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SERIES EDITORS’ PREFACE

KNOWLEDGE ENCOUNTERS: PLANNING FOR CLIMATE
CHANGE IN AOTEAROA/NEW ZEALAND

Lyn Carter’s study, as she explains, is a companion and a counterpart to
Jenny Bryant-Tokalau’s study of environmental issues and adaptation
among Pacific Islands peoples. The overall messages of these two books
dovetail clearly: indigenous environmental knowledge is an important
resource in plans and practices for both mitigation of the effects of envi-
ronmental changes and adaptations to these changes by innovative future-
oriented strategies. Dr Carter’s study, in this book, presents us with a very
special and instructive insight into this complex arena of problems, by
focusing on her own Maori group, Kai Tahu Iwi, in the South Island of
New Zealand. It also deals continuously and seriously with how Maori/
Iwi and their TEK (Traditional Ecological Knowledge) are engaged with
national-level government planning for environmental management, in a
context of looming and actual climate change. The ideal of combining,
rather than opposing, Maori TEK and what is labelled as scientific knowl-
edge is explored productively in this book. The essential point is that TEK
and its creative applications can add valuably to efforts to handle the social
impacts of climate change.

Dr Carter’s forward-looking and inspiring approach links together
worlds that are more often kept separate. She begins with Maori myths, or
origin stories, about the world, especially those relating to the tension
between the environmental deities of the land and the sea. Maori groups’
stories also link them to the broader Pacific islands, areas from which their
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ancestors came, to inhabit what their famous explorer Kupe is said to have
called Aotearoa, land of the long white cloud. We ourselves have visited
the beach area in Rarotonga, in the Cook Islands, held locally to be the
launching place for the first canoes that sailed to Aotearoa. We have
watched how the ocean waves beat on the reef and how there is a favorable
passage out from the bay via a gap in the reef. A feature of Dr Carter’s
book is that she acknowledges and brings to life this connection with
Polynesian seafaring history.

Maori see themselves as belonging equally to land and sea and the strug-
gle for dominance of the atua or deities of these two parts of the lifeworld.
Her account always starts from some aspect of TEK, and then moves to
examine the engagement of Maori tribespeople (#w7) with the New Zealand
government and its own attempts to develop an environmentally sensitive
program for the use of resources. Central to this process is the need to
recognise Maori mahika kai, places that are resources for food, and how to
maintain these without environmental degradation. One of the many inter-
esting parts of the book deals with Kati Huirapa hapu and their efforts to
restore and maintain wetlands around the estuaries of the Waikouaiti and
Waihemo rivers that are catchments for the inaka (whitebait) fish. The Kati
Huirapa name for the wider catchment area involved is Matainaka, point-
ing to the importance of the whitebait as a food source. Whitebait are
freshwater fish, and salt water encroachment and floods place their habitat
at risk, so Kati Huirapa have researched the most appropriate grasses to
grow at river edges that give stronger protection for the inaka spawning
sites than the native grasses which they were previously replanting there.

Dr Carter’s comments here are twofold. One is to point out the signifi-
cance of place, or more precisely emplacement. As our author aptly notes:
“The name [Matainaka] recalls the place, the place recalls the stories, the
stories recall the whakapapa [genealogies]; and from that each group
knows how they belong and fit within the environment”. Her formulation
here applies, beyond the immediate context, on a pan-Pacific basis, and
emphasises why place names are so evocatively significant in projects of
environmental restoration and conservation.

Other arenas in which Maori groups are closely involved, along with
nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and government initiatives, are
sand-dune reclamation and protection against erosion, and also blue car-
bon sink creation in which mangrove swamps, beds of sea grasses, and
tidal marshes in their pristine forms act as traps for carbon and help to
reduce greenhouse gas emission. When wetlands are drained or damaged,
the carbon is released into the atmosphere. Maori stewardship of such
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coastal areas is therefore vital. Issues that remain include those that have
to do with the environmental impact of dairy agriculture, and of commer-
cial logging activities that reduce forest cover. These issues go beyond
TEK and its Maori version MEK (Maori Ecological Knowledge), but
there is a special role for Maori values in the coastal contexts where much
Maori settlement of the South Island took place. Throughout, Dr Carter
insists both on the importance of traditional knowledge and on its dynamic
capacities for change. In general, then, her book is a powerful exemplifica-
tion of the significance of indigenous ideas in the sphere of environmental
studies. The first Maori explorers would have brought with them much IK
(Indigenous Knowledge) from the earlier settlement of the Pacific Islands
and their ancestral progenitors there; but the interest of the Maori case,
especially of Kai Tahu in the South Island (Te Wai Pounamu in Maori
terms) lies in how they adapted their IK to new ecological circumstances,
for example by extraction of sugar from the Ti tree and the creation of
storage pits for sweet potatoes.

Dr Carter not only introduces us to the world of Maori knowledge but
also painstakingly takes us through Maori encounters with government
legislation, the work of NGOs, and international concerns in the field of
environmental protection and renewal. Her book, along with the com-
panion book in this same series by Dr Bryant-Tokalau on Fiji and other
regional island case studies, puts Pacific knowledge systems and practices
firmly in the contemporary intellectual picture as embodying creative
efforts to deal with the existing and likely future impacts of climate change
in the world at large (other case studies in the Pacific have foregrounded
this perspective: see Stewart and Strathern, 2015 and 2018; Strathern,
Stewart, Carucci, Poyer, Feinberg, Macperhson, 2017).

Pittsburgh, PA, USA Pamela J. Stewart (Strathern)
Andrew J. Strathern
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