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Untapped Māori land has huge agri potential

Read the short article below and listen to the podcast Charles Taituha - Making calculated land-use diversification risks in Māori agribusiness and then answer the following questions.

Questions.
1. What is the scale of untapped potential within Māori freehold land according to Beef + Lamb New Zealand?

2. What specific strategies are highlighted for future growth and diversification in Māori agribusiness?

3. What are the two primary organisational structures that govern Māori agribusiness, and how do they differ?

4. How do the legal requirements of the Te Ture Whenua Māori Act influence decision-making for land block entities?

5. What is the overall financial footprint of Māori entities in the primary sector?

6. How does the governance of Māori freehold land impact access to traditional banking capital?

7. How do typical Māori agribusiness ownership structures differ from standard New Zealand family farming models?

8. How does the restriction on selling land impact equity investment models for Māori agribusinesses?

9. What unique governance challenges do these collective structures create for managers and trustees?

10. What alternative financing mechanisms are being explored to support Māori agribusiness expansion and land diversification?



Untapped Māori land has huge agri potential

There’s untapped potential to optimise use of the 1.7 million hectares of Māori freehold land, including the 650,000ha currently in pasture, Beef+LambNZ general manager Māori Agribusiness Charles Taituha says.  At the Institute of Rural Professionals National Conference, he said future growth could involve diversification through forestry, off-farm investments and from transforming Gisborne hill-country and the Central Plateau into high-performing sheep and beef farms. “One of the biggest things I see for Māori agribusiness is that we’re diversifying. It might look quite slow sometimes, but it’s every calculated. I think we’re seeing more people take slightly more risk, doing things a little bit smarter, and joining collectively with others.”  He said understanding Māori agribusiness required distinguishing between the two structures responsible for overseeing agribusiness: post-settlement entities like Waitangi Tribunal or Tainui Group Holdings, and Māori freehold land blocks governed by the Te Ture Whenua Māori Act, underpinned by legislation that had to be followed before decisions were made.  Collectively, Māori owned $39.7 billion in agriculture, forestry and fishing assets as of 2025. 



Answers.
1. What is the scale of untapped potential within Māori freehold land according to Beef + Lamb New Zealand?
There are 1.7 million hectares of Māori freehold land in total, representing a massive opportunity for optimization. This includes roughly 650,000 hectares currently used for pasture. 

2. What specific strategies are highlighted for future growth and diversification in Māori agribusiness?
Future growth relies on taking calculated risks, acting strategically, and forming collective partnerships. Primary pathways include:
· Diversification: Expanding into forestry and off-farm investments.
· Land Transformation: Converting lower-performing areas—specifically the Gisborne hill-country and the Central Plateau—into high-performing sheep and beef operations.
· Collective Operations: Joining forces with other land blocks and entities to achieve scale and efficiency.

3. What are the two primary organisational structures that govern Māori agribusiness, and how do they differ?
Charles Taituha highlights a clear distinction between two types of governance entities:
a) Post-Settlement Governance Entities (PSGEs): Commercial corporate entities established following Waitangi Tribunal settlements (e.g., Tainui Group Holdings) that manage settled assets.
b) Māori Freehold Land Blocks: Land trusts and incorporations governed specifically under the Te Ture Whenua Māori Act. These entities must follow strict legislative processes and threshold requirements before making operational or investment decisions regarding the land.

4. How do the legal requirements of the Te Ture Whenua Māori Act influence decision-making for land block entities?
Because Te Ture Whenua Māori land block decisions are bound by legislative processes, decision-making can move more deliberately compared to standard private enterprises. Trustees must comply with legal governance protocols, owner consensus steps, and court guidelines before undertaking major operational changes or land developments.

5. What is the overall financial footprint of Māori entities in the primary sector?
Collectively, Māori entities hold $39.7 billion in assets across agriculture, forestry, and fishing as of 2025.

6. How does the governance of Māori freehold land impact access to traditional banking capital?
The legal framework of the Te Ture Whenua Māori Act protects Māori freehold land from being easily sold or alienated. Because standard bank debt financing traditionally relies on mortgaging the underlying land title as collateral, Māori land blocks face structural hurdles when securing capital from traditional lenders.
As a result, growth and diversification increasingly depend on collective partnerships, reinvested capital, and alternative revenue streams (like forestry and off-farm investments) rather than traditional bank debt secured against real estate.

7. How do typical Māori agribusiness ownership structures differ from standard New Zealand family farming models?
Standard New Zealand farms are typically owned by individuals, couples, or private family trusts operating under single-family decision-making structures. In contrast, Māori agribusinesses often operate under collective ownership models governed by specific legislative frameworks:
· Māori Land Trusts and Incorporations: Governed under Te Ture Whenua Māori Act 1993, these entities aggregate small, undivided shares owned by hundreds—or even thousands—of whānau members (beneficiaries).
· Iwi and Hapū Commercial Entities: Governed as corporate post-settlement governance entities (PSGEs) or commercial arms (e.g., Iwi Investment Boards).
· Intergenerational Mandate: Rather than prioritising short-term capital growth or sale for individual equity, Māori agribusiness governance prioritises intergenerational stewardship (kaitiakitanga), retaining land in perpetuity for future generations (mokopuna). 
8. How does the restriction on selling land impact equity investment models for Māori agribusinesses?
Traditional corporate equity investment relies on investors acquiring an ownership stake in the underlying asset (the land) and having an exit strategy where the asset can be sold. Because Māori land is held in trust for future generations, standard joint-venture models where outside investors buy into land ownership are unacceptable to landowners. 
Māori agribusinesses must instead structure joint ventures around the operating business entity (e.g., lease models, joint-venture management companies, or revenue-sharing partnerships) rather than the underlying real estate asset. 

9. What unique governance challenges do these collective structures create for managers and trustees?
· Dual Bottom Line (Commercial vs. Social/Cultural): Trustees must balance maximum financial return with environmental sustainability, employment creation for local hapū, cultural preservation, and marae support. 
· High Decision-Making Thresholds: Key decisions—such as long-term land-use changes or taking on major liabilities—often require complex beneficiary consultation, annual general meetings (AGMs), or approvals through the Māori Land Court, which can slow down strategic decision-making compared to private entities. 

10. What alternative financing mechanisms are being explored to support Māori agribusiness expansion and land diversification?
To bypass traditional debt-mortgage hurdles, agribusinesses are evaluating alternative pathways: 
· Iwi Co-Investment and Private Credit Funds: Larger Iwi/PSGE investment funds deploying collective capital to fund smaller Māori land trusts or regional developments. 
· Environmental and Biodiversity Credits: Payment models for ecosystem services (e.g., carbon credits under the ETS, water quality initiatives, or biodiversity credits) that generate revenue streams from land stewardship without requiring land sale or intensive industrial farming. 
· Catchment Collectives and Philanthropic Capital: Aggregating smaller adjacent trusts into scale-ready collectives to attract major philanthropic or sustainability-linked debt financing. 
· Off-Take and Revenue-Sharing Equity Models: Equity partnerships structured purely around joint-venture profit-sharing on produce (e.g., horticulture, dairy beef innovation) rather than land ownership. 
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