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Article (is currently 2511words)   
 

1. Introduction – (174 words) 

Since the enactment of the Resource Management Act in 1991, resource managers have a duty to 

be responsive to the cultural values of Maori.  As a consequence many Maori want to see 

management not limited solely to a consideration of ecological values.   Rather, they want it to be 

explicit how management decisions restore, enhance and protect their cultural association with 

ecosystems.  However a means of effectively engaging with resource managers is required.  

Despite the best intentions of resource managers many just don’t know what is required to address 

cultural issues.  Conversely Maori do not always know how to effectively engage with 

management processes and articulate their needs. If the needs of Maori are to be seriously 

considered and weighed alongside the needs of other populations, new techniques are needed to 

assess environments in culturally sensitive ways.  This article introduces one such 

conceptualisation – Cultural Opportunity Mapping and Assessment (COMA) – a framework 

developed for the purpose of identifying and assessing the opportunities for Maori to engage in a 

range of cultural experiences under differing environmental conditions.    

 

2.0 Maori beliefs, values and practices – (currently 208 words)  

 Among New Zealand Maori there is diversity between iwi, hapu and whanau, but as Table 

1 illustrates, there are values and beliefs common to Maoridom that cumulatively represent part of 

the worldview that Maori bring to the process of resource management.   This worldview also 

incorporates holistic conceptualizations that emphasise integration and interdependencies within 

the environment rather than fragmenting and compartmentalizing it (Posey, 1999).    

 

[Insert Table 1] 

 

 Ngai Tahu (a tribe from the South Island of New Zealand) has articulated their perspective, 

entitled “Ki Uta Ki Tai”, which they describe as “a comprehensive, culturally based ‘mountains to 

the sea’ natural resource management framework” (Te Runanga o Ngai Tahu, 2003).   As Ngai 

Tahu explain,  

“Ki Uta Ki Tai, as a concept, comes from the traditions, customs, and 
values of Ngäi Tahu Whänui in relation to the natural environment …..  
When Ngäi Tahu people introduce themselves to others they will often 
begin by using a pepeha or an identity statement that is related to important 
natural features of their traditional homeland”.   
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This section introduces two of the foundations from which a culturally responsive 

methodology can be developed.  Firstly, core cultural values that frame relationships between 

Maori and the natural environment were introduced.   Secondly, a catchment management 

philosophy - ki uta ki tai – was introduced.   

 

3. Framing a Discussion of Cultural Values (1784 words) 

This paper is principally concerned with conveying cultural values to resource managers 

for subsequently recognition in environmental management.  The COMA framework proposed, as 

illustrated in Table 2, is divided into seven steps:  

1. initiating the project; 

2. defining the association of Maori with a resource or location;  

3. cultural opportunity mapping; 

4. critical review to focus on the subject of the inquiry; 

5. cultural opportunity assessment;  

6. concept mapping; and  

7. analysis of data to inform planning and decision making.    

 

[Insert Table 2] 

Step 1:  Initiating the project 

An essential first step is to understand the dynamics of the local Maori community and 

identify mandated representatives.  In the case of a Ngai Tahu study the first point of contact was 

the papatipu runanga.  An initial hui was held with runanga representatives who, after discussion, 

gave support to the research, confirmed their recommendations for individuals to be interviewed, 

and identified one of their members who was to participate as a research assistant.   

 

Step 2: Defining and validating the association of Maori with freshwater   

The Sustainability Assessment Method (SAM) is described by the World Conservation 

Union (IUCN) as a method for measuring sustainable development, by treating the wellbeing of 

people and ecosystems together.  The SAM was utilised in a New Zealand context to aid the 

definition of the multi-dimensional nature of the associations of Maori with natural environments.  

To assist with interpretation, Moiseev et al. (2002) explain that  
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“A dimension is a broad theme, such as land, resource use or community, 
intended to contain a set of elements, all of which are related to the same 
category.  An element is a key issue or concern related to a dimension. An 
indicator is a measurable sign or signal of a phenomenon; a context specific 
measure of an element or sub-element.  Indicators are combined to measure 
elements; elements are combined to measure dimensions”.     

 

The critical point is that cultural values, beliefs and practices from which the COMA 

framework was constructed were derived from Maori writings and their conversations.  A general 

discussion of each value was followed by an in-depth investigation of the complex and interrelated 

understandings of that value. By applying an adaptation of the SAM to the literature, archival and 

interview data (collected from interviews in three catchments across the South Island), a series of  

tables were constructed with each table documenting the elements that help explain that belief, 

value or cultural practice, and the indicators that could be applied in the field to assess whether a 

site still sustains that value.  Values ranged from the tangible values (of say a settlement, a 

wetland, or a trail) to those that are often classed as metaphysical or intangible (such as a song, 

proverb, placename, or myth).  Collectively the tables reflect an intimate knowledge of the 

interdependencies and interactions of resources / entities found in the environment, and confirm 

that the experiences of Maori interacting with lands and waters are significant components of their 

cultural identity (Haggard & Williams 1992).    

Although SAM, enabled an examination of the complexities of the multiple dimensions of 

the cultural values of Maori, a tactic or framework for applying the indicators derived from SAM 

was required.   This was considered through attention to the opportunities afforded Maori to 

interact with lands and waters and the quality of their experiences when interacting.   

 

Step 3: Cultural opportunity mapping    

Cultural Opportunity Mapping is the third step of the process to convey the complex 

understanding and principles underpinning Maori associations with the natural environment.  The 

reasons for developing a tool that examines opportunities and experiences require explanation.  

Within the literature (concerning recreation in the wilderness), one approach that focuses 

on the outcomes of an experience is operationalised in the Recreational Opportunity Spectrum 

(ROS).  The ROS has proven useful in inventorying, classifying and allocative decision making 

with respect to recreation resources (Borrie & Birzell 2001).  A range of related techniques for 

assessing opportunities that have emerged in the last twenty years include a Water Recreation 
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Opportunity Spectrum, Tourism Opportunity Spectrum, and Forestry Opportunity Spectrum.  

Proposing an opportunity approach builds on this body of literature.   

The engagement of Maori with environments is experiential.   Their assessment of 

environmental condition is sensory and perceptual.  Conceptually, parallels can be drawn between 

the intent, design and application of the ROS and the monitoring techniques of Maori.  ROS is 

predicated on the assumption that differing conditions will support a diverse range of opportunities 

thus recognizing that a community comprises individuals with diverse tastes and preferences 

(Clarke and Stankey (1979). Diversity of belief, value and practice is also to be found within 

Maoridom as different iwi, hapu and whanau interact with sites in a variety of ways.    

Having defined the dimensions of the association of Maori with natural environments in 

Step 2, this step requires the cultural opportunities sought by tribal members to be graphically 

represented on maps and aerial photographs.  Firstly each interviewee distinguishes the different 

geographic areas in the study area, consistent with holistic conceptualisations such as Ki Uta Ki 

Tai, which is validated later when the interviewees meet as a group.  

Secondly sites throughout a catchment are identified together with the values associated 

with each site – in other words, the reasons for determining the site to be of cultural significance - 

are recorded.  Cultural opportunities sought by tribal members (given the nature and extent of the 

values they have just mapped) are then recorded.  In this facilitated process, qualitative data are 

collected as Maori are encouraged to talk about their experiences at each site and how their 

experiences have changed over time.  Data – at different levels of specificity – are derived through 

the mapping exercise.     

 

Step 4: Focusing the investigation: a critical review of emerging themes. 

To enable a focused and effective investigation, it is necessary to critically review and 

indeed interrogate the data collected and discriminate between data specific to the purpose of the 

cultural opportunity assessment and those data that relate to more general management concerns.  

For example, in the Taieri Catchment, the focus of the COMA study was to assist in formulating a 

responsive restoration strategy that delivered cultural outcomes.  In the Taieri case it was therefore 

necessary to sieve the many indicators identified by interviewees during the SAM process to 

identify indicators specific to the condition of the aquatic environment, in contrast to those that 

were related to more general concerns of (say) access, or compatibility of users of waters.  This 

step of the process is crucial if the knowledge held by Maori is to be valued as anything more than 

broad generalised cultural stories.   
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Step 5: Undertaking Cultural Opportunity Assessments     

Cultural Opportunity Assessments require detailed field assessments to be undertaken by 

groups of Maori mandated as having the knowledge necessary to inform assessments.  Cultural 

Opportunity Assessments utilise the outputs of the opportunity mapping exercise, specifically the 

maps and aerial photographs and is premised on sites of cultural significance being assessed using 

indicators identified by Maori during the SAM process.   

An assessment form is completed by each team member at each site, their individual 

assessment is shared and an agreed site assessment added to the map.  The assessment at each site 

requires Maori to firstly confirm the geographic class of the site.  Using the prescribed indicators, 

Maori then assess the extent to which the identified cultural values and the opportunities sought 

are affected by current environmental conditions.  Finally as part of the assessment, Maori are 

asked to provide qualitative data in response to three questions.  Firstly, they are to describe the 

sensitivities of the site.  Secondly they are to identify general concerns at the site.  Finally they are 

to provide an overall assessment as to whether or not conditions at the site sustain cultural 

interests and afford opportunities.    

The facilitator records the group’s observations and resolves any inconsistencies.   When 

discussing conditions observed, members are asked to expand on their scores and describe their 

perception of the range of factors contributing to that score.   

 

Step 6 Concept mapping  

The data collected is graphically represented in four ways.  Firstly, a photographic record 

of each site is compiled.  Secondly, a hand drawn sketch, which summarises issues associated with 

each site is prepared.  Thirdly, the group’s perceptions of the factors that they believe impact their 

assessment is summarised in a concept map.  Finally, on a topographical map or aerial photograph 

a multi-part summary that registers catchment position, cultural values and opportunities sought, 

the result of the assessment of opportunities assessment, and an overall assessment of whether the 

overall condition of the site sustains cultural values and affords opportunities is recorded.   

 

Step 7: Analysis to inform planning and decision making processes  

COMA represents a valuable capacity building initiative as it encourages participation of 

individuals, whanau and hapu.  It is inclusive and most Maori, if participating in a facilitated 
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process, are capable of describing the opportunities they seek.   It accommodates the diverse ages, 

background and experiences of Maori.   

When developing the opportunity approach attention was given to the difficulties Maori 

(and possibly other communities) face when they are confronted with different planning processes 

covering different medium – for example the management regimes for coastal planning, 

freshwater planning and landuse planning under the Resource Management Act 1991 differ.  The 

Cultural Opportunity Mapping and Assessment process represents a standard framework that can 

be applied in a number of different resource management contexts.    

The Cultural Opportunity Assessment enables a whanau, hapu or iwi to collect and convey 

information specific to the potential effects that attributes of environmental condition have on their 

continued ability to interact with and use sites.  Because a regional or catchment wide perspective 

is utilised, it is possible for Maori to move from a reactionary to proactive mode by identifying 

strategic sites within a region together with key issues, cultural priorities and the actions believed 

necessary.   

 

4.0 Future applications (currently 162 words)   

Cultural Opportunity Mapping and Assessment has the potential to be a valuable planning 

tool for Maori and resource managers.  The Cultural Opportunity Mapping and Assessment 

framework enables a whanau, hapu or iwi to collect and convey information specific to their 

cultural interests in both written and graphic forms, which will facilitate discussions with resource 

managers as the first step in the development of responsive strategies, plans and policies.   

Cultural Opportunity Mapping and Assessment provides data that potentially could be 

meaningfully utilized by decision makers to understand the impact of different strategies at 

specific sites on cultural beliefs, values and practices.  It also represents a process that could 

enable the exploration of cross cultural aspirations to identify areas of similarity and divergence.   

Finally, Cultural Opportunity Mapping and Assessment is a method that is dependent upon 

active engagement with Maori.  The design and application of the Cultural Opportunity Mapping 

and Assessment process explicitly recognises Maori as kaitiaki of lands and waters within their 

lands.  
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Table 1: A Summary of Some of the cultural beliefs, values and practices of Maori (drawn from the more comprehensive discussions found in 

Rochford, T. (2003) Crengle, H (2002)) 
 

Cultural  belief, 
value and practice 

 

Explanation 

Whakapapa Maori adhere to some basic principles regarding their relationship (and hence interaction) with plants, animals, people, lands, waters, and other aspects of 
creation The core of these relationships reflects the fundamental belief that all things are linked by whakapapa (genealogy).  All whakapapa descend from 
Papatuanuku and Rangi (the Earth Mother and the Sky Father). Maori see themselves as being part of the environment (Te Runanga o Ngai Tahu, 2001).   
No distinction is made between the inanimate and the animate or between abiotic and biotic.  
  

Atua It is from the Atua, through procreation, that all life in the universe came into being.  It is also this conduit that links the spiritual world to the physical. The 
respective atua possess dominion over specific areas, for example Tangaroa has authority for saltwater and freshwater which includes all living things 
supported by these media (Barlow 1991, Tikao 1939).  
 

Mauri Maori believe that the forests, the waters and all the life supported by them, together with natural phenomena such as the mist, wind and rocks, possess a 
mauri or life force (Marsden 1992).  “The mauri is the life force that ensures that within a physical entity … that all species that it accommodates will have 
continual life … The mauri is defenceless against components that are not part of the natural environment (Massey University, 1990)”.  Protecting the mauri 
of a resource is the fundamental management principle for Maori (Barlow, cited in MFE 1998).   
 

Wairua Like mauri, Maori also believe that all things possess a spiritual essence, a wairua, as well as physical form (Barlow 1991).  
Mahinga kai The term mahinga kai literally means ‘food works’ (Te Runanga o Ngai Tahu 1999).   It is an all inclusive term that encompasses the ability to access the 

resource, the site where gathering occurs, the act of gathering and using the resource, and the good health of the resource.  For many Maori survival was and 
is dependent upon their ability to gather resources.  For some Maori, mahinga kai is considered to be, in today’s language, the principal ‘environmental 
indicator’ in natural systems.  If mahinga kai is not present, or is unsafe to harvest, then that natural system is under stress and requires remedial action 
(Goodall, 2003).   
 

Rangatiratanga ‘Rangatiratanga’ is a term first coined by missionaries (Williams, 1996).   Its base is “rangatira” meaning chief.   The addition of the suffix “tanga” abstracts 
this thereby denoting chiefly power, authority, prerogative or domain.    Tino Rangatiratanga is having the right to make decisions for your own people 
concerning the resources within your tribal area (Kai Tahu Ki Otago, 2006).      
 

Kaitiakitanga Kaitiakitanga governs the way humans interact with ecosystems. The notions of reciprocity and maintaining balance within nature underpin cultural 
practices.   Balance requires respect to be shown when interacting with the environment; and access to use (within limits) the resources afforded by healthy 
ecosystems.  Crengle (2002) explains that Maori with the training and knowledge to interpret signs in the environment (such as environmental indicator 
species or natural events) acted as monitors of resource health and well-being and advised of the changing ecology.  Maori continue to have a duty to protect 
the natural world they are part of (Barlow, 1991).   
 

Whanaungatanga This principle is concerned with kinship, connectedness, and inter-dependence between all things within the natural world including people (Crengle, 2002).  
Sustainable management should seek to sustain the health, wealth and well-being of the natural environment while sustaining communities dependent upon it 
(Crengle 2002)   
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Table 2: A Summary of process to incorporate the cultural beliefs, values and practices of Maori in 
management  

 
STEP OBJECTIVE OF STEP METHODS  OUTPUTS 

 
1.  

INITIATING THE 
PROJECT   

 

 
To identify the body representing 

Maori interests  
 

To secure support and mandates  
 

 
Meetings with 
tribal leaders, 
elders, and 
tribal members  

 
1. Research agreement; 
2. Mandates for tribal 

representatives and 
research team 

 
 

2. 
DOCUMENTING 

THE 
ASSOCIATION 

 

 
To identify the multiple dimensions 

and elements of cultural values, 
beliefs and practices that collectively 
represent cultural association with a 

resource and / or area 
 

To identify the indicators used to 
assess whether  environment 

conditions sustain cultural values, 
beliefs and practices 

 

 
Focus groups  
 
Semi 
structured 
interviews with 
key informants   

 
3. Report describing the  

cultural association as 
articulated by Maori  

4. Maps of association; 
5. List of indicators used by 

Maori 

 
2. CULTURAL 
OPPORTUNITY 

MAPPING 
 

 
To identify the cultural values 
associated with specific sites, 

together with the opportunities 
sought at each site given the values 

identified.  
  

 
Focus groups  
 
Semi 
structured 
interviews with 
key informants   
 
Focus group to 
validate the 
data  
 

 
6. Detailed (site specific) 

maps of values and 
opportunities sought   

3 
FOCUSING THE 
INVESTIGATION 

 

 
To critically review the data 

collected and to identify those that 
are relevant to the resource / issue 

that is being investigated  
 

 
Focus group  

 
7. Assessment framework 

comprising indicators 
identified by Maori.   

 

4. 
CULTURAL  

OPPORTUNITY 
ASSESSMENTS 

 

 
To undertake assessments at sites 

identified during the mapping phase 
to assess whether conditions sustain 

cultural values and provide the 
opportunities sought  

 

 
Mandated 
representatives 
undertaking 
field 
assessments  
 
Focus groups  

 
8. Assessment forms 

completed  
9. Sketches of each site 

with key issues 
summarised  

10. Photographic profiles of 
each site  

11. Cognitive maps 
summarizing Maori 
perceptions of factors 
influencing condition  

 
5. 

ANALYSIS TO 
INFORM 

DECISION 
MAKING 

 

 
To analyse the data to identify 
issues, management priorities and 
strategies for action   

 
Focus groups  
 
Meetings with 
collaborators  
 

 
12. Paper summarizing 

issues, priorities and 
actions  
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