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EMERGING ISSUES IN PACIFIC RESEARCH 2019 
(Abstracts & Presenter Backgrounds) 

 
 

An Overview of Pacific health indicators 
Dr. Ramona Tiatia 
University of Otago, Wellington     r.tiatia@otago.ac.nz  
 

A snapshot of the key indicators and health status for Pacific communities in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand with a presentation on housing as a key determinant of health for Pacific diaspora.   
 

Background 
This is Ramona’s fourth year as Convenor of the Emerging Issues in Pacific Research, Pacific 
Summer School.  A Post-doctoral Research Fellow and Pacific Advisor in the Department of Public 
Health at the University of Otago, Wellington. Ramona is the Chair of the University’s national 
Pacific Academic Staff Committee and an executive member of Otago’s Pacific Leadership Group. 
A team member of He Kainga Oranga/Housing & Health Research Programme that was awarded 
the New Zealand Prime Minister’s Prize for Science and Innovation in 2014, she has various 
research interests: Pacific housing, home-based justice and dialysis services, rheumatic fever, 
urban youth development, renewable energy and visual and digital methodologies.    
 
 

A Snapshot of Pacific health in the Pacific Region 
Aiono Professor Alec Ekeroma 
University of Otago, Wellington      alec.ekeroma@otago.ac.nz  
 

A snapshot of the range of health issues impacting Pacific Small Island Developing Nations and 
Alec’s insights to how developing nations may contribute to reducing health inequalities across 
the Pacific region.  

Background 
Professor Ekeroma is the Head of Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at the University of 
Otago, Wellington and held a medical teaching position for over 20 years at the University of Auckland 
at Middlemore hospital.  He is founding professor of the National University of Samoa Health Sciences 
curriculum and Chief Editor of the peer-reviewed Pacific Health Dialog Journal.   
 

Confining Pacific Minds: Hidden pasts in the present  
Associate Professor Jacqueline Leckie  
Stout Research Centre for New Zealand Studies    jacqueline.leckie@vuw.ac.nz  
Victoria University, Wellington 
 

In order to understand why stigma and silence surrounds mental health and illness within Pacific 
communities we need to trace how colonialism introduced structures to define, restrain and 
confine Pacific peoples who were considered insane or of ‘unsound mind’. Psychiatry has been 
slow and piecemeal to take root within the Pacific Islands and much of the care of mentally 
disturbed people was left to communities, kin and religious groups — as is the case today. This 
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presentation will provide an overview of research into the history of psychiatric institutions in 
the Pacific and the entanglement of these with Pacific communities. We will discuss the 
contradictions of psychiatric institutions that were and are sites of care and control. Although the 
‘asylum’ has generated stigma about mental illness, how did Pacific peoples engage with it?  

Background 
Associate Professor Jacqueline Leckie’s interdisciplinary research and publications are on the 
history and anthropology of Asia-Pacific, particularly, health, gender, migration, ethnicity, 
colonialism, development, and labour. She is completing her year as the J. D. Stout Research 
Fellow at the Stout Research Centre at Victoria University of Wellington, where she finished, 
Colonizing Madness: Asylum and Community in Fiji for University of Hawai’i Press. Future 
projects are on a biocultural history of yaws and syphilis in the Pacific; and on the history of 
‘race’, gender and alcohol in the Pacific. Jacqui taught for 28 years in the Department of 
Anthropology and Archaeology at Otago University, and earlier at University of the South Pacific 
and Kenyatta University. At Otago, Jacqui is a Principal Investigator with the Asia-Pacific 
Biocultural Health Theme, and the Otago Global Health Institute. She is a Conjoint Associate 
Professor at the University of Newcastle in Australia. 
 

Cardiovascular disease in Pasifika – breaking down the disparities between 
ethnicities 
Associate Professor Daryl Schwenke 
University of Otago, Dunedin      daryl.schwenke@otago.ac.nz         
 

Cardiovascular disease remains the leading cause of death and disability worldwide. 
Unfortunately, people of Pacific nations are disproportionally over-represented in those with 
cardiovascular disease. This clear disparity that exists between ethnicities concerning 
cardiovascular health, emphasizes the need for future research to identify the physiological 
origins of cardiovascular disease, especially in our Pacific Island populations. However, this 
important line of biomedical research can only be achieved through the donation of human 
tissue samples. Moreover, researchers must understand what approaches would make donation 
more acceptable to target communities. The aim of this study was to explore the perspectives on 
use of body tissue for biomedical research among Pacific individuals living in Dunedin, New 
Zealand; with the goal of establishing future research directives into cardiovascular disease in 
Pasifika. The results revealed that a diverse range of views was expressed across different 
ethnicities and ages. While participant responses varied in terms of enthusiasm or caution 
towards different types of ‘tissue’ donation, similar themes emerged regarding the importance 
of detailed informed consent, culture, religion, and respect and trust towards both the donor 
and their tissue. Finally, acceptability of donation is likely if researchers can effectively explain 
why their work is meaningful in a Pacific context. This study provides useful beginnings for 
successfully initiating cardiovascular-related biomedical research within the Pacific-NZ research 
context.  

Background 
Daryl graduated with a PhD in Physiology from the University of Otago before pursuing a 4-year 
post-doctoral fellowship in Japan, investigating the mechanisms that underpin cardiac disease. 
Daryl returned to Otago in 2009 to establish a research lab as a newly appointed lecturer and has 
since continued in Cardiovascular Physiology at the University of Otago, with a new line of 
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research investigating the disparities in cardiovascular disease between ethnicities, with a 
particular interest in the Pacific. At Otago University, Daryl also serves as Associate Dean Pacific 
for the School of Biomedical Sciences. 
 

 
Perspectives of Pacific Parents’ Oral Health in Wellington and Hawkes Bay 
Dr. Moira Smith & Dr. Ramona Tiatia 
University of Otago, Wellington     moira.smith@otago.ac.nz  
 

This presentation will provide a summary of the key findings of a research project funded by the 
Central Pacific Collective that the online perspectives of 126 Pacific parents of preschool children 
aged 0-4 years old as well as the focus group views of 30 Pacific parents and early childhood 
educators from across 15 Pacific early childhood education (ECE) centres in Wellington (n=12) 
and Hawke’s Bay (n=3) regions.  Data was collected during August to October 2017 in relation to 
parents’ knowledge of their child’s oral health behaviour with respect to: brushing, toothpaste, 
nutrition, oral health services and awareness of the Ministry of Health’s oral health 
recommendations.  

Background 
Moira is a Senior Research Fellow in the Health Promotion and Policy Research Unit. Her 
research interests lie in the area of policy development which create supportive environments, 
particularly in nutrition, children's health and oral health, and older people’s oral health. Moira's 
PhD explored children's and parents' perspectives on the sport-related food environment, based 
on a child rights approach. Moira's doctoral study was conducted during the tenure of a Health 
Research Council Clinical Research Training Fellowship. 
 

Pacific Oral Health in New Zealand: Realities & the Exciting Way Forward 
Dr. Mowafaq Amso   
The West Fono       Mowafaq.Amso@thefono.org  
 

The Pasifika community in New Zealand has some of the lowest accessibility rates to oral health 
services in the whole country and it comes as no surprise that they also suffer from a multitude 
of preventable oral health conditions, such as dental caries and periodontal disease. This 
presentation will address the elephant in the room, and attempt to tackle the age-old question 
of why. The current challenges facing Pacific oral health will be highlighted as well a new 
proposed model for providing better oral healthcare for Pasifika. 

  
Background 

Dr Mowafaq Amso (BDS BSc FRACDS) graduated with a BDS from Otago University in 2009 
following a BSc from The University of Auckland in 2006. His career in dentistry includes work in 
the public and private sector. His clinical interests lie in working with high-needs populations and 
he has been doing so for the past few years working at The Fono, New Zealand’s largest Pacific 
healthcare provider. He was appointed as The Fono’s Dental Clinical Director in 2015 and has 
been working since on developing a unique model of care to provide affordable and accessible 
oral healthcare to Pasifika. 
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Reflections of working in a Pacific Oral Health Voluntary Programme in 
Samoa 
Dr. Oliver Dugena   
University of Otago, Wellington 

 
Oliver has recently returned from Samoa after completing three weeks of voluntary oral surgical 
and dental treatment for the Department of Oral Health Services directorate at the National 
Hospital in Moto’otua, Apia. Alongside with his colleague, Joshua Torres, they provided lectures 
to the department and surgical/general dental treatment to the patients that presented. 
Throughout the time they were there, they also carried out multiple semi-structured interviews 
to the department regarding their resources and the general needs. Today he will be presenting 
some reflections about his work alongside Samoan dental and oral health colleagues and some of 
the issues that are unique to this beautiful Pacific Island country 

 
Background 

Oliver is a highly qualified dentist having completed his Bachelor of Dental Surgery (BDS) in 2012 
at the Otago University, attained his primaries with commendation with the Royal Australasian 
College of Dental Surgeons in 2014; and two Senior House Officer/Core Trainee roles in Oral and 
Maxillofacial at the University Hospitals of Nottingham during 2016 and the University Hospitals 
of Leicester, United Kingdom in 2017. Currently, Oliver continues do his oral surgical work in 
Wellington at a private dental practise while undergoing medical studies in Wellington. 
 

 Border to Grave Drug Surveillance in New Zealand 
Dr. Diana Kappatos  
Institute of Environmental Science and Research Ltd (ESR)  Diana.Kappatos@esr.cri.nz  
 

ESR identifies new psychoactive substances, also known as synthetic drugs that enter New 
Zealand and track their real time use in the NZ population.  Since May 2017, synthetic 
cannabinoids have been implicated in more than 60 deaths in NZ, as well as many emergency 
department admissions. Synthetic cannabinoid use has also been found to result in impaired 
driving. Synthetic cannabinoids enter NZ as powders and then are added to plant material within 
NZ. There is no quality control for making up the plant material, the amount of the synthetic 
cannabinoid and often the actual synthetic cannabinoid present is unknown to the user.  The 
effects of using the current most commonly used synthetic cannabinoids, namely AMB-
FUBINACA and 5F-ADB can be rapid and profound. The type of synthetic cannabinoid used varies 
geographically in NZ. AMB-FUBINACA is most commonly used in the northern regions of the 
North Island and 5F-ADB is more common in the lower part of the North Island. A mixture of 
different synthetic cannabinoids is more commonly used in the South Island. I will discuss the 
impact these drugs are having on our communities particularly on the poor, the Maori and Pacific 
peoples. 

Background 
Dr. Diana Kappatos is a Forensic Toxicologist at ESR. ESR is a Crown Research Institute and the 
sole provider of Forensic Services to the New Zealand (NZ) Police. We also provide a range of 
services to both the Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Health. ESR also works with NZ Customs 
on illicit drug screening at our borders. She is the Principle Investigator on ESR’s ‘Border to Grave’ 
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programme of work, and has been a driving force behind building an integrated approach to the 
detection and monitoring of new psychoactive substances, also referred to as “synthetic drugs”, 
entering New Zealand and their use throughout the country and how to use drug data to inform 
and design harm prevention. 
 
 

Pacific dreaming – sleep among Pacific families in Aotearoa/New Zealand   
Dr. Rose Richards 
University of Otago, Dunedin      rose.richards@otago.ac.nz 
       

Dr Rosalina Richards, was awarded a Pacific Project Award from the Health Research Council of 
New Zealand in 2017 to investigate the sleep and well-being patterns of Pacific children and 
adolescents. The overarching objective of this project is to inform the development of effective 
sleep interventions by capturing Pacific perspectives about sleep, health and interventions.  This 
session will provide insights about the research questions and methodology for the study. 

 
Background 

Dr Richards is Associate Dean (Pacific) for the Dunedin School of Medicine, Director of the Centre 
for Pacific Health in Va’a o Tautai, Division of Health Sciences, and convenor for the new Pacific 
and Global Health major in the Bachelor of Health Sciences. 
 

Impact of Sugar-Sweetened Beverage Taxation in the Pacific 
Dr Andrea Teng 
University of Otago, Wellington     andrea.teng@otago.ac.nz  
 

Health and Finance Ministers in the Pacific have declared a NCD crisis and adopted a NCD 
Roadmap to address the crisis. Many Pacific Island countries and territories (PICTs) have 
introduced taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs), but none of these have been rigorously 
evaluated. Studies from high-income countries show that SSB taxes can be an effective method 
of reducing SSB consumption, but there is little evidence from low-income countries.  

Methods: SSB taxes introduced by PICTs since 1990 were systematically reviewed by 
searching library databases, online legislation, government websites, law libraries, news articles, 
and by contacting key stakeholders from health and finance sectors. The size, changes and design 
of SSB taxes in the region were described. Time-series analyses were used to examine the impact 
of SSB taxes on prices and importation of taxed and untaxed beverages. Regression modelling 
will be adjusted for time trends, demographic and macroeconomic changes.  

Results: Over half of PICTs have introduced SSB taxes and some recent policies include 
larger taxes, such as the 2017 T$4 ($NZ 2.50) per litre in Tonga and the $9.80 per kg sugar in 
Cook Islands. These taxes will be described with a focus on the Cook Islands and preliminary 
results will be reported examining the association of SSB taxes with importation of taxed and 
untaxed beverages. The issue of tax-pass-through will also be described along with any data on 
additional tax revenue collected by the governments. Litter survey data will also be presented to 
inform the issue of plastic waste associated with SSBs. 
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Summary: Pacific leaders have shown international leadership by introducing SSB taxation 
policies. Policy design and implementation are important to maximise the health benefits from 
SSB taxation. Further evaluation of the effectiveness of well-designed obesity prevention policies 
is needed in the Pacific and other low-income settings.  
Acknowledgements:  All the interviewees who contributed to this study, also Dr Viliami Puloka, 
Ms Elisiva Na’ati and Dr Paula Vivili at the Pacific Community; and funding from the Health 
Research Council and travel funding from the Otago Global Health Institute. 
Authors:    Andrea Teng, Karen Tairea, Danny Araei, Louise Signal, Murat Genc, Nick Wilson 

 
Background 

Dr Andrea Teng (MBChB, MSc, MPH, FNZCPHM) is a public health physician, Senior Research 
Fellow and PhD candidate studying the impact of sugary drink taxes in Pacific Island countries 
and territories. In 2014, as a public health registrar at the Pacific Community, Noumea she led a 
policy discussion paper on sugar-sweetened drink taxes in the Pacific. As a Senior Research 
Fellow, Andrea has interests in evaluation, health inequalities, NCDs, H. pylori control, and big 
data research. 
 
 

Te Ang Maitoro: Cooling Kiribati & Samoa – Key Findings 
Mr. Ian Shearer, Dr. Mary Anne Teariki & Dr. Ramona Tiatia 
University of Otago, Wellington 
 

Like many small island developing countries, Kiribati and Samoa, face a number of challenges, 
including how to grow to achieve sustainable development, and how to manage the effects of 
natural disasters and climate change. This presentation summarises the key findings of the new 
types of renewable energy (like solar, wind, and hydro services) that can assist Kiribati and 
Samoa to cope with the effects of natural events like hurricanes, earthquakes, and tsunamis. 
Based on key informant interviews with leaders and communities from these two countries, the 
researchers will provide insights about how renewable energy can support these countries 
manage the effects of climate change, such as, increased sea levels and powerful sea surges, 
increased temperatures, and changes to rainfall.  This study was funded by the New Zealand 
Institute of Pacific Research in association with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
 

Background 
Dr Tiatia:   public health researcher, leader for the Samoa case study conducted the field work in 
Samoa examining renewable energy solutions that can enable local communities to become 
more resilient to disturbances from natural disasters and climate change. 
Dr Mary Anne Teariki:    public health researcher, leader for the Kiribati case study conducted the 
field work in Kiribati and examined renewable energy solutions that can enable local 
communities to become more resilient to disturbances from natural disasters and climate 
change. Responsible for undertaking the focussed literature review. 
Ian Shearer:   engineer and consultant on renewable energy solutions for small rural 
communities, and coordinating possible community energy solutions in Kiribati and Samoa. 
Professor Howden-Chapman:   public health specialist in housing and urban development, leader 
for this project, is responsible for project management, use of frameworks and methodology, 
and ensuring that all outcomes are delivered within budget. 
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Emerging Issues in Pacific Research  
 

February 12th, Tuesday   
 

Time Session 

9:00am 

 
Welcome and introductions - Ramona Tiatia 
Overview of Pacific health in Aotearoa/New Zealand (Ramona Tiatia) 
 
Overview of Pacific health in the Pacific Region (Aiono Alec Ekeroma) 
 
Confining Pacific Minds: Hidden pasts in the present (Jacqueline Leckie) 
 

 10:30am Morning tea 

11:00am 

Cardiovascular disease in Pasifika (Daryl Schwenke) 

Perspectives of Pacific Oral Health: 

Parents’ Oral Health in Wellington and Hawkes Bay (Moira Smith) 
Realities & the Exciting Way Forward (Mowafaq Amso) 
Working in a Pacific Oral Health Voluntary Programme in Samoa (Oliver Dugena) 
 

12:45pm Lunch break 

1:30pm 

 
Border to Grave Drug Surveillance in New Zealand (Diana Kappatos) 
 
Pacific dreaming – sleep among Pacific families in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand  (Rose Richards) 
 

3pm   Afternoon tea 

3:30pm 

 
The tax on sugars in Pacific Island countries and territories (Andrea Teng) 
 
Climate change the Pacific and Renewable Energy technologies – the case of 
Samoa and Kiribati (Mary Anne Teariki, Ian Shearer, Ramona Tiatia) 
 

4:30pm Group discussion - All presenters 

5:00pm 
Finish 
 
Evening Pacific Keynote Speaker TBC 

 


