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ABSTRACT. The utility of mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledges) in Aotearoa|New 
Zealand Forest conservation is not particularly visible in research and policy. Indeed, 
current forest biosecurity processes are largely constructed from Western principles, values 
and scientific knowledge that are often devoid of Māori beliefs and values. While the 
interface between mātauranga Māori and mainstream science is still problematic, we argue 
that traditional Māori frameworks, ethics, and principles that capture local interests, 
perspectives, realities, and aspirations of Māori are mandatory to articulate modern 
solutions to taonga species and biosecurity issues. A mātauranga Māori approach draws 
upon physical, spiritual, and metaphysical values, providing a unique knowledge base in 
which to improve environmental management, including protection of biological heritage. 
By employing a pūrākau (storying) method that endorses personal lived realities as a means 
of knowledge transfer, we were able to elicit the meaning and value our participants give to 
te taiao (the environment), ngahere (forests) and taonga (heritage) species. We conclude 
that mātauranga Māori is a necessary discourse if the longer-term biosecurity strategic 
goals of Māori and the government are to effectively and efficiently result in collaborative 
priorities in forest health. 
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Introduction 
 

The important thing to do is not to see te taiao in reservations ... but to see 
it in everyday life. That’s where it’ll strengthen us [Māori]. (Tā Mason 
Durie)1 

 
The most critical health issue facing humans today is the state of the environment. 
Worldwide, resource exploitation, depletion and scarcity, increased consumption 
patterns and rates, and increased waste production are increasingly recognised as 
rapidly approaching the limits of tolerance for healthy, sustainable life on earth 
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018; McCoy et al., 2014; Patz et 
al., 2005). The environmental crises experienced currently are decades or even 
centuries in the making, yet in the latter 20th century and early 21st century, there 
has been a proliferation of challenges deeply rooted in anthropogenic causes. The 
inability to adequately conceptualise and operationalise appropriate strategies and 
implement solutions threatens the survival of fragile ecosystems, human 
populations, and interdependent societies (McMichael et al., 2006; Ministry for the 
Environment, 2018). The current state of these environmental indicators has 

https://doi.org/10.22381/kc11120233
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radically altered human interactions, yet evidence suggests (see Durie, 2003; Mark 
& Lyons, 2010) that interconnections founded in Indigenous concepts and 
approaches can directly contribute to forest (and human) health gains. 

Tā Mason’s statement above that begins this article is one example collated 
from eight different case studies rendered for this project. The interpretation that he 
shares describes the pluralistic position Māori (Indigenous People of Aotearoa|New 
Zealand) have with te taiao (the environment), revealing that it can heal and be 
healing. However, what this inter-relativity means in our current and changing 
world and the impact this connection and relationship has in regard to taonga 
species and biosecurity issues requires further clarification. This article adds to 
current understandings supporting the expressions of the inseparability of Māori 
and te taiao relationships (Royal, 2003) by focusing on the dialogic association 
between geographical locations of significance and the health and wellbeing of 
individuals and collectives (Kimmerer, 2013; Schultz et al., 2016; Simpson, 2017).  

The narrative and evidence promoting the utility of Indigenous Knowledge (IK) 
(Lambert et al., 2018) or Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) (McAllister et 
al., 2019) references the intimate experiences that are acquired through the 
extensive and long-term coexistence that Indigenous peoples maintain with the 
environment. This coexistence is not generally conveyed in biosecurity terms, yet 
the relevancy of how IK and TEK could be incorporated across the biosecurity 
system requires further investigation (Lambert et al., 2018; Lambert & Mark-
Shadbolt, 2021; Maclean et al., 2021; McAllister et al., 2019). Much of this 
knowledge is intergenerational observation of people, places and species that 
serves to encourage the longevity of ecosystem functions, govern and manage 
practices and regulate the appropriate distribution of environmental resources. In 
regard to an Aotearoa|New Zealand te ao Māori (Māori world) perspective, these 
observations are transmitted and passed down through generations via pūrākau, i.e., 
narratives and histories that acknowledge the continued expression of 
interconnectedness and maintenance of (in)visible and (in)tangible cultural 
practices (McGregor, 2002; Ramstad et al., 2007). In this respect, pūrākau and the 
oral traditions of storytelling are deliberately constructed to encapsulate the 
realities of te ao Māori (the Māori world). These sustain culture, history, and 
knowledge of specific mita-o-te-reo Māori (Māori language dialectical varieties) 
and representations such as pepeha (tribal idioms), waiata (songs), whakataukī 
(proverbial colloquialisms) and many other forms of expression that give insight on 
past ecological states. Indeed, pūrākau embody growth, learning, and development 
(Henare, 2001; Hikuroa, 2017; Ware et al., 2018). By employing pūrākau as a 
method and building on the foundations of a strengths-based approach, we 
explicate the diverse interpretations of our participants and the meaning they create 
in their dialogic relationship with taonga species, te taiao and forestscapes, 
concluding that such meaning is necessary for the development of co-innovation 
approaches to improve and advance forest health, biosecurity systems and 
practices.  
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Māori Indigenous Knowledge Systems: Mātauranga Māori and the Biosecurity 
Interface 
 

There’s only a handful of scientists who have faith in what Māori do, part 
of that cultural and traditional practice that we had way back in the day. 
(Kaumātua) 

 
Māori oral traditions describe the discovery of Aotearoa|New Zealand in 750CE by 
the Polynesian explorer Kupe. Kupe was later followed by Toi and Whātonga, who 
arrived in 1000–1100CE and over the course of generations, the subsequent 
voyages and arrival of many waka (canoes) in 1350CE (Howe, 2003; Simmons, 
1976). Survival was difficult for our tīpuna (ancestors) on a land that contained 
foreign flora and fauna and where extreme weather patterns made it tough to grow 
the produce from the warmer climes of their origin (Kirch, 2000). However, a 
process of adaptation quickly ensued, founded upon the construction of a new set 
of knowledge through a lens of kinship with nature that has continued throughout 
the generations. For instance, the naming and categorisation of thousands of new 
varieties of flora and fauna resulted in the evolution of te reo Māori (the Māori 
language). New artforms emerged from the immersive specification and 
investigation of plants, animals, and landforms. Advancements in technology for 
housing and ocean voyaging transportation followed, as new encounters with a 
variety of woods led to the production of innovative tools and carving techniques. 
This newly formed knowledge has been referred to as Indigenous Knowledge (IK) 
or Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), but here we employ the term 
mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) to describe this intimate link and kinship 
bond. 

In the context of taonga species and biosecurity issues, mātauranga Māori is a 
large body of knowledge that details the successful and harmonious philosophy of 
preserving and conserving local environmental knowledge gained through 
‘experience-based understanding’ (Harmsworth & Warmenhoven, 2002, p. 9). This 
interconnected understanding transcends observed and learned concrete 
conceptions of the environment and incorporates wisdom that embraces traditional 
insights into cosmology, deity, spirituality and contemporary biodiversity ethics. 
While the term mātauranga Māori can be (and has been) employed to reflect a wide 
variety of knowledge, values, concepts, principles and practices that have been 
homogeneously accumulated by Māori, it is more suitable to consider mātauranga 
Māori discreetly within its distinct social group experiences, localised to specific 
iwi (tribes), hapū (sub-tribes), marae (communal sites of origin) and whānau 
(families) history and aspirations (Lambert & Mark-Shadbolt, 2021). Mātauranga 
Māori, therefore, becomes a knowledge system that binds people together through 
whakapapa (ancestry) and ahikāroa (ancestral occupation) connections. In this 
sense, specific iwi, hapū, marae, and whānau are seen as being acutely positioned 
to restore stability to intimately known regional sites via locally determined 
knowledge systems and approaches (Forster, 2019). Understanding the 
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interconnectedness of the knowledge held with respect to its cultural and spiritual 
significance provides intergenerational benefit and the progression of kaitiakitanga 
(stewardship) (Kennedy, 2017). Consequently, the potential exists for 
intergenerational knowledge preservation and ecological conservation aspirations 
to be fulfilled. Kaitiakitanga is an act of expressing the interdependency and 
reciprocity of all living things conveyed as ‘manaaki whenua, manaaki tangata’ – 
caring for the land results in caring for the people (Harmsworth & Awatere, 2013). 
This is exemplified in the ideology of a well-known whakataukī (proverb), a form 
of pūrākau, declaring: 
 

Te takahi i te tapu o Papatūanuku, 
Te takahi i te tapu o te Tangata. 
(If the sacredness of our Earth Mother is trampled, 
then the sacredness of people is also adversely affected.) (Wakefield et 
al., 2006) 

 
These pūrākau reinforce the belief that Māori cannot be separated from nature; but 
are, instead, direct descendants of Papatūānuku (Mother Earth) interacting to 
harmoniously exist as inextricable parts of the fabric of life (Henare, 2001; 
Harmsworth & Awatere, 2013).  

The notion of kaitiakitanga is a principle that describes the protection and 
preservation of ancestral lands and waters so that subsequent generations will have 
the capability and capacity to properly manage local taonga species and te taiao 
(Kennedy, 2017). Through this practical philosophy of environmental stewardship, 
iwi and hapū maintain a unique knowledge base that is often incorporated into 
storytelling and oral histories, referred to as pūrākau. These historical narratives are 
unique to each iwi and hapū and, when applied to biosecurity issues, add value to 
contemporary science practices and methodologies. Mātauranga Māori, and, more 
specifically, the comprehension of pūrākau, can enhance the production of new 
knowledge resulting in practices and outcomes that are relevant to taonga species 
and forest health when incorporated across the ecosystem (Lambert & Mark-
Shadbolt, 2021; Maclean et al., 2021). This was aptly defined as the ‘interface’ by 
Sir Mason Durie, who coined the term to describe two bodies of knowledge 
coming together (see Royal, cited in Rauika Mangai, 2020, p. 19). He attested: 
 

You can’t understand science through the tools of mātauranga Māori, and 
you can’t understand mātauranga Māori through the tools of science. 
They’re different bodies of knowledge, and if you try to see one through 
the eyes of the other, you mess it up. They might be aiming at the same 
thing but going there in different directions. (Royal, cited in Rauika 
Mangai, 2020, pp. 26–27) 

 
He further explained that this interface of research and the new knowledge created 
by this convergence is contingent on the following: 
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 Delivered by and relevant to Māori 
 Imperative that Māori scientists help shape science policy 
 Linked to Māori leadership, that builds capacity and sustainability 
 Addresses Māori priorities and aspirations that consider the past, present and 
future. 
 The criticality to move away from silos to cross-disciplinary integration 
frameworks, guided by Māori communities through active collaborations to lead to 
multiple knowledge pathways. (Durie, cited in Rauika Mangai, 2020, pp. 26–27) 

 
These points serve to identify that when fulfilling the aspirations of Māori in regard 
to biosecurity knowledge and, in particular, kauri dieback and myrtle rust, the 
‘interface’ necessitates a Māori-centric approach to the creation, development, and 
implementation of contemporary solutions for te taiao and forest health.  
 
Kauri Dieback and Myrtle Rust 
Kauri dieback is a disease caused by a microscopic organism, Phytophthora 
agathidicida. It infects kauri roots and damages the tissues that carry nutrients and 
water, consequently starving the tree to death. The fungi-like organism responsible 
for the disease resembles water mould or oomycetes belonging to the eukaryote 
supergroup Chromalveolata (Balm, 2017, p. 9). Myrtle Rust is a disease of plants 
in the Myrtaceae species caused by the pathogen Puccinia psidii. In Aotearoa|New 
Zealand, a number of plant species from the Myrtaceae have been explicitly 
identified as taonga species (e.g., Department of Conservation, 2006; Waitangi 
Tribunal, 2011), in particular, the importance of Pōhutukawa and Mānuka (the 
WAI 262 claim, Waitangi Tribunal, 2011) and other species that are considered 
nationally critical. However, all myrtaceous species (introduced and Indigenous) 
found in Aotearoa|New Zealand are considered to be potential hosts for myrtle rust 
(Balm, 2017).  

A study conducted by Ropata (2015) aimed to understand the knowledge and 
incursion response Māori consigned to kauri dieback and myrtle rust and its 
potential impact on taonga species. A culturally responsive approach to 
ascertaining how tangata whenua (local people) were actively responding to both 
pathogens was utilised. The participant Māori authorities and iwi organisations 
called for the priority establishment of a tāngata whenua identification rōpu (group) 
with the strategic approach to employ mātauranga Māori for managing any kauri 
dieback and myrtle rust invasions. Ropata (2015) concluded that: 
 

An early engagement approach to establish ongoing interactions between 
practitioners of kaitiakitanga (environmental stewards, guardians) and 
tāngata whenua [Indigenous] groups, land managers and research 
scientists should be initiated. This approach would enable the 
implementation of mahi (work) to survey, catalogue and monitor sentinel 
plants for their growth and health status. Tāngata whenua are very 
familiar with their land and any taonga species plants that are present in 
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their rohe (area) and can provide the local knowledge and expertise…. (p. 
71) 

 
An example that considers the findings of Ropata’s work is the Kauri Dieback 
Management Programme (KDMP), which was established to combat the disease in 
a collaborative venture that involves the Ministry of Primary Industries (MPI); 
Department of Conservation (DOC); Tāngata whenua from the region where kauri 
grows; and councils from the same region: Auckland Council, Northland Regional 
Council, Waikato Regional Council and Bay of Plenty Regional Council (Balm, 
2017, p. 11). To assist in mobilising the KDMP strategy, Kia Toitū he Kauri|Keep 
Kauri Standing, was formulated to manage the disease. The goals of the strategy 
are that, by 2024, 
 
 The mauri and integrity of kauri forests are sustained in the presence of kauri 
dieback. 
 Tāngata whenua, communities and stakeholders are all active in the 
management of Kauri dieback. (Balm, 2017, p. 11) 
 
The concept of mauri (indicated in bullet point 1) illustrates that the efficacy of 
kauri (and taonga species, plant or animal) is dependent on their physical and 
spiritual wellbeing. The inclusion and guidance of tāngata whenua, communities, 
and stakeholders (as indicated in bullet point 2) confirms the interdependence that 
Māori are responsible for that mauri. The responsibility referenced gives substance 
to the mauri connection required for flourishing to be achieved. For instance, the 
iwi of Te Roroa, who are kaitiaki of the Waipoua forest located in Northland, 
personify the trunk structures of kauri as the legs of the forest deity Tāne Mahuta, 
who was responsible for the separation of the primordial parents of humankind, 
Papatūānuku (Earth Mother) and Ranginui (Sky Father). This conviction 
symbolises that humans and flora have a common origin and that an 
acknowledgement of that personalised bond, permeated with mātauranga Māori – 
traditional rituals associated with gathering, use, longevity and eventual 
permanence, assist in maintaining the balance of mauri between Māori and taonga 
species.  

Tāngata whenua stakeholder analyses led to the supplementary monitoring of 
other species within the kauri forest, such as the environmental conditions for 
bordering waterscapes, assessments of sunlight intensities, behaviour modification 
of human activities and subsequent tree condition and forest health (Lambert et al., 
2018; Lambert & Mark-Shadbolt, 2021). In a collaborative co-innovation 
intervention with contemporary scientists, kaitiaki trialled whale oil made from 
ground whalebone and spermaceti as a potentially effective method for the healing 
of contaminated kauri trees based on the traditional relationship between tohorā 
(whales) and kauri (Harrison, 2018; Lawrence et al., 2019; Smith & Mark-
Shadbolt, 2020). This method is based on the pūrākau knowledge that originates 
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from the iwi of Ngāti Wai and Ngāti Hine (Northland) and speaks of kauri and 
tohorā as brothers, and children of Tāne Mahuta (forest deity). Kaumatua (elders) 
of those iwi have observed significant similarities in the whale coat and kauri bark. 
The rongoa-based whale ointment has shown less gum leakage on trunks and 
improved bark growth (pers. comm., Ashby, 2020). Supplementary traditional 
practices include rāhui: restrictive access management protocols that allow the 
recovery of land and means to increase mauri; tohu: signs that are attributed to 
behaviour changes of the environment as indications of health; Rongoa: traditional 
wellbeing therapies; and barrier protection in the form of companion planting and 
elimination of (pathogen) carrier plants (Lambert et al., 2018; Bradshaw et al., 
2020; Lambert & Mark-Shadbolt, 2021). 

Similarly, co-design and co-innovation techniques of mātauranga Māori have 
been used in response to myrtle rust. Lambert et al. (2018) reported that during the 
incursion of regional surveillance of myrtle rust, iwi involvement initiated effective 
and widespread management techniques that included the monitoring of taonga 
species highly vulnerable to myrtle rust. The surveillance involved the training of 
Māori technicians and resulted in the complete tangata whenua control of the 
monitoring of large areas of forest. Monitoring included mātauranga Māori 
conceptions consisting of weather patterns, bird behaviour (timing population, 
presence) and flowering that indicated issues of food reserves and time of harvest 
of culturally connected resources (Lambert et al., 2018), complemented by the 
enactment of rāhui previously mentioned.  

The interface of mātauranga Māori and science describes the potential of a co-
innovative approach that can enhance the value and diversity of contemporary 
science while holistically empowering the realisation of kaitiaki priorities 
concerning forest biosecurity practices and strategies. However, we vehemently 
support that the greater the effects of the proposed scientific exploration or impact 
on the kaitiaki relationship, the greater the involvement of tangata whenua as 
kaitaiki, to ensure that mauri (life force) for forest health to be maintained. If mauri 
can be sustained through appropriate mātauranga Māori integration, there is an 
increased and improved range of attributes in its applicability to iwi, hapū, marae, 
and whānau (Scion, 2017; Biological Heritage, 2018).  
 
Methodology and Participants 
Our quest to establish our participants’ interpretation of their tangible and 
intangible connections to taonga species and forestscapes necessitated the 
employment of Kaupapa Māori research, affording the most functional paradigm 
that acknowledges the multifaceted and diverse interpretations our participants 
contained of te taiao. Kaupapa Māori research takes for granted ‘what it means to 
be Māori’ and therefore is the best way in which to seek an understanding of local 
customary beliefs, values and experiences, specific and relevant to iwi, hapū, 
marae, and whānau aspirations (Smith, 1997). To reveal these experiences, the 
qualitative method of pūrākau (oral histories and narratives) was utilised. Through 
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a case study design, interviews were conducted to ascertain the pūrākau of invited 
individuals and groups to determine their ways of knowing and being regarding 
taonga species and biosecurity issues. 

Our participant selection process was framed by the kinship ties and principle of 
whakapapa; that is, each researcher conducted a set of interviews with participants 
based on familial affiliations and shared biosecurity interests. This methodology 
leveraged the principle of whanaungatanga, or the relationships established through 
kin and/or communal benefits, providing an avenue to access communities, 
knowledge and perspectives familiar to us. The definition of whakapapa as the 
‘genealogical descent of all living things from the gods to the present time’ 
(Barlow & Wineti, 2009, p. 173) expresses the juncture of these components of our 
methodology and establishes the basis for nurturing relationships between the 
researcher, the researched, and the research itself (Smith, 1997).  

A total of 73 participants were interviewed, with only one participant abstaining 
from anonymity. Table 1 below provides a very general description of the 
contributors who provided their pūrākau for this project.  
 
Table 1 
Participant Description 
 

PARTICIPANTS LOCATION 
1. Tā Mason Durie (n=1) Rangitāne, Ngāti Kauwhata, Ngāti Raukawa. 
2. Kānuka (n=3, siblings) Whareponga, Tūranga Nui a Kiwa 

(Gisborne) 
3. Te Mauri o te Kauri me te 
Ngahere (n=10) 

Hokianga (Waipoua forest), Te Hiku o Te 
Ika (Far North). 

4. Kaumātua (elders) (n=12) Muaūpoko. 
5. Rangatahi (youth) (n=30).  
Conducted in collaboration with 
UNICEF. 

NA 

6. Māori Emerging Scholars 
(MES) (n=7) Massey University. 

NA 

7. Rongoā (Māori medicine) 
Practitioners and Kaitiaki (n=6) 

Te Rohe Pōtae o Tawhiao (King Country) 

8. Taranaki Toa Taiao2 (n=4) Taranaki  
 

Note. Table outlining participants and associated details. 
 
The interviews were conducted kanohi-ki-te-kanohi (face-to-face) imperative in 
exhibiting the process of whanaungatanga – the building and maintaining of 
relationships. This traditional transmission of knowledge was central to capturing 
the views and opinions of our selected experts and key informants and deepening 
the contribution of the research to meet the aspirations of our participants. 
Additionally, we were cognisant that the knowledge shared by some of our 
participants was likely to have been disseminated through multiple generations, 
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heightening our sensitivity towards upholding the integrity of and the intent with 
which that knowledge is shared and, most importantly, disseminated. This 
knowledge becomes communally maintained and guarded (Walker et al., 2006) and 
adds additional layers of social responsibility that require the acknowledgement, 
respect, and maintenance of the mana of our participants and their communities. 
For example, it is evident that two groups are geographically identified as not-
applicable (NA). This was deemed more appropriate to protect those participants 
from feelings of being perceived as speaking on behalf of their specific hapū (sub-
tribe) and/or iwi (tribe). Hence, gathering localised data or iwi-specific information 
was managed and protected in a way consistent with Kaupapa Māori research 
processes and guidelines of ethicality (Smith, 2015). Via these mechanisms of 
transparency, manaakitanga and considerations for iwi variations, we were able to 
ensure that mātauranga pertaining to our participants’ traditional beliefs were 
protected as taonga. 
 
Results 
The pūrākau were collated from multiple individuals and focus group sources; 
hence, it was imperative that a robust method of analysis be adopted. This involved 
a wānanga (discussion) by the researchers and contributors to deliberate on the 
dataset collated (interview transcripts). This gave a more comprehensive and 
nuanced understanding of the captured narratives, while being able to enact a 
vigorous process of reflection that carefully navigated researcher bias. Although 
we recognise that our familial intimacy with the participants has the potential to 
create concerns regarding partiality, we unapologetically and vehemently support 
that whakapapa (ancestral), or kinship links were a vital factor in obtaining each of 
the respective pūrākau. Indeed, the validation of our findings was achieved through 
the theoretical assumptions based on our levels of whanaungatanga (engagement 
and relationships) with our respective and specific participant groups. That is, at a 
very intimate level, we were able to ensure that the pūrākau and experiences 
captured ‘would be very difficult to imagine out of thin air’ (Houkamau, 2006, p. 
118). Complemented with the specific literature in this field and our combined 
experience and expertise as Māori qualitative researchers, we were confident in our 
abilities to identify and organise the narratives into a set of agreed Māori concepts. 
These final themes are presented in this section. 
 
Ūkaipō/connecting to home 
 

If you become the taiao, the taiao will become you. (Te Mauri o te Kauri 
me te Ngahere) 

 
This quote is useful in introducing the participants’ perceptions and their 
experiences of forestscapes as being critical in maintaining both a tangible and 
intangible connection to the natural world that directly influenced their personal 
interpretations of identity. For example, 
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There are many ways of being Māori, yet connection to te taiao remains. 
All Māori, because of whakapapa are connected to te taiao. (Kanuka) 

 
This comment is reflective of the concept ūkaipō, which has an etymological 
description as ‘to be fed by the breast at night’ that expresses ‘the spiritual, 
emotional and physical nourishment that is given through the comfort and intimate 
relationship between the mother and child’ (see Dell, 2016). Symbolically, it 
illustrates how ‘land and people are viewed as carrying the same relationship, 
where land is the ūkaipō’ (Dell, 2016). Participant excerpts illustrate this notion: 
 

When you go out into the bush, you’re connecting back to Papatūānuku 
[the Earth Mother]…. It’s just a calm, peaceful environment where you 
find yourself. (Rangatahi) 
 
You feel a presence not only with our tīpuna, but you can feel the ngahere 
like the trees and that. I’m like talking to the trees, and, you know, you’re 
in there, you’re connecting … ’cause [trees] have their own spirit, they’re 
their own beings, you know…. It’s real, aye! (Taranaki) 
 
You know when you go back to a familiar person, and you’re like, ‘oh, 
I’ve missed you,’ but I didn’t realise how much I had I missed you. 
(MES) 

 
Additionally, a participant from Taranaki who is working in the ngahere articulated 
that their work in Australia, while secure and financially attractive ‘just didn’t fill 
the void anymore.’ When they were asked to clarify their pūrākau, they responded: 
 

Yeah, the void … of not being home, you know … just being amongst it 
all now, the environment. Now that I’m back, I’m in awe, really … yeah, 
within the presence of all the rākau, plants and everything. (Taranaki) 

 
These pūrākau illustrate a commonality to describe forestscapes in ways that were 
informed by incorporeal concepts and indicators, as one Kaumātua exemplified:  
 

Sensing the mauri [life force] of the ngahere needs to guide interactions 
with the bush. (Kaumātua) 

 
Sensing endorses a perspective that when Māori acquire an intimate connection 
with the natural world, this relationship can be recognised in a variety of 
metaphysical encounters. One participant described ngahere degradation as a direct 
corruption of mauri resulting in a ‘loss of taonga’ and continued that ’a part of 
ourselves is also lost’ (Rongoa). The word taonga implies both material (land, 
trees, flora) and immaterial entities such as mātauranga Māori information and 
knowledge – knowledge that may hold promising solutions to today’s problems. 
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This indicates the significance of having Kaupapa Māori based answers such as 
rāhui (ritual prohibition), which is inferred in the following pūrākau: 
 

If [the ngahere] is vibrant, its vibrance is beautiful, and when it’s a bit sad 
you can feel when it’s a bit sad … when I feel those times, I won’t spend 
a lot of time there, because for me that’s the time that the ngahere wants 
to be in its own state. (Rongoa) 

 
In this respect, when ‘the ngahere wants to be in its own state,’ a rāhui is the 
manifestation of a Māori principle that encourages the belief that the ngahere can 
heal itself. Certainly, community-based indicators can offer evidence to monitor 
the natural environment in a spiritual way that Māori comprehend, relate to and can 
interpret, and be realised tangibly. The monitoring of biodiversity, increasingly 
with indicators such as rāhui, offers the potential for engaging local Māori 
communities in the effort to protect and restore biodiversity and, consequently, 
contribute to the protection of Kauri and myrtle species extinction. 
 
Whakapapa kōrero/intergenerational knowledge dissemination 
 

It is important the next generation come home, [and] spend time at home, 
so they maintain connection with our particular ngahere and rākau. 
(Kaumātua) 

 
Many of our participants talked about the prolific nature of marae-based initiatives 
that encouraged discussions where whakapapa (genealogical connections) and 
maintaining tikanga (traditional practices), karakia (incantations), and kawa 
(rituals) are openly shared. These have also become common spaces that encourage 
and support intergenerational revitalisation efforts of localised knowledge systems 
and raise awareness regarding taonga species protection and biodiversity. As one 
kaumātua stated, ‘as I’ve gotten older[, …] environmental perspectives and issues 
have become more important for our rangatahi’ (Kaumātua). 

Environmental issues are one of the top four determinants affecting the mental 
health of rangatahi, alongside social media (technology), peer (and associated 
societal) pressure, and at-risk behaviour. Indeed, this was highlighted by a Massey 
Emerging Scholar who interpreted the weight of the current climate crisis by 
voicing, ‘I know it depends on me not to mess it up!’ Yet, a participant from the 
Kanuka rōpū (group) offered a more reassuring approach that suggested rangatahi 
have access to leadership and mentoring, and several groups expressed this with 
encouragement and optimism.  
 

We’re not thinking of us; we’re thinking of the future generations, ’cause 
it’s about leaving something for them, and if we can leave this beautiful 
taonga with a beautiful canopy that is a mixture of ngahere and historical 
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value, then that’s the end goal, you know. We share that, and they’re a 
part of that journey. (Taranaki) 

 
Participants from the Rongoa and Kanuka rōpū added: 
 

We take them to those places where we harvest from on the maunga and 
tell them the stories of the maunga, then. It gives them the validation 
because they can connect … because this is [their] tupuna. (Rongoa) 
 
At Whareponga School, the teachers used to take us in the bush, in the 
ngahere, for our science. (Kanuka) 

 
Mokopuna, tamariki and rangtahi all serve as strong motivators for pākeke (adults) 
and kaumātua to action processes that encourage the protection of taonga species 
and intergenerational transfer of knowledge. A kaumātua pūrākau reflected as 
follows:  
 

What can I do for my mokopuna? Well, I can give them the strength to be 
able to combat whatever it is they’re going to face, because I don’t know 
what kind of world it is going to be like for them. But, if I can instil in 
them some wairua stuff so that when they meet situations, they can deal 
with it well. (Kaumātua) 

 
These initiatives (re)affirm that to be immersed in nature creates an intimate 
connection with te taiao critical to child and youth mental health and wellbeing. 
Indeed, it was considered that the ngahere can facilitate ‘healing – it’s genuine 
healing [and] you see their change. So, to me, the answer’s in te taiao, like, I 
wholeheartedly, hand on heart, reckon that’s where it’s at’ (Taranaki). Such 
immersive educational experiences were described as an important antidote to the 
documented narrative that describes the difference between these generations in 
regard to informal opportunities to connect with nature. Thus, the ‘older 
generation’ of the participants viewed themselves as part of restoring this crucial 
aspect of reconnecting with te taiao as pertinent to intergenerational knowledge 
exchange and the broader wellbeing agenda for youth. As a Taranaki participant 
explains: 
 

I think, in today’s society, we’ve got to go back to some of those 
teachings of our old people. It’s the ngahere providing them a space in 
that, you know, the ngahere to help [rangatahi] grow. It’s reclaiming and 
regenerating their identity: our language comes from te taiao, from the 
sound of the ocean, the water, the birds, the trees. And, in Taranaki, our 
mita [dialect] is derived from that. (Taranaki) 

 
This provides a confident segue into our final theme of wairuatanga (spiritual 
wellbeing). 
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Wairuatanga/spiritual wellbeing 
 

If we’re intimately linked to the environment, which I think we are, then 
anything that denudes or degenerates that environment has an impact on 
the spirit of the people. For some people, watching the sun come up lifts 
the spirit. Watching the sun go down lifts the spirit. Seeing some stars 
shine at night lifts the spirit. Wairua is fed by the environment. (Tā 
Mason Durie) 

 
As has been argued throughout, science provides another way of understanding the 
natural world, yet the utility of mātauranga Māori and an understanding of the 
traditional principle of interconnectedness remains central to the solution of 
responding to the protection of taonga species and biodiversity. As a major 
component of this, wairuatanga must be considered essential to the 
interconnectedness between te taiao, ngahere, taonga species and human wellbeing, 
as described by Tā Mason’s pūrākau. This is explicitly supported by a kaumātua 
participant saying, ‘above all else, wairuatanga is the most important consideration 
for environmental sustainability’ (Kaumātua). Tā Mason Durie’s well-known 
model of hauora (health and wellbeing), Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie, 1994), is a 
useful explanation by which to interpret this theme.  

Briefly, taha wairua (spiritual health) is one component of Te Whare Tapa Wha 
model of hauora: a Māori concept of holistic health that involves the balance of 
four interconnected components of wellbeing: taha wairua (spiritual health), taha 
tinana (physical health), taha hinengaro (mental and emotional health), and taha 
whānau (family and social health). The four components, in their entirety, are 
likened to that of a ‘whare’ (house), with each wall (tapa wha) representing an 
aspect of wellbeing. Wellbeing cannot be achieved through just one aspect but 
rather by considering the interconnectedness and balance of all four. It is being 
applied here, as te taiao underpins each of the four dimensions of Te Whare Tapa 
Whā, that is, what affects the ngahere directly impacts human wellbeing. Indeed, 
‘when we get the oranga ki te whenua [health of the land], then we’ll be better; 
we’ll be healthy’ (Taranaki). The testimonies of participants describe this 
phenomenon of spiritual wellbeing: 
 

What I get from working in the ngahere…. It’s just helped me get my 
soul back to where it needs to be … a lot in terms of spirituality and 
connection to things. (Taranaki) 
 
We get to come home. We get to go into the bush and do some mahi … 
That’s really, like, it’s hugely massively soothing – you need it, and so 
there’s a balance. It’s just a reset: realignment. (Te Mauri o te Kauri me te 
Ngahere) 
 
I draw my spirituality and cultural identity from Papatūānuku. 
(Rangatahi) 
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The ngahere is a place of sustenance and renewal. (Te Mauri o te Kauri 
me te Ngahere) 
 
Rangatahi and adults, they’ve all experienced the same thing. They’re left 
feeling inspired and invigorated; wairua’s lifted. (Taranaki) 
 
Since I’ve been in this te taiao space, I’ve, I’ve seen genuine change in 
myself, which has assisted my family, and the whole wairua in and 
around my whare [home] is totally different. I don’t drink any more, and, 
for those that know me well, I was probably one of the bigger drinkers 
around, you know. It’s [this work’s] calmed me … calmed me right 
down. (Taranaki) 

 
The pūrākau shared indicate that the intimate connection that participants have 
with forestscapes encompasses the spiritual and emotional relationship between a 
mother feeding their baby (ūkaipō) and symbolic of the intrinsic connection to 
Papatūānuku (the earth mother), providing both a source of sustenance and a sense 
of belonging for whānau, hapū and iwi (Moewaka-Barnes et al., 2018). For 
instance, ūkaipō as an expression of the intangible connection to ngahere could 
also be interpreted as an example of Taha Wairua. In addition, the intergenerational 
exchange of knowledge could also be categorised as an act of taha wairua, as the 
interactions required to sustain specific local traditions, rituals and practices are a 
direct encouragement of wairuatanga. 
 
Discussion  
 

We don’t just focus on the kauri; we focus on the whole thing … so we 
have a whole forest approach to our thinking. (Kaumātua)  

 
As a result of the ongoing effect of colonisation, mass dispossession of whenua and 
deforestation, Māori have experienced a spiritual disconnect with the environment. 
To strengthen the link between understanding traditional relationships with 
forestscapes requires a multifaceted approach that acknowledges the wealth of 
Māori knowledge about the ecology and management of kauri dieback and myrtle 
rust, while recognising scientific method, that is, a holistic approach to looking 
after the ngahere that enables all forms of life, big and small, to be cared for. This 
requires a respectful dialogue between, and acknowledgement that, mātauranga 
Māori and western science are both important, and necessitates researchers who 
have knowledge of both, who understand the relevance of mātauranga Māori and 
who know when to use it (and not), which will contribute to best outcomes for 
Māori and others (Durie, in Rauika Māngai, 2020, pp. 26–27).  

The spiritual (re)connection the pūrākau have identified demonstrates a 
multifaceted interdependence that Māori maintain with te taiao and locations of 
geographical significance, contextualised within specific ‘place-based customary 
responsibilities and practices of Māori whose genealogical history connects them to 
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land, based on principles of reciprocity and the desire to maintain these 
relationships for future generations’ (McAllister et al., 2019, p. 3). Being in the 
ngahere and ‘connecting with the places of our tupuna’ highlighted the deep 
reverence, respect, and connection between the role and responsibilities of Māori 
and taonga species has (re)invigorated Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), 
which fosters Māori belief systems and values, ensuring that conservation efforts 
are culturally sustaining and effective. Consequently, the specific response is 
always commensurate to the change of ‘their’ (our) known ngahere and 
forestscapes. Additionally, taonga species and biosecurity issues have provided a 
means for geographically distant whānau to navigate safely feelings of alienation 
and disconnect, resulting in an increased sense of identity security and 
reaffirmation via an interpretation of Te Whare Tapa Wha model of hauora and 
holistic wellbeing (Durie, 1994). That is, any impact on the environment also 
impacts human beings, exemplifying the integrated nature of human and 
environmental health and wellbeing. 

Any immediate action that is needed has stimulated an approach where Māori 
have a strong sense of identifying ‘what is best’ for their whānau, marae, hapū and 
iwi, and are therefore situated to help raise awareness of the importance of 
conserving kauri and the dangers posed by kauri dieback and myrtle rust. Although 
we have emphasised ūkaipō, whakapapa kōrero, and wairuatanga as key principles, 
it is evident that these concepts may vary considerably between hapū and iwi 
because they are dependent on the nature of the taonga species and the history of 
the intimate relationships that each rohe maintains with their whenua. Regardless, 
mana whenua (the Māori with territorial rights) are best positioned to inform safe 
and sustainable resource development, illuminating opportunities for iwi 
leadership, and most notably to enact change that recognises the vital investment of 
mokopuna-, tamariki-, rangatahi- and taiohi-led initiatives. If western science can 
see benefits from early and ongoing involvement in incursion response or long-
term management of ngahere and pathogens in the form of reinforcements of 
cultural values (Wehi & Lord, 2017), this will undoubtedly result in an inspired 
common-sense ‘conservation ethic’ (Ngata-Aerengamate, 2020, p. 57). 
 
Conclusion  
 

My Koro would say [the ngahere] is the entrance of Tāne Māhuta, and 
this is where all humankind begins…. They had a lot of love and respect. 
(Kaumātua) 

 
The privilege that we felt in gathering the pūrākau from our participants highlights 
the relevance and intimate relationships that whānau, marae, hapū, and iwi have 
with their taonga species. By providing an insight into this symbiotic relationship, 
we hope to advance its role in strengthening the scientific comprehension and 
understanding of the existence and distribution of hostile pathogens. To assist in 
this process requires understanding of the opposition faced by Māori, as 



 50 

summarised by the participants of Te Mauri o te Kauri me te Ngahere, who 
identified several major obstructions in context of kauri dieback and myrtle rust 
behavioural change campaigns: 
 
 the ongoing threat and negative impact of introduced weed species, pests and 
predators on forest health 
 the general public’s sense of entitlement to recreation vs Māori perspectives of 
rāhui (protection and conservation) 
 lack of co-governance structures, policy and acknowledgement of Te Tiriti 
agreements. 
 
These are general concerns, however. The adoption of mātauranga Māori practices 
and the empowerment of values such as ūkaipō, whakapapa kōrerō and 
wairuatanga can result in meaningful community involvement and a greater chance 
for long-term success. For instance, in 2014, Te Urewera ceased to be a national 
park managed by the Department of Conservation but became a ‘legal entity with 
all the rights, powers, duties and liabilities of a legal person’ (Te Urewera Act, 
2014). Additionally, in 2017, the New Zealand parliament granted the Whanganui 
River legal personhood, thereby recognising the river as ‘an indivisible and living 
whole comprising the Whanganui River from the mountains to the sea’ (Te Awa 
Tupua: Whanganui River Claims Settlement Act, 2017). These examples 
demonstrate the tangible link between Māori and te taiao; hence, it is mana whenua 
who will determine the priorities.  

Mātauranga Māori is not something for the Crown to manage but should be 
seen as relevant in light of the WAI 262 claim and the work that has occurred 
across government organisations in advancing the ‘interface’ between mātauranga 
Māori and science. Our claim is not about whether mātauranga Māori should be 
regarded as science, but instead that relationships, and the mātauranga Māori 
associated with taonga species and biosecurity issues, be prioritised over the 
interests of research science and commerce. WAI 262 simply confirms mātauranga 
Māori as the symbiotic construct between people (alive and deceased), land, sea, 
wind, other environmental elements, flora and fauna, and the spiritual world. 
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Notes 

 
1. Emeritus Professor Sir Mason Durie (KNZM, ONZ, FRSNZ FRANZCP) is his full 

given title, however for this article we use the term Tā Mason Durie – Tā, translated as sir, 
knight. 

2. Toa Taiao, a contemporary conjoint term made up of two words: 1. toa: (adjective) be 
brave, bold, victorious, experienced, accomplished, adept, competent, skilful, and 2. taiao: 
(noun) world, earth, natural world, environment, nature, country. Combined, they describe 
a group of environmental champions or warriors.  
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