
36 Autumn 2018 Heritage New Zealand

ARCHAEOLOGY

36 Autumn 2018 Heritage New Zealand

ARCHAEOLOGY



Autumn 2018 37 Heritage New Zealand

Our coastal and archaeological heritage is already 
being lost as a result of climate change, but a 
collaborative project in Hawke’s Bay is helping 
communities to turn the tide
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Which parts of our heritage are worth saving, if you 
can only choose a few? The growing impacts of climate 
change worldwide, including rising temperatures and 
sea levels and more destructive waves and weather, are 
making this an increasingly pressing question. 

The number of natural World Heritage Sites 
threatened by climate change has grown from 35 to 
62 in just three years, with climate change the fastest-
growing threat they face, according to a report released 
in mid-November at the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in Bonn, Germany. One in four of the World 
Heritage Sites is now affected – compared with one in 
seven in 2014. 

The problem was one that Heritage New Zealand 
magazine flagged in 2008, in an article by Rick 
McGovern-Wilson, now Executive Officer for the New 
Zealand Conservation Authority at the Department of 
Conservation. He argues that cultural loss has largely 
been ignored when it comes to climate change. 

“We need to be thinking 50 years into the future, when 
the effects will be so great that the loss of our coastal and 
archaeological heritage will be quite severe,” he says.  

“A lot of our early sites are on that fringe, and someone 
needs to take the lead now to make policy decisions 
on what we’re prepared to save and how much we’re 
prepared to spend doing it,” he says. 
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However, the threat of losing valuable sites is 
encouraging people to rally and providing fresh 
opportunities for collaboration. Community-based 
project Omaio ki Tua has recently helped Hawke’s Bay 
iwi Ngāti Kahungunu to learn new ways to understand 
and protect its wāhi tapu (spiritual places). 

Omaio ki Tua is a partnership between the University 
of Otago’s Southern Pacific Archaeological Research 
unit, Pukehou Marae, Kahurānaki Marae and the 
Kairākau Lands Trust. Funded by the Department of 
Conservation, it aims to protect and conserve early 
Māori heritage in the Ngāti Kahungunu rohe (area). 

The main issue the Ngāti Kahungunu rohe faces is the 
erosion of the coast, rivers, farmland and wāhi taonga 
(sacred sites). For example, kōiwi tangata (human 
remains) were found at an eroding pā site. Extreme 
weather, such as dry summers followed by heavy rain,  
is also hastening the usual erosion processes.

1  The extent of the 
erosion is revealed. 

2  PhD candidate 
Chelsea Cunningham,  
with members of the 
University of Otago 
team, whānau from 
the Kairākau Lands 
Trust, and local iwi. 
IMAGE: SUPPLIED

3  Erosion can reveal 
bones embedded in 
the ground, requiring 
further investigation. 

4  A shell midden.

5  Some of the 
archaeological team 
and Kairākau whānau. 
IMAGE: SUPPLIED

Professor Richard Walter, head of the University of 
Otago’s Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, 
says that coastal archaeological sites in Hawke’s Bay are 
being severely affected by the high-energy sea.

“The earliest archaeological sites are located around 
the coasts, and there’s increasing erosion of Hawke’s Bay 
coastlines, so we’re losing a lot of archaeological sites 
very rapidly,” he says. 

The sites that are under threat at the moment range 
from very early settlement-phase villages occupied in 
the 14th century to major fortifications and pā sites 
occupied at around the time Europeans arrived. There 
are also European settler resources, such as old pastoral 
and whaling sites. 

“There have been some spectacular losses,” says 
Richard. “There are even huge pā sites that have half-
dropped into the sea on some parts of the coast. In other 
areas there is systematic low-level erosion.” 
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Richard says that it’s only through the Omaio ki 
Tua project and others like it that we can gain more 
understanding of what is happening on those coasts. 

“We provide workshops to teach local marae-based 
communities how to recognise, record and monitor 
the status of archaeological and heritage resources 
in the coastal zone, with a particular view to future 
environmental impacts through climate change and  
sea-level rise,” he says. 

“We’ve gone out into the field and run reconnaissance 
survey programmes, where we take different people 
around different archaeological sites, monitoring the 
status of those sites and teaching people how to record 
what’s there on the ground, and how to monitor changes 
through time on archaeological sites.”

The project uses sophisticated digital technology, 
including drones and recording systems. It has also 
developed a software package for mobile devices that 
will allow each marae to monitor changes in its rohe’s 
archaeological sites.

“No organisations are charged with the responsibility 
for looking after these coastal sites. Only if we have 
communities – and particularly Māori communities – 
who are interested in managing and monitoring these 
resources will we get any progress.”

The Kairākau Beach site used as a week-long training 
workshop for the participants is a small, badly eroding 
village site occupied in pre-European times. Richard says it 
was possibly a small fishing camp on the edge of the river 
mouth, containing some stone tools and cooking areas. 
There was also evidence of early European occupation.

“The purpose was to uncover information from the site 
because it was eroding, and also to demonstrate one of 
the methods archaeologists can use when dealing with 
sites that are in that endangered coastal margin,” he says. 
“Some you can let go, some you can conserve, and some 
you can excavate and get the information straight away.”

Kairākau Lands Trust trustee Wikitoria Moore has 
seen significant erosion of wāhi tapu on farmland 

“We need to be 
thinking 50 years 
into the future, 
when the effects 
will be so great 
that the loss of 
our coastal and 
archaeological 
heritage will be 
quite severe”
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that the trust administers on behalf of its Māori owners, 
and was wondering what options there were to preserve 
them when Omaio ki Tua came along. 

“It was really good timing, because we were asking for 
help and it basically turned up on the doorstep,” she says. 

They met the Otago team in March at Pukehou 
Marae, as well as staff from MTG Hawke’s Bay (formerly 
Hawke’s Bay Museum & Art Gallery) and Heritage 
New Zealand. They spent a weekend going over the 
theoretical side of site identification and recording, and 
figuring out the problem, goals, and a plan.

“The wānanga was all about identifying, recording, 
and a little bit of mapping so we can take over that 
role and have a more active part of management and 
protection,” Wikitoria says. “We’re all about getting 
help, but yes, it is our responsibility.”

Wikitoria says that one of the Otago team’s main goals  
was to offer the local people new eyes: the eyes of  
an archaeologist. 

“Often we walked past the same places, but Richard 
would tell us that there was a hāngī site in the side of  
a riverbank, and we never saw it until he pointed it  
out,” she says. 

“They were great people to deal with and 
so passionate. They could see our enthusiasm and passion 
as well, and we were all really keen to work together.

“It’s been really good for enhancing the relationship 
we already have with the land, and the more we 
learn, the stronger the feelings are.”

Stella August, a Ngāti Kahungunu marine biologist, 
says it was great to be involved in the Kairākau Beach 
excavation. 

1  A headland across the 
river from the small 
settlement and motor 
camp has revealed 
human bones and 
the site of a midden. 
Plywood protects 
them in the short 
term.  

2  A cross-section of 
steep cliffs shows 
how potentially 
unstable this land is.

3  Middens have 
been found high 
on hillsides, giving 
insights into early 
human settlement.
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“We learnt a lot. It was hands on, and we really got 
to see the work they do every day. None of us had been 
involved in an actual dig before.”

She says the process has also helped the community 
become more knowledgeable about the Heritage New 
Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act 2014. 

“We know the process that people should be going 
through and we know that we have a leg to stand on  
if anything should happen.

“It comes back to being involved in the management. 
It’s about kaitiakitanga, our taking on that role of the 
guardian of our land, our waters, our sea, to make sure 
it’s all protected as best as we can.”

Wikitoria and Stella say that having the Otago team 
there has helped them to share knowledge with other 
members of the hapū and wider community.

“Richard helped to bring down the barriers that 
people may have had,” Stella says. “We have found that 
when we are working with Otago or archaeologists 
in general, because they’re that independent 
third party those barriers seem to come down a lot 
more easily.” 

Heritage New Zealand Regional Archaeologist 
Christine Barnett says that natural erosion seen over 
generations is becoming more obvious. The Treaty 
of Waitangi settlement process has helped to identify 
that, she says. “I believe we’ll get more conversations 
with post-treaty-settlement groups about what to do 
about these eroding sites, and it will be very hard to 

protect them,” she says. “We’re not King Canute; we 
can’t stop the tide but we can work with them and get 
as much information out of a site as we can before it’s 
damaged and lost.” 

She says one of the most distressing and sensitive 
impacts is the potential for burial sites to be damaged 
and destroyed.

“When those storm events happen, we get phone 
calls asking, ‘What can I do?’ Things appear that we 
haven’t seen before. Basically, the shoreline that was 
there isn’t there anymore.”

Richard says that the best way to deal with the 
problem is through different interest groups working 
closely together. 

“It’s about a really active involvement between 
archaeological science, high-end science, and  
the methodologies of archaeology, combined with 
the traditional knowledge and value system of Māori, 
the people who really understand their history and 
landscapes,” he says. “It’s that combination that is 
going to work, particularly if it’s coupled with  
cutting-edge technology.”

Wikitoria says that Omaio ki Tua has been an 
“awesome experience”.

“We feel very lucky to be a part of that project. We 
can’t control Mother Nature but we would like to do 
all we can to protect our wāhi taonga. And if we can’t 
protect them, [we will] learn what we can from them 
before they’re lost.” 

“It’s been really good for enhancing the relationship we 
already have with the land, and the more we learn, the 
stronger the feelings are”
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