
DOI: 10.20507/MAIJournal.2021.10.2.5

THE VOICES OF KAUMĀTUA DURING  
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Teorongonui Josie Keelan*

Ngahuia Te Awekotuku†

Linda Waimarie Nikora‡

Kiri Edge§

Karyn Okeroa McRae||

Abstract
Giving voice to kaumātua perspectives and experiences, and those of older people in general, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been rare because older people are more often spoken about than provided 
with opportunities to speak for themselves. When they have been spoken about, the focus has been 
on their vulnerability. While such vulnerabilities are a critical concern, this focus ignored their active 
participation in and contributions to their communities. Two video recordings were made, in which 
five Ngāti Whakaue kaumātua talked about their understanding and experience of the pandemic and 
the first nationwide lockdown. They also spoke about the activities in their community—Ohinemutu in 
Rotorua—and their roles and those of others from the village, especially in relation to a project during 
the lockdown called, “Feed the Pā”. Their kōrero contained descriptions of the various ways their 
community came together in support; the threat that COVID-19 posed to whakapapa, and therefore 
their collective tribal knowledge; and the value elders contribute to a community in times of stress.

Keywords
kaumātua, COVID-19, tikanga, community, resilience, Ngāti Whakaue

Introduction 
One critical dimension of the ongoing COVID-
19 pandemic concerns the vulnerability of older 
people. Among the elderly, those with underlying 
health issues have been identified as having an 
increased risk of fatal consequences from poten-
tially contracting the virus (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2021). The Aotearoa 
New Zealand population began to be referred 
to as the “team of five million” during the first 
nationwide Level 4 lockdown, from 26 March to 
27 April 2020. During that first outbreak, Māori 
made up 8% of the total number who contracted 
the virus. In the second wave, which was centred 
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on an Auckland-based outbreak, the percentage 
of those infected who were Māori rose to 12.6%, 
with 30 of those over 50 years of age (Taonui, 
2020). 

The identification of 50 years of age as a point 
of reference for Māori is important, particularly 
given the statistics showing average life expec-
tancy for Māori is roughly seven years shorter 
than the population as a whole (StatsNZ, 2021). 
Furthermore, history shows that in previous pan-
demics, Māori were affected disproportionately to 
other ethnicities (Wilson et al., 2012). 

Of those who died from COVID-19 during 
the first outbreak in Aotearoa, none identified as 
Māori (Taonui, 2020). Future research is likely to 
elaborate upon why that was the case. Against that 
backdrop the intent of this article is to describe an 
action taken to provide a platform for the voices 
for older Māori who lived through the experience 
of the four-week lockdown. Their stories of the 
lockdown are ones of action, leadership, organ-
ising, and of a community coming together to 
support each other. They stories of positivity and 
resilience, with kaumātua at the centre.

Media messages about the elderly during 
the pandemic
Throughout the pandemic, media messages about 
older people have centred on their vulnerability 
and need for protection. However, the unintended 
consequences of the endeavours to protect older 
people from the virus through strategies of isola-
tion included the potential for increased loneliness, 
decreased mental health, poorer general wellbeing, 
and the silencing of their voice (Bannerjee, 2020; 
Brooke & Jackson, 2020; Meng et al., 2020). 
While the need to protect older people is a criti-
cal concern, such protections can also mean that 
their voices are silenced and their wants and needs 
remain unknown, meaning they are not provided 
for in ways that value them as people, and as col-
lectives within communities (Morgan et al., 2021). 
The unintended marginalisation of their voices 
fails to acknowledge their active participation in 
and contributions to their communities, and that 
they are not just dependents.

The article provides some background to 
kaumātuatanga and eldership, beginning with 
a short discussion on the role and function of 
kaumātua. This will be followed by a section dis-
cussing the role of elders in communities in general, 
with specific reference to other Indigenous peoples. 
The next section concentrates on voice, especially 
on giving voice to groups often marginalised—in 
the context of this article, the elderly. We then 

present a description of the process used to give the 
kaumātua advisors involved in our research pro-
ject, called Kaumātua Futures: Ko te Pae Tawhiti, 
Whāia Kia Tata, an opportunity to tell the story 
of their experiences during the first nationwide 
Level 4 lockdown (26 March–27 April 2020). This 
aspect of the project was not planned for, but we 
feel it greatly enriches Kaumātua Futures, and we 
appreciate the kaumātua consenting to participate. 
We tell their stories using quotes from the videos, 
which allows their voice to be heard in the print 
medium as well as the audiovisual medium. A key 
aspect of their stories is how their community came 
together through a project that arose out of the 
lockdown called “Feed the Pā”. 

Kaumātua 
Kaumātua are variously described as being all 
elderly Māori (Oetzel et al., 2019); only elderly 
Māori who are steeped in the Māori language 
and customs (Cleave, 2009; Durie, 1999; Kepa, 
2015); elderly Māori men only (Barlow, 1991; 
Chalmers, 2006), which is indicated by the use of 
the phrase “kaumātua and kuia”; and the elderly 
of any ethnicity, which is implied in the title of the 
Ageing Well National Science Challenge: Kia Eke 
Kairangi ki te Taikaumātuatanga (2018). 

The kaumātua advisors to the Kaumātua 
Futures project support the position of Durie 
(1999), Cleave (2009) and Kepa (2015). The 
kaumātua advisors are adamant that in order to 
be referred to as a kaumātua, one must be flu-
ent in te reo, have knowledge of the tikanga and 
kawa to be able to represent the whānau/hapū/iwi 
on formal occasions, and make oneself available 
to provide service to one’s marae, whānau, hapū 
and iwi. The “service” the kaumātua advisors 
refer to is attending hui, where the oral skills and 
knowledge of kawa and tikanga of both the men 
and the women can be heard and seen in action. 
For them, the term “kaumātua” is inclusive of men 
and women and not gender-specific. Additionally, 
kaumātua advise whānau on matters pertaining to 
kawa, tikanga, whakapapa and histories, and may 
be called upon to settle disputes. 

The kaumātua advisors expressed this point 
of view throughout their engagement with the 
research team. They were also clear in the differ-
ence between kaumātua and koeke. “Koeke” is 
the word they use referencing all elderly Māori, 
including those who were formerly kaumātua 
and no longer fulfil the functions of represent-
ing the whānau, hapū and iwi. Koeke may still 
attend functions such as pōwhiri where their 
previous contributions are often acknowledged. 
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To summarise, kaumātua are those with skills 
and knowledge to fulfil cultural obligations of 
upholding the mana of the whānau, hapū and iwi 
on formal occasions. Koeke, meanwhile, are all 
elderly adults, including those who fulfil cultural 
obligations and those who do not.

However, in pre-colonial times, all elderly 
Māori would have had those abilities now assigned 
to kaumātua to varying degrees, with some more 
fluent and knowledgeable than others—not an 
unusual situation in any society. Durie (1999), 
however, raises the issue of those who would 
have been kaumātua but who do not have the 
skills and knowledge usually associated with 
kaumātuatanga—a situation that is a result of 
Māori language and culture being devalued and 
for periods of time banned in certain environments 
in broader New Zealand society. For Durie (1999), 
such a situation could result in a loss of knowledge 
and customary practices, with one consequence of 
that being the respect formerly accorded to elders 
no longer being valued. Further consequences 
would be elders not being cared for in a way that 
ensures they have healthy social lives in their old 
age, and their opinions and knowledge garnered 
over time being considered irrelevant.

The role of kaumātua being only for those who 
are fluent in the Māori language and knowledge-
able in Māori customs (formal and informal) to 
be able to fulfil traditional responsibilities and 
thereby advise the tribe reflects a definition of 
kaumātua as being identified with both a space 
(the marae) and a social and cultural construct 
that occupies a crucial position in the maintenance 
of a spatial identity (Paasi, 2000). Kaumātua may 
not have created the space, but they have occupied 
it because of circumstance. They also occupy it 
to represent their whānau, hapū and iwi and to 
fulfil traditional obligations on their behalf when 
required. The desire to protect kaumātua as part of 
the elderly cohort considered to be of high risk dur-
ing the pandemic has meant their voice has been 
silenced, as it was not heard on the marae. Within 
the whānau context, their voice was not com-
pletely silenced but restricted to an online space, 
telecommunication, or heard informally when 
engaging with whānau and neighbours whilst 
observing social distancing advice. So were the 
voices of elders among other Indigenous peoples 
also silenced by the pandemic?

Elders and eldership among Indigenous 
populations
Across Indigenous communities, elders are “leaders, 
keepers of history and cultural knowledge, and 

mentors to the young” (Braun et al., 2014, pp. 
121–122). Eldership, however, is not necessarily 
only about age but is also inclusive of emotional 
wellbeing, community engagement, spirituality, 
physical health and wisdom gained through life 
experiences (Waugh & MacKenzie, 2011). An 
Australian study with Indigenous elders identified 
three themes related to eldership: its distinguishing 
characteristics, how one becomes an elder, and 
threats to elders’ influence (Eades et al., 2021)—
not at all dissimilar to the situation of kaumātua 
here in Aotearoa.

In many countries, the elderly were those who 
contracted the virus earliest and those who died 
in greater numbers. Of great concern was the loss 
of knowledge when elders died before being able 
to pass that knowledge on. This was the case in 
many Indigenous communities (Connolly et al., 
2021, Curtice & Choo, 2020; Leonard 2020; 
Phillips, 2020). Many of those same communi-
ties feared the real possibility of extermination 
(Phillips, 2020).

Indigenous communities often chose to take 
action to protect themselves from non-Indige-
nous people fleeing their urban homes by setting 
up checkpoints and blockades on the borders of 
their territory (Collyns et al., 2020; Kaplan et al., 
2020; Leonard, 2020; Mounter, 2020). This often 
resulted in negative reactions from the very people 
who were endangering the lives of the Indigenous 
populations (Castles, 2020; Stanley & Bradley, 
2020); in Aotearoa New Zealand, it was necessary 
to assert the legality of such checkpoints (Harris 
& Williams, 2020). However, Indigenous commu-
nities were clear that their action was to protect 
themselves given their vulnerability should the 
pandemic reach them (Harris & Williams, 2020; 
Ngata, 2020). The potential for the pandemic to 
decimate their numbers and especially their elders, 
who were the keepers of traditional knowledge, 
was foremost in their minds in instigating their 
own border controls. The same reasons were cited 
by the various iwi in Aotearoa who took the same 
action (Deckert et al., 2021; Dutta et al., 2020; Te 
One & Clifford, 2021).

The voices of the marginalised
Indigenous peoples live in some of the most margin-
alised communities in the world. Dutta et al. (2020) 
talk about this marginalisation in their article on 
how communities organised in their responses 
to the pandemic. Māori communities were one 
of their case studies. Indigenous communities 
organised their responses because the centralised 
government responses were not meeting their 
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needs (Dutta et al., 2020; McMeeking & Savage, 
2020). Instead, authorities tended to implement 
one-size-fits-all responses to the pandemic—
responses that did not address the concerns of 
Indigenous communities at all, let alone the elderly 
and especially Indigenous elderly. In the case of 
Māori, the responses were not designed using a 
Māori lens (Kvalsvig et al., 2021; McLeod et al., 
2020; Pihama & Lipsham, 2020).

Marginalisation is a global problem, and 
its impact has been compounded by an eco-
nomic agenda of neoliberalism (Mowat, 2015). 
Marginalisation exists in relation to education 
(Mowat, 2015), health (De Abreu Lourenço et 
al., 2021), youth development (Iwasaki, 2016) 
and many other areas of society. The elderly were 
identified as a marginalised group likely to be 
impacted by COVID-19 in a study by Rambaree 
and Nässén (2020) discussing how three commu-
nities in Sweden are having their rights changed 
during the pandemic. One of the marginalised 
communities they look at is the elderly. Based on 
their review of literature, Rambaree and Nässén 
(2020) note that the elderly feel ostracised, alien-
ated, ancient, useless, and a burden on society. 
Although there is evidence of this in Aotearoa, 
there is also evidence of elderly Māori being inte-
gral to their community during the pandemic. Yes, 
they have been referred to as being in need of pro-
tection, but they are also busy fulfilling their role as 
advisors to their whānau, hapū and iwi and have 
asserted their right to protect and serve their peo-
ple. The case study research we report here aimed 
to give voice to a group of kaumātua who live in, 
or are associated with, the village of Ohinemutu 
in Rotorua, in the central North Island.

Method: Giving voice to kaumātua
Our case study research was designed to give voice 
to five kaumātua in the Kaumātua Futures advi-
sory group by making two video recordings them 
talking about their experiences of Aotearoa’s first 
Level 4 lockdown period from 26 March to 27 
April 2020, and their contributions to their com-
munity during it. Our recording of their stories fits 
with Lee’s (2009) pūrākau method, enabling those 
both telling and listening to the story to learn from 
the telling. Thematic analysis was used to analyse 
the data collected from the two video recordings. 
Always, consent was sought from the kaumātua 
who participated. They proudly invited whānau 
to view the videos once published.

Voices of kaumātua during the first Level 4 
lockdown
During the first nationwide Level 4 lockdown 
(26 March–27 April 2020), various Indigenous 
academics and researchers were involved in host-
ing and presenting webinars. Some were seminars, 
some conversations—different kinds of presen-
tations that all used online meeting platforms, 
mostly the Zoom application. Although not ideal 
in many respects, through necessity such methods 
became the “new normal” in the research space. 
The research team thought about how to get the 
voice of kaumātua online because although there 
were articles about the impact of the pandemic on 
the lives of the elderly, they had tended to focus on 
death rates (Bannerjee, 2020) and the psychologi-
cal impact (Meng et al., 2020). What was not being 
heard were the voices of kaumātua themselves 
(Brooke & Jackson, 2020). Instead, the voices of 
others talking about the elderly were unwittingly 
contributing to their silencing. 

The research team knew it was important to let 
the voice of the kaumātua they were researching 
with be heard. Accordingly, on 18 June 2020, two 
video recordings using the Zoom platform were 
made. They were published online by Ngā Pae 
o te Māramatanga (NPM) on its Media Centre 
a month later, on 22 July, titled Ngāti Whakaue 
Kaumātua Perspectives of COVID 19—Parts 1 & 
2 (NPM, 2020a, 2020b).

The five kaumātua ranged in age from their 
sixties to their eighties. The entire kaumātua advi-
sory group were invited to participate, and six had 
agreed to do so. One unfortunately was unable 
to join on the day because a family member had 
arrived at his house to discuss an important issue. 
They were accompanied by a facilitator from the 
research team whose role was to keep the conver-
sation going. 

The video-recording sessions were initially con-
ceived of as seminars where each of the kaumātua 
would speak on a topic of importance to them. 
However, the sessions proceeded in a conversa-
tional way, which revealed the rich experiences 
of a community during a stressful time and the 
ways in which the five kaumātua engaged with 
their family and community throughout. Their 
individual and collective conversations departed 
significantly from common stereotypical portray-
als of “helpless old people”. They were engaged 
in the happenings of their community, apprecia-
tive of everything provided to them during the 
lockdown, and conscious of their role as holders 
of knowledge. For the comfort of all involved, the 
videos were recorded. Not all of the kaumātua 
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had internet access, or a computer, or were famil-
iar with the login process. The challenge for the 
research team, therefore, was to make it happen.

Over the summer of 2019/2020, Kelly Stewart 
joined the research team as an intern for a three-
month period, supported by the NPM internship 
programme. She was asked by the research team to 
assist in making the video recordings happen. Kelly 
organised for the local campus of Te Wānanga 
o Aotearoa, the Māori tertiary provider she is 
affiliated with, to provide the necessary equipment 
and facilities. She was also available to assist the 
kaumātua taking part in joining Zoom meetings, 
and to organise lunch for them and refreshments 
for the staff at the wānanga who were helping on 
the day. In addition, two members of the research 
team travelled to Rotorua to provide additional 
support.

The video recordings
Prior to the videos being recorded, a karakia 
was conducted and consent was sought for the 
recording to proceed. Once this was given by 
the kaumātua, the conversation began, with the 
facilitator inviting the kaumātua to introduce 
themselves. These first steps were an important 
part of their voice being heard and in keeping 
with tikanga of karakia and the presenting of 
pepeha. The videos captured stories of resilience, 
of connectivity, of whānau and hapū, of leadership 
and problem solving. Each session ended with a 
karakia to complete the recording session.

The video recordings were lightly edited and 
then reviewed by the kaumātua, who provided 
their consent for the videos to be published on 
NPM’s Media Centre. The video recordings were 
then reviewed to identify the key themes of the 
kōrero, which were found to be whakapapa, 
whanaungatanga, communication, and leadership.

Findings
The kaumātua generously offered the stories 
associated with their whānau, their village and 
their community. Through their storytelling, they 
demonstrated not just their part in community 
activities but those of everyone in the community, 
even when asked to talk about their part spe-
cifically. Their kōrero constantly returned to the 
village and their associations within it.

Tuatini Sinnott expressed her concern at the 
potential loss of whakapapa posed by the pan-
demic—a concern expressed by other Indigenous 
elders around the world as the loss of wisdom 
and knowledge (Connolly et al., 2021; Curtice & 
Choo, 2020; Leonard, 2020; Phillips, 2020). That 

too was Tuatini’s concern when she talked about 
the loss of whakapapa but there were other aspects 
to her concern. One was the potential loss of those 
able to maintain the whakapapa lines—in other 
words, women of child-bearing age and their male 
contemporaries. In addition, the loss of whaka-
papa means loss of identity and the all-important 
whanaungatanga needed in times of stress. The 
other kaumātua participating in the videos also 
expressed their concern at the potential loss of 
whakapapa. Their illustration of whakapapa and 
how it was expressed during the four-week Level 
4 lockdown was closely tied to their discussion of 
the Feed the Pā project.

Although not the primary focus of the video 
recordings, Feed the Pā was an important subject 
for the kaumātua. Their voices were strong in their 
contribution to its organisation and how it catered 
for their needs and those of their community. They 
described how it brought together the community 
surrounding Para te Hoata (Tūnohopū) Marae, 
one of the marae in the village of Ohinemutu. 
Primarily, Feed the Pā was a way in which those 
who have genealogical links to the marae could 
come together to support and care for each other 
in a challenging and stressful time. Tuatini Sinnott 
(NPM, 2020b) and Miriama Searancke (NPM 
2020a) both acknowledged Mariana (Donna) 
Grant for the catchcry “Feed the Pā!” 

Tuatini told the story of how Feed the Pā got 
going, and throughout the two videos she and 
Vicki Mae Bhana added information to the story:

We were brought up to have stacked-up cupboards. 
Emergency stuff stacked up. One of our irāmutu, 
young mokopuna . . . had connections with a friend 
who had fresh fruit and vegetables and all this 
kai. Because of the lockdown they had nowhere 
to generate it, so he put it up on Facebook. He got 
in touch with a couple of cousins and said, “Look 
I’ve got all this kai, do you mind if I go around 
and drop it off to everybody”, and at that moment 
we were just coming into the second week of the 
lockdown, Level 4. And so they opened up a page 
on our Messenger. (NPM, 2020a)

Initially response to the offer was not forthcom-
ing primarily because people did not know those 
offering the food. Tuatini explained:

So I waited and waited and waited. An hour went 
past and that’s like a lifetime to me, so I rang up the 
marae trustees, Tūnohopū Marae, which is situated 
in Ohinemutu. Got in touch with the chairperson 
and said, “Look we’ve been koha’d all this kai, can 
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we use the marae as the pātaka?” Got in touch with 
the irāmutu, he arranged for the truck to be there 
in a couple of hours. Put that on the [Messenger] 
page, that, right, this is how it’s gonna go. All the 
kai’s going to be delivered at the back of Tūnohopū, 
in the wharekai in the kitchen. We’ll set up a table. 
Then family just jumped onboard. We had five 
allocated drivers to cover the whole village. Named 
the page “Feed the Pā!” (NPM, 2020b)

The above quotes reflect all four of the key 
themes identified—whakapapa, whanaungatanga, 
leadership and communication. Critical was the 
role one of the kaumātua (Tuatini) played in get-
ting the activity going by organising for it to be 
based out of the marae. The person who made the 
initial Facebook post was a whakapapa connec-
tion—in her words an irāmutu, mokopuna. She 
was able to use that connection to assert her role 
as a kaumātua to facilitate a process by which the 
food her irāmutu was offering could be distributed. 
As a kaumātua, she saw the importance of the 
marae as a central point and hub for the collection 
and distribution of care packages for the village. 
Her initiative and leadership meant that food that 
might otherwise have gone to waste for lack of 
people taking up the original offer was then dis-
tributed from the marae to those who were in need. 
She then communicated the process using social 
media. Her action of leadership and communicat-
ing with the village as a kaumātua demonstrates 
the value of those who have knowledge of their 
community being able to take action because they 
are valued and known for being action oriented.

The above events were the beginning of a ven-
ture that kept going throughout the lockdown, 
and although the initial food supplied was from 
an outside source via someone from the village, the 
pātaka was maintained by the villagers themselves 
donating from their own cupboards. As Tuatini 
said, they were brought up to always have extra 
supplies for times such as these.

Others joined with Tuatini and the irāmutu, 
including one of the other kaumātua who par-
ticipated in the videos, Vicki Mae Bhana. They 
had a time each day from 3 p.m. to 4 p.m. when 
people could drop off food and other supplies no 
matter the size, and no expectation was placed 
on anyone in the village to donate. Everything 
was gratefully received. Both Tuatini and Vicki 
Mae were involved in the organising, packing and 
distribution. Baking was also organised so that 
some households, especially those of the elderly, 
would receive cakes and/or biscuits. Drop-off 
of care packages to households happened every 

Monday—one week, some households got the 
packages, and the next week others that had not 
been recipients the week before received theirs, 
with kaumātua and families with children receiv-
ing something every week. This was the organisers’ 
way of being able to ensure the whole village 
was provided for, especially those likely to be 
most in need. Vicki Mae also talked about other 
kaumātua being initially appreciative of the care 
packages but later saying they had enough to sus-
tain them through the lockdown and to give what 
was packed for them to families. 

Iris Thomas talked about her cousin who, 
although not living in the village, regularly pro-
vided fish for gatherings at marae (NPM, 2020a). 
He had continued to do so for the duration of 
the lockdown. Miriama said receiving the soup 
provided to the elderly and families with children 
on Fridays was especially appreciated, with all 
deliveries being opportunities to socialise even just 
for a short time and maintaining a distance (NPM, 
2020a). Vicki Mae reiterated that deliveries were 
opportunities to socialise (NPM, 2020b).

“Feed the Pā!” was a catchcry that demon-
strated the resilience of the community. They 
identified a need to maintain their contact as a 
whānau, recognising that the community would 
still be there once virus levels allowed for contact 
levels to return to what they had been prior to 
lockdown. They knew who were the neediest in 
what Vicki Mae and Tuatini described as a “well-
to-do” community (NPM, 2020b). Despite being 
well-to-do, as a community they recognised two 
things: that there are people like the elderly who 
need social contact, and providing something 
tangible like soup was one way to do that; and 
that there are people in their community who need 
additional support in extraordinary circumstances 
such as these.

Feed the Pā demonstrated how connected 
the village of Ohinemutu was (Landau, 2013; 
Magis, 2010; Rettie, 2003). Key people within 
the village who knew the families and what was 
happening in each of the households—in this case 
known and respected kaumātua—were on hand 
to advise which households were in need of extra 
support. Miriama mentioned the value of being 
contacted by Vicki Mae and Tuatini, whom she 
acknowledged as being important village citizens 
in maintaining connections between the different 
marae whānau (NPM, 2020a). Also important 
were people who could make things happen; for 
example, because she held the key, Tuatini was 
able to mobilise what became Feed the Pā in a very 
short space of time (NPM, 2020b).
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Wiremu Keepa gave an example of how 
kaumātua are also important when it comes to 
informing visitors of changes in tikanga and kawa 
during pōwhiri (NPM, 2020a). He was talking 
about the fluidity of tikanga providing for extraor-
dinary circumstances when close bodily contact 
during a pōwhiri is best left out. The point spo-
ken to here concerned the role and leadership 
kaumātua play in making a decision to adjust 
tikanga, and the responsibility they have to inform 
others. Making such decisions is not done lightly, 
as it can create debate by those who oppose any 
changes or adjustments, no matter if only for a 
short period of time or for the protection of the 
community. Such decisions are seldom made by a 
solitary kaumātua; they are made in consultation 
with others—although it might appear that one 
person has made that decision alone. It is usually 
the kaumātua who announces the change who 
carries the weight of that decision.

Final words
While the focus on Feed the Pā was unexpected, 
the video recordings allowed the kaumātua to 
talk about an activity they were very proud of, 
and in doing so, they discussed their roles in it 
and the roles other played. They were not passive 
recipients of the care packages from the Feed the Pā 
project but active in its creation and implementa-
tion. They organised, led and communicated with 
their community. 

Evident throughout the two videos were the 
ways in which the two terms “koeke” (the Ngāti 
Whakaue word for the elderly) and “kaumātua” 
were used. These particular terms did not appear 
to be considered interchangeable; “koeke” was 
use when talking about the elderly related to the 
village and “kaumātua” when wanting to make 
a general point about older people who provided 
service to the marae. For the participants, koeke 
were usually those over eighty years of age. It is 
also probable that “kaumātua” was used by the 
participants in referring to themselves because 
they are associated with the Kaumātua Futures 
research project. They were and are kaumātua 
who are engaged and active in their hapū and iwi. 

Throughout the two video recordings, the 
kaumātua are articulate, have clear points of view, 
and provide commentary clearly—with much vig-
our. Through their recounting of a stressful event, 
it is evident that they were not helpless, and nor 
did they feel that they were unable to contrib-
ute significantly to their community through the 
lockdown. What is most apparent from their per-
spectives and experiences is that they took action 

and made things happen in whatever ways they 
could. It is also evident that they were the ones who 
helped the village come together. They were given 
an opportunity to have their voices heard and 
represented the voices of the elderly among their 
village and their iwi, which echoes the treatment 
of the elderly within other iwi contexts. Mauri ora!
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Glossary

Aotearoa Māori name for New Zealand

hapū sub-tribe or clan

hui meeting

irāmutu niece or nephew

iwi tribe

kai food

karakia prayer, incantation

kaumātua elders (sometimes with specific 
reference to those who are 
fluent speakers of te reo 
and holders of knowledge 
relevant to the gathering, 
making them able to 
formally represent the tribe 
at significant events)

kaumātuatanga the act of being or becoming a 
kaumātua 

kawa marae protocol during formal 
welcomes

koeke the elderly

koha donation, contribution

koiwi bones

kōrero talk, conversation, discussion, 
speech

kuia old woman

mana power, prestige, status

Māori Indigenous peoples of New 
Zealand

marae community centre; formal 
outside area for discussion 
and debate
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mokopuna grandchild

Ngāti Whakaue tribe based in the Rotorua 
district of the North Island

pā fortified village

pātaka storehouse

pepeha statement of identity 
connecting the person with 
rivers, lakes, mountains and 
ancestors

pōwhiri welcome ceremony

pūrākau ancient legend, story

te reo Māori the Māori language

tikanga customs and customary 
practice

whakapapa genealogy

whānau family in its many forms

whanaungatanga relationships

wharekai dining hall
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