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Many thanks for this opportunity to talk with you, Damon. I 
wanted to start by picking up some ideas in your recent 
book, Island Time: New Zealand’s Pacific Futures, in which 
you put forth the concept that our Pacific future is “already 
here”. So, New Zealand has large, very dynamic Pacific 
communities dealing with a range of issues linked to 
demographics, connections with the Pacific itself and the 
aspirations of young people. Could you elaborate on what 
that means for how we should think about the future?

Partly this draws from Peter Drucker’s idea of a future that’s 
already happened. For him and other people who think 
deeply about the future, there are elements of the future 
that are already very present. Lots of these elements are big 
things like things that will matter in 40 years’ time, and 
demography is clearly one of them.  

The issue in New Zealand has been that often we’ve seen 
Pacific people as being marginal to New Zealand life, to the 
New Zealand economy, to New Zealand society. But now, 
Pacific people are at this demographic critical point where 
they’re very substantial, within Auckland particularly, but 
also in Wellington and Christchurch. They’re now also 
increasingly in places that non-Pacific people see as 
unexpected, like Oamaru and some other regional towns.

We’re seeing a shift towards more and more Pacific 
presence. It’s also happened in a particular way where the 
arrivals have come not at the airport, but in maternity 
wards, which has meant that Pacific people are a very young 
population.  The median age of Pacific people, especially 
New Zealand born Pacific people, is very young. It’s the 

youngest in New Zealand.  Pacific people are very youthful 
and very much New Zealanders: not a migrant population, 
but a first-language English-speaking, New Zealand born, 
New Zealand-identifying, often Pacific-identifying rather 
than with specific Pacific identities, as well as with specific 
Pacific identities.

That Pacific future is already present in New Zealand. What 
we haven’t done is make the most of it.  The obvious areas, 
where we’ve done the most work to make the most of it, are 
where New Zealanders see Pacific success. This has been 
most visible in areas where there are high incentives and, 
typically, low scale. Most obviously, rugby, and the creative 
industries are where Pacific people’s success has had the 
most visibility, and it is no accident these areas are where 
the inequalities of childhood can be most easily surmounted 
by talent. That’s a glimpse of the Pacific future we’ve seen. In 
other areas – most areas – we’ve done a very poor job of 
realising Pacific potential and opportunity in New Zealand 
– if you consider that we have New Zealand’s youngest, most 
dynamic population and they’re not being supported to 
achieve what they’re capable of.

How do Pacific communities view the concept of an ageing 
population in that context?  The overall New Zealand 
population is ageing, and that’s true for the Pacific 
population as well. But while everyone gets older, you could 
say that Pacific communities are more sustainable in terms 
of the dependency ratio trends. What conversations are you 
hearing about that?
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Ageing is very present in ordinary Pacific discussions and 
ordinary Pacific lives. I often use a visual metaphor, one you 
can see every day in New Zealand in our retirement 
communities. In these communities most of the aged people 
are Palagi, European New Zealanders; meanwhile most of 
the people looking after them are Māori, Pacific and Asian. 
It’s a visible demonstration of a profound change in New 
Zealand:  an old, predominantly white society already in the 
care of its future – a young, diverse population. But it’s more 
than a metaphor of course; there’s economic opportunity for 
Pacific people in ageing as many Pacific people work as 
carers in the human service side of healthcare. 

But ageing also shows the complexity of Pacific families and 
cultures. We see micro-economies within Pacific families, 
where that care is organized by and within Pacific families. 
There are not a lot of Pacific people in outsourced care – 
they’re mostly being cared for within families.

There is a lot of Pacific work that’s unmeasured by traditional 
economic measures because it’s not being paid for. Young 
Pacific people are often caring for older people; many of 
these people are, for instance, withdrawing from the 
workforce to care for children and the elderly.  Those kinds 
of things are ordinary parts of Pacific lives. Pacific people 
come up with different answers to the questions raised by 
ageing, which are really interesting and I think probably 
more beneficial to the people involved. What comes through 
as a priority – even though there’s a financial dimension to it 
– is the wellbeing of elders. The idea that you’d send Nana 
off to a retirement community is not a popular one in Pacific 
families. In fact, it would be taken by many Pacific families 
as a criticism that they can’t care properly for their elders.

You have strong family discussions about this aspect of 
ageing. Of course, the other place it comes out is that life 
expectancies are so much lower for Pacific people, 
dramatically lower, especially for Pacific males. In all these 
places, ageing comes up. It also foregrounds a Pacific strategy 
of ‘investment’ which has typically seen investment not in a 
financial sense, but as relational and chiefly intergenerational. 
So what you prioritise is putting all your resources into your 
family, and the family then makes collective decisions which 
are typically not solely driven by individual priorities.

>>
We’ve done a very poor job of 
realising Pacific potential and 
opportunity in New Zealand.

One of the soundest Pacific investment logics has been to 
have lots of children, and that lots of children is what 
provides security for everyone – it provides security for you 
and for your elders. It reveals a different way of thinking and 
of being in the world. Pacific people will often verbalise that 
they feel sorry for people who only have one or two children, 
and that the expectations are different between boys and 
girls about who they care for – that perhaps girls are the 
more durable ‘investment’ for their parents!

It differs from family to family, but there are strong patterns 
that girls are expected, in many Pacific cultures, to care for 
their parents when they’re elderly. Your retirement plan is that 
I’m going to live with this daughter and I raised her right so she 
will look after me. It’s actually quite a reliable indicator of 
these things. It is a different, family-based approach. I see it 
as a wellbeing approach but also one that is ancient.

That is quite a contrast to the individualistic model of 
participation in the formal labour force, and a challenge to 
the concept of a dependency ratio that measures people in 
the formal labour force compared to people who are not. I 
know you do quite a lot of work with Pacific youth. What are 
you hearing from them in terms of their aspirations about 
work, about getting on in life and having life opportunities, 
and so on?

I think it’s partly that individual versus collective thing, but it’s 
also partly that, for not all but many Pacific people, the key 
decision-making driver is not, or isn’t primarily, money. 
Money is a way of expressing relationships rather than being 
the goal. That is one of the things that sometimes gets Pacific 
families into challenging situations, because they need to 
express their value of a relationship and they express it with 
money which they don’t have. It involves a different 
relationship to money which exposes them to financial risk 
and borrowing and leverage and those sorts of things.

There are different understandings of money and what it 
means.  It’s very much people and family first, and money is 
a way of expressing all that. People have to show their 
commitment to church and one of the ways you do that is 
through money. That’s tough if you don’t have any. 

Many Pacific people grow up in situations where they don’t 
see money as the sole point of life. But there are also 
fundamental challenges of economic access and equity, 
which are separate concerns, but which exacerbate many of 
the negative outcomes.

That can mean that Pacific people are further disadvantaged 
when they meet a financial culture in which they are already 
disadvantaged. It is most obvious in New Zealand’s culture 
of home ownership, because Pacific people generally have 
the lowest home ownership rates in New Zealand. This 
means most Pacific people are locked out of the property 
market, which affects all kinds of wellbeing, and has huge 
intergenerational and financial impacts.  

You describe in your writings the many examples of innovation 
by Pacific youth and entrepreneurs in different areas, whether 
it’s solving their immediate problems or in more traditional 
business innovation. These can contribute to supporting both 
families, and the economy’s ability to cope with some of the 
longer term issues we spoke about earlier.  What are the focus 
areas for Pacific innovation that you’re seeing coming 
through? Where do people see the opportunities?

We are seeing some bigger economic shifts out of the 
manufacturing industries where Pacific people were 
historically very present, into sales, marketing, retail and 
those not particularly remunerative parts of the economy. 
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There is also a shift into primary industries based outside of 
urban centres. That’s one of the reasons we’re seeing a 
boom of Pacific populations in places like Oamaru. In these 
kinds of locations you can maintain a higher standard of 
living on the same kind of income. In the regions it is often 
the case that housing is less than half the cost of Auckland, 
and there are large primary industries nearby. 

The real innovation is probably happening amongst younger 
Pacific people and in creative and relational industries. 
Things like music and art, which I think New Zealand hasn’t 
seen as a particularly interesting part of the economy nor a 
high value part. But when you connect it to what some 
people regard as New Zealand’s largest industry – tourism 
– you realise that there are new opportunities for this kind of 
experiential economy. There are places where you can go 
and watch Pacific performances, where there are Pacific 
foods, the markets – as well as the very high end tourist 
stuff. New Zealand’s music industry is demonstrably Pacific 
heavy. The fashion industry is very heavily Pacific. Then 
there’s specialised retail driven by locally produced things 
like clothing, screen printed t-shirts. That’s a very accessible 
part of the market because you don’t need high capital to 
get in, and it allows for innovation. If we could leverage that 
into slightly higher skilled and higher value occupations – I 
already meet Pacific young people who are self-taught in 
areas like VR, self-taught gaming. 

>>
A Pacific strategy of ‘investment’ 
… has typically seen investment 
not in a financial sense, but as 
relational and chiefly 
intergenerational.

That seems like a huge opportunity.

We’re running the risk of the digital possibilities closing 
every day, rather than opening, as the digital real estate is 
being taken up by large overseas enterprises and the cost of 
entry is climbing. Now may be exactly the kind of time when 
we should seeing that kind of innovation. 

Because there’s a high degree of ethnic and residential 
segregation, it does allow for opportunities to happen 
locally.  It is cheaper to access retail space, for instance, in 
Otara than it is in Remuera. That’s a positive outcome of the 
perceived negative phenomenon that Otara is almost 
entirely Māori and Pacific and poor. That’s why we’ll see in 
these places, where we might not expect it, incredibly 
energised and innovative activity. I think we also see people 
in those areas who have far less to lose, so they probably 
have that entrepreneurial spirit and also are prepared to 
enter what we are imagining is a new norm, of working 
across more than one job or field. These enterpreneurs and 
innovators – who are typically young – are more prepared to 
be doing multiple things, they’re more prepared to be 

running a stall in a market on a Saturday, running a music 
event, creating apparel, while working part-time or shifts.

I think we have world class talent. Pacific people are the 
heart of the communities that allow the All Blacks to be 
globally competitive. There is absolutely no reason why 
these communities wouldn’t also allow other New Zealand 
industries to be competitive. We just need to give young 
Pacific people the same opportunities for support that our 
rugby players get. I certainly see it, I’m closely connected 
with some people that are truly world class musicians and 
only need the connection and the platform. We’re going to 
see that kind of stuff happening more and more – in creative 
arts, in industry. We’re going to see new avenues of 
monetisation and people discovering ways to find value in 
the strengths of Pacific people, such as collectivity and the 
ability to raise instant capital through connecting people.

Pacific people are very skilled, for instance, at bringing an 
audience of hundreds of people together for church. There 
are people who’ve figured how to turn that church community 
into one that supports them locally.  I think we’re going to see 
that increasingly seen as a broader economic and social 
opportunity. Also, New Zealand seems to have understood at 
a macro level now that the Pacific is one of our differentiators. 
People can have an authentic and distinctively Pacific 
experience in New Zealand. Increasingly we’re seeing the 
mainstream capture of some of that difference.

I’m a little bit allergic to that, but what it does do is 
acknowledge the value of that difference that’s always been 
denied. There is real value in the fact that this is the largest 
Polynesian city in the world. There are things you can 
experience in Auckland that you couldn’t experience anywhere 
else and, frankly, if it wasn’t present in Auckland, Auckland 
would look like a whole lot of other cities. Why would you 
come to Auckland? Surely in the top one or two reasons must 
be that it’s a Polynesian city. The fact that people haven’t 
made much of that is a huge missed opportunity driven by a 
very traditional and narrow way of thinking.

We talked about Pacific approaches to life as being a source 
of resilience, innovation and strength. One long-term 
challenge for all of us, of course, is climate change. For 
Pacific home countries this must be an emotionally resonant 
theme. What is the nature of conversations in Pacific 
communities about the response to climate change over the 
next few decades?

The Pacific has seen a diversity of responses, because the 
Pacific itself is going to experience it quite diversely. In 
places like the northern Cooks, Tokelau, Tuvalu, it’s an 
existential threat. People can already witness there some 
of the challenges that are coming with climate change, 
whereas in some other parts of the Pacific where you’re 
living on high islands and you might have better fresh 
water and those sorts of things, the challenge is different. 
What I think is driving the change in consciousness is 
actually that we’ve got such a young population in the 
Pacific, and that includes the northern and western Pacific, 
where the median age is typically around 21/22, versus New 
Zealand’s which is north of 40. 
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Globally young people are claiming leadership in climate 
change consciousness and activism, and we have already 
seen young Pacific people emerge as key global leaders. The 
Pacific voice is powerful, articulate and authentic: when 
people are quite closely connected to their means of 
production – to the fisheries, to the gardens that sustain 
their lives – they notice and understand climate change in 
ways that are really profound.

Around Auckland you can see it yourself. Things that never 
used to grow, now grow.  You can grow bananas in Auckland. 
When I grew up we had banana trees, but they would never 
produce much. As we talk I’ve got in my office a bunch of 
bananas grown in Māngere, it’s early December and I’m 
eating them. You used to be able to grow taro only for the 
leaves, now you can grow taro and eat them. Gardeners 
know, and people when they survive on their gardens know. 
So there’s an urgency around climate change, both because 
people are feeling the brunt, and because young people are 
connected to, and care for, their future.

Coming out of climate change will be other issues that the 
Pacific brings to the foreground for New Zealand.  New 
Zealand’s going to have to confront this issue of climate 
migration, and that’s not only going to be about climate 
refugees and people who have nowhere to live anymore. It 
will be about people who can’t sustain their lives and in 
many islands, it’s not going to be a gradual development. 
The transformation from islands being habitable to being 
uninhabitable could happen very, very rapidly. Many of the 
low islands have a fresh water lens under them – if it 
becomes salty, then no longer can they live on that island.

Pacific responses to that are going to affect New Zealand.  If 
we reimagine ourselves as I argue we should, which is as a 
Pacific nation, we live here anchored in the Pacific; that’s not 
going away.  All of our major challenges geopolitically are 
here in the Pacific and we will experience them along with 
our Pacific neighbours. We’re not immune because we’re 
wealthier.  As external actors enter the Pacific in different 
ways, as climate change leads people to seek out new 
support and new partners in the world, what we may see is 
that new people, new political and economic actors are 
going to move into the neighbourhood.

>>
One of the soundest Pacific 
investment logics has been to 
have lots of children, and that 
lots of children is what provides 
security for everyone.

In some academic studies of the Pacific we talk about 
‘strategic rent’. New Zealanders often see the money we 
give to the Pacific as benevolent but, of course, we give it 
partly because we’re benevolent but partly because it buys 
us – New Zealand – a deep sense of security. We’re 
effectively honouring friendship with substance. As other 

countries are increasingly prepared to give and, in some 
cases, give more, the security that comes from assured 
friendship may well be eroded. 

Many people ask that question about China, but other actors 
like Russia have also been active. We will find the cost of 
strategic rent going up and we will find that Pacific people 
have the agency to address their own urgent needs in ways 
that might not be aligned with New Zealand’s geopolitical 
security. The cost of that will be immediate to New Zealand. 
We give away a relatively small proportion of our GDP and 
that buys us a level of comfort where we don’t have to have a 
huge military and we don’t have to have aircraft carriers and 
those sorts of things.

If other nations’ military bases were to move in close to New 
Zealand, we’ll rediscover how close these places are and it’ll 
change New Zealand’s immediate needs and it will change it 
for the foreseeable future.  We’ve been living in an economic 
world in the Pacific that has largely been structured around 
the end of the Second World War and what we’re going into 
now is effectively a global restructuring. Americans used to 
call the Pacific the American Lake. We’re entering a period 
where the American and Australian and, to some extent, 
New Zealand ascendency in the Pacific, with the French 
alongside, is coming under a sustained and generational 
challenge. It isn’t just because there’s a Chinese cheque 
book coming; it’s because many Pacific nations are coming 
to question some of these decisions.

Our behaviour around climate change is a key thing. Climate 
change is the number one security concern for all Pacific 
nations and until New Zealand aligns with that, then are we 
an honest broker and a trusted partner? There’s literally a 
sea change in the Pacific, it’s the sea that New Zealand lives 
in and climate change is at the very heart of what’s 
happening. It’s not just about finances.

Across all the issues we’ve talked about, how can we in New 
Zealand work together to address the challenges for Pacific 
communities here, and build resilient communities for the 
long term?

I think Pacific communities understand that they have 
experienced long term underinvestment in their communities 
and their key institutions.  There’s no question the poorest 
places are where Pacific people live, where the housing is the 
lowest quality, where the schools face the most challenges, 
where school outcomes are the worst; everything from the 
commercial environment to local shopping and often even 
things like access to beaches and all those things. I think most 
Pacific people would think the first step is to actually address 
some of that. This is not the way it’s generally seen by most 
New Zealanders. Most New Zealanders see these 
communities as receiving more investment and being overly 
reliant on government subsidies. 

The first thing is to shift that in a meaningful way, to actually 
show that Pacific young people are deserving of the same 
outcomes as everyone else. Not just the same investment. 
We have a loading in the decile system for increased funding 
but the challenges far outweigh that. A lot of it is driven by 
things external to education, like housing and work. Pouring 
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the amount of investment in that we need to realise the 
potential in these communities is incredibly important and 
that’s, I think, a critical part of growing New Zealand’s 
overall prosperity and wellbeing.

The other thing, which we’re starting to see the signs of, is 
admission to decisionmaking. In decisionmaking in Pacific 
leadership circles they often use that Palagi proverb “if you’re 
not at the table you’re on the menu”. Historically, Pacific 
people have been on the menu along with Māori, along with 
migrants. What we’re seeing now is a shift towards admission 
to decisionmaking. As a result we are now seeing the huge 
benefits of this, which is not just about diversity being 
present, but that having Pacific and Māori present leads to 
different decisions. That’s been my argument, including in 
Island Time – it’s not just about changing the composition of 
decisionmakers for some sort of equity purpose; it’s about 
changing the composition so we get better decisions.

>>
New Zealand seems to have 
understood at a macro level 
now that the Pacific is one of our 
differentiators.

Just like Pacific families make decisions that are not driven 
financially or economically, we’re starting to see government 
institutions making decisions which don’t put money at the 
centre. We’ve lived through 60 or 70 years of spectacular 
economic growth and we’re now facing the consequences of 
financially-centred decisionmaking, which has intensified 
climate change, which has led to water quality which means 
you can’t swim in most New Zealand rivers.  Omahu Creek in 
Auckland would be amongst the most polluted water ways in 
the world, and I grew up on the banks of it.  That’s what 
those kinds of decisions have delivered, as well as enormous 
economic and social inequality.

These are things that most New Zealanders actually don’t 
think fit their values. So diversifying decision making, by 
bringing Pacific people with their wisdom, with their values, 
with their commitment to family and a better way of life, 
improves it for everyone. In the New Zealand Social Survey, 
who are the most satisfied people in New Zealand? It’s Pacific 
people. There’s a lesson there for New Zealanders. Living in a 
big family who love each other, who support the old when 
they’re elderly and the young when they’re younger and, 
particularly, who put older generations in daily contact with 
younger generations, raises the likelihood of living fulfilled 
lives. The same survey tells us that Pacific people are least 
likely to be lonely, and they’re also the most likely to feel safe.

Who’s the least likely to feel safe?  An elderly person living 
on their own. There’s beauty in the Pacific way of life and 
frankly I think it wouldn’t be the worst model for New 
Zealanders to pursue. If we have a little bit of that in the 
mix then we start making both macro and local decisions 
that prioritize the drivers of that. People recognise the 
value in these different ways of life.

What does this mean for leadership?

The public leadership of New Zealand, not political 
leadership but public leadership in our public service, has 
missed this opportunity.  We could’ve diversified the public 
service far more rapidly than we did and we would’ve been 
ahead of the curve and it would’ve happened without too 
much expense.  Instead what’s happened is the value of 
Pacific leadership and presence has materialised in a way 
that the public service was unprepared for. Many of us have 
seen it coming. Now, all of a sudden, the public service is 
competing with the private sector for Pacific talent, and New 
Zealand is competing with a global marketplace that has 
come to see this value as well.

There are Pacific people now that don’t have to deal with New 
Zealand. They can just go straight to the world. So we’ve 
missed the opportunity of early investment and we’ve missed 
the opportunity not just because those people went abroad, 
but because they would’ve helped shape who we are more 
profoundly.  What we’re living in now is a world where Pacific 
people are just ordinary opinion and societal leaders in New 
Zealand but that isn’t matched in the composition of our 
officials, of our formal leadership, and in our professions.

It’s only really in places which made this choice early, like 
education, where you see Pacific values in our national 
curriculum. My regret is that despite talking about this since 
the 1990s, we never really got behind it and pushed. We’re 
gonna pay the consequences; because now my students 
could go to Treasury but, actually, they are in demand. So 
places like PriceWaterhouseCoopers wants them, and puts 
them in charge of stuff, and then Treasury has to go outside 
itself for expertise that should be ‘native’ and has to pay, and 
it isn’t going to be cheap.

That’s what the missed opportunity looks like. That’s where 
we’re distinctive. We could’ve been different. I’m not a 
nationalist, but it is pretty clear that we don’t have to go 
overseas to get talent, to find innovation, to get ideas. Most 
of our innovation has been about migrating. We’ve got this 
magnificent bioengineering institution here and PhD students 
that could go anywhere in the world but came here!  That’s 
my model of how our future looks and it’s working right now. 
Everyone wants to learn about climate change – why don’t we 
have the world’s biggest climate change institution 
specialised in the Pacific, in New Zealand? Yet we’re not in a 
place where we could do that and we should be.

What’s one thing that makes you hopeful about making the 
future happen in the way you want it to?

I’m really blessed to be around lots of young Pacific people, 
and to be just astounded every day with the kinds of ability 
and talent you see amongst these students. Whether it’s 
young medical students or young creatives, you know you’re 
in not just wonderful places but world-leading spaces. It’s 
that witnessing of talent that even under-investment can’t 
spoil! The fruit is blooming on these trees despite the lack of 
fertiliser and fencing and support. I look at that and it’s just 
really powerful.
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