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NGAA KOORERO TAUNAKI A MICHAEL SKERRETT E TAUTOKO
ANA | NGAA KOORERO A KATARAINA PIRIHIRA GAIL
SKERRETT-WHITE MO TE PAKIREEHUA HURINGA
AAHUARANGI

Teéna e te Taraipiunara:

A: THE WITNESS
1. My full name is Michael Skerrett.

2. I hail from Waihopai/Invercargill. My whanau can be traced back more than
800 years in Murihiku. | have dedicated my life to Murihiku Maori, and 1
am passionate about protecting the future of Ngai Tahu. I have served Ngai
Tahu as Upoko, Riinanga Chairperson, Te Riinanga representative, and was
the founding Manager of Te Ao Marama environmental service agency.

3. Since 1994, | have been the director of Murihiku Holdings Limited and
Waihopai Runaka Holdings since 2000. In 2013 I was awarded the Queen’s
Service Medal for services to Maori. To this day, I continue to be a kaitiaki
advocate for Murihiku whanau, championing the taiao, our taonga and our
iwi.

B: IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON DECLINING TITI STOCKS

I have spent decades observing the changes in the practice of the tit1 harvest
at Rakiura and have many thoughts to share on the impact of climate change
on the harvest.

5. | have seen seven decades of muttonbirding with no missed seasons since
1988. Typically, | have observed that one year in seven produces birds that
are very skinny or what we would call are “kihaka. As kaumatua we know
that several good years would be followed by a poor one. It is cyclical, but
has also become unpredictable.

6. I have witnessed first-hand the changes in harvest seasons over time. Our
last good year was probably four years ago in 2021. We also had good
harvest years in 2006 and 2007.

7. Last year was one of the worst years I have observed. In 2024, the tit1 were
many, but by far the bulk of them were very young and in poor condition. I
am convinced the terrible 2024 harvest was all to do with climate change
and global warming.

C: MUTTON-BIRDING - A CULTURAL HARVEST RIGHT

8. Mutton birds migrate from the northern hemisphere to the Titt Islands, near
Rakiura Stewart Island, to breed each year. A number of families with



ancestral connections to the islands harvest the chicks in April and May.
These whanau number between 300 to 500 members.

9. The mutton birders sell or trade their catches for the meat, and poor seasons
affect some families financially. It is costly for boat and helicopter transport
to and from the islands and for supplies for the season.

10. The iwi has been collecting titT every season for hundreds of years, but the
impact is tiny compared to the threat of climate change. What we do is so
little, our science tells us we harvest about 14 percent. That’s small when
you compare a farmer who harvests the bulk of their stock annually. The big
issue is climate change which is giving us a lot of strife.t

D: CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACT

11. I believe and this has been confirmed by scientists that the EI Nino weather
conditions are a major factor in the poor condition of titT stocks. The climate
patterns result in a drop-off in plankton production in the ocean. Small fish
including krill largely feed on plankton, and mutton birds feed on small fish
including krill. If EI Nifio is in the spring, they struggle to get to the
condition to breed, don’t lay so many eggs and they’re spread out. The bulk
of the parent birds leave by the middle of April and if they aren’t developed
enough, they’re not going to make it.

12.  It’s not rocket science, when the production of plankton suffers it follows
that the food chain suffers from it. It follows that different climate phases
and differences in diet impact on the mutton birds’ feeding habits. Poor diet
has been a factor connected to the poorer seasons. The whole success of the
season depends on the food supply.

E: OTAGO UNIVERSITY FINDINGS ON CULTURAL HARVEST
RIGHT

13. In 2006, scientists from the University of Otago conducted research on the
annual harvest. They estimated that 322 individuals visited the islands in the
2006 season. Birders were prevented from landing on the islands before 15
March in each season. Around 27% arrive about 15-18 March. A third stay
for the entire season. There is then a rapid rise in people present on the manu
from around 12-18 April as people arrive to set up their whare, workhouse
and manu for the rama. By 22 April all the birders are present. During the
nanao period of the annual harvest, which occurs from 1 April until mid-to-
late April, the chicks are extracted from the burrows during daylight. During
the rama period, from late April until mid-May, the chicks are captured at
night once enough have emerged from their burrows.

14, Birds fledge from some manu earlier than others (depending on
undergrowth, size of island, aspect and weather in a given season, so some
whanau depart again by 10 May while others remain until 20 May. Very
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approximately then, around 13,200 ‘person-days’ were spent by the birders
down on the islands in 2006. In past years stays on the island were much
more prolonged and the whanau travelled to and from the islands together.

Harvests of kaimoana gathered while on the islands was and remains an
important part of the diet of the birders throughout the season. Several of the
interviewees that have guided the Kia Mau Te Titi Mo Ake Tonu Atu (“Keep
the Titt Forever”) project has referred to the importance of the complete
experience of gathering kai while on the islands (not just gathering the tit1)
and how depletion of fish and shellfish (blackfoot paua, Haliotis iris) stocks
is making it increasingly difficult to “get a feed”.

Many of the islands have steep cliffs and there are few landing spots or safe
fishing spots for birders to use while on the island. Restoration in these few
sites would greatly increase the accessibility of the kai for the birders.
Currently around 15,800 Maori have rights to harvest titi. Best estimates
suggest that this will double by the year 2050 and most current birders are
actively teaching their children and grandchildren to maintain their tradition.

Most report their determination to continue to go to the islands even if recent
declines in t1tT abundance continue and further erode economic returns from
the harvest. We can expect ongoing increases in the number of people-days
spent on the islands and correspondingly increased demand for kaimoana
gathered there by the birders’ whanui.

KAITIAKITANGA

The Rakiura Titt Island Administering Body is currently working with
Manaaki Whenua - Landcare Research on mutton-bird research, which
involves tracking the birds. Our Ngai Tahu whanau are doing work to look
after the islands and the taonga on those islands.

We do a lot of that on our islands, looking after the grounds, making sure
we don’t bring rats with us and pests that harm the birds and their nests. We
also work with Councils, scientists and community groups to implement
policies and programmes that protect our taiao and our flora and fauna.

Management of birding is an important example of environmental
stewardship or kaitiakitanga, because the tit1 harvest represents the last of a
formerly widespread customary use of native birds that remains almost
entirely within the control of Maori.

I ténei ra, i te 10 0 Poutiiterangi 2025

Michael Skerrett
Te Kaiwhaki mo Wai 3346






