance that has become depleted as a result of city living. If such foods become 

increasingly scarce with climate change, there is a possibility that younger generations will 

stop visiting their home communities – “they won’t come back” one interviewee commented 

(Field Notes June 2017). 

One of the gravest dangers that Kaipara residents associate with this process is the loss 

of younger generations’ knowledge of and connection to place. One woman from Kaihū 

described eeling trips with her whānau as critical in developing her sense of belonging to, and 

passion for, a people and place. She explained that this is the principle of whanaungatanga: 

engaging in shared family experiences (like the gathering of food) near to home, where 

kōrero (stories/narrative) about ancestors are told, as a way to deepen kinship between people, 

ancestors and place. Another interviewee stated that picnicking with whānau on the 

riverbanks near to Parahaki serves a similar purpose, while a third commented that food 

gathering trips in the Wairua River area provided opportunities for his grandparents to pass on 

mātauranga about how to use resources in a sustainable way, and maintain the health and 

productivity of the waterways.  

Writing about diminishing access to salmon amongst the indigenous Koryak peoples 

of Russia, Kasten notes this has caused a loss of certain environmental and food-based 

knowledge (2012: 73). Garibaldi and Turner (2004: 10-11) also state that the decline of red 

laver seaweed with climate change has led TEK associated with this species to become less 

widespread within Haida society of the Pacific Northwest. Discussing research conducted in 
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the community of Manaia, on the northwest coast of Northland, King et al (2013) present a 

similar picture. They note residents’ concern that younger generations are increasingly 

moving to urban locations for work and education, and spending less time on the land and in 

the water, which has led to decreased awareness of both environmental knowledge, and 

“cultural heritage and identity” (King et al 2013: 102-103, 109). 

The decline in availability of traditional food resources is already seen to have led to 

similar changes for youth in the Kaipara. As one resident commented, young people are 

beginning to lose a taste for these foods, which has placed Māori society at a “cultural 

crossroads” where knowledge of and passion for place has become less prominent (Field 

Notes August 2017). Another noted that, “our kids swim in the river, but what do they know 

about it?” (Field notes July 2017). Developing connections with places and resources is seen 

by several of my interviewees as crucial in youths’ ability to acquire awareness that they are a 

part of a spiritual environmental system that extends through time and across space, which 

must be protected to ensure the wellbeing of current and future generations. And it is only by 

maintaining this awareness and skill base that the next generation of kaitiaki can be grown. 

It is in this way that climate change has the potential to diminish wellbeing that is not 

only derived from connections to the past, but also the future. The ability to access foods such 

as tuna and shellfish could be seen as something of a cultural and political imperative, which 

enables younger generations to develop the capacity to act as kaitiaki and help to create a 

more vibrant and equitable future. A future in which people derive strength and wellbeing 

from both interacting with and caring for the environment (and by extension past, present and 

future generations) and the knowledge that they are recognized as Mana Whenua, the 

(sovereign) people of the land. Additional declines to kaimoana therefore have the potential to 

further marginalize Māori from their social, cultural, and political rights and aspirations.  
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Whyte’s idea of ‘collective continuance’ may be useful in understanding this situation. 

Writing about Native American tribes in the Unites States, Whyte explains that climate 

change challenges the ability for tribes to maintain collective continuance, that is, the ability 

of a group to continue to flourish so that future generations enjoy a “good life” where they 

have sufficient access to economic, social, and cultural resources (2013: 518-519). Whyte 

explains that climate change infringes on the rights of indigenous peoples by restricting these 

resources, which are already under pressure owing to injustices originating within colonial 

systems (2013: 522). 

In light of the additional challenges that climate change places on identity, wellbeing, 

and the ability to practice kaitiakitanga many people of Māori heritage with whom I spoke 

emphasized the importance of strengthening kaitiakitanga. Building on existing partnerships 

and fostering new opportunities for young kaitiaki are seen as key strategies in adapting to 

climate change. 

Chapter	summary	
 

In this chapter I employed my theoretical framework to demonstrate how current 

climate change adaptation strategies in the Kaipara fall short and could be improved through a 

more holistic and community-informed approach to vulnerability. Through the vignettes and 

discussion of Māori wellbeing I showed how climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara is 

best understood as the result of complex interactions between climatic hazards and social, 

economic, political, and cultural systems. Vulnerability to climate change has come about in 

Poutō Point, at Porotī Springs, and for dairy and kūmara farmers, hapū, and whānau as a 

result of processes of marginalization that are ultimately connected to the transformation of 

the Kaipara environment and inequities within resource management and environmental 

decision-making. 
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Tentative	conclusions	and	future	directions	
 

In writing this thesis, I hope to have demonstrated the need for climate change 

adaptation strategies in the Kaipara to move towards more holistic understandings of 

community vulnerability. By combining ethnographic data with a political ecology 

framework I have shown that Kaipara residents’ understandings and experiences of climate 

change vulnerability are connected to far more than climatic hazards. Climate change 

vulnerability in the Kaipara has come about through the flow of people and goods into and 

out of the region, the influence of transnational political and economic regimes, differing 

epistemologies and ontological frameworks, and the processes of landscape transformation 

these have all given rise to. 

I have suggested that vulnerability to climate change within the Kaipara is closely 

connected to industrial landscape modification, resource extraction, and intensification within 

agriculture. These transformations have been facilitated by systems of governance, and 

together landscape transformation and governance have led to processes of marginalization 

such as land alienation, limitations on the exercise of sovereignty and control over the 

management of landscapes, exclusion from environmental decision-making processes, 

services and infrastructure, and the development of economic hardship. People in the Kaipara 

live with the realities of marginalization, which combine with the physical and environmental 

impacts of climate change to produce vulnerability through increasing exposure and 

sensitivity, and limiting adaptive capacity. 

I believe I have come some way towards answering my overall research question 

which sought to explore the processes that shape climate change vulnerability in the Kaipara, 

with a focus on understanding the role marginalization may play. While it is very difficult to 

separate out how much each person or communities’ experiences of vulnerability may be 

categorized as ‘climatic’ or ‘environmental’ and how much may be seen as ‘social’ or 
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‘political’ I believe I am able to make a general conclusion. In the Kaipara, vulnerability to 

climate change is, to me, very much a social, economic, and political phenomena. To take just 

one example, recall the case of Māori food access, cultural identity, and wellbeing. While 

increasing water temperatures are already affecting species such as pipi and tuna and will 

continue to do so into the future, the compounding effects of landscape change and socio-

economic marginalization of Māori cannot be overlooked. The physical effects of climate 

change on kaimoana and Māori cultural identity and wellbeing are just the latest in a string of 

injustices that range from colonial-era land alienation to the award of consents for resource 

extraction on lands of spiritual importance, and from the exclusion of Māori beliefs and 

knowledge forms in environmental decision-making to the development of significant 

financial hardship within rural communities that is intensified by limited reinvestment from 

corporate enterprises operating nearby. 

I hope to have painted a picture of climate change vulnerability that is complex and 

multifaceted, but also, and importantly, dynamic. It is in this dynamism that there is room for 

growth. I believe this is an exciting time in the Kaipara where there is a genuine opportunity 

for the development of climate change adaptation strategies that go beyond climate 

reductionism to address some of the underlying drivers of vulnerability. With the IKHMG 

already working throughout the region on diverse initiatives to address waterway health, 

promote integrated co-management, and advance the role of mātauranga Māori in 

environmental monitoring, restoration, and policy making, transformative adaptation 

strategies may be more than just ‘pie in the sky’. 

Future	directions	
 

This thesis represents the first stage in what I hope will be an ongoing partnership with 

the IKHMG and communities within the Kaipara. I hope to return to the Kaipara to conduct 

my doctoral research on climate change vulnerability and adaptation with a view to helping 
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the IKHMG develop community-informed climate change adaptation strategies. Because I am 

interested in continuing to use a participatory research framework, the future directions of the 

research will depend upon the interest of the IKHMG and communities in the Kaipara. 

However, I feel there are particular ways of approaching the research going forward and 

certain topics that could yield a richer ethnographic perspective while still providing 

important data to Kaipara communities. 

One of the challenges of this research project was the scale involved. In accordance 

with its integrated approach to the management of the Kaipara, the IKHMG was keen for me 

to take a Catchment-level perspective. While I focused my efforts on the northern part of the 

Catchment to try and find a balance between talking with a diversity of Kaipara residents and 

identifying coherent themes in the data, it proved to be a large undertaking involving 

extended driving and conversations with research participants from dispersed locations. In the 

future the research could benefit from either a more geographically or thematically bounded 

inquiry. For example, by focusing my research in a particular sub region of the Kaipara – 

such as Poutō Peninsula – I would be able to gain a greater understanding of how 

vulnerability is formed at the community level and a more in-depth knowledge of community 

preferences for adaptation. If I were to continue research in Poutō this would also enable me 

to speak with a range of residents – for example, kūmara and dairy farmers and Tangata 

Whenua – while developing deeper relationships which I believe would lead to a richer 

ethnography. I would also be interested to speak with representatives from the NRC, KDC, 

and Winstone Aggregates to more fully understand the processes at work in the formation of 

vulnerability, and how Poutō is understood or what it represents to these organizations. 

A thematic approach could also prove fruitful. For example, examining the 

relationship between corporate resource extraction and vulnerability throughout the Kaipara 

could be an interesting way to understand the dynamics of marginalization and vulnerability 
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in greater depth. This direction could also lead to partnerships and collaborations between 

organizations such as the IKHMG and resource extraction companies that seek to adapt to 

climate change by responding to some of the drivers of vulnerability. Finally, a focus on the 

relationship between climate change, food, and socio-economic and cultural changes within 

the Kaipara may be an interesting new direction. This would allow me to expand upon the 

existing knowledge I have about the effect of climate change on culturally important foods 

and Māori identity and wellbeing. It could also provide an opportunity to explore more fully 

how climate change may impact upon kūmara farmers, kūmara farm laborers, and the 

regional economy, and enable me to develop nascent ideas about the role of climate change 

on food provisioning and food sharing networks in rural areas of the Kaipara. 

 

	

Figure	4.1	The	beach	at	Poutō	Point 

 

Thank you for reading 
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