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Introduction

Tourism relies on a range of ecosystem services, including food, water and biodiversity. However, the ongoing growth in the aviation sector and long-haul emissions with a reliance on carbon offsetting schemes, particularly exotic monoculture forestry, have led to maladaptive outcomes that threaten indigenous biodiversity and productive land use. In Aotearoa New Zealand, these challenges are compounded by highly fragmented policy frameworks that fail to integrate climate adaptation, biodiversity conservation, and sustainable land management. To ensure regenerative tourism delivers net-positive outcomes for native ecosystems and local communities, policy interventions must move beyond carbon-centric approaches to holistic, place-based ecological and culturally-informed restoration strategies.

Ecological restoration is not only about repairing degraded ecosystems, but when culturally-informed also plays a critical role in reviving mahinga kai (traditional Māori food and natural resources-gathering sites), thus supporting both biodiversity and strengthening cultural heritage. Other ecosystem benefits, such as improved water flow and quality, are also achieved. However, current policies lack the necessary regulatory and technical mechanisms to provide incentives and to measure both the native biodiversity and carbon sequestration outcomes of those policies. The absence of a coordinated approach perpetuates siloed decision-making across tourism, agriculture, conservation and forestry, undermining the long-term climate resilience of communities and ecosystems. For the co-benefits of nature-based solutions including carbon sequestration, water purification and cultural heritage preservation to be realised, a shift is needed towards integrated policy frameworks that prioritise native restoration over exotic afforestation.

Objectives

This paper examines the policy challenges surrounding mahinga kai restoration.

Methodology

This research employs discourse analysis on semi-structured interviews conducted across terrestrial, coastal, wetland and river restoration sites in Dunedin, New Zealand.

Findings

Our findings identify two key pathways through which ecological restoration risks becoming maladaptive within regenerative tourism. These include: (1) the decoupling of ecological restoration from mahinga kai and the dependence on market-based carbon-centric restoration strategies which undermine local food systems and sever the deep connection between Māori communities and their ancestral lands; and (2) the prioritising of the generation of carbon credits over ecological restoration which leads to monoculture plantings that exclude native biodiversity and ecosystem processes. The consequences include disruption to the local water cycle, an increase in the frequency and severity of floods and droughts, and poor water quality, weakening ecosystem integrity and community resilience.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

We argue that an overreliance on carbon credit quantification not only fosters climate maladaptation but also marginalises Māori principles such as kaitiakitanga, which emphasise the intergenerational responsibility for the care of land, water and biodiversity. To mitigate these risks, we advocate for a policy shift that integrates Mātauranga Māori with Western ecological science, recognising kai (food) as a biocultural indicator of ecosystem integrity and regenerative tourism outcomes. By embedding indigenous knowledge, fostering cross-sector collaboration, and enhancing long-term ecosystem monitoring, Aotearoa New Zealand can develop policy frameworks that strengthen the food-water-biodiversity nexus, ensuring regenerative tourism contributes meaningfully to climate adaptation and ecological restoration while supporting robust agricultural, hydrological and biological systems.






