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The Centre for Sustainability was recently 
awarded special recognition as one of the 
University’s pre-eminent research centres.  
We are one of fourteen research centres 
that have been named as Research 
Flagships of the University of Otago. This 
reflects the ‘excellence and coherence’ 
of the Centre, as a significant group of 
University scholars with an integrated 
research platform who have achieved 
international recognition for excellence.  
Achieving this status represents years of 
hard work and commitment from past and 
present members of CSAFE.  
Ka mau te wehi!  

Encouraging farmers to adopt good, sustainable 

farming practices is at the heart of the Indigenous 

Agroecology (IA) project, says Primary 

Investigator Marion Johnson.

While industrial agriculture “regards every 

species except the current crop/stock unit as a 

foe”, agroecology encourages diversity of crops, 

creating a resilient system where the farmer works 

with the natural flow rather than against it.

The IA project is working to combine local 

knowledge with agroecological and indigenous 

principles, such as valuing local cultural 

perspectives to guide management and future 

planning; using native bio-diversity to contribute 

to farm health; restoring waterways to provide 

habitat for traditionally harvested flora and 

fauna; and promoting intergenerational social 

and economic well-being.

“As the recent drought in the North Island has 

shown, the current industrial farming methods  

don’t encourage resilience in our agricultural 

systems,” says Marion.

The IA team is currently collecting information 

that will help form the project’s framework, 

drawing on the knowledge of three research 

link farms on Mäori land – Te Putahi (Banks 

Peninsula), Taiporutu (Mahia Peninsula) and 

Henga (Rëkohu, Chatham Islands).

“The link farms literally link research to reality. 

They provide somewhere to discuss ideas with 

people that farm and they will soon tell you 

if something isn’t practical! We can test out 

ideas on the farms and get great feedback and 

comments as well as huge input into the project.”

One of the areas IA is interested in is the use of 

Mäori traditional medicine (rongoä) for stock.

“A number of plant species that are traditionally 

used to treat humans can probably be used 

for livestock. If we plant rongoä species for 

communities to harvest and for stock they also 

provide many other benefits, for example, we 

are testing to see if manuka mulch can intercept 

pollutants.’’

The team is also mapping the research link farms 

and working to find out what previously grew 

there in order to work within the limits set by 

the land. 

“We have a long way to go,’’ Marion says. “Much 

of the development and the application is still to 

come if IA is to reach its full potential. Farmers 

and communities will contribute as well as 

researchers to the ongoing process.

There has already been support for this project in 

the wider community, she says. 

“Farmers have approached us and asked how 

they can change their farming systems and if 

we’ve written a handbook yet!

“At a recent hui the comment was made, “why 

wouldn’t you do it this way?”

IndIgenous Agroecology: Key InformAtIon 
start date: April 2012
end date: march 2014

funding: nga Pae o te m-aramatanga 
Primary investigator: marion Johnson

team members: Jamie Ataria (cawthron), olivier 
champeau (cawthron) maui Hudson (Waikato), Janice 
lord ( Botany, otago) tony moore (surveying, otago),  

cilla Wehi (csAfe), desna Whaanga-schollum ( masters 
student csAfe/science communication)

With thanks to the te Putahi, te Kaio, taiporutu and 
Hokotehi trusts.
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Nau mai, haere mai, welcome to our first newsletter.  

At the Centre, our main work is doing research, and 

we do lots of it!  Over the past few months we’ve been 

busy with the starting phases of five new significant 

research projects, in areas as diverse as energy 

cultures, community resilience and indicators of farm 

sustainability.

What a wonderful summer it has been!  Our outdoor 

picnic tables have been in regular use for morning teas 

and meetings, and our researchers have had a great 

season for fieldwork.  Over the summer we have been 

bulging at the seams with nine university students on 

summer scholarships, working on projects that help 

support our research programmes. Their work was as 

varied as using GIS to map changes in farm biodiversity, 

undertaking a review for Ngäi Tahu of all the science 

studies on Te Waihora (Lake Ellesmere), and helping 

develop a software package to provide personalised 

energy advice.  

At this point we regretfully say goodbye to them and 

wish them all the best for their postgraduate studies.  

To Seth Gorrie, Ch’Nee Akuhata, Hayden Hamilton, 

Mariana Pagan, Pierre Chanut, William Busfield, David 

Reynolds, Holly Still and Ondrej Sumavsky – thank you, 

and haere rä.  

We’ve also welcomed several new staff over the past 

few months.  Becky Ford (engineering), Cilla Wehi 

(ethno-ecology) and Michelle Scott (psychology) have 

joined us as researchers.  You’ll notice the wide range of 

disciplines! Interdisciplinarity is fundamental to how we 

work, bringing different ways of understanding to bear 

on the complex problems we are investigating.

This is the first of a regular series of newsletters profiling 

our people and our research.  I hope you enjoy reading 

it, and I look forward to sharing further highlights with 

you in our next issue.

Nähaku noa, nä

Janet
Dr Janet Stephenson

Featured Papers
Energy Culture informing policy
Every household has its own energy culture: a habitual way of 

using energy. This is shaped by what energy technologies the 

household has, how they use them, and what they consider to be 

‘normal’. New Zealand households show distinct groupings of 

energy cultures, and the Energy Cultures research team has been 

looking at how external forces shape these ‘cultures’: things such 

as energy prices, regulations, markets, and even peoples’ friends 

and families. The new report Energy Cultures: Implications for 

policymakers draws from the 3-year Energy Cultures study and 

makes recommendations about how government policies could be 

improved to achieve warmer homes and smarter energy use. The 

report, the authors of which include CSAFE staff Janet Stephenson 

and Becky Ford, was launched at Te Papa, Wellington at the NERI 

Energy Conference 2013.

Can we eat the kai?
February saw the launch of the Marine Cultural Health Index 

(MCHI). This is a practical monitoring toolkit that helps local 

managers and kaitiaki (Mäori environmental guardians) to score and 

monitor the cultural and environmental health of important marine 

harvest areas. It was developed to assist Ngäi Tahu in establishing 

fisheries restoration targets and sustainable harvest strategies within 

their taiäpure, mätaitai and other coastal harvest areas. 

“Ngäi Tahu wanted a non-technical and rapid method that their 

own people could score to add to their wider “State of the Takiwä” 

(State of Environment) reporting, and use to argue their case in 

the environment court or with commercial fishers and scientists to 

restore depleted fish stocks,” says Henrik Moller. 

The authors with links to the Centre include Moller and Alaric 

McCarthy as well as former contractors Katja Schweikert and Ashli 

Akins. 

The MCHI toolkit is based on interviews of 100 kaitiaki and 

fishers from throughout Ngäi Tahu’s tribal area. The interviewees 

identified over 60 tohu (indicators) of healthy food and 

environment, but the main common thread tying indicators 

together is whether everyone can get a feed of nutritious and safe 

traditional foods in a reasonable time and without having to have 

expensive equipment or a boat. 

The MCHI project falls within the wider scope of Te Tiaki 

Mahinga Kai (TMK) – a collaboration between researchers, 

environmental managers and Mäori community leaders for better 

health and management of local fisheries.
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Bouncing back from a shock to the system 
When PhD student Angga 

Dwiartama returns to 

Indonesia this year it will be a 

culture shock, he says. 

“I’ll miss the people, the 

weather, the tidiness of the 

streets here. It’s not hard to 

adjust from Indonesia to New 

Zealand – the culture shock 

is when you go back to the 

pollution, people and chaos.” 

But Angga won’t be returning 

empty handed. He and his wife Dyah will be taking home their new 

baby daughter Pertiwi (Sanskrit for Mother Earth) who was born 

here in February. 

Angga joined the Centre in February 2011 after he was granted a 

New Zealand Aid ASEAN scholarship to write his thesis. In it he 

compares the resiliency of the agri-food systems of rice in Indonesia 

and kiwifruit in New Zealand.

“It’s a strange combination,’’ he admits. “On the one hand they have 

very different features but they also have similarities. In the bigger 

picture, they’re both influenced by global crises as well as local 

shocks.’’

For his thesis, Angga interviewed farmers and growers from West 

Java province (Indonesia) and the Bay of Plenty region (New 

Zealand), asking about changes to the industries and relationships 

since they experienced pest outbreaks and also about how resilient 

they think they are. 

Angga defines resilience as the ability of a system or society to 

bounce back from crisis. “It is the result of not only the society’s 

adaptive capacity, but also specific interactions between humans, 

environment, and the material objects (machines, technologies, 

infrastructures) surrounding and supporting the society.

“I believe we can increase resilience in a particular country or sector 

if we can identify strengths and the way we engage with shocks. But I 

don’t think there is one framework for resilience. A successful policy 

applied in Thailand doesn’t necessarily mean it will be successful in 

Indonesia. The same in New Zealand.”

On his return to Indonesia, Angga will be taking up a teaching 

position at the Bandung Institute of Technology and is looking 

forward to spreading the resilience discussion.

“People here in New Zealand are already using the resilience 

framework in a lot in different contexts. In Indonesia, resilience is a 

new term. If I can bring this concept of discussions back it will be a 

new trend in building sustainable food systems. I’m quite optimistic 

about this. 

•  Angga will be giving a seminar on his research later in the year
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Visitors
The Centre enjoys hosting international academic visitors for 
the new ideas, research collaborations, and ongoing friendships 
that develop. 

Spanish PhD Fellow Vicent 
Gasso is visiting the centre this 
year from Aarhus University, 
Denmark. His area of research is 
the development of sustainability 
assessment methods for 
agricultural systems. During 
his time here he is working on 
sustainability benchmarking design 
as part of the New Zealand 

Sustainability Dashboard project. Vicent will present a seminar 
in June.

US researcher Beth Karlin is the 
director of the Transformational 
Media Lab at the Center for 
Unconventional Security Affairs 
(CUSA), as well as a Ph.D. 
candidate in the School of 
Social Ecology at the University 
of California, Irvine. Her 
current projects investigate the 
psychological dimensions of energy 
conservation, technology-enabled 

feedback, and issue-based documentary film campaigns. During 
her visit, Beth was working primarily with Research Fellow Dr 
Rebecca Ford on interrelated projects concerning residential 
energy feedback and behaviour-based energy conservation 
programs. 

Martin Thorsøe is a PhD 
Fellow from the department of 
Agroecology at Aarhus University, 
Denmark. He has a Masters in 
Integrative Geography and his PhD 
has a particular focus on producer-
consumer communication in 
organic and civic food networks. 
While at the Centre, Martin 
worked on his PhD, which is a part 

of the larger EU-funded MultiTrust project.

Upcoming Seminars
FRIday, May 17, 12.30 

If Not In My Back Yard then where? Reframing the energy debate. 

Speaker:  Ian Mason 

ThuRsday, May 30 

Conversations with a Southern Man - Finding a story in the 

Mackenzie Basin. 

Speaker:  Sofie Welvaert 

For more information go to  

www.csafe.org.nz/seminars

ContaCt information
Centre for Sustainability (CSAFE)
University of Otago
P.O. Box 56
Dunedin 9054
New Zealand

Telephone: (+64) 3 479 5220
Fax: (+64) 3 479 5266
Email: csafe@otago.ac.nz
Web: www.csafe.org.nz
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