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O Rationale for Selection

This project exemplifies the role of local and Indigenous groups in ensuring their
communities are resilient to climate change, and the impact financial resources can
have in amplifying these efforts. It is a small-scale project that could be replicated
across a range of governance contexts, promoting youth empowerment and
traditional knowledge revitalization as strategies for climate resilience.

Outcome Areas

Capacity-building, youth empowerment, climate/disaster planning, land
management/conservation, food security

H

9 Funding Sources

Deep South National Science Challenge (New Zealand government science funding)

o Implementation

Te Morehu Whenua (Ngati Ruaka subtribe)
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Context of Intervention

New Zealand ranks as the 8th most climate-
ready country in the world?. Its climate
resilience-enabling policy environment
offers insights for other countries, especially
similarly-small countries with temperate
climates. New Zealand submitted its first
National Adaptation Planin 2022, and its
independent Climate Change Commission
reports every two years on the Plan's
progress®. While the Commission'’s latest
report found signs of progress in important
adaptation areas, it noted that national
decision-making frameworks were not
well-suited to dealing with the uncertainty
of climate risk, and were not sufficiently
coherent across sectors®. Parliament
recently concluded the first stage in
developing a national climate adaptation
legislative framework to ensure coherence
across climate adaptation and disaster
response measures*.

In Whanganui, located in New Zealand's
North Island, key climate risks include
increased storms and flooding in low-

lying areas, more frequent droughts,

and coastal inundation®. Government
legislation passed in 2017 formalized a
transformative approach to engaging with
and understanding the Whanganui River,
recognizing the river's physical and spiritual
identity by conferring it legal personhood®.
While this was a significant development in
the sphere of environmental governance, the
legislation merely embedded the preexisting
knowledge systems, values, and practices
expressed in Tupua te Kawa - the framework
of Indigenous laws and values that was
already being used to govern the Whanganui
River’8. Despite its legally protected status,
local subtribes and communities along the
river nonetheless grapple with the impacts of
extreme weather events, hydropower dams,
erosion, and farm and forestry run offe.

Description of Intervention

Members of the youth-led environmentalist group Te Morehu Whenua were
worried about the impacts of climate change on their ancestral land and on their
Indigenous subtribe’s connection with it. Using government-administered science
funding and other local funding avenues, they led a citizen science project to
revitalize their subtribe’s place-based traditional knowledge and strengthen

their collective resilience to climate change. Over two years, the group formally
assessed the adaptive capacity of their local area, used archival research to
revitalize traditional place-based knowledge lost to colonization, and trained the
next generation in climate resilience techniques.

Te Morehu Whenua is composed of elementary and high schoolers, family
members and elders from the Ngati Ruaka subtribe, with a mission to restore
their ancestral land, Moutoa Island. The island, located on the Whanganui River,
is considered sacred, and its surrounding waters were historically an important
site for food gathering. Prior to the project, the impacts of colonization and land
alienation meant that fewer tribal members practiced traditional techniques of
food harvesting and ecological restoration, with traditional knowledge reserved
to a handful of local people. The formation of Te Morehu Whenua responded to an
increasing demand for revitalization of traditional ecological practices, including
as a strategy against climate change impacts.

In 2022, Te Morehu Whenua received a grant from the Deep South National
Science Challenge to investigate whether local Indigenous values-based
governance frameworks were sufficiently adaptive to respond to climate change.
The project would assess the existing adaptive capacity of the region, revitalize
the ecological knowledge required to put planning into practice, and equip Ngati
Ruaka with skills and resources to thrive in a changing climate.

The first phase of the project found that the frameworks were sufficiently
adaptive in the face of climate uncertainty. Through a mixed-methods approach,
they analyzed the knowledge systems, values, and practices underpinning the
frameworks, and measured the specific climate risks that Moutoa Island faced.
The group determined that the frameworks were well suited to adapt to climate
change. To put them into practice, the group's research on specific climate risks
and work to revitalize local knowledge would now be key.

Te Morehu Whenua then conducted archival research to build a repository of
ecological knowledge based on the traditional practices of their ancestors.

They visited local, regional, and national repositories, conducted interviews

with elders, and held community meetings. The findings were coded into formal
databases, and were also shared with Ngati Ruaka members through symposia,
artwork, and performance. Besides creating a central repository of knowledge,
involvement in this process trained younger members of the group and subtribe
in research and archival methods that will prevent knowledge being lost in future.

Finally, the group implemented their findings through a series of training and
work programs. They developed a native seed bank, established community
gardens and traditional food storehouses, and are currently reforesting the island
with native trees. Te Morehu Whenua also ran community workshops, teaching
skills such as eel fishing and food harvesting. All programs utilized place-based
techniques that responded directly to weather and lunar cycles, which ensured
learners could adapt their practices to a changing climate.



Intervention Funding

The Moutoa Island Restoration Project was
funded by a USD$88,200 grant from the
Deep South National Science Challenge, a
collaborative research program resourced by
the New Zealand government. The program
was designed to support research into
national climate adaptation, and ran from
2014-2024.

Outcomes from the Intervention and Dissemination

Revitalization of Indigenous ecological knowledge

The Moutoa Island Restoration Project focused on recovering traditional
knowledge and practices that had almost been lost due to the impacts of
colonization and land alienation. Rather than creating new techniques, the
project recognized through historical research that extensive and effective
local knowledge already existed. The process of revitalizing this knowledge
for contemporary use enabled Te Morehu Whenua to implement place-based
environmental restoration techniques that were highly adaptable to climate
change, and affirmed their subtribe’s historic stewardship over their ancestral
lands.

Youth empowerment and intergenerational learning

This youth-led project gave young members of Ngati Ruaka the chance to

lead climate resilience in their community and equipped them with important
skills for the future. Participation from older knowledge holders of the subtribe
enabled inter-generational learning, drawing from their grounded place-based
expertise, academic background, and project management experience. Since
most participants were minors, this also engaged their family members in the
project. Te Morehu Whenua interviewed tribal elders as part of their research and
ran intergenerational knowledge exchange workshops to share what they had
learned.

Fostering connections with the land

Involvement in the project helped participants to foster a stronger connection
with the land and river, making sustainability of the practices more likely. Through
acquiring local knowledge, such as learning about their genealogical connections
to the river and lands, participants developed and strengthened their connection
to the local environment, alongside learning more direct techniques for climate
resilience.

Community understanding and climate risk assessment skills

Members of Ngati Ruaka mapped the specific climate risks their lands and
waterways face, and learned skills to assess climate risk in the future. They
collaborated with scientists to gather primary climate data, including using
multispectral imaging to determine canopy health, using time lapse equipment
to record climate extremes, and engaging with a collaborative research program
on erosion control. Participants gained specialized skills that could be used for
future assessments.



Considerations

Funding structure and conditions

The Moutoa Island Restoration Project was funded by a modest, one-time grant with sufficient adaptability to enable the group to

respond to project needs as they arose. While the grant proposal focused on assessing the adaptive capacity of local Indigenous values-
based governance frameworks, the group was able to broaden and leverage the momentum from the project to include revitalization and
implementation of the traditional knowledge required to put frameworks into practice. Key to the funder's flexibility was the well-developed
relationship with Ngati Ruaka, and its confidence that their frameworks and practices could enable positive project outcomes.

Collaboration with external education and science bodies

A key strength of the project was the collaboration with Indigenous-led national and international science and research bodies, as well

as local government. Working with these groups, the team received in-kind skills training on a variety of technical topics, such as using
multispectral imaging to determine canopy health. This enabled high quality data collection and project outcomes, and also trained members
of Ngati Ruaka in specialized techniques.

Enabling the devolution of authority

Project outcomes were bolstered by Ngati Ruaka subtribe’s secure land tenure and established governance rights to their ancestral land.
Following a Treaty of Waitangi settlement - a mechanism through which the New Zealand government negotiates redress settlements with
Indigenous groups?® - the inextricable connection between the river and its people is now legally recognized. Additionally, legislation passed
in 2017 acknowledges the inextricable relationship between Whanganui's tribes and their ancestral river®*. This acknowledgement is
realized in the devolution of authority to subtribes and local communities, the establishment of new governance and cultural institutions and
practices, and by centering Tupua te Kawa - the local Indigenous-values based governance framework - in all decision-making concerning the
river’.

Replicability outside the New Zealand governance context

While this project benefited from New Zealand's unique system of Indigenous legal rights and land tenure, core elements are still replicable
across different governance contexts and scales. Elements driving its success include Indigenous leadership, a motivated local community,
flexible financial arrangements, and access to external institutional partners for data and training. This project demonstrates that with a
modest funding grant and the right enabling environment, Indigenous and local communities can be supported to apply their expertise for
powerful climate solutions.
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