1’?{71);(,(
N
‘ I s fwW \”‘J

Harvesting of New Zealand native birds by Maori <{<{\

Chapter 10

RAURU KIRIKIRI' and GRAHAM NUGENT-

Since humans and two accompanying mammals (the Polynesian rat and dog) first arnved in Aotearoa (New Zealand) c. 1000 years
ago nearly half tre oniginal avifauna has become extinct. About 30% of the native bird species had disappeared before European
settlement c. 200 years ago. European settlement caused a new wave of habitat losses. and the introduction of many more
mammalian compettors and predators, initiated a new wave of extinctions and reduced many populations of the remaining species
to low levels. The colonial government progressively prohibited harvesting in the name of conservation for all but a handful of native
bird species. Pre-European Maori (the first New Zealanders) had. by 1800 AD, developed a systematic, highly regulated, and sustainable
(in the short term. at least) harvest system, but this harvest culture was virtually extinguished by colonial law and Maor were largely
alienated from any role n the management of bird populations, in spite of guarantees in the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi that ostensibly
protected such rights. Some Maori now seek to re-establish harvesting rights, but face strong opposition from predominantly European
conservation grouns. Key issues in the debate are whether Maori should have absolute rights in deciding how native birds should be
managed, whether the goal of management should remain purely one of preservation for all currently protected species, whether any
harvest would be sustainable given the precarious state of many bird populations. and whether contemporary Maori society has
sufficient power 1o re-establish traditional regulatory controls. Despite the inevitable resistance from the predominantly urban and
largely nan-Maori gopulation, we argue that restoration of Maori harvesting rights could provide significant cultural and conservation

benefits.

Key words: Maori. bird harvesting, indigenous peoples, conservation, utilisation

INTRODUCTION

Thc original inhabitants of Aotearoa (New Zealand),
Maori, were once able to harvest any of the native
bird species in Aotearoa, but are now legally
prohibited from doing so. Before European
settlement, many Maori, particularly in southern and
inland areas, were primarily hunters and gatherers
who relied on two main food baskets, the forest and
the sea (Best 1977). Since 1865, however, access o
the forest food basket in particular has gradually
diminished by legal prohibition to the point of virtual
elimination (Galbreath 1989), and the bird harvesting
culture that went with it has all but disappeared.

In recent umes, Maori, like indigenous peoples
throughout the world, have sought to revitalise their
culture, and to assume an authoritative role in the
maintenance and development of that culture. Re-
establishing the historically strong links between the
people and the natural environment has been an
integral part of that struggle (Te Puni Kokiri 1993a).
Some Maori see re-establishment of the right to
harvest native birds as one way of expressing their
“Maori-ness” - that desire is driven as much (if not
more) by the cultural and spiritual significance of
the practices associated with harvest as by the actual
need for food (King 1994). Not surprisingly, the
potential re-establishment of such harvesting rights
is vigorously opposed by conservation organisations
(¢.g., Atkinson 1993), and faces the inertia of a
legislature controlled largely by non-Maori.

This paper briefly describes the history of
harvesting of native birds in Aotearoa, the harvesting
practices of the pre-European Maori, and the effects
of European colonisation. Ways in which Maori
regulated their harvests to ensure sustainability are
outlined. Finally we identify and briefly discuss the
issues likely to be raised by any attempt to re-establish
wider bird harvesting rights for Maori.

HISTORY OF HARVESTING

Maori people settled in Aotearoa some 1000 yrs
ago. Archaeological evidence indicates that because
there were no terrestrial mammals other than two
species of bat in the country those early settlers relied
heavily on birds, fish, and sea mammals for food
(McGlone 1989). By about 1500, however, the use
of birds and sea mammals had declined dramatically,
suggesting over-exploitation by a burgeoning human
population. The largest and most vulnerable bird
species disappeared, most notably the 11 species of
moa (large flightless ratites). Approximately 30% of
the bird species present before human settlement
became extinct before 1800, with most of those
extinctions probably occurring in the first few
centuries of Maori occupation (Holdaway 1989). It
is likely that after the initial spate of disappearances,
the rate of extinction declined as the fauna and flora
moved at least part way toward a new equilibrium
that incorporated the effects of sustained harvesting
by Maori and predation by kiore (the Polynesian rat;
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than for the good also of the harvesters. Although
even as late as the 17th century some bird species
may still have been vulnerable to the long-term flow-
on effects of habitat modification and predation
caused by Maon. kiore, and kuri (Holdaway 1989) it
seems self evident that for the most commonly
harvested birds the harvest system in place at the time
of European settlement would have been sustainable
unless harvesting techniques or human population
size changed dramatically, because these species had
already survived 800 vears of harvesting.

ISSUES

The inevitable debate over harvesting rights is
likely to centre around four main issues:

Sovereignty and the Treaty of Waitangi

Under the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi Maori ceded
to the Queen of England the right to govern Aotearoa.
In return the Queen guaranteed Maori the full,
exclusive, and undisturbed possession of their lands,
forests, and fisheries and all other taonga (treasures,
including valued natural resources such as birds). The
Treaty imposed a duty on the Crown to recognise
Maori interests (including things like bird harvesting)
and to actively protect them (Joseph 1993), not by
unilateral, monocultural, and largely legislative
measures, but by consultation and with allowance
for self regulation and self determination. The series
of laws enacted since 1862 to conserve bird species
have effectively prevented Maori from exercising
their traditional rights and is at odds with the
principles of the Treaty of Waitangi.

In recent years, Maori have been increasingly
successful in arguing for recognition of their rights
under the Treaty. The most notable example to date
is the so-called Sealord deal in 1993, in which the
Crown purchased Aotearoa’s single largest fishing
company for Maori as part settlement of their claim
to a share of all marine fisheries. The desire to re-
establish bird harvesting rights is another Maori effort
to reassert rangatiratanga (sovereignty) over natural
resources. In this context, the question is not so much
about whether or not harvest should be permitted,
but about who has the right to decide. Some Maori
would prefer to forgo traditional harvest rights in an
attempt to ensure the survival of bird species (King
1994, Barrington 1994), but, in our opinion, even they
would likely prefer far greater involvement of Maori
in the control and management of native birds.

Even if Maori were to regain some control of
the management of native birds, some species would
undoubtedly continue to decline in number rather than

recover because of habitat loss and competition from
or predation by introduced mammals. To conserve
these species and to restore all bird populations to
harvestable levels would require huge expenditure.
Who should pay? Arguably, the Treaty imposed a duty
on the Crown to protect harvesting rights, but it has
failed to do so and so should bear responsibility for
putting matters right. Ultimately, however, it is also
logical to argue that users of a resource should pay
for its management where that management was
aimed at ensuring continued use. In America, for
example, the harvesting of native deer and other
species generates huge revenues, much of which is
directed at the protection and retention of both the
harvested species, their habitats, and the other species
that occupy those habitats, providing major benefits
for conservation.

The legal impediments to restoration of wider
harvesting rights do not seem immense. The
Conservation Act already directs that the Department
of Conservation acknowledge the principles of the
Treaty of Waitangi. Recently a one-off decision was
made to allow the taking (for ceremonial reasons) of
juvenile toroa (albatross; Diomedea spp.) blown off
their nests in the Chatham Islands (Robertson 1991).
Although no take actually occurred, this decision
conclusively demonstrates that wider harvesting
rights are achievable within the present legislative
framework. Practically, the main difficulty therefore
appears to lie in overcoming anti-harvesting attitudes
within the present management system. However, for
many Maori, the restoration of former harvesting
rights by way of discretionary delegation of present
legal powers would be, at best, just a first step.
Transfer of at least some independent decision-
making role would be required to truly restore their
mana as kaitiaki (guardians for future generations)
of native birds, and that would require legislative
change.

Cultural differences: conservation vs
utilisation

It is likely that much debate will centre around
the appropriateness of utilising bird populations at a
time and in a society where alternative food sources
are plentiful and the bird resource is relatively scarce.
Individual views are likely to reflect cultural heritage.

Pakeha (European New Zealanders) do not have
a long history of widespread reliance in Aoteroa on
native birds as food. Generally, the larger, more
productive, and domesticated crops, birds, and
mammals they brought with them were sufficient.
The predominantly Pakeha conservation movement
has its primary roots in a series of campaigns to save
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threatened bird species, and (in our opinion) has a
preservationist approach that tends to emphasize the
weslern perspective which separates humans from
the natural forest environment. In this view, “nature”
1s seen as occurring principally in the network of
reserves and wild places beyond the developed lands
in which native species survive only if human
interference 1s minimal or solely protective.
Conservationists therefore tend to shun the human
utilization of native natural resources, including
harvesting, as a conservation concept.

For Maori. the relationship with native flora and
fauna traditionally was and still is far less separatist;
this is not just a reflection of their longer history in
New Zealand, but also as a reflection of their world
view of humans as part of the natural environment.
In essence, Maori lived the broad principle now
encapsulated in the term “conservation of
biodiversity”, i.e., by safeguarding the environment
of which humans are a part, people improved their
own chances of survival. Use of any natural resource
was permitted provided it was respectful use.
Respectful use is conveyed by the word manawhenua;
a form of sovereignty over the land containing that
resource that implied control but also imposed
kaitiakitanga, a responsibility on the users of the
resource to protect it for future generations. Thus for
Maari the very right to harvest placed on them a duty
to care for and protect natural resources from “within”
the ecosystem. This contrasts with what we see as
the much more “isolationist” approach apparently
favoured by Pakeha conservationists whereby all
human influences other than protection or restoration
are seen as adverse, and are therefore minimised or
eliminated.

This cultural difference is also reflected in the
range of attitudes to introduced animals. Pakeha
conservationists typically have a clear, simple vision:
native is good, introduced is bad. That principle is
enshrined in legislation such as the National Parks
Act which requires eradication (as far as possible) of
all introduced species (although in practice introduced
species such as trout and wild horses that are of
particular value to Europeans are excluded). For
many Maori, we believe the distinction is generally
less clear cut and more pragmatic. Introduced animals
such as stoats or wild cats that add little or nothing
useful to the environment and detract heavily from
its value as a source of food and shelter, or damage
its integrity in its own right, are seen as candidates
for control or removal (Mason 1989). If, however,
an introduced animal, such as the wild pig, is
perceived to have relatively few adverse effects on
the native biota and yet provides a useful source of

food, its presence is seen by some as a worthwhile
tradeoff. Some less conservation-oriented Pakeha,
such as big-game hunters, share this view.

Sustainability

The great fear of Pakeha conservationists is that
the removal of the present prohibition on harvesting
could add an additional mortality factor that would
tip threatened species into oblivion. The kereru
epitomises their concerns. The species is harvested
easily with shotgun or rifle, has a low reproductive
rate, and suffers intensely from competition with and
predation by introduced mammals. It has disappeared
in some rural areas, but may be holding its own in
others, sometimes in spite of illegal harvests. To
conservationists there seems little point in re-
establishing a harvesting right if the species cannot
stand any additional mortality factors.

This simplistic view assumes that Maori cannot
identify when a species is in need of conservation
and would not be capable of putting in place a
protective management system, an assumption to
which Cox and Elmqvist (1993) apply the term
ecocolonialism. As we have noted above, however,
even before European settlement Maori recognised
that from time to time restrictions on harvesting
(rahui) were necessary to allow stocks to rebuild.
Further, there is no fundamental reason why Maori
could not combine the best elements of current
wildlife management with elements from their own
management systems to conserve and, where
sustainably possible, utilise bird species.

The heart of the issue seems to be Maori
involvement in and control of the management
system, rather than the goals of management per se.
We suspect opposition by some ecologists and
conservationists to the concept of Maori-oriented
management systems may well be driven as much
by a unspoken desire to protect “their” current role
as the principal guardians of threatened species as it
is by concern for the birds themselves.

Control

Another key question is whether Maori could
actually re-establish the level of regulatory control
they once had, even if permitted to do so. Opponents
of bird harvesting argue that they could not. In pre-
European Aotearoa control was mediated through a
complex tribal structure and customary practices in
which the concepts of reciprocity and fear of divine
retribution were greatly respected. That control has
weakened as Maori became Christianised and
increasingly urbanised; many might now not accept
the re-introduction of traditional tribal controls.
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Rattus exulans) and kuri (the Polynesian dog; Canis
familiaris) both of which were brought to Aotearoa
by Maori (Holdaway 1989).

European colonisation began in carnest after
1840, and brought many new alternatives to
traditional Maori foods (crops such as potatoes and
corn, and domesticated mammals such as cattle and
sheep). In addition, they brought a host of new
mammalian predators and competitors that
established wild populations (King 1990). These
included rats (Rattus ratius, R. norvegicus), cats
(Felis catus), stoats (Mustela erminea), weasels (M.
nivalis vulgaris), ferrets (Mustela furo), Australian
brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula), deer (six
species), goats (Capra hircus), and pigs (Sus scrofa).
A variety of new birds, insects, and plants were also
intentionally or unintentionally introduced.
Widespread land clearance for pastoral and other
forms of agriculture saw huge areas of forest replaced
by grasslands. Before settlement by Maori, about
three quarters of the country’s 26 million ha were
forested, (McGlone 1989), compared with just one
quarter today. Burning by pre-European Maori
contributed significantly to this decline (McGlone
1989).

The additional non-human predation pressure,
renewed habitat losses, and new bird harvesting
techniques (principally the use of shotguns) that
followed European colonisation initiated a new wave
of reductions in bird population, leading to the
extinction of some species and to a long list of
threatened species (Holdaway 1989). The huia
(Heteralocha acutirostis) is probably the most widely
known example of species that became extinct in the
aftermath of European colonisation. This species was
highly prized by Maori as a food source and for
spiritual and ceremonial reasons — the white-tipped
black tail feathers were often worn as a mark of
nobility and are still worn on ceremonial occasions
by some Maori today. Unfortunately the huia also
became keenly sought after by European collectors
of skins because the species was strongly sexually
dimorphic, females having a long slender curved bill
and males a slightly shorter, straighter, and much
more stout bill. Consequently many were killed in
the name of science, adding to traditional harvests
by Maori. In 1892 Sir Walter Buller, one of New
Zealand’s most eminent 19th century ornithologists,
reportedly saw only a single huia in an area where
they had once been plentiful. He lamented the
species’ decline, but, incomprehensibly to modern
conservationists, promptly shot the bird anyway
(Szabo 1993). Although saddened by the demise of
native species, he and most of his contemporaries

believed that the eventual displacement and
extinction of native species was inevitable, and that
the collection of the last few specimens for scientific
purposes was justifiable and appropriate (Galbreath
1989).

The rapid decrease in numbers of many species
caused much concern about the fate of native birds,
and, from 1865 onward, a simple and largely
legislative approach to conservation saw limits placed
on the harvesting of native birds, mainly by the
declaration of reserves, and by the prohibition of
harvesting (Galbreath 1989). By 1955 this had
extended to absolute protection of all but a handful
of species. On the mainland, harvest of three species
of native duck, and pukeko (a native swamp hen;
Porphyrio) is still permitted, but only under
European-style game management rules of limited
harvest seasons, limit bags, and use of shotguns only
(i.e., there is nothing uniquely Maori about the
harvesting and management of these species). Only
two species of seabird, i.e.. the titi (sooty shearwaters;
Puffinus griseus) and the oi (grey-faced petrel;
Pterodroma macroptera), are still harvested and
managed mainly by Maori. These species aside,
Maori no longer have a legal right to harvest or
manage any native birds on mainland Aotearoa:
gamebirds are managed by Fish and Game Councils,
with little if any Maori input, and all other native
birds on all lands are now protected and managed by
the New Zealand Department of Conservation.

Some harvesting of protected species of birds
has continued despite the legal prohibition (Atkinson
1993, King 1994). Many of the harvesters are Maori,
and some are motivated by a desire to continue the
use of what are seen as Maori foods (King 1994),
Others, not all Maori, take and sell birds with little
regard to cultural significance or the principle of
sustainability. The species most commonly taken is
the kereru (native wood pigeon; Hemiphaga
novaeseelandiae). and its numbers are in severe
decline in many places, the combined result of habitat
degradation, mammalian predation and competition,
and continued hunting. Although some Maori
continue to harvest, other Maori consider any further
harvest should be halted (Barrington 1994, King
1994).

One of the key motivations for re-establishment
of harvesting rights is associated with the immense
importance to Maori of maintaining tribal and
individual mana (prestige or standing in the eyes of
others). Maori also place great store on hospitality,
which includes the provision of the finest food, and
a tribe’s mana is greatly enhanced by an ability to

+ provide sought-after traditional foods.
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TRADITIONAL HARVEST PRACTICES
AND REGULATION

The fullest written description of pre-European
bird harvesting practices is provided by Best (1977).
Our summary partly follows that account, but also
draws directly on traditional knowledge. At the time
of European settlement, Maori relied heavily on
native birds as a food source, particularly the tribes
in southern regions where the colder climate
prevented the growing of the sub-tropical crops Maori
brought from tropical Polynesia, and the inland tribes
(of which there were relatively few) whose access to
the sea was limited. With few other terrestrial sources
of animal protein apart from the kiore (introduced
for that purpose; Roberts 1991), Maori harvested and
ate virtually all species of bird, even the smallest.
The larger forest birds such as the kereru and kaka (a
parrot; Nestor meridionalis) probably provided the
best energy and protein return per unit of harvest
effort for forest birds, although ease of harvest may
sometimes have favoured smaller birds.

Birds were speared, netted, snared, trapped, or
taken as young from the nests or burrows. Harvesting
of birds was strictly regulated. It was seasonal, mostly
the winter months for forest species, and only certain
people (those skilled as hunters) were permitted in
harvesting areas. The methods of catching birds were
based on an intimate knowledge of the birds, their
behaviour and feeding habits, and, for forest species,
the location, flowering and fruiting times of the trees
and shrubs they fed on. Harvesting rights were clearly
delineated and were passed from father to son, more
or less as a property right within well established
guidelines. Areas from which birds were taken were
Jealously guarded, and any transgressors did so at
their own peril. With no written language, knowledge
of bird behaviour and ecology, and of harvesting
methods, rights, and regulations was passed verbally
between generations as part of the immensely strong
oral tradition for which Maori were (and still are)
renowned (Best 1977, Simmons 1973).

Pre-European Maori believed they shared a
common ancestry with forest trees and birds, and that
their spiritual gods were as real as objects held in the
hand. The most important of the main Maori gods
(of which there were six) was Tane, the father of trees
and birds. His protection, and that of other gods, was
considered absolutely essential to ensure that birds
remained abundant and harvestable. The first bird
killed during any harvesting expedition into the Great
Forests of Tane was always laid aside as an offering
to Tane, after which the hunters had his tacit approval
to catch birds for themselves.

Another striking feature of traditional harvest
practices were the prerequisite rituals aimed at
¢nsuring good harvests. There were a great many
rules to be observed — things that had to be done and
unlucky acts to be avoided if hunters were to be
successful. As examples, specific words might be
zntirely banned during the hunting seasons and
cooked food could not be carried while hunting. The
great number and the detailed nature of these rules
indicate clearly that hunting success was by no means
assured; not surprising considering the relatively
simple techniques used, the small size and alertness
of the target species, and the dense forest habitats in
which much harvesting took place. The harvest rules
undoubtedly represented the inter-generational
compilation of those actions thought to have affected
hunting success on previous occasions. Although
some of the rules may have been irrelevant it is likely
that, overall and in combination, they would have
significantly enhanced hunting success.

The regulation of harvest was achieved mainly
by a combination of tapu (religious restriction) and
rahui (temporary ban) imposed and administered by
rangatira (tribal chiefs) and tohunga (experts in the
lore relating to natural resources). Fear of divine
retribution generally ensured near-absolute
compliance with tapu and rahui, and provided a
highly effective enforcement system. If divine
retribution failed, more down-to-earth measures like
muru (confiscation of resources) were enacted.

Pre-European Maori believed all natural things
possessed a mauri (life force) and that they were
inextricably interconnected by this and, for living
things, a common ancestry in which humans also
shared. Many Maori retain this belief system, and
therefore take a holistic view of the environment and
environmental management (James 1993; Te Puni
Kokiri 1993b). There has been some tendency to
interpret the highly regulated traditional harvest
systems as evidence of a “western” conservation
ethic, but that is true only to the extent that it was
conservation for human use, i.e., the system was
designed to maximise the harvest rates and size by
ensuring that birds were undisturbed and that harvests
took place at times of the year when birds were easily
harvested and in best condition for eating (or possibly
more importantly for food preservation). Maori relied
heavily on a method of preserving foods such as birds
and kiore in their own fat, so most harvests were timed
to coincide with peak fatness. The harvest system
was therefore much more akin to game management
than to conservation, if conservation is interpreted
solely in the preservationist’s sense as the altruistic
management of bird species for their own good rather
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A counter argument is that Maori culture is not
fossilised. It continues to develop and could easily
combine elements of Maori culture with elements of
the existing enforcement system to achieve a
workable approach to bird management. If harvest
were legitimised, but only limited harvests were
possible, birds would most likely be taken only for
special occasions of great cultural significance.
Continued casual or illegal harvesting would degrade
the cultural value of the formal harvests, creating a
powerful motivation amongst Maori to combat illegal
harvests.

CONCLUSION

Although the iegal obstacles might not be great
and the government has shown considerable
willingness to recognise Maori rights to control of
natural resources, strong public resistance to
increased bird harvests is inevitable.

The predominantly non-Maori population is
largely urban, with no strong links to a bird harvesting
culture other than the European “game-management”
model that has been in place through most of this
century. Many would find the concept of eating native
birds (long the emblem of the conservation
movement) repugnant. Coupled with this, concerns
for animal welfare have seen the rise of an anti-
hunting lobby that vociferously opposes bird
harvesting of any sort, traditional or modern.

Overcoming this resistance will not be easy.
Despite the apparent protection of harvest rights
under the Treaty of Waitangi, any solution will require
compromise between the extremists (King 1994).
Such a solution is likely to see Maori and Pakeha
sharing management responsibility, hybrid
management systems combining tapu and rahui with
“western” legislation, conservation of species as the
primary goal, and the harvesting of selected species
only where that is demonstrably sustainable. We
argue that such a solution would re-establish the
manawhenua (the right to manage and care for a
resource that is imparted by use) that has been
virtually extinguished by the alienation of Maori from
their lands and forests. It would increase Maori links
with and commitment to their natural environment,
and, in our opinion, have considerable conservation
and cultural benefits.
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