
In this newsletter we explore how Ngāi Tūāhuriri, through Matapopore are 

helping to restore and revitalise the Ōtākaro, Avon River and bring life back into 

Christchurch’s Central Business District.

Mauri and mahinga kai are recognised as key cultural and environmental 

indicators of the cultural health of waterways and the relationship of Ngāi Tahu 

to water. 

The taonga value of indigenous ecosystems as natural capital is increasingly 

valued in the wider community. There is also a growing understanding and 

respect for the principles that underpin mahinga kai, namely kaitiakitanga, 

tikanga, traditional ecological knowledge and practices, kainga nohoanga and 

ki uta ki tai. 

Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct starts at the Antigua Boat Sheds and 

extends to the Avon Loop.  This significant project aims to re-orientate the city 

towards the river, improve instream ecological values and mahinga kai values 

and improve public amenity and access to the river. 

MAHINGA KAI

Te Pāpā 
Ōtākaro 

Kia atawhai ki te iwi, Care for the people (Pita Te Hori, Upoko – Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga, 1861). 





Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct comprises:

• Parklands on each side of the river;

• The Promenade (shared vehicle/pedestrian access 

way with raingardens);

• In stream ecological/mahinga kai enhancement;

• The Terraces;

• Victoria Square Restoration;

• The Arts Trail;

• The Literary Trail;

• The Margaret Mahy Family Playground;

• And The East Frame.

Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct has always been an 

area of mahinga kai and mahi kai. These values have been 

significantly compromised and the health of the river has 

steadily degraded since European settlement and the 

industrialisation of Christchurch city during the mid-1900s. 

Following the earthquakes, the river has become even 

more contaminated by sand, silt and sediment.

Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct is the largest river 

restoration project in New Zealand. The objective of the 

Government’s nearly $100 million investment is to restore 

the river to its pre-earthquake state - or better, and it has 

called on Matapopore to assist.

Matapopore has been able to help identify where the 

principles of mahinga kai can be appropriately revived and 

reintroduced as part of this significant post-earthquake 

restoration and rejuvenation project. Advice includes 

making recommendations on how to recognise mahinga kai 

practice, principles, artefacts and the places associated with 

customary food gathering along the Ōtākaro/Avon River. 

As mahinga kai is so closely associated with the concept 

of manaakitanga, it is essential that the finished works on 

the river contribute to an environment where manuhiri 

can be cared for and nourished, and the river is made as 

safe an environment as possible for visitors and the wider 

community.

The Matapopore project member for Te Papa Ōtākaro/

Avon River Precinct Anchor Project, Joseph Hullen says the 

goal for Matapopore is preserving the values and knowledge 

associated with these sites. According to Joseph, the first 

step in achieving this is to create an environment where 

the birds and fish could return to the city.

“The birds and fish will then attract the humans – it’s not 

going to happen the other way around,” says Joseph.



Watermark, the section of river between Antigua 

Boatsheds and Montreal Street, is the first stage of Te 

Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct t  o be completed.  

More than 400 tonnes of shingle has been excavated, 

washed of silt and contaminates and returned to the 

river bed. 

At the Antigua Boatsheds as part of the landscaping you 

will find overhanging boulders on the river edge. Hidden 

underneath are shaped ceramic pipes which mimic 

tunnels for tuna, eels to retreat into.

The river channel has been re-contoured to a more 

natural state – rather than the uniform corridor it had 

become due to development. The form of the river now 

consists of narrow corridors and wide pools to provide 

an environment where fish can travel and rest in safe 

sheltered areas as they follow their natural migratory 

patterns. Rocks and boulders have also been installed 

to create natural resting places where species such as 

whitebait, bullies and glass eels can seek refuge.

“Now there are slow gliding deep pools and where the 

river has been narrowed there are riffles of fast flowing 

water that gives that pleasing sound when a river flows 

naturally. The rejuvenation of the river is also about 

making the Otākaro, Avon more accessible. There are 

areas where if you take your kids up to the water edge, 

there is quite a drop where they could fall in. Now there 

are flat areas where you can safely walk right up to the 

water on a flat surface and even wade into it if you want 

to,” Joseph Hullen says.

Above the river, another transformation designed to 

reintroduce mahinga kai principles involves the planting of 

native vegetation along the riverbank and along the streets 

within Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct. Predominate 

native species include tī kouka or cabbage tree, which is 

traditionally referred to by Ngāi Tahu as place markers and 

kōwhai, the nectar of which will draw korimako, bellbird 

and tūī back into the city. Exotics will be mixed with native 

plantings to provide splashes of colour.
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