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Restoring Rangatiratanga: Indigenous-Led Approaches to Climate Resilience and Floodplain Management


	Introduction:
Māori have long maintained a deep and reciprocal relationship with the natural environment, guided by mātauranga Māori and tikanga (customary practices). Mahinga kai (the traditional food and gathering systems) is central to this connection, embodying intergenerational knowledge and sustainable environmental stewardship (kaitiakitanga). 

As Aotearoa faces increasing climate challenges, indigenous-led approaches that integrate mātauranga Māori and mahinga kai principles with water quality and biodiversity goals are proving essential for adaptive and resilient landscape management. However, these approaches continue to be constrained by land ownership, land use policies, legal restrictions, and underfunding.

Objectives:
This presentation draws on Boffa Miskell project examples that showcase how iwi, rūnanga and hapū of Te Waipounamu are applying mātauranga Māori and mahinga kai principles to manage floodplain water quality issues. By utilizing a culturally led, science-informed design approach, these initiatives aim to restore ecological balance, enhance food sovereignty, and strengthen iwi and hapū resilience to climate-induced flooding. We will highlight practical applications of traditional knowledge in contemporary environmental planning and examine the challenges of navigating legislative and policy frameworks that often overlook indigenous worldviews.

Methodology:
Using kaupapa Māori engagement methods, we have worked alongside Arowhenua kaumātua, kaitiaki, and whānau to document and analyze a mātauranga Māori-led floodplain restoration strategy. This includes wānanga, participatory ecological monitoring, and a co-design process that bridges mātauranga Māori with contemporary hydrological and ecological science. Our other case studies illustrate how integrating indigenous values into landscape design and waterway restoration efforts ensures a solution aligns with the needs and aspirations of tangata whenua, and the wider community.

Findings:
Our experience will highlight how reinstating lost or degraded mahinga kai values at the heart of floodplain management results in communities achieving co-benefits – restoring habitat for taonga and mahinga kai species, improving water quality, and enhancing climate resilience while reaffirming kaitiakitanga and rangatiratanga responsibilities. Findings show that successful adaptation requires recognizing the authority of tangata whenua in environmental governance, fostering genuine partnerships with government agencies, and addressing structural inequities that limit indigenous-led innovation. Key case studies reveal both the opportunities and challenges in operationalizing mātauranga Māori within existing regulatory frameworks.

Significance of the work for policy and practice: 
The integration of mātauranga Māori into climate adaptation is essential for a sustainable and equitable environmental future in Aotearoa. This presentation will touch on the need for systemic policy shifts that enable rangatiratanga in environmental decision-making, ensuring Māori-led solutions are considered in climate resilience planning. By recognizing and supporting co-governance structures, policymakers and practitioners can foster a more holistic, inclusive, and effective approach to managing Aotearoa’s natural resources.





