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Thanks very much for your time, Tahu. It’s great to have the 
opportunity to talk to you. You’re a professor of demography, 
a subject that underpins one of the big motivations around 
long-term fiscal work – the idea that populations change 
over time and this has consequences and presents choices 
for all of us. Can we start by talking a bit about your work 
here leading the research programme on Māori and 
Indigenous Futures, Te Para One E Tū Mai Nei?

Actually, half the time I end up looking into the past to better 
understand current and future population dynamics so it’s 
not just about the future! 

The research that I’ve done over the years is a really broad 
church but increasingly the work that I like to do involves 
working with iwi and Māori communities. My view is that for 
demography to be useful it shouldn’t be performed from the 
desktop, completely disjointed from people’s realities.

At NIDEA we’ve produced a lot of socio-demographic 
profiles and projections for iwi and hapū. There’s a real need 
for demographic information which meets their needs 
internally, but also enables strong, informed advocacy in a 
postsettlement context. Not all external partners come to 
the conversation from a Tiriti perspective and having an 
information deficit can put iwi on the the back foot. It is 
important that iwi, and other Māori organisations and 
communities, have access to solid demographically 
informed analysis which is also framed by a te ao Māori lens. 
I really enjoy doing that research. 

One of the challenges is that the official statistics system is 
set up and sustained to service the needs of government, 
not the needs of Māori. There’s a substantial gap between 
what is needed and what’s feasible, given the information to 
hand. The 2018 census – which was meant to be the gold 
standard – completely failed iwi. We basically have an 
official iwi data desert for five years, which is a long time to 
be without relevant data.

That said, the positive thing to come from that situation is 
that it really crystallised the need for alternatives. If what 
was internationally a pretty good census model didn’t work 
– what then are the alternatives? What else do we need to 
be thinking about? I think there’s a real opportunity to 
rethink our current data systems so that they work better for 
Māori. My research on Māori and Indigenous data 
sovereignty focuses on alternative data systems and 
approaches – how we might mitigate harm and develop 
ways to better realise collective benefit from data. 

The current approach is a very state-centric model where 
the state collects the data, integrates it, controls it and 
then authorises experts, who are mainly Pākehā, to analyse 
it. And through their technical understanding of data, they 
perhaps think that they know us better than we know 
ourselves! This is not to dismiss the technical excellence of 
researchers who are using data resources like the IDI, but 
it’s not the only or best approach. The Census 2018 
experience clarified for me the need for different 
approaches that make use of our unique Indigenous and 
collectivist institutions, and that give communities a real 
stake in the problem definition and in the solution.
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For example, having worked with different iwi registers, the 
concept of what it means to belong is fundamentally 
different than in state-administered systems. If you register 
with an iwi, the connection is not through self-identification, 
it’s whakapapa. Who are your ancestors? What is your hapū? 
What is your marae? And those connections are checked by 
a kaumātua or registration committee.  

From a cultural perspective, one process of identification, of 
defining the population, is more legitimate than the other. 
From a demographic research perspective both sources 
provide valuable information that can help us better 
understand, for example, changes in size and composition. 
However, only one side of the data infrastructure is invested 
in, and it’s not the one that is most relevant to iwi. 

Can you elaborate a little bit on the problem definition – in 
the work you’ve done with iwi, how would you characterise 
the problem they’re trying to solve, as they move through 
time and are trying to make good decisions for the 
collective? What does it mean for collecting data about their 
members, their members’ characteristics, and so on?

From my experience, iwi want information to get a more 
granular sense of who their people are so that they can do 
things that contribute to improving their wellbeing. Most iwi 
data systems were not set up to reliably collect information 
apart from whakapapa, age and sex. Other social 
characteristics may be missing and even the geographic 
address data can be outdated, depending on the incentives 
and mechanisms for people to remain connected beyond their 
email. It can be really challenging to locate people in place.

Having the right information helps decision makers with 
their strategic direction and operations. Waikato-Tainui, for 
example, has Whakatupuranga 2050 which sets out very 
clear strategic priorities. One is maintaining a strong 
collective identity, because without it, iwi fail to exist. It 
means success in education and research. And having the 
capacity and the capability to live prosperous lives – not 
living in a blinged-out house with a blinged-out car – but 
being able to live a life of meaning and dignity, as members 
of flourishing whānau, marae and communities.

There are overlaps with Western wellbeing frameworks in 
that people want to have good jobs, to be well-educated, 
they don’t want to struggle. But the importance of culture 
and identity is distinctive. There are also interesting 
relationships between the culture and wellbeing dimensions 
that are not well-explored or understood. For one iwi that we 
worked with, those who were te reo speakers had higher 
education levels than those who were not. We only had 
cross-sectional data but I suspect it’s because their pathway 
to acquiring the reo was through education. For those 
cohorts sandwiched between the native speakers of my 
father’s generation who spoke Māori at home, and the 
kōhanga reo movement of the 1980s, the only way to become 
proficient was through education. So it’s not surprising to me 
that, for particular cohorts, there is a strong relationship 
between high levels of education and te reo fluency. 

How do iwi use their members’ age data? We have this 
conventional concept of the ageing population and the 
dependency ratio, but not everybody necessarily thinks 
about ageing solely in terms of dependency. How do these 
concepts play out when it comes to Māori demography?

If we’re talking about structural ageing, driven by declining 
fertility, then that is largely a Pākehā population dynamic. 
The Māori population is numerically ageing because of 
improved life expectancy, but not structural ageing. The 
median age for Māori is going up every year, but there’s still a 
massive difference between the Māori or Pacific median age, 
and the Pākehā median age, so I wouldn’t characterise Māori 
as ageing in that conventional sense.

Natalie Jackson’s work on Māori demographics is very 
interesting, applying David Bloom’s work on demographic 
dividends in East Asia to Aotearoa. The dividend concept 
refers to the economic growth that occurs when the 
maximum proportion of the population is at the working 
ages, with smaller shares at dependent ages. Natalie has 
taken that concept and applied it to Aotearoa, where we 
have two populations – Pākehā and Māori – with very 
different demographic transitions and age structures. One is 
rapidly ageing and the other one is youthful. The argument is 
that this co-existence provides the potential for a dividend, 
but only if proactively invested in. 

What is the potential? If we look at a place like Gisborne, 
something like two thirds of the tamariki are Māori, and this 
will increase to 80% by 2038. 

In Gisborne, as in other places, the discourse about Māori 
youth tends to be very deficit-focused – so that they are 
positioned as a risk to be managed, with higher 
unemployment, higher odds of leaving school without any 
formal qualification, much higher proportions in the NEET 
category and so on. Natalie’s work suggests that government 
and business need to flip that and instead ask what is the 
potential opportunity here to be gained, in the context of 
rapid Pākehā structural ageing? What is the opportunity cost 
of doing nothing? 

>>
For demography to be useful it 
shouldn’t be performed from the 
desktop, completely disjointed 
from people’s realities.

The great thing about demography is that these changes 
don’t happen rapidly. We pretty much know how age 
composition changes will play out. Migration has an effect 
on growth and overall size but it doesn’t radically change age 
structures or reverse structural ageing. Peter McDonald and 
others have shown that you have to have ridiculous levels of 
migration to even have a moderate impact on age structure.
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Given that these demographic changes are in train, where is 
the sense of urgency about making changes to ensure that 
tamariki Māori are well equipped to be our future leaders, 
innovators and workers? From an economic perspective, the 
past and current situation is far from optimal; wasteful even. 
From a social and moral perspective, the magnitude of 
inequities is absolutely unacceptable.  

We’ll come back to the idea of the Māori economy and the 
collateral dividend, but in terms of the more conventional 
demographic dividend idea, there are large iwi with big 
asset bases who seem to be seizing on this. I know there 
are others who are well aware of the opportunities for 
“internal” iwi economic development that would play to 
those youthful demographics. What about urban Māori, 
Māori unaffiliated with iwi?

A surprisingly high proportion of Māori identify with an iwi, 
at least in the census. In 2013 it was about 83%, which is quite 
high, I think, given that Aotearoa is a colonial settler state with 
a history of coercive assimilation. I would challenge those who 
would say there’s a huge floating population of Māori who are 
disconnected and don’t know their roots. It’s significant, but, 
to my mind, surprisingly low compared to what you might 
expect given our colonial history.

That sounds quite positive.

Well it’s a testament to Māori resilience that we refused to 
relinquish our whakapapa-based identities, no matter the 
pressures.

In contemporary times, iwi definitely have a role to play, but 
the assets that they have to draw on, relative to what they 
lost, is small. There’s a role for government policy to create 
the environment that enables the Māori demographic 
dividend to be fully realised. I think we’re pretty clear that 
the Crown doesn’t have all the answers here, but it does 
have the resources. So how does it create an enabling 
environment where bureaucracies get out of the way so that 
local intelligence and solutions can prevail.

Tāmaki Makaurau is a special case – it’s a lot more diverse 
than the rest of the motu. You’ve got almost 20 mana whenua 
iwi but they collectively make up a small share of the resident 
Māori population. Most Māori there are mātāwaka who 
originate from other places. Auckland just hoovered out 
communities from the north after World War II, and Waikato 
as well. There’s whanau Māori in Tāmaki who have been there 
for multiple generations, who might have relationships with 
mana whenua but they’re not mana whenua. So relying solely 
on mana whenua iwi is clearly not going to work in Tāmaki.

Auckland really is interesting, because it’s the prime example 
in New Zealand of the rural-to-urban drift that you see 
everywhere. People go to cities because they’re attracted by 
higher wages and amenities perhaps, and for productivity 
reasons you want people to be able to go to where 
opportunities are best for them. Now, thinking about the idea 
of the Māori economy and its measurement, or iwi-centred 

economies, and with climate change as well. Questions of the 
importance of place, and how much affiliations to a place 
matter, as mediators of connections and of economic activity 
come up. Do you have any reflections on that?

From an iwi perspective, I think it matters. When I look at 
different iwi and try to understand where their people are and 
why, there’s no cookie cutter approach. Partly this is the hand 
of history and policy. Iwi like Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei, Waikato-
Tainui and Ngāi Tahu have large labour markets within their 
rohe and tend to have a higher share of their affiliates living 
within them because they’ve got structural advantages. Those 
iwi can deliver outreach and planning and advocacy and 
services within their rohe and know that they’re going to get 
good coverage. Then you look at other iwi in more rural areas, 
like Maniapoto and Whakatōhea, where it’s not easy to get to 
even a secondary labour market, and they might have 10% of 
their members living within their traditional rohe. They have 
quite different challenges. They might want to deliver bespoke 
educational services, or reconnect tamariki with their 
whānau, or run te reo classes but it’s going to be a very 
different strategy if you’ve only got 10% living in your area, 
compared to 70%. The demography is critical.

>>
What is the opportunity cost of 
doing nothing?

Central and local government all have access to the 
fundamental information like this – it’s standard and 
without it, they couldn’t plan or govern efficiently. Iwi also 
have governance responsibilities but lack easy access to 
information that’s relevant to their needs. Those 
information asymmetries are a bugbear of mine. To expect 
all of these things of iwi but without the data and 
information infrastructure to actually enable it, in the way 
that local and central government totally take for granted 
– big business as well. 

You referred before to the Māori economy – some people 
might say, “Is there such a thing?” Clearly it’s not identifiable 
as a mutually exclusive space. That’s impossible – we live in 
complex spaces. More than half of Māori are married or 
partnered with someone who is not Māori, and the majority 
of Māori identify now with more than one ethnic group. Our 
history as a colonial settler state means that Māori haven’t 
had the luxury of opting out of the settler state and all that it 
entails. It’s worth mentioning that as the dominant group, 
Pākehā have always had the option of opting out of te ao 
Māori. Most Pākehā are monolingual and have little 
knowledge of Māori culture or tikanga. A very small 
proportion of Pākehā are married or partnered with a Māori, 
or have Māori in their whānau. Partly that’s due to 
differences in group size but the reality is that most Pākehā 
live in spaces created by and for them. 

For well over 150 years Māori have had to live in Pākehā-
dominated spaces. But we’ve also maintained our distinctive 
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institutions so navigating complexity is nothing new. 
Similarly, when we’re talking about the Māori economy, there 
are unique te ao Māori aspects related, for example, to iwi 
entities and collectively-owned land. Then there’s also the 
part that is inextricably linked to the mainstream and that is 
the Māori workforce – the cleaners, factory workers, 
professionals and business owners. And then there’s Māori 
businesses. All are part of the Māori economy. We need to 
be able to name it and see how it changes. Not being able to 
do so puts us at a huge disadvantage. 

I think there is a broad understanding that it is something 
worth thinking about and trying to characterise. 
Measuring whakapapa and linking whakapapa 
information into conventional information seems a key 
step. Are there any others? 

For me, a key dimension that is missing is the hidden 
economies of caring and sharing which might be described as 
whanaungatanga. You can’t put that into the National Accounts 
– although Ian Pool has argued for that over the years.

Marilyn Waring has argued along those lines as well.

That’s right. It aligns with some of her thinking, but also goes 
beyond it. You’ll see this, for example, with tangihanga, which 
is one of our enduring institutions. The expression of 
manaakitanga – the caring and sharing and circulation of 
wealth that goes on in tangihanga – might exist in some of the 
migrant communities, but probably not on the scale that it 
does in te ao Māori. And it’s something that’s largely hidden 
from the purview of mainstream economic modelling.

There’s exchange of value happening.

Sure – economic value, culture, all kinds of different value, 
actually. Those acts of caring and sharing are about 
intergenerational responsibility. It’s interesting to see that 
‘being good ancestors’ is the focus of regional development 
strategy in Te Tau Ihu (Marlborough, Nelson, Tasman), 

which was led by Wakatū Incorporation. The sense of 
relatedness — to our environment and to each other — is 
fundamental to who we are, and gets expressed in tangible 
and intangible ways on a daily basis. If you were constructing 
a model of the Māori economy, whanaungatanga would be 
a key part of it. It’s not just how much Māori land is owned 
and how many assets do we have. 

What are the dividends, what’s the employment…

That’s right – because then you’re just recreating a model 
which is fundamentally the same, but populating it with 
Māori land and Māori people. I think that’s useful at a certain 
level, because it produces the metrics that people who 
you’re trying to influence recognise instantly, because it’s the 
system that they created. That can be really useful when 
you’re trying to get people to move or to invest in a certain 
direction that you think they need to move in. But that 
doesn’t necessarily bring you to the transformative part.

>>
There’s a role for government 
policy to create the environment 
that enables the Māori demographic 
dividend to be fully realised.

And the question of what it is for.

And who it is for. Over time there’s been consensus built 
around what’s important to measure from a Western 
perspective, but the economy doesn’t exist in and of itself in 
some sort of value-neutral space. We all know that, so I 
think there is real value to be had from thinking about this 
differently. And I think now is a good time to be doing that. 

This document reflects the views of the person interviewed, not those of the Treasury. It has been published with the intention of promoting discussion on intergenerational wellbeing.


