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Introduction 

1. My name is Jason Davis. I am of Te Whakatōhea, Ngai Tai and Te Whānau-ā-

Apanui descent. I was raised at Tōrere on the East Coast.  

 

2. I provide this evidence in relation to social and economic conditions experienced 

by my whānau and community, and the ways in which education, employment 

opportunities, and development of our Māori land against the odds have influenced 

my life and the prosperity of my whānau. 

 
3. My evidence addresses: 

a. My upbringing and schooling in a rural Māori community; 

b. Economic opportunities available to young people in Tōrere and the Eastern 

Bay of Plenty; 

c. My pathway into the Royal New Zealand Navy and later the oil and gas 

industry; 

d. The development of our whānau whenua from largely unproductive land 

into a successful farming and horticultural enterprise; and 

e. The social and economic challenges associated with Māori land ownership 

and intergenerational development. 

Whānau Background 

4. I was raised in Tōrere by my parents alongside my siblings. My father Mike Davis 

(farmer) and my mother Christina are from (Te Whakatōhea, Ngaitai, Ngāti 

Muriwai, Te Whānau A Apanui) My grandfather on my mother’s side was Claude 

Edwards and on my father’s side ….. This evidence is as much about my parents 

as it is about myself and our whānau. They worked extremely hard throughout my 

childhood. They undertook farm work, fencing contracting, and other labouring 

jobs to support our family while also developing our whānau land at Tōrere. 

 

5. From a young age I was involved in farm work and fencing. I have been helping 

with fencing work since I was around five years old. This work was physically 

demanding but taught me discipline, practical skills, and the importance of hard 

work. 
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6. By the age 14 I was in the shearing sheds. I earned funds for pocket money and 

developed self-reliance. 

 
7. Our whānau lived modestly, but my parents placed a strong emphasis on education, 

responsibility, and contributing to the wellbeing of the wider family. 

Education and Schooling 

8. I attended Kura kaupapa Māori during my primary schooling years. There was 

originally one total immersion Kura at […]  and then another bi-lingual Kura 

opened up by the Marae [….].  The Kura were small, two classrooms generally 

accommodating between 30 and 50 students with only a small number of teachers, 

a principal and another Kaiako. The students ages went from [5yr to….] 

 

9. Despite their size, the Kura and Kaiako provided a supportive learning 

environment. We regularly participated in inter-school sporting, cultural, and 

educational events with other schools throughout the district. We held our own as 

a small school. 

 
10. After primary school I transitioned to Ōpōtiki College. The move from a small rural 

Kura kaupapa environment into a larger mainstream secondary school was not 

difficult for me. I transitioned without any personal or character development 

issues. 

 
11. My father had maintained high expectations around education and behaviour of us 

kids. He consistently reinforced values of respect, discipline, self-responsibility, 

and perseverance. His approach was simple, if you did not understand something, 

then ask and if you still did not understand ask again. You were expected to ask for 

help and to learn and then put in the effort required to succeed. 

 
12. When I made the transition from Kura to Ōpōtiki College neither I nor my 

friends/relations who came through Kura kaupapa experienced any educational 

disadvantage as a result of our Māori-kaupapa schooling. My own experience was 

that the transition into mainstream education was straightforward. 
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13. At secondary school I became actively involved in leadership, sport, and cultural 

activities. I became Deputy Head Boy of Ōpōtiki College, captain of the First XV 

rugby team, and a member of kapa haka. 

 
14. These experiences strengthened my confidence, leadership skills, and sense of 

responsibility to my whānau and to others. 

Economic Opportunities for Young People 

15. During my teenage years there were limited employment and career opportunities 

visible within our community. 

 

16. Forestry was one of the few industries offering reasonably paid employment in the 

district. It was hard work and while that did not discourage us it was inconsistent. 

At the same time, many young people were exposed to gang influences and the 

economic activity associated with gangs. As young kids we saw who drove what 

cars and bikes, we instinctively knew where the funds came from.  

 
17. From my perspective as a young person growing up in Tōrere, the options appeared 

extremely limited, the Bush or the Gang. If young people wished to pursue broader 

opportunities and careers, many felt they needed to leave the Eastern Bay of Plenty 

District. 

 
18. Although I had been taught to respect education, and I did, when leaving school 

talk was about who would go on to university. I did not initially see university as 

the pathway for me. I preferred practical work and that education pathway of using 

one ability through creation and building to develop hands-on experience. 

Entry into the Royal New Zealand Navy 

19. A significant turning point came when representatives from the New Zealand 

Defence Force attended a careers day at Ōpōtiki College. The Defence persons who 

attended our school were personal from the Three-Armed Services. They had 

experience of service. We knew they knew what they were talking about and the 

options were real.  

 

20. Hearing about opportunities for travel, training, and professional development 

opened my eyes to possibilities that had not previously seemed available. A few of 
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us decided to enter the New Zealand Defence. It was a not a decision lightly made. 

I think I approached the Service person twice for advice. Which of the Armed 

forces to join. 

 

21. I rationalised the Army are ground troops, carry their gear bedroll weapons etc and 

sleep in the bush or sleep in barracks in the bush and that is where the majority of 

their time is spent, the Airforce basically flights take about four persons max so 

basically if you not one of the four you not going anywhere and the Navy, well you 

are on a ship going from port to port pulling right into the centre of the major cities 

of the country with 2-300 hundred of your crew members. Warm bed and meals 

every night and day. Therefore, after completing aptitude testing, I was accepted 

into the Royal New Zealand Navy. 

 
22. I served in the Navy for approximately seven years and trained as a Marine 

Electrical Engineer. Two pathways in engineering propulsion and electrical, I took 

electrical. 

 
23. The training I received was extensive and included both practical and academic 

components. I did my training at the Devenport Naval Base. In addition to my naval 

qualifications, I obtained electrical qualifications equivalent to those required in 

civilian industry. Ironically, I attended Auckland University as part of my taking 

course having pass Electrical qualifications at Auckland University. 

 
24. During my naval career I received the top academic award for Marine Engineering 

in my intake and later received the top award on my leadership and promotion 

course. 

 
25. These achievements reinforced for me that my Kura kaupapa education had 

prepared me well for both technical and academic learning. 

 
26. Looking back, my experience challenges the misconception that Māori-kaupapa 

education limits educational achievement or career opportunities. 
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Social Mobility Through Skills and Employment  

27. The Navy provided me with technical skills, discipline, leadership capability, and 

exposure to opportunities well beyond my home district of Ōpōtiki. 

 

28. The training and experience I gained enabled me when I was ready to transition 

from the Navy into civilian employment and eventually into the Australian oil and 

gas industry. 

 
29. I currently work in Western Australia on offshore oil rigs as an Electrical and 

Instrumentation Manager in the offshore oil and gas sector. Several of my Navy 

mates and from homework in various capacities in the same industry. (image). 

Another irony is that I avoided the ‘academic’ pathway choosing instead to work 

with ‘my hands’ and now I sit behind a desk and computer in an oil rig office.  

 
30. My career progression demonstrates the value of vocational pathways and trade-

based education in creating opportunities for Māori from rural communities. 

 
31. I must also add in various parts of the world racism and prejudice are well worn 

paths, in our industries we have no time for that. You can either do the job, or you 

can’t, and that is the only priority to work with your mates in mind, their health and 

safety as lives are at stake in our business. 

 
32. The income and career opportunities available through skilled employment have 

enabled me not only to support myself and my own family but also to contribute to 

the economic advancement of my wider whānau. 

Whānau Land Development 

33. My father obtained a long-term lease over approximately 49 hectares of whānau 

land. That was an exercise in perseverance and determination, to just achieve a 20 

x 20-year lease. The lessee prior to my father was a local Pakeha, who provided 

very small return of sorts. Basically, the land was not going anywhere, no progress, 

no development. My father added a significant sum to the yearly lease and therefore 

his siblings agreed to grant him the lease.    
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34. One of the biggest challenges was the condition of the land itself. When my 

father first obtained the lease, much of the property was underdeveloped. Areas 

were covered in gorse, scrub, and wetland. Considerable labour and investment 

were required before the land could be farmed productively.  

35. Through years of hard work, investment, and persistence, my parents transformed 

the property into a productive farming enterprise.  

 
36. The development occurred without government assistance. Without tribal funding 

assistance. No funding from the Rural Growth Fund. Improvements were funded 

progressively through family hard labour, earned income, and reinvestment of 

profits over many years. 

 
37. The first stage involved dry stock farming. Later, the family moved into kiwifruit 

production as opportunities emerged within the horticultural sector. 

 
38. Development of the kiwifruit orchard occurred in stages. My father funded and 

completed the first stage himself. As I progressed in my own career, I was able to 

contribute financially towards later expansions. 

 
39. Our investment decisions were motivated by a desire not merely to maintain the 

land, but to increase its productivity and create long-term opportunities for our 

whānau. 

 
40. The result was a significant increase in both the productivity and value of the land.  

 
Challenges in Developing Whānau Land 

41. While the development of our whānau land has ultimately been successful, that 

success did not come easily. Significant social, financial, and governance 

challenges had to be overcome over many years 

 

42. There was no large external investor, development company, or government-

funded programme driving the transformation. Progress depended on the 

willingness of our whānau to contribute labour, expertise, and income over many 

years. 
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43. Another major challenge was access to capital. The development of horticultural 

land requires substantial investment in fencing, drainage, infrastructure, posts, 

plants, irrigation, and ongoing maintenance. 

 
44. Unlike many commercial landowners, our whānau did not have ready access to 

significant funding. Development occurred incrementally as money became 

available. 

 
45. For example, when our kiwifruit orchard was established, some stages had to be 

delayed for several years while sufficient funds were accumulated. Materials were 

often purchased well in advance and stored until the next stage of development 

could be afforded. I want to provide one example, I purchased logs used for 

developing the kiwifruit farm, I got them at a good price, however they lay in the 

paddock for three years before we could afford to stand them up.  We had to wait 

3 years before we could use those logs, but we saved $20,000.00 dollars.  

 
46. This meant that economic development occurred much more slowly than it 

otherwise could have. However, it also meant that our whānau retained ownership 

and control of the development process and importantly did not run ourselves into 

debt and risk losing our land. 

 
47. My father funded the first stage almost entirely through his own efforts. Later 

stages were assisted by financial contributions from family members, including 

myself, after I had established my own career overseas. 

 
48. The ability of family members to contribute financially depended upon success 

outside the district. In my own case, it was employment gained through military 

training and later through the oil and gas industry that enabled me to contribute to 

expanding the orchard. In addition, we had a portion of land which is steep hillside. 

It was labour intensive but not much cost but my father planted that hillside in pines 

and they are ready soon.  

 
49. This illustrates an important point. Economic development on Māori land often 

depends upon the ability of whānau members to leave their communities, acquire 
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skills and income elsewhere, and reinvest those resources back into their ancestral 

lands. 

Governance and Succession Challenges 

50. Development was also complicated by the realities of Māori land ownership and 

governance. 

 

51. Decisions regarding the land involved multiple owners, beneficiaries, and family 

groups with different views about how the land should be used. 

 
52. My understanding is that when my father first sought to lease and develop the land, 

obtaining approval was not straightforward. Significant discussions occurred 

within the wider whānau before arrangements could be formalised. 

 
53. In our case, progress was possible because my father had sufficient support from 

members of the previous generation and because he was determined to see the 

development through. 

 
54. Over time, however, many of those family members passed away. As generations 

change, knowledge about earlier decisions can be lost. 

 
55. One challenge that has emerged is that younger generations are sometimes unaware 

of the discussions, agreements between their parents and sacrifices that enabled the 

development to occur in the first place. 

 
56. As a result, misunderstandings can develop regarding ownership interests, 

decision-making authority, and the reasons particular arrangements were adopted. 

 
57. In my view, this highlights a wider issue affecting many Māori land blocks. The 

loss of institutional and intergenerational knowledge can create tensions that may 

hinder future development and just as important infect relationships for generations 

with mistrust damaging whanaungatanga.  

Comparison with Other Māori Land Blocks 

58. Through observing neighbouring Māori land blocks, I have seen different 

development outcomes emerge depending on governance structures. 
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59. Some whānau in Tōrere have achieved significant success where responsibility has 

been clearly delegated outside the whānau to a separate management company and 

long-term planning has been possible. 

 

60. Other blocks have experienced considerable difficulty where there are large 

numbers of owners, competing priorities, and an inability to reach agreement on 

development decisions. 

 
61. In some cases, land that could potentially produce substantial economic returns 

remains underutilised because governance arrangements make decision-making 

difficult. 

 
62. In other cases, external investors have been brought in to undertake development 

because the owners themselves were unable to secure sufficient capital or collective 

agreement to proceed. 

 
63. While those arrangements may generate income for owners, they can also reduce 

direct whānau involvement in the operation and management of the land. 

Economic Development and Self-Determination 

64. My experience has shown me that Māori land can be highly productive when 

owners have secure tenure, strong leadership, access to capital, and the ability to 

make long-term decisions. 

 

65. The success of our orchard was not the result of a single investment or policy. It 

was the result of decades of sustained effort, family labour, financial sacrifice, and 

a commitment to improving the economic position of future generations. 

 
66. In my view, the greatest obstacle was not a lack of desire to develop the land. 

Rather, it was the practical challenges of funding development, maintaining family 

support over time, navigating collective ownership structures, and managing 

succession between generations. 

 
67. Despite those challenges, the development of our whenua has created employment, 

generated income, increased land value, and strengthened the economic foundation 

of our whānau. The land value with the orchid (green) under my father has 
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increased significantly. His siblings had faith in him to do the hard yards, so they 

gave him the lease, one person.  

 
68. It demonstrates the significant social and economic benefits that can arise when 

Māori communities are able to exercise effective control over their land and pursue 

development according to their own aspirations. 

31 Hōngongoi | July 2026 
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