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Introduction 

1. Ko Shaun Awatere taku ingoa.  

2. I provide evidence as an expert witness with expertise in Māori climate 

adaptation and mitigation. 

3. I whakapapa to Te Whānau a Hinetapora (Ngāti Uepōhatu, Ngāti Porou). 

4. My professional background is as a resource economist and senior 

kairangahau at Manaaki Whenua—Landcare Research, a Crown 

Research Institute that undertakes research for the benefit of Aotearoa 

New Zealand while maintaining scientific independence.  

5. I am leading the Māori risk assessment for the next National Climate 

Change Risk Assessment due August 2026.  

6. In this Inquiry I address, specifically for Ngāti Uepōhatu and the Waiapu 

catchment, the physical, spiritual, cultural, social, health, and economic 

impacts of climate change—present and likely future.   

7. The scope includes severe storms and floods, sea-level rise, drought and 

other extremes; effects on ecosystems and indigenous biodiversity for 

which Māori are kaitiaki; and differential impacts on the Māori economy 

and Māori businesses across agriculture, forestry, horticulture, and 

fisheries.  

8. I also address whether Māori—including Ngāti Uepōhatu and Ngāti 

Porou—have been disproportionately affected, and how.  

9. My evidence summarises research (including reports and peer-reviewed 

work appended to the brief) that I am available to answer questions on.  

10. The overall frame is Te Ao Māori—grounded in whakapapa, kaitiakitanga, 

manaakitanga, and intergenerational responsibilities—and focused on the 

lived realities in Te Tairāwhiti.  

11. The intent is to situate contemporary climate risks within a longer 

structural history, to show how Crown land-use and emergency systems 
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shape vulnerability, and to highlight Māori leadership and solutions 

already in practice.  

12. In short, the questions before the Tribunal require attention to place 
(Waiapu), people (Ngāti Uepōhatu and wider Ngāti Porou), and policy 

architectures that either enable or constrain just adaptation.  

13. My core propositions are: climate risk in the Waiapu is intensified by 

historic deforestation and subsequent land-use settings; emergency and 

adaptation systems often fail to uphold tikanga and partnership; and 

Māori-led, Crown-enabled pathways exist and should be resourced and 

embedded. These notes track that logic across the catchment context, 

historical drivers, system failures, and a solutions agenda aligned to Māori 

values and domains of wellbeing. 

Waiapu Catchment and Historical / Structural Context 

14. The Waiapu catchment spans ~175,800 ha in the north of Te 

Tairāwhiti/East Coast, centred on Ruatōrea (population ~1500).  

15. The headwaters descend from Maunga Hikurangi (1752 m) and 

surrounding ranges (Aorangi, Wharekia, Taitai, Whanakao), with steep hill 

country (100–600 m) draining via the Mata and Tapuaeroa into the 

Waiapu Awa and on to the Pacific. 

16. The Waiapu river is the lifeblood of Ngāti Porou and Ngāti Uepōhatu and 

holds deep cultural and spiritual significance. Prior to large-scale 

clearance, at least 80% of the catchment was cloaked in native forest 

(podocarp–broadleaf and beech). 

17. From the 1890s, deforestation and pastoral conversion triggered marked 

erosion and sediment transfer, exacerbated by major floods and storms 

(notably 1916, 1918, 1938, and Cyclone Bola in 1988).  

18. The region is now among the most erosion-prone in Aotearoa and 

globally, with frequent flooding especially damaging lower floodplains and 

terraces from Ruatōrea to the river mouth.  

19. State responses included exotic forestry for erosion control beginning in 

the late 1960s, with large areas of pasture in the most eroded headwaters 



 

3 
 

(e.g., Tapuaeroa sub-catchment) converted to Pinus radiata through 

Crown acquisition and reforestation over the 1960s–80s.  

20. This history matters because it set the present baseline of high 
geomorphic instability, downstream sediment and debris risk, and a land-

use pattern that often sits awkwardly with Māori whenua in multiple 

ownership, tikanga obligations, and aspirations for diversified, 

regenerative land uses.  

21. These dynamics underpin today’s vulnerability profile: Māori communities 

clustered on or near floodplains; infrastructure exposure; and ongoing 

loss of keystone species and a decline in mauri as landscapes are 

repeatedly disturbed. 

22. The structural legacy is thus not only biophysical but institutional—where 

Crown policy logics of “stabilise via exotic forestry” intersect with 

Eurocentric notions of “productive” versus “unproductive” land, pressing 

whenua Māori into models that do not align with kaitiaki responsibilities or 

intergenerational goals. 

23. Understanding Waiapu’s geology, hydrology, and land-use trajectory is 

essential to assessing climate impacts, because contemporary extremes 

compound a long-running erosion regime seeded by historic deforestation 

and reinforced by subsequent policy choices.  

East Coast Forestry Project and Impacts on Māori Communities  

24. Following intense storm damage in the 1980s, the Crown launched the 

East Coast Forestry Project (1992) to subsidise tree cover—primarily fast-

growing Pinus radiata—on erosion-prone farmland.  

25. While intended to reduce erosion, on-the-ground practice often meant 

planting and later clear-felling to stream and river edges, leaving minimal 

riparian protection post-harvest and increasing downstream risk of 

sediment and debris.  

26. By 2018, concerns were widespread that increased clear-fell rates would 

amplify erosion and sediment transfer. 
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27. In the Waiapu, large areas of Māori land remain in multiple ownership, 

with much hill country used for pastoral farming (sheep/beef) and forestry, 

and significant undeveloped areas in shrubland and native forest.  

28. Many whānau live near or on floodplains. The cumulative effect has been 

a “lock-in” to monoculture forestry on land Crown policy long deemed 

“unproductive”, privileging extractive models over mātauranga-consistent 

land stewardship and diversified development.  

29. That classification framework was Eurocentric, overlooking customary 

values such as mahinga kai, rongoā, and the broader intergenerational 

ethic embedded in kaitiakitanga. 

30. For Ngāti Uepōhatu, negative externalities from forestry—erosion, 

sedimentation, slash—have been borne downstream, while lease income 

and limited control over operations constrain agency. 

31. The vulnerability is not only ecological but socio-economic: lower 

household incomes, higher unemployment, and diminished productivity 

prospects in an already erosion-intense landscape.  

32. The brief notes an estimate that if current practices continue, mean 

aggregate erosion could rise by ~41% by century’s end, intensifying an 

already severe baseline and prompting calls for stronger policy options to 

reduce erosion and its impacts on economy and ecosystems.  

33. The Crown’s historic approach prioritised sediment reduction through 

exotic forestry rather than Indigenous-attuned erosion mitigation, 

contributing to a degraded Waiapu Awa, loss and decline of mātauranga 

Māori, and diminished mauri.  

34. The upshot is disrupted relationships with whenua, reduced feasibility of 

alternative land uses (e.g., native afforestation, regenerative agriculture), 

and heightened exposure to climate-driven extremes.  

35. In this context, calls from Te Tairāwhiti—including Ngāti Uepōhatu—for 

an end to clear-felling on high-risk (red-zoned) erosion areas and for a 

transition toward native reforestation and culturally appropriate land use 

represent pragmatic, place-based adaptation demands.  
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Cyclone Gabrielle, Systematic Failures, Colonisation and Crown Settings 

36. Cyclone Gabrielle produced catastrophic flooding in Te Tairāwhiti.  

37. Modelling cited in the brief indicates rainfall intensities were about 30% 

higher due to anthropogenic climate change.  

38. In practice, Crown emergency systems did not consistently deliver timely 

or culturally grounded support; many Ngāti Uepōhatu communities in and 

around Ruatōrea were isolated and under-resourced for extended 

periods.  

39. Marae functioned as primary response hubs, activated through hapū/iwi 

tino rangatiratanga and manaakitanga rather than Crown initiative.  

40. These response realities sit within longer colonial legacies: multiply 

owned whenua encumbered by legal constraints that restrict 

development, insurance, or retreat options; decision-making frameworks 

that marginalise mātauranga Māori and place-based tohu; and 

emergency legislation and practice that do not embed tikanga, co-

governance, or hapū-led planning.  

41. Economically, Crown regulations and market mechanisms have 

entrenched disadvantages for whenua Māori—accessing capital, 

securing insurance, or participating in climate finance and emissions 

trading remains complex or inaccessible. 

42. Forestry has been promoted as an economic pathway for “unproductive” 

land, entrenching dependence on forestry income while externalising 

environmental risk. 

43. The ETS is identified as creating perverse incentives favouring 

monoculture, generating negative externalities (including slash), and 

providing weak support for mixed or regenerative development.  

44. Production forestry strategies that maximise log volume for export tend to 

favour clear-felling due to labour cost efficiencies; yet selective harvesting 

can help maintain intact riparian buffers and create opportunities for 

indigenous regeneration.  



 

6 
 

45. The brief argues for non-market, publicly funded approaches to correct 

market failures and support intergenerational hapū/iwi priorities—citing 

examples like One Billion Trees and the Kaipara Remediation as models 

that serve collective needs.  

46. Proposals such as a production-forest levy or industry-specific tax to 

internalise slash-related externalities are raised as options alongside 

better monitoring and enforcement.  

47. At the governance scale, the Crown’s devolution of adaptation 

responsibilities to local government—without commensurate funding or 

Te Tiriti-based accountability—has produced uneven, fragmented 

responses. Resource-constrained councils in Te Tairāwhiti struggle to 

partner meaningfully with hapū/iwi while meeting statutory tasks in land-

use control, infrastructure adaptation, and emergency planning. 

48. A Te Tiriti-consistent approach would mandate co-governance or 

partnership in regional adaptation frameworks and adequately support 

local and hapū/iwi institutions to lead.  

Māori Leadership and Solutions; Four Risk Domains; Closing 

49. The brief highlights Māori leadership already articulating coherent 

adaptation pathways.  

50. Kia Whakakorowai i a Papatūānuku— a pūkenga-grounded 

conceptualisation developed in part by Ngāti Porou researchers—

reframes flooding as a cleansing relational response to desecration, 

pointing to tikanga- and kaitiakitanga-based restoration of relationships 

with whenua as an adaptation compass.  

51. He Huringa Āhuarangi sets out a kaupapa Māori risk assessment model 

across natural resources, economy, wellbeing, and culture, centred on 

Māori values and suitable to inform Crown risk assessment and 

adaptation planning.  

52. From Te Tairāwhiti, concrete proposals include ending clear-fell forestry 

in red-zoned erosion-prone areas and transitioning to native reforestation 

and culturally appropriate land uses. 
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53. The brief then summarises climate risks facing Ngāti Uepōhatu and Māori 

generally across four domains:  

a. He Kura Taiao (Living Treasures)—projected warming and shifting 

precipitation threaten freshwater, terrestrial, and coastal-marine 

ecosystems; vulnerable flora/fauna face habitat loss, altered 

breeding cycles, and disease pressures; invasive species and 

browsing pests increase; wildfire risk rises; and post-event erosion 

smothers lowland wetlands and estuaries. 

b. Whakatipu Rawa (Māori Enterprise)—with over two-thirds of Māori 

businesses in the primary sector and over four-fifths of Māori land 

hilly-to-mountainous, exposure to landslides, drought, storms, and 

wildfire is high; Māori forestry, farming, horticulture and fisheries 

(including substantial Māori quota holdings) face yield, quality, and 

species-shift risks.  

c. He Oranga Tāngata (Healthy People)—Māori are expected to be 

disproportionately affected via direct (heatwaves, floods) and 

indirect (water scarcity/quality, infectious vectors, disrupted 

services, housing and livelihood stress, food insecurity) pathways; 

public health efforts need to focus where impacts will be greatest 

and reduce inequities, recognising health’s dependence on social-

economic stability and healthy natural systems.  

d. Ahurea Māori, Tikanga Māori (Culture and Practices)—sea-level 

rise and displacement risk interrupt transmission of language and 

lore; marae and urupā on exposed lands face damage; extremes 

disrupt cultural events; strategies are needed to future-proof cultural 

infrastructure and protect enduring cultural integrity.  

54. The brief’s through-line is clear: Māori-led, Crown-enabled strategies—

grounded in tikanga, mātauranga Māori, and place—should be prioritised 

with urgency. 

55. Embedding partnership, resourcing councils and hapū/iwi appropriately, 

correcting market failures, and aligning adaptation with Māori values are 

practical steps signalled here.  
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56. The Waiapu case shows why: historic deforestation and policy choices 

created today’s vulnerability; climate change is intensifying impacts; and 

Māori solutions are readily available and ready to scale whenever the 

system enables them. 

 

 




