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Case Study: Te Arawa Lakes Trust 

Part One: Ihenga
The history of the Te Arawa Lakes begins with Ihenga, a renowned ancestor and the great explorer of Te Arawa. Travelling inland from Maketū, Ihenga is credited with naming many of the regions lakes and place names.  On his first exploit, he came across a river teeming with tuna, which he named Kaituna, reflecting the abundance of eels.  He followed the Kaituna River upstream moving deep into the Rotorua Region.   As he explored further he encountered the lakes, starting with Lake Rotoiti, which he named Te Roto-iti-kite-a Ihenga “the small lake seen by Ihenga”.  When Ihenga returned to Maketū, he told his grandfather Tamatekapua of the abundance of inanga found in the waterways, reinforcing the value of these resources and the significance of the new lands.  
Encouraged by his grandfather, his exploration eventually led him to Lake Rotorua, which he named Rotorua-nui-a-Kahumatamomoe in honour of Kahumatamomoe, the eldest son of Tamatekapua. Ihenga eventually settled in Ngongotahā, which he first called home, Te Motu-tapu-a- Ihenga, (the sacred grove of Ihenga), 5km upstream on the Waiteti Awa.  This site was widely revered and supremely sacred due to the presence of the sacred grindstone, Hinetuahoanga, brought by Ihenga from Hawaiki which he placed in the Waiteti Awa.  He named the puna Waioratoki (axe sharpening water), said by our tīpuna to mark the resting place of Whakaue Kaipapa who lived on the island in the middle of Lake Rotorua which Ihenga named Te Motu-tapu-a-Tinirau. (the spiritual guardian of waterways and aquatic life)These names and stories are significant and really important to Te Arawa as they represent our spiritual and ancestral connection with our tīpuna and waters.

Part Two: Living by the Waiteti Stream
The Waiteti Stream, is for Ngāti Ngāraranui, the beginning of the watery pathway down to the ngutu-awa across Lake Te Rotorua-nui-a-Kahumatamomoe,  to the waters of the Kaituna and on to Maketu, “mai Maketu ki Tongariro…” it is upon these linking waterways that the spirits of our people are carried on their final journey home to Hawaikii Nui, Hawaikii Roa, Hawaikii Pamamao.  
 The Waiteti Stream was once a living, breathing part of daily life. It provided not only water but also food, recreation, and a spiritual connection to our tīpuna. I grew up on the banks of the Waiteti stream, I remember swimming almost every day, fishing, and gathering kai from its clear waters. My mother collected kakahi to make curried stew and my grandmother would collect watercress from the fresh water springs flowing into Lake Rotorua; we lived off the lake and land to sustain ourselves, the life-giving waters of the Waiteti Awa was our constant source of kai, places where drinking water was taken, were set apart from places where we swam and washed. My kuia, always told us to respect the wai.  
The mauri or life-force of the Waiteti River was the thermometer that gauged the physical and spiritual health and well-being of Ngāti Ngāraranui.   Sadly what flows down the Waiteti now are the nitrates and phosphorus that block the mouth of our stream.  The enjoyment of fishing gathering kai, koura, eels, all that has gone
Today, those memories are bittersweet. The stream, once clean and full of life, is now polluted and degraded. The loss of this taonga is not just environmental — it represents the erosion of cultural practices, identity, and the intergenerational bond with the awa that once sustained our people.

Part Three: The Wai Manawa Whenua Water Case
The Wai Manawa Whenua High Court case is a pivotal moment for Te Arawa and their ongoing struggle to have their ancestral rights recognised. Te Arawa Lakes Trust, representing 56 hapū, received a settlement in 2006 for the ownership of the lakebeds. The $144 million of funding received by the Government for the restoration and management of the lakes was allocated not to Te Arawa, but to the Regional Council.  Instead Te Arawa Lakes Trust received $10.4 million in terms of an annuity and fishing licences.
This decision perpetuated an injustice — it sidelined the rightful kaitiaki and ignored the Treaty guarantees of Māori rights and interests in water. Despite the settlement acknowledging Te Arawa ownership of the lakebeds, their voice in decision-making and governance of the water was insignificant.
If we are to honour our role in the management of our waterways, we need to go back and revisit that injustice as the kaitiaki of our 14 lakes.  How do we get access to resources to strengthen our role as the protectors of our lakes and to make the partnership inside of those Treaty Principles real for us.  
The Wai Manawa Whenua case is fundamentally about restoring balance and putting things right for our people and our environment. As kaitiaki of our 14 lakes, Te Arawa Lakes Trust—together with our coalition partners—seeks the following:
· Timely and effective Crown intervention to halt further decline in the health and wellbeing of our water bodies.
· Robust safeguards to enable and ensure the recognition of Māori tikanga and proprietary rights in water and geothermal resources.
· A fair and enduring water allocation system that empowers Māori to fulfil our responsibilities as kaitiaki and to protect these taonga for future generations.
This case is a critical step toward safeguarding the mauri of our lakes and upholding the rights and responsibilities of Te Arawa as tangata whenua.
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