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The Centre for Sustainability is 
a University of Otago premier 
research centre with an international 
reputation for its innovative 
interdisciplinary research on local and 
global sustainability challenges.
We collaborate closely with 
communities, iwi, industry and 
government agencies and form teams 
with other researchers from across 
New Zealand and internationally to 
generate high-quality research.

We are delighted that Priscilla’s project Kaitiakitanga and Antarctic 
narratives which is co-led by Associate Professor Krushil Watene 
(Massey University) and with collaborators Te Hemoata Henare and 
Te Warihi Hetaraka, has been awarded a Marsden grant.

Associate Professor Priscilla Wehi, 
Marsden Grant 

Interdisciplinary research on sustainability challenges
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“Māori philosophical concepts like 
kaitiakitanga highlight the responsibilities we 
have to past, present and future generations, 
as well as connections to place. We explore 
how kaitiakitanga operates at the edges of 
human experience, using Antarctica as a 
catalyst because of its physical remoteness, 
ephemeral human presence and lack of 
sovereign governance.”
By examining kaitiakitanga in the context of 
extreme remoteness, the researchers hope to 
move closer to understanding its conceptual 
underpinnings, normative force and potential 
for transformation. The team of philosophers, 
scientists and artists will explore conceptual 
shifts that can reveal and enable socio-
environmental relationships that begin 
charting a way to planetary wellbeing.
“Together, we will create a visual repository of 
these knowledge shifts within a mātauranga 
tradition of both ancient and innovative work 
that will be shown in a curated exhibition. 
Additionally, climate change and its impacts 
on biodiversity have never been more 
important – examining concepts such as 
kaitiakitanga is a critical step to enacting 
positive future change”.

Navigating the finite boundaries and infinite 
reach of Māori philosophical ideas, the 
project will bring ancestral methodologies, 
from pūrakau (stories) to traditional 
and contemporary visual and sensory 
transformations of Māori knowledge, to 
bear on the urgent need for a reimagining of 
human and planetary futures.

Together, we will create a visual repository of 
these knowledge shifts within a matauranga 

tradition of both ancient and innovative work…
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CENTRE UPDATES

Over the past few months we have continued 
to experience Covid-related disruption due to 
the Omicron outbreak, which has kept some 
of us at home in isolation with Covid or as 
close contacts. Recently though, we were able 
to return to face-to-face morning teas and hui 
and this has been a wonderful opportunity for 
us to come back together and reconnect. As 
this newsletter goes to press, we are excited 
about our first group activity where our Centre 
whānau will travel to Tumai for a tree-planting 
day and picnic lunch.
Our research has continued apace, albeit in 
more virtual spaces. Janet Stephenson, Merata 
Kawharu and others were successful with a Deep 
South proposal to investigate climate adaptation 
approaches amongst mana whenua and Local 
Government organisations. Centre researchers 
have also been busy in the media with opinion 
pieces stimulating lots of attention and feedback 
– such as Karly Burch on nuclear energy and 
nuclear war, and Jen Purdie telling us to get 
over the ‘big car obsession’ and move to EVs or 
smaller vehicles, if we are to cut emissions.  
Our postgraduate students had the opportunity 
to meet online with three PhD graduates, 
each of whose thesis was  granted the 
rare“Exceptional” status by the Humanities 
Division of the University. Drs. Jamie Metzger, 
Raaniera te Whata and Hirini Taane were all 
supervised by Merata Kawharu (who deserves 
‘Exceptional’ status herself). The new Doctors 
shared stories of their PhD journeys and 
gave our tauira great advice about balancing 
personal lives with academic commitments.  
We also farewell Suus Claessen and David 
Wither who have completed their PhDs, Suus 
with her thesis “Insect Play: Transforming 
multispecies stories with unloved creatures, 
comics and children” and David with 
“Social resilience – the role of institutational 
arranagements”. We wish you both satisfying 
careers in your chosen fields, hope to see you 
again soon. 
Noho ora mai,
Caroline

Karly Burch has a busy year ahead. She has been awarded a Critical Nuclear 
Weapons Scholarships Grant from the International Campaign to Abolish 
Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) to conduct more critical nuclear research, this time 
with collaborators Emily Simmonds (Science and Technology Studies Program 
Department, York University & Centre for Wise Practices, Women’s College 
Hospital) and Sonja Mueller (Centre for Sustainability, University of Otago). The 
grant will fund the collaborative writing of the paper, “What is the nuclear future 
we want?” and the development of a supportive group of critical nuclear scholars 
with feminist and anticolonial sensibilities.
She is also working with Mino Cleverley (Centre for Sustainability) and other 
students at Otago to plan a conference on critical nuclear issues, which they 
hope to host on campus later this year. The preliminary title for the conference 
is: Nuclear Connections Across Oceania. The conference organisers are currently 
building relationships with researchers and community members engaged with 
nuclear issues in Aotearoa and across the Pacific. Karly will be organising a panel 
about the aftermath of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster—the focus of her 
PhD research.
Tom Booking has completed a PhD examination on promotion of forestry in NZ  
from 1910-the late 1930s for Victoria University of Wellington and is co-judging 
with an Australian environmental historian (Emerita Professor Heather Goodall 
of the Sydney University of Technology) a competition on projects in which 
environmental historians have reached out to a wider (i.e. affected) public. The 
competition has been run by the electronic journal Environmental History News 
partially edited by our own James Beattie.

Postgraduate Students Writing Retreat
In May a group of the Centre’s PhD and master’s students participated in a 
writing retreat in Wanaka. They spent three days writing and working on their 
research with breaks for board games, running, cooking and mountain biking.  
The good balance between writing and play, and everyone’s contribution 
made the writing retreat a success and provided our student whānau with a 
great opportunity to spend some time together in the lovely setting offered 
by Wanaka. Another writing retreat is likely to happen sometime in Spring - 
watch out for more information on that!

Congratulations to Abbi Virens 
who submitted her PhD thesis on 
the 5th of January. Staff and students 
joined her when she went over to the 
PhD office to collect her chocolate 
fish and ring the bell.



New faces

Professor Mick Abbott is Dunedin-based, and is affiliated with 
Lincoln University and WildLab. 
Mick is the Director of WildLab (www.wildlab.org.nz), Professor of Landscape Architecture 
(part-time) at Lincoln University, and chair of the Aotearoa New Zealand National Committee 
for IUCN. He is an international expert in design-directed research methods, applying these 
in the landscape contexts of Aotearoa New Zealand. This includes identifying innovative ways 
behaviour and identity can be directly shaped through people’s encounters with this country’s 
environment and nature. He researches across both protected areas and productive landscapes 
contexts and the ways environmental value and social and economic well-being can be 
generated through people’s interactions. Mick has led multiple funded research projects with 
Air New Zealand, Antarctica New Zealand, Catholic Diocese of Christchurch, Conservation 
Volunteers New Zealand, Department of Conservation, Eden Project UK, Matapopore 
Charitable Trust, Okarea Whanau Trust, Ngai Tahu Property, NZ Walking Access Commission, 
MBIE, Te Rūnanga o Koukourārata, West Coast Tourism, and Yealands Wine Group. Since 
2014 Mick has co-led a ‘Three Brothers Research Collaboration’ with researchers at Tsinghua 
University and Kunming University of Science and Technology. This included curating in 2017, 
a three month exhibition in Beijing visited by 50,000 people, which showcased the development 
of protected areas in Aotearoa New Zealand. He was a former chair of the Canterbury Aoraki 
Conservation Board with roles that included completion of the region’s statutory Conservation 
Management Strategy and commencement of the Aoraki Mount Cook National Park 
Management Plan review. Mick has undertaken extensive field work focused on protected 
areas and also productive landscapes across Aotearoa New Zealand and also North America, 
China, Europe and Australia. He is a co-editor of a series of books on landscape themes 
including Beyond the Scene: Perspectives on landscape in Aotearoa New Zealand; Making our 
place: exploring land-use tension in Aotearoa New Zealand; and Wild Heart: the Possibility of 
Wilderness in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Postgraduate student Aleida Powell is a completing an MSc, she is co-supervised 
by Dr Jen Purdie and Associate Professor Michael Jack (Physics). Her research 
investigates the long-term potential impacts to the New Zealand power systems of 
various electric vehicle (EV) charging schemes in a scenario where EV penetration 
is expected to be very high. The study will give insights into what generation 
infrastructure and system costs impacts will occur under various schemes of EV 
charging, and what the most effective management of EV charging will need to be 
to minimise EV impact on peak demand.
Aleida is originally from Wellington, she feels at home exploring tracks in the 
Dunedin hills or making the most of Dunedin’s cycle paths. In her spare time 
Aleida likes to listen to her vinyl collection and scrounge the internet for second-
hand records. 

Research Affiliates
Dr Ian Mason was formerly at the University of Canterbury and 
continues to be based in Christchurch. He will visit once in a while 
once the Covid situation has improved.
Ian is a Renewable Energy Systems Engineer and as such is interested in how all the 
components of renewable energy systems interact with each other, and in the design of 
energy systems informed by the laws of physics, environmental limits and social goals. At the 
University of Canterbury he created the MEngSt (Renewable Energy) degree, created and 
taught courses including ‘Sustainable Energy Systems’, ‘Energy Systems Modelling and Analysis’ 
and ‘Energy, Technology & Society’, and co-created and taught into the core undergraduate 
paper ‘Sustainable Engineering for a Changing Climate’ which introduced climate science, 
mitigation and adaptation into the BE(Hons) (Civil/NatRes) degree. His research outputs 
include publications on ‘A 100% renewable electricity system for NZ’, ‘Transitioning NZ to 
100% renewable energy’, both of which have informed present NZ government energy policy 
positions, and ‘Offshore Wind for NZ’ which has stimulated a keen interest in developing 
offshore wind in NZ. Ian has collaborated with social science colleagues on a four-year 
Marsden-funded project entitled ‘Carbon Neutrality-fact or fiction’, during which time he 
became interested in environmental psychology. He is a co-founder of the ‘NZ Offshore 
Wind Working Group’ and is presently researching a project investigating the potential role of 
offshore wind in a ‘Just Transition’ to renewable energy in NZ.

http://www.wildlab.org.nz


Associate Professor Priscilla Wehi was awarded the 
Hill Tinsley Medal for 2021, which is awarded for 
outstanding fundamental or applied research in the 
physical, natural or social sciences by a scientist within 
15 years of their PhD. For more information about the 
medal, and previous winners https://scientists.org.nz/
Hill-Tinsley-Medal. Cilla was also a member of the 
official NZ delegation to the Convention on Antarctic 
Living Marine Resources (CCAMLR), an annual 
meeting with all signatories of the Antarctic Treaty 
system.
Karly Burch was promoted from Post-doctoral 
Fellow to Research Fellow in August. Dr Raaniera 
Te Whata and Abbi Virens joined our staff, Raaniera 
as a research-funded Post-doctoral Fellow based in 
Tūranganui-a-Kiwa (Gisborne), and Abbi is currently 
in a research-funded Assistant Research Fellow role, 
she will move to a Post-doctoral Fellow when her PhD 
is awarded later this year.
Janet Stephenson wrote the opening editorial for the 
He Kitenga 2021 (the University’s flagship magazine) 
on ‘The sustainability crisis and the role of research’,  
https://www.otago.ac.nz/hekitenga/2021/otago833881.
html. Janet is in the process of setting up a national 
network for transformative research for sustainability 
transitions (with Motu). She is also now the Deputy 
Director and Postgraduate Coordinator for the Centre.
Centre staff continued to co-lead an initiative to link 
up all University Centres/Themes/Networks with an 
interest in sustainability, which resulted in a joint 
web page profiling all 16 groups. They contributed 
submissions on the University’s Vision 2049; the 
formation of a group on enhancing sustainability 
teaching; and planned joint workshops for 2022.

Shrestha, S., Orchiston, C., Elwood, K., Johnston, D., Becker, J and Tomassi, I. 
(2022). Understanding the wider social and economic context of post-earthquake 
cordons: a comparative study between Christchurch, Aotearoa (New Zealand) 
and L’Aquila, Italy. Earthquake Spectra DOI: 10.1177/87552930221091593  

Ghosh, R.C. & Orchiston, C. (2022).  A systematic review of climate migration 
research: gaps in existing literature. SN Social Sciences, 2(47). https://doi.
org/10.1007/s43545-022-00341-8  

Ghosh, R.C., Orchiston, C., & Mallick, B. (2022). Climate migration studies in 
the Pacific (CMSP) - A bibliometric analysis. Current Research in Environmental 
Sustainability, 4(100132). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.crsust.2022.100132  

Pomeroy, A (2021) Reframing the rural experience in Aotearoa New Zealand: 
Incorporating the voices of the marginalised” Journal of Sociology, Volume 58, 
issue 2 https://doi.org/10.1177/14407833211014262 

Situmorang, M.L.; Coppell, K.J.; Smith, M.; Keall, M.; Mandic, S. Adolescents’ 
School Travel and Unhealthy Snacking: Associations with School Transport 
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*For a full list of the Centre’s publications go to https://www.otago.ac.nz/centre-
sustainability/publications/ 

Publications

Recent high profile Media reports
Jen Purdie  “New Zealalnd must get over its obsession with big cars and go 
smaller or electric to cut emissions” – The Conversation

Karly Burch  “What nuclear energy has to do with nuclear war.” – Ideas room

“The Russian takeover of the defunct Chernobyl site challenges the 
‘peceful,safe and sustainable’ branding of nuclear energy” – The Conversation

Caroline Orchiston  “Faultlines – Preparing for the rutpure” – North & South   

Hugh Campbell  “New Zealand’s once all powerful farmers split amid anger 
over Ardern climate policy” – The Guardian 

2021 Highlights

Summer Scholarship 
Students 
There were seven summer scholarship 
students in the centre this year, working 
on various projects. In February they 
presented the results of their projects 
in a co-hosted seminar with the Office 
for Sustainability summer scholarship 
students. Our student’s topics were: 
Sophie Bagot Jewitt: “Exploring and 
visualising the material politics of nuclear 
power (from mining to waste storage)”; 
Marianne Hyslop: “How to innovate 
responsibly? Exploring the role of social 
scientists in the responsible innovation 
of AI and robotics for agriculture”; Kate 
Higham: “Understanding the hype 
around AI and ‘smart’ precision AgTech”; 
Tom Albert: “Margarine: Spreading 
Discontent”; Jamie McKenzie: “Kelso 
Community Relocation”; Angus Sinclair-
Thompson: “A Lab of Milk & Honey”; 
Jenny Chandler: “Science blogs for 
earthquake awareness and resilience”. 

Summer scholarship students continue the tradition of distributing secret Santa gifts  
at the Centre’s Xmas function (in appropriate costumes!).

https://scientists.org.nz/Hill-Tinsley-Medal
https://scientists.org.nz/Hill-Tinsley-Medal
https://www.otago.ac.nz/hekitenga/2021/otago833881.html
https://www.otago.ac.nz/hekitenga/2021/otago833881.html
https://www.otago.ac.nz/hekitenga/2021/otago833881.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43545-022-00341-8  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43545-022-00341-8  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.crsust.2022.100132
https://doi.org/10.1177/14407833211014262
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14127038 
https://www.otago.ac.nz/centre-sustainability/publications/ 
https://www.otago.ac.nz/centre-sustainability/publications/ 
https://theconversation.com/new-zealand-must-get-over-its-obsession-with-big-cars-and-go-smaller-or-electric-to-cut-emissions-183424
https://theconversation.com/new-zealand-must-get-over-its-obsession-with-big-cars-and-go-smaller-or-electric-to-cut-emissions-183424
https://www.newsroom.co.nz/ideasroom/what-nuclear-energy-has-to-do-with-nuclear-war
https://theconversation.com/the-russian-takeover-of-the-defunct-chernobyl-site-challenges-the-peaceful-safe-and-sustainable-branding-of-nuclear-energy-179299
https://theconversation.com/the-russian-takeover-of-the-defunct-chernobyl-site-challenges-the-peaceful-safe-and-sustainable-branding-of-nuclear-energy-179299
https://www.otago.ac.nz/centre-sustainability/otago841658.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/may/30/new-zealands-once-all-powerful-farmers-split-amid-anger-over-ardern-climate-policy
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/may/30/new-zealands-once-all-powerful-farmers-split-amid-anger-over-ardern-climate-policy

