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I Moses Richard Witehira (Blandy Witehira) of Ngati Tawake, Patukeha, Ngati Kuta and 
Ngarere Raumati say, 

1. I am the brother of one of the founding Trustees of Motu Kokako Ahuwhenua 
Trust (“the Trust”). 

2. I volunteer my time as kaimahi to my hapu Patukeha. 

3. My evidence is based on my personal dealings, experiences and observations 
associated with Motu Kokako. 

Mana Whenua / Mana Moana 

4. My direct tribal affiliations are Ngapuhi, Whakatohea and Tainui. 

5. My turangawaewae are: Ngaitawake ki Mataraua and Te Rawhiti. 

6. My marae are Ngaitawake, Kaingahoa me Te Rawhiti. 

7. My waka is Ngatokimatawhaorua. 

8. My sacred mountains are Moengaroa ki Mataraua me Rakaumangamanga nga 
pou o te whare tapu o Ngapuhi ki Te Rawhiti. 

9. My tupuna is Moka Kainamataa, teina to his brothers, Whararahi, and Rewa 
nga Rangatira o Ngapuhi he hina te Whakaputanga me Te Tiriti. 

10. I am uri and great great grandson to Moka Kaiamataa. 

11. My rohe mana moana for this claim is: Taupiri Nui to the south, up to Motu 
Kokako to the north east, across to Tikitiki to the north, then back to Tapeka to 
the west. 

12. These boundaries were identified and established by our tupuna during their 
time around the year 1825. They gifted the knowledge of this sacred identity 
through tribal loyalty, to provide for generations to come. My whaia explained it 
this way: Our tupuna knew our people were moving rapidly into a new world 
dominated by technology and potential benefits for our people. The three 
brothers Whararahi, Rewa & Moka were the rangatira in those days. They had 
the power, but they knew our world would change significantly.  They set these 
boundaries through conquest to provide for whanau uri, like me, in the ‘new 
world’. 

13. While we acknowledge the whakapapa connections with other hapu and iwi 
such as Ngati Wai, Ngati Reihia, Ngati Torohina, Kapotai, Ngati Manu, Ngati 
Hine and Ngati Rahiri, we, te Patukeha and Ngati Kuta declare our mana over 
this area along with the customary role of ahi kaa and kai tiaki through tikanga. 
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Background 

14. I was born at Kawakawa hospital on the 28th of December 1951, the seventh 
child of eleven siblings. 

15. My matua name is Tauahika (Kiro) Witehira of Ngai Tawke ki Mataraua where I 
was raised as a child. My whaia name is Te Aroha Ahitapu Witehira from Te 
Rawhiti who was tomo to my matua by kaumatua of that time to “re-connect the 
vine”. 

16. My knowledge was gained through my whaia Te Aroha who was raised by her 
grandfather Rewiri Ahitapu, the grandson of Moka Kaiamataa, Ringa Pita 
Witehira aku tuakina and Karani (Ching) Rewha a kaumatua of Ngati Kuta. 

17. I returned home to Te Rawhiti in 1994 after being discharged from Special 
Service List NZ Army, and having had several vocations mainly as a Railway 
Locomotive Engineer and Owner Driver. 

18. I am now employed as a contractor to Nga Whenua Rahui as a Bio-Diversity 
Ranger specialising in field auditing of pest control contractors. I have taken 
leave to undertake and prepare for the Wai 1140 and Wai 2022 claims and 
other Patukeha initiatives.  

Interactions with Motu Kokako 

19. I was well aware of the animosity within Patukeha regarding the access through 
Motu Kokako by tourism operators with one of their boats having capacity of 
225 passengers with no return back to the shareholders.  

20. This has been made worse by the operators using our traditional stories without 
permission and making up others to sell to tourists, including some about our 
so-called ancestors. This was derogatory to our ancestors and caused the old 
people a lot of distress. 

21. My tuakana Ringa was a Trustee since the Trust’s inception in 1988.  He 
constantly spoke on the frustrations of Kings Tours, the Court case, the 
unrealistic time of seven days issued by the Court for the Trustees to bring back 
evidence the Judge ordered and the laws that Kings hid behind to justify its 
position. 

22. My passion grew as I learned more about this icon, recognised as one of the 
top four tourist attractions within NZ. I was interested in Ringa’s korero about 
taking a group of scientists up Motu Kokako in 1982 to examine the bio-diversity 
values. 

23. My passion was further fuelled by the stories told to me by Karani Rewha on the 
“mutton bird expeditions” undertaken yearly, the challenges of climbing the 
moutere with nothing more than faith in karakia said prior to the climb and the 
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ability to withstand heights and dangers that accompanied these expeditions, 
with the joy of gathering kai to bring home to distribute to whanau.  

24. The last known expedition I am aware of was to Motu Kokako to collect mutton 
birds in 1989. 

25. Unfortunately I never experienced this customary practice. 

26. In 1994 when I first returned home to live, I went out with my tuakana and my 
whaia fishing around the moutere where squalls of fish, maumau, and kahawai 
were abundant. It was a fine day with mirror-calm seas. 

27. My whaia and tuakana showed me the significant areas around the moutere, 
including the “cathedral”. They showed me: 

a) Where Nga waka o nga tupuna mai Hawaiki backed into, and the people 
undertook their rituals and karakia; 

b) Where Tirehu (the bailer) from Mataatua was thrown overboard as they 
had found the promised land; 

c) Where Captain James Cook was met by waka fishing around the moutere 
with nets over two mile long from which they threw fish onto the deck of 
HMS Endeavour in 1769; and 

d) How young warriors swam from Otuwhanga to the tribal path to the tihi o 
Motu Kokako and where they climbed to gather the prized feathers of the 
kokako to adorn their korowai. 

28. My passion was at a point of explosion when after that night’s sleep I decided to 
make the climb. I was advised to wait for the right winds (south westerly), get off 
around 6am when the sea is normally at its calmest and be back down before 
10am as the seas would start picking up.  

29. After a great deal of anxiety waiting for the right conditions, the time arrived. I 
lost count of the number of prayers I said to myself even though I’m not an 
overly religious person.  

30. I had my cousin Ivan Snowden who was a water taxi driver drop me off. 

31. The moment I stepped onto the moutere a significant calming wairua became 
me. I experience that wairua each time I step onto the moutere.  

32. I made my way up the ancient tribal path, making my way to the top, and 
climbed what I call the “pinnacles” where I presume Te Kemara said his 
karakia. What an awesome sight. I felt like Christopher Columbus discovering a 
new land. It was alive with birds. I then made my way and sat at the extreme 
top and pinched myself to make sure it wasn’t a dream, to give thanks to Ihoa 
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for delivering me safely to the top, to acknowledge my whakapapa to the 
wonderful place for I was indeed a lucky man. 

33. I looked down and cursed the full loads of tour boats going through the hole. 

34. I fell asleep in a world of bliss, to be awoken by a blast below from my cousin 
Ivan. 

35. I made a hasty retreat to the bottom as time was running out and I could feel the 
change in the air and observed the seas below starting to rise. 

36. I managed to leave safely and again lost count of the prayers I repeated for my 
safe return and experience of a lifetime. 

37. I made an effort from that day on to climb the moutere at least once a year, only 
failing to do so twice. 

38. I have since had the privilege of taking Richard Parish, a DOC scientist, up the 
moutere to undertake bio-diversity base line surveys. I found his work extremely 
interesting which ignited a will within me to follow the same kind of work which I 
do now. It is a unique island I was told; a good example of outer islands which 
replicate how early NZ was first formed. 

Actions as a Trustee 

39. In 2008 I was encouraged by my whanau to seek a Trustee position on the 
Trust Board. I immediately accepted the challenge determined to address the 
unfair position the Trust was in regarding the tour operators. I was elected to 
the board. 

40. One of my first tasks as a Trustee was to research the shareholding schedule, 
and I noted there were no Ngati Kuta shareholders.  

41. How, I wondered, was a resident hapu disconnected from this moutere of high 
importance to Ngapuhi? 

42. My assessment leads me to believe that the establishment of the Native Land 
Act in 1865 took the mana of the hapu away and placed it into the hands of 
individuals.  

43. This was a sure recipe to pit one against the other: to divide and rule the Maori 
people; to give the Crown the ability to identify owners; to rate and tax them off 
their lands, to encourage people to sell their lands and to alienate whanau and 
hapu from their lands. No land, no mana, reduced to slave status. 

44. When I look back at those days pre-1840 we were indeed a wealthy people in 
terms of how we saw our world. Kai a plenty, tiaki of our lands that produced 
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and sustained our way of life. Our own Lore that ensured direction and justice 
through tikanga. 

45. That all came to an end after the signing of Te Tiriti. Look at our people now, 
the negative statistics speak for themselves. 

46.  Little did I know that the issue regarding shareholding and administration of 
“The Maori Land Court” would impact on the Trust severely in later years. 

47. Our first task was to engage with the current tour operators going through our 
moutere. 

48. The Trust were taken on a trip “down the garden path” for around three years by 
the existing tour operators utilising our taonga to generate millions for 
themselves. 

49. Our finances were running low, and it came apparent that if we wanted to 
continue the fight we needed revenue. 

A new initiative 

50. I approached my fellow Trustees with a proposal to bring in tourists to the top of 
Motu Kokako by helicopter.  

51. After regaining their composure, I explained that we would not only need 
revenue, but we needed to send a signal that “The Trust is willing to do 
business with anyone who will treat us as equals”. I knew the challenges we 
faced. The need to ensure the bio-diversity values and the unique topography 
of the moutere was not compromised in any way, with the need to get 
shareholders approval. 

52. The Trust entered into discussions with Salt Air in Paihia. 

53. Rau Hoskins, a fellow Trustee and top architect, and I were tasked to provide 
information to the Trustees to alleviate these concerns.  

54. My focus was on bio-diversity values. I am skilled and qualified in that field and 
brought together a team of two other Rangers from DOC Kerikeri Area Office, 
Steve McManus, Angela Newport and rodent dog Cody. 

55. We landed on the island on the 20th February 2012 with a Civil Engineer and 
Rau in tow.  

56. On landing, Cody was not interested in anything, a good sign, meaning there 
were no rodents. We set about doing base line surveys, identifying the bio-
diversity values. We actively sought invertebrates and observed pacific gecko, 
Amborhytida Snails, and shore skinks in healthy numbers.  We identified 
komako, an endangered native manu. 
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57. We left behind 3 tracking tunnels to decipher on a further return. 

58. The consensus of the team that did the biodiversity studies was that Motu 
Kokako was a very healthy environment with high bio-diversity values. 

59. I considered this an added attraction to any product we might enter into 
regarding tourism. 

60. The advice of the civil engineer was minimal disturbance to the area and advice 
that to protect the bush floor, a board walk be put in. 

61. Having been satisfied with those reports, the Board then called an AGM to seek 
approval from shareholders to go ahead. A unanimous vote of approval was 
received. 

62. The Trust then signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Salt Air and 
entered into a Joint Venture, and work began on constructing a landing pad 4m3 
x 4m3.  

63. We had our launching at Te Rawhiti marae in January this year. An article 
detailing the launch of the joint venture is appended to my brief. 

64. That’s when the Trust experienced the results of what I believe are through the 
Native Land Acts which took the mana from the hapu and individualised the 
ownership.  

Re-establishing Kotahitanga 

65. Some within our other whanau hapu Ngati Kuta objected strongly to the launch 
of the initiative with Salt Air Paihia.  

66. Reasons varied, however this would not have happened if Maori Lore was in 
place. The situation happened due to the Crown taking away the mana of hapu 
through Acts administered by the Maori Land Court. 

67. Whanau and hapu were not given title, creating alienation should those who 
whakapapa to Motu Kokako fail to attend land Court hearings; in a lot of cases 
they didn’t have the ability to do so. 

68. The division of Patukeha and Ngati Kuta started to rear its ugly head, which was 
sad as we are all whanau: inter-webbed into each other through marriage and 
whanaungatanga. 

69. Misunderstandings, misinformation, puhaihai, and “te korero o te rore” fuelled 
whanau passions. 
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70. In all my time back home on my turangawaewae, this was my biggest 
challenge. It was certainly the time for the Trust to fight to bring understanding 
and support through whanaungatanga and direction from our kaumatua. 

71. This happened at a well-attended hui called by the Trust on 21st April 2013, 
which was open to all whanau, hapu, and any member of the public and was a 
chance for us to explain the Trust Board’s decision and to give an opportunity 
for them to have their say. 

72. Our kaumatua guided us all through the kaupapa with a common understanding 
to support each other, to tautoko and awhi, to go forward on the strength that 
we could combine together to face the challenges ahead for the sake of our 
mokopuna.  

73. Our tikanga and ways of dealing with disagreements was administered which 
brought about kotahitanga between our hapu o Te Rawhiti. 

74. It was a pity that Emma Gibbs who gave submissions to the Tribunal and 
mentioned the desecration on Motu Kokako didn’t attend to have her say and 
witness the end result.  

The Future 

75. I live comfortably in both worlds; however Maori Lore as they say is consistent. 
The English Law changes to suit the situation, to protect the wealthy. It 
prejudices in a lot of instances the ability for Maori to engage and establish 
business interest on their own lands. 

76. I trust that the Tribunal will understand our injustice, and that in this case we will 
get justice, to enable the Trust to give opportunities for study and employment 
to our whanau/hapu and contribute to the tax system of NZ. To not be 
encumbered by these laws that these tour operators hide behind. 

Mauri ora, 

 




