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This paper is entitled Tangata Whenua (people of the land) and Whakapapa Korero (Layers of the knowledge of the forebears).  Maori are the indigenous people of Aotearoa which was renamed New Zealand after Europeans came.   Whakapapa Korero is the philosophical framework by which our forebears chose to describe the world,  the land and the environment.  This system of knowledge views everything in existence as being connected to a family which is connected to other families whose descent can be traced back to the sky (Rangi) and the earth (Papatuanuku).  I am reluctant to use the word ancestors because we do not have that word in our own language.  The word ancestor implies something remote and distant harking back to an abstract past. The word we use in our language to describe our forebears is tipuna.  The meaning of this word refers to a life form from which other life forms are generated.  Ancestors refer to people,  tipuna includes not only people but also anything that is a forebear by way of a connected relationship.

The land,  trees,  earth and everything around it,  on it,  and above it,  are all related through this system of interconnected families and all of these are from tipuna.  The sky and the earth are also tipuna. The korero or stories of our forebears describe how these families came into existence from certain tipuna and describe the sacredness of their being and the sanctity of life.  Landscapes and the visible environments are also the text of these knowledge systems so that when a person sees a particular kind of tree or rock or even a type of soil they know that it belongs to a family which is connected to other families through particular tipuna. Trees,  rocks and soils all have a spiritual essence passed down to them from the Sky (Rangi) and the Earth (Papatuanuku).  Human beings have the same spiritual essence which is called by our people Wairua. The wairua is derived from the union of the sacred waters of the Sky Father and the sacred waters of the Earth Mother.  Colonising and European translations of wairua have described it as being a spirit or ghost.  The missionaries added the word tapu (sacred) and called it the Holy Ghost (wairua tapu),  and in claiming it as their own subordinated all other wairua as somehow  being inferior. The subordination of our people through genetic engineering is therefore not new! The Maori view is that all wairua are sacred.  Not just selected ones.

The sanctity of  life and all living things is a big part of the environment based knowledge system of whakapapa korero. 

The first Europeans visited Aotearoa in the late 1700's and colonisation was taking place in the early 1800's.  Colonisation was carried out by both the British Government and also Land Companies from England. In 1840 The Treaty of Waitangi was signed by a number tribal chiefs.  The Maori version guaranteed protection of the Maori world in return for British government which would protect all people Maori and European.  

Within a matter of twenty years many tribes had been displaced from their lands through fraudulent Government transactions.  From the 1860's on many had land directly confiscated or were displaced through policy and legislation deliberately designed to alienate Maori and acquire land for colonisation. 

When the land transactions occurred  whenua rahui  (sacred lands) were set aside for Maori.   The colonial government called them Reserves.  Many of these lands were very important because of the amount of  whakapapa korero (layers of the knowledge) which were present and crucial for the survival of the  people in both the economic sense as well as the spiritual sense. 

In the 1870's and 1880's the Maori Land Court was introduced and a host of different laws including the individualisation of land title and before too long the reserve lands of many tribes had also been depleted.  This process continued into the twentieth century and oppression through the instrument of the law and its enforcement still continues today,   in more sophisticated forms.

Our experience has been this.  With the colonisation of land what has also occurred has been the colonisation of unique knowledge systems which have sustained both the land and the environment,  and the people.  When the Europeans first came they introduced what was called slash and burn.  Vast tracts of forest land were destroyed to make way for pasture.  Along with trees and forests our sources of sustenance,  physically and spiritually,  were also destroyed.  The forests were sources of birds,  berries,  and other foods.  As well as that they were also places where particular knowledges were transmitted from generation to generation.  In our area the clearing of forests had another impact.  The rivers and river basins came to flood regularly and destroyed habitats which were food gathering places for our people. The fertilisers and other chemicals designed to improve pasture also flowed into the waterways assisting the destruction of traditional food gathering habitats.  Other swamp and marsh areas were deliberately drained to create more pasture.  This destroyed the eel habitats, and habitats for swamp birds, formerly a very important food source for our people.   

Through loss of land and social and economic inequities the majority of Maori no longer live on traditional lands but are now urbanised.  Those that remain within the areas of traditional boundaries struggle to retain and protect the existing resources that remain.  New forces of colonisation  and commodification have emerged.  Free trade agreements and right wing policies have promoted domestic legislation over the last decade that have severely impacted upon Maori.  This will affect generations to come and many of the consequences are likely to be irreversible.  This has occurred in an environment when supposedly Maori have reached agreement with the Government and the Crown over many long standing land grievances resulting in unprecedented settlements,  and the introduction of legislation to protect Maori. The settlements have been through claims to the Waitangi Tribunal.

The Waitangi Tribunal was set up as a result of political protest in the 1970's,  to deal with Maori Land grievances and as a mechanism to negate Maori protest.  The Waitangi tribunal is a state institution that is Government controlled and is subject to the whims and fancies of the government of the day. It was set up to act as a pressure valve for the land protests.  The previous Government introduced the Fiscal Envelop which was a cap on the total settlements that could be payed out.  This caused a lot more protest and most of the envelop was spent by two major settlements.  They also wanted all of the claims settled by 2000.  This date has been adjusted to 2005 by the present Government.  There were a lot of expectations with the recently elected Labour Government,  but in the Treaty Settlement area things have not improved and may have got worse.  The Waitangi Tribunal has been starved of resources in spite of enormous pressure to deal with the huge back log and the fast tracking  of dealing with claims. 

Land alienation through colonisation has had the impact of divorcing many of our own people from our own knowledge and seeing Western/ European knowledge as the only valid knowledge. The philosophical values of whakapapa korero which underpin Maori thinking are disregarded as having little relevance and no value.  As a result some tribal structures and organisations have become identified as right wing organisations driven by corporate values and are buying into the language of commodification, and global economics without understanding the value of our own systems of economics.  The flow on effect of this is to create conflict among our own people. Claimants to the Waitangi Tribunal are also being encouraged to settle their claims directly with the Office of Treaty Settlements without going through the process of being accountable in public.  The current policies promote the potential for fraud and abuse. The failure to recognise and deal with Maori grievances in depth is likely to create further problems in years to come.  

The Overseas Investment Commission

The Overseas Investment Commission was set up by the previous Government in order to facilitate investment in Aotearoa.  Overseas investors and corporates now have a substantial stake in  Aotearoa. Our subtribe Ngai Tumapuhiaarangi are a coastal people.  In two sales to overseas investors we have lost ninety percent of what were once traditional homelands and where some of our most sacred sites are located.  Access  to these sites for our people is severely restricted.  Another problem is that because of their coastal location they have been purchased for subdivison by the developers.  The land not suitable for subdivision is being planted out in pine forest.  Most of the afforestation has occurred without the knowledge of our people and as a result many of our sacred sites have been obscured and are no longer visible.  While legislation exists which purports to protect these sites,  the reality is that they have to be on a national register to qualify.  Recent Governments have starved the Historic Places Trust of funding.  It is the purpose of this body to record and ensure the protection of these sites.  The effect of the subdivisions will make it further increasingly difficult to access traditional food resources along the coastline and important cultural sites are being lost.

Under British colonialism  our people,   although disenfranchised as owners were still able to occupy areas through employment as farm labourers.  The economic changes that have occurred now mean that we can no longer maintain a relationship with our  homelands because  the type of  farm labour that previously existed is no longer available.  

Many of our families have traditionally gathered food from the sea.  When the fiscal cap was introduced by the National Government to limit the size of  Treaty claim settlements,  they also introduced legislation to prevent claims over grievances for traditional fishing. In later years this was further added to by the introduction of customary fishing regulations.  Many of our families that have traditionally fished for centuries from customary fishing grounds are now forced to stand on the shore and watch while commercial fishermen who have no relationship to the area at all,  proceed to fish out the current stocks.  Some of our people have been arrested for illegal fishing because they have refused to buy  fishing quota or cannot be bothered getting a permit.

Our subtribe currently have a case before the environment court.  The developer has plans for 45 lot residential development.  This is stage one. This is occurring within a sacred area where bones were unearthed and is over the home of where our tipuna lived. The developer promised the local Council that if any more bones were found,  the spot where the bones were located would be acknowledged and a fence put around it.  On one of our sacred burial sites further down the coast a similar situation occurred.  When the fence was put up it covered only part of the burial site. The local Council approved the subdivision in spite of our argument that the whole area was a sacred site and that all of the existing artefacts are interconnected.  We have appealed this case to the environment court because it will set the precedent for another sixty applications for subdivision along our coastline.

One of the recent discoveries within our tribal area has been the discovery of gas. The Government legislated some years ago to gain control of all resources that exist beneath the ground.  Under the law the Government has the sole right to control the mining and axtraction of these resources and according to the Government and their agencies no legislation supersedes it or preempts  this situation.  Mining and petroleum exploration rights have been already sold to TNC's without the knowledge of Maori.  One of the arguments promoted by previous Governments is that our people had no knowledge of and did not use gas.  This however is not true. Any emmision coming from the Earth is viewed as extremely sacred to our people.  There are hills in our area which are very sacred because of the gas emissions and sacred fires were lit there and concealed for the purpose of maintaining a connection to the land when the home people were absent. These hills are named after the gas emissions and the fires which our people lit but government bureaucrats continue to maintain that we never knew anything about gas.

To summarise,  our people have a very different view of what land is and how it should be used.  Land is an inheritance from our forbears and part of our being to be nurtured for future generations.  The commodification and abuse of land is in direct opposition to this view.  Successive Governments have defended and promoted the commodification and colonisation of Maori land and are continuing to do so.  Whilst purporting to protect through legislation the reality for our people is that legislation,  and its  enforcement through surveillance,  continues to oppress.

Aotearoa/  New Zealand is promoted as a first world country.  For many of our people however this is a false image.  Maori,  who make up 15 % of the population,  have one of the highest prison rates in the world,  the highest lung cancer rate for women in the world, and other significant health problems including alcohol and drug abuse.  Our people are at the bottom of all of the socio-economic indicators.  The current Government is promoting a policy called Closing The Gaps which is aimed at improving the current socio-economic status of Maori. However,  there have been no major legislative changes The Resource Management Act,  which has clauses relating to the protection of Maori Land and which cover applications for developments,  has proved to be toothless for Maori.  This is because the Councils always refer to other clauses in the Act which override the Maori clauses which guarantee the protection of lands, forests and fisheries etc.  Maori are forced to travel a long appeal process through the courts but because of our current economic positioning many cases are abandoned.

The legislation which empowers the Overseas Investment Commission still exists,  and with recent statements with regard to trade treaties the current situation is likely to continue.

I commenced this discussion talking about connections to the land and how Maori view themselves as being connected to the land. The Maori word for land is whenua. When a child is created within the womb the cord that connects it to the mother is called the iho.  When the child is born the iho remains connected to part of the mother,  the afterbirth. This afterbirth is also called whenua,  and is traditionally always returned to the land.

