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Introduction 

1. My name is Nepia James Tipene. 

 

2. I was born in Ōpōtiki. I am the twelfth out of 13 children. I was raised at 

Ōmarumutu in the Eastern Bay of Plenty, Ōpōtiki. My parents 

are Tāreha Te Moananui Tipene and Lily Reremoana Honatana/Johnson. 

 

3. Through my whakapapa I affiliate to all hapū of Whakatōhea. My great grandfather 

was Rangimātānuku (also known as Mākao). He was a signatory of the Te Tiriti o 

Waitangi at Ōmarumutu along with Āporotanga. 

 

4. Some of my tīpuna are Eru Ponaho, Porikapa, Wakahou amongst others, they 

appear on the 1874 Ngāti Muriwai register of Whakatōhea. I am the current Chair 

of Ngāti Muriwai hapū.  

 
5. Today I provide this evidence under the Whakatōhea iwi claim Wai 87. The matters 

of Socio-Economic deprivation affecting our tribe across all hapū is my focus, an 

overview as opposed to hapū specific. 

 
6. My career took me to a qualified Electrician, an amateur historian keeper of 

whakapapa and traditional knowledge from my elders, a band member, a tutor and 

now working in social and health environment.   

Background 

7. My start like most Māori families was atypical of being born into working-class 

physical labour families. My dad worked in sawmills, milling native trees and 

forests which surround the native forests of Hawkes Bay and of course the Kawerau 

Mill in the Bay of Plenty region. Working in these industries meant moving from 

Ōpōtiki in 1953 to work at Barryville and then Te Haroto. That is where I started 

school at five years old in 1955. 

 

8. The health services in these environments were often inadequate and, at times, 

unsafe. One example was my experience at Napier Hospital. I was admitted for an 

eye operation but, while receiving treatment, I contracted tuberculosis from a nurse 
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of all people. What should have been a relatively routine hospital stay turned into 

a prolonged ordeal, resulting in my being placed in isolation for two years. 

 
9. I must mention I have perused Mr Walzl reports1 Economic Development, Social 

Services and Cultural Impacts’ and found them very helpful.  The reports are a 

historical account that in many ways describe a 360-degree circle of social and 

economic deprivation without putting too harsh a focus on all the extremely good 

hard-working people who have changed their circumstances against the economic 

outgoing tide.  

 
10. I want to acknowledge those people I currently work with in the health sector, my 

wife and many others who work extremely hard with limited resources, in fact 

dwindling social resources, in an attempt to make a positive difference within our 

communities.  

 
11. The kaupapa of Māori social and economic statistics leading to our community 

deprivation is huge, far too large for my evidence brief. Mr Walzls reports 

amounting to 2,486 pages does not do the kaupapa justice in terms of the decades 

from pre-1840 to the present day. 

 
12. Returning to my upbringing, our family eventually moved back to Ōpōtiki in 1960. 

Because I had spent two years in isolation recovering from tuberculosis, I had 

missed a significant period of schooling although I continued my education through 

correspondence studies. As a result, I was placed in a class below my age group 

upon my return to school.  

 

13. Like most schoolboys of my age, my focus was not on having a set career in mind. 

I had very little career guidance in those early years.  Dad worked in sawmills and 

forestry, hard-working dangerous environments where the family had no idea 

whether Dad was going to be the unlucky one not to come home. The same high 

statistics applies today in the forestry industry. Three of my brothers worked in the 

same timber industry.  

 

 
1 Wai 1750, #A38 - ‘Economic Development, Social Services and Cultural Impacts’ Overview Report by Tony Walzl - Volume I: 1870-   

1930 #A038. 
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14. My introduction to the forest industry began early. During the school holidays. I 

would go to my brother’s place in Te Pōhue and work in the forestry planting 

saplings and pruning. That was hard labour. The number of Māori kids in those 

times in those forests was huge. I guess it is like what we see these days in Angola, 

kids scratching for cobalt in the mines.  

 
15. Of course, to us it was a day out in the fresh air and bush and earning some good 

pocket money, no comparison to a cobalt mine.  

There had to be a better way 

16. I saw a guitar at a shop in Ōpōtiki costing $86.00, so I worked two weeks in August 

holidays and earned exactly that amount and purchased my first guitar. 

 

17. Music was a big part of our family life and from the age of 11. I had my first band 

with borrowed instruments and today I play in four bands. The co-Chair of our 

Ngāti Muriwai hapū was our drummer then. My son also forms part of our band 

 

18. I was a member of the Ngā Pōtiki Youth Club kapa haka group which gave me a 

sense of belonging. That cultural exposure and influence were so important to my 

sense of self and of course identity. 

 
19. At that time, in 1968, I was roaming aimlessly, like many young Māori. My school 

careers adviser thought that my technical drawing skills, together with my 

mathematics and English, were sufficient for me to consider a career as a 

draughtsman. 

 
20. Joe Te Maipi, a well-known figure in Whakatōhea and Ōpōtiki worked for the 

Māori Affairs Department. He arrived at Ōpōtiki College and gave us an academic 

test of various core subjects which I passed. I was selected to go to Auckland 

Technical Institute to do a one-year Electrical course. I stayed at Owens Rd Hostel 

in Mt Eden.  

 
21. The hostel housed about 30 fresh-faced country Māori boys. We were provided 

with healthy meals, prepared our own lunches, received spiritual guidance, enjoyed 

daily hot showers, and had access to sporting facilities. The environment was safe 
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and familiar, and it provided us with a structured and supportive place to learn and 

develop. 

 
22. There were other hostels, Gillies Rd and Dommett Rd housing other Māori students 

of which our rugby rivalry was like a tribal battle. 

 
23. The scheme was part of the Trade Training Scheme. It provided us with a full tool 

kit, and an annual Auckland Regional Authority (ARA) bus pass all paid for from 

our pay of $14.00 of which board was also deducted leaving us with $1.00 spending 

money. No extras from that allowance. 

 
24. My first impression of Aucklanders while standing outside the Civic Theatre was 

shock, as I could not understand why everyone was in such a hurry with no smiles; 

hence I coined the phrase ’five to eighters’. 

 
25. Our training was delivered at the Auckland Technical Institute (ATI), where we 

studied for the First Qualifying Electrical Examination. The course included 

practical wiring, electrical regulations, and English, while laboratory work was 

undertaken at the University of Auckland. 

 

26. During the holiday breaks, I worked with the Ministry of Works, which at that time 

was a State-owned department. basically changing light bulbs in the New Market 

flyover. We gained practical electrical skills safety, every day developing our level 

of capacity in this industry. I say changing light bulbs without diminishing the fact 

that handling electricity is a very dangerous business if your level of concentration 

is low and don’t learn quickly.   

 
27. At Hellaby’s Meat Works in Otahuhu I was in the midst of one of the largest export 

businesses in the country. Hundreds if not thousands of workers, Māori and Pākehā 

alike, I saw in those meat processing plants. The noise alone working on the meat 

chains was deafening.  

 
28. At the end of the year, I was placed with Amalgamated Brick and Pipe Ltd and 

Crown Lynn Potteries in New Lynn. 
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29. I became a qualified electrician in 1972. I was then employed at New Zealand 

Motor Bodies as sole electrician repairing and maintaining MIG and TIG welders. 

 
30. It was also the year that I married Ann Greatorex, and the arrival of our two boys 

came in 1974 and 1976. 

 

31. I then worked for Harding Signals Pty Ltd, installing and servicing traffic light 

systems throughout the greater Auckland region. Later I was working for Elevators 

Pty servicing elevators and escalators in various medium and high rise building in 

Auckland. 

 
32. By 1978, we decided to move back home to Ōpōtiki. Our focus was for our children 

to be brought up in Ōpōtiki. 

 
33. I started work at the Ōpōtiki Dairy Association [ODA] as an Electrical 

Refrigeration Engineer. I was charged with refrigerating all farm vats with the aim 

of facilitating economical tanker pick-ups known as ‘skip-a-day’. 

 
34. 1987 saw the amalgamation of Te Puke Co-operative Dairy Company, Rangitaiki 

Plains Dairy Company, and the Ōpōtiki Dairy Association to form Bay Milk 

Products. I was then transferred to Edgecumbe as their ‘Farm Vat Refrigeration 

manager with the impending closure of ODA. 

 
35. However, at 2.20 p.m. on 2 March 1987, the Edgecumbe earthquake severely 

damaged Bay Milk Products' infrastructure. As a result, the closure of the Ōpōtiki 

Dairy Association was postponed, giving it a reprieve for several more years. 

 
36. However, the milk had to be redirected to other dairy companies, such as Te Rapa 

and Hāwera, while the insurance company and the Board worked through plans for 

rebuilding the factory and determining its future operations and product lines. 

 
37. In 1990 we moved to Tauranga and bought a roast meat sandwich and rolls shop 

known as Paddy’ Lunch Bar and sold that in 1995. 

 
38. I became the Senior Tutor for the performing arts programme, Ngā Mahi-a-Rēhia, 

at the Bay of Plenty Polytechnic. 
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39. Ngā Mahi-a-Rēhia specifically targeted children, young people, and adults who 

had slipped through the education system and had often been labelled by teachers 

or even family members as ‘good-for-nothing’ or ‘hopeless’. 

 
40. We used the performing arts as a means of encouraging creativity and recognising 

the diverse ways in which people learn whether through visual, auditory, reading 

and writing, kinesthetic approaches, or a combination of these learning styles. 

 Pre apprentice trade training scheme  

41. I was fortunate to be selected for the Pre-Apprentice Electrical Wiring Course in 

1969, a programme introduced by the Department of Māori Affairs in 1959. The 

scheme was initially, for builders only but further expanding into other trades over 

the years. 

 

42. The demise of this scheme came in 1989 with the change of Department of Māori 

Affairs to Te Puni Kokiri. That change would be one of the worst policy changes 

for the education of young Māori youth, male and female. 

 
43. My cynical side suggests that perhaps the scheme proved too successful in 

providing Māori youth with opportunities to gain trade qualifications and 

contribute meaningfully to the growth of this country and its economy. The cost of 

removing such a positive contribution to our local and national economy was not 

weighed up against the social impact unemployment and unskilled Māori youth 

would cost in the long run to the National economy and really importantly the 

social and health burden placed directly on the whānau and local service providers 

coping with the negatively geared social statistic’s. 

 
44. Although I consider my parents, Ōpōtiki College, the youth club and friends as 

giving me a good grounding in life I believe that the Māori Trade training scheme 

contributed further by giving me the discipline to work in a structured building 

industry working with various other skilled persons and eventually moving to take 

on management roles. These skills are absolutely required to enter the real world. 
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45. Meeting boys of the same age and from similar rural backgrounds gave me a strong 

sense of belonging. Together, we navigated the pitfalls and benefits of city life, 

learning from one another as we adjusted to a new environment. 

 
46. I learned valuable life skills, including budgeting, completing tax returns, and using 

public transport. I also embraced the hostel's rules and routines, which helped instil 

discipline, responsibility, and independence. 

 
47. Te Tāwharau o te Whakatōhea could reintroduce a similar trade training scheme as 

an incentive for the creation of a ‘Trade Hub’ providing a central call centre for all 

trades e.g. electrical, plumbing, mechanical, painter paperhangers, bricklayers, 

carpenters, cabinet makers, fitter and turners, welders etc.  It has been a desire of 

mine for such schemes to be resourced by the Iwi and Crown Agencies and with 

us older tradespersons contributing our knowledge and practicum skills. I have 

always thought Ngāti Muriwai members were well placed to initiate such a 

programme having a wide network and skill base.  

Ōpōtiki Social Issues, Economic Development & Cultural Impacts 

48. Nearly 30 years ago, the Department of Social Welfare, working in conjunction 

with the Crime Prevention Unit and the Ōpōtiki District Council led a project to 

address a number of issues that affected the people of Ōpōtiki, at that time 

numbering 8,000 in the greater Ōpōtiki area. The initiative was known as the 

Ōpōtiki Development Project. 

 

49. It established that 30% of the population at that time were receiving income support 

for a period of more than 6 months and associated this high level of welfare 

dependency on: poor health and educational performance, lack of housing, poverty, 

dysfunctional family relations and criminal offending. 

 
50. A long-term initiative model was developed following the gathering of information 

through a consultation process. 

 
51. The Department of Social Welfare (DSW) successfully brought together six central 

government agencies, which agreed to co-fund the implementation of the model in 

1997. 
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52. Ongoing funding was sought to ensure the initiative had a three-year establishment 

period. 

 
53. Through extensive identification of important information gathered through the 

consultation process it revealed the impact of the marijuana industry on the 

community, the impact of long-term dependency on people’s lives and the 

availability of self-sufficient living through hunting and fishing. 

 
54. At that time, the loss of employment resulting from the closure of the Bacon 

Factory, Knowle Gwyllam's fishing operation, Knowle's Bakery, Stresscrete 

Precast Power Poles, the Bay of Plenty Electric Power Board, the Skewer Factory, 

the Milk Plant, the Whakatōhea Textile Factory, the Boot Factory, and the Dairy 

Factory all contributed to the decline of the local economy and the growing levels 

of social and economic dependency within the community. 

 Housing and Impact of Local Economic Development 

55. The government’s injection of funding into the town’s library, mussel farm and the 

harbour seawall has had a dramatic effect on the local housing market.  Setting 

aside the economic benefit of such development, coupled with the Tenancy laws 

where upgrades of rental properties to meet healthy homes standards are required 

has increased housing costs. 

 

56. This effectively increased rental costs and, in turn, drove up house values, resulting 

in the displacement of many tenants. At the same time, landlords were able to sell 

into a strong seller's market, further reducing the availability of rental housing and 

contributing to a housing shortage. Whānau such as mine, who have managed to 

retain the family home in Ōpōtiki, are now the exception rather than the norm. 

 
57. The housing problem is therefore very real. However, community organisations 

such as Whakaatu Whanaunga Trust have played an important role in addressing 

the housing shortage through the building of transitional housing. 

 
58. I wish to outline in bullet point form some of the areas which have impacted on our 

local Eastern Bay economy.   
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 The Whakatōhea Mussel Farm has been developed 

 The Harbour Sea Wall has been built 

 Whakatōhea have received their settlement claim. 

 Marijuana has been overshadowed by the drug ‘P’. 

 Unemployment today is at 10.7% [5.3%] 

 Population 2025 10,300 [5,423,700] 

 Population Māori 6,678 [887,493] 

 Adults post-school qualification 49.7% [54%] 

 Own home 69.2% [66%] 

 Landlords prefer to sell their properties rather than upgrade 

 Rental properties being sold due to the infrastructure investments 

 Whakaatu Whanaunga 3-year battle transitional housing 

Employment 

 Employment opportunities in Ōpōtiki are mainly seasonal.  

 Horticulture and mussel harvesting attract RSE [recognised seasonal 

employees] from overseas. 

 Local unemployed find no incentive to do seasonal work because once the 

season ends there is a stand down period before their benefit is reinstated. 
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