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Topic 1
A brief history of vegetable growing in New Zealand - Teachers’ GuideKey learning outcomes: Students will be able to - 
· Know a brief history of vegetable growing in New Zealand.
· Explain where commercial vegetable crops are grown in New Zealand.
· Recognise the main vegetable-growing regions and what crops they grow.
· Understand why the location of vegetable production in New Zealand has changed over the past 40–50 years.


Supporting resources
· History of Māori gardens could hold seeds for future.
· The role Chinese market gardens have played in New Zealand.
· New Zealand Horticulture Story
· Commercial Vegetable Production Glossary.

[bookmark: _Toc187746672][bookmark: _Toc188620132]Recommendations
Within this topic, there are multiple activities for students to complete. We recommend selecting the activity or activities that best suit your students.

Find out what your students know.
Ask selected questions to brainstorm ideas on commercial vegetable production in New Zealand.
1. Where do the vegetables you eat at home come from?
2. Do you know if they are grown in New Zealand or imported? 
3. What do you think “commercial vegetable production” means?
4. How is it different from growing vegetables at home? 
5. Why do you think commercial vegetable growing is important for New Zealand? (Tip: - Think about food security, jobs, and the economy.) 
6. Who do you think has helped develop vegetable growing in New Zealand over time? (Tip: - Think about, Māori, early settlers, or other groups.) 
7. Name some vegetables that are grown commercially in New Zealand? 







A brief history of vegetable growing in New Zealand
Vegetable growing has long been an important part of New Zealand’s history and economy. It began hundreds of years ago with Māori, the first people to cultivate the land. Today, it has developed into a modern industry that uses advanced machinery and technology to produce food for both domestic consumption and export markets.
Māori brought crops such as kūmara, taro, and gourds from Polynesia. When Europeans arrived in the early 1800s, Māori began growing potatoes, which thrived in New Zealand’s soil and climate. By the 1830s, Māori were exporting large quantities of potatoes to Australia.
From the 1840s onwards, European settlers established their own market gardens, growing vegetables such as cabbage, turnips, wheat, and onions to supply the rapidly growing towns of Auckland, Wellington, and Nelson. In the late 1800s, Chinese migrants also became market gardeners after the gold rush ended, playing a vital role in supplying fresh vegetables to urban communities. Later, Indian families contributed to the industry by growing potatoes in areas such as Pukekohe.
During World War II, vegetable production became especially important, as food was needed to support soldiers overseas. After the 1950s, the industry expanded into processing, with vegetables being canned, frozen, and dried. Companies such as Wattie’s became well known for producing and selling processed vegetable products.
Since the 1990s, commercial vegetable-growing operations have become larger and more technologically advanced, with fewer individual growers. Small, single-owner or family-run farms have increasingly been replaced by larger corporate businesses. Partnerships with overseas companies have also become more common, helping to ensure year-round supply for both domestic and export markets. Growers now make greater use of modern technology and more sustainable farming practices to reduce environmental impacts.
Today, vegetable production is a high-value industry. Major growing regions include Waikato, Gisborne, Hawke’s Bay, and Canterbury. Key crops include potatoes, carrots, peas, sweetcorn, onions, and squash. While most vegetables are consumed within New Zealand, some such as onions and squash are exported to international markets. Despite ongoing challenges, vegetable growing remains a vital part of New Zealand’s food supply and economy.

Activity 1: The role of Māori and Chinese in commercial vegetable production in New Zealand
Read: History of Māori gardens could hold seeds for future
Watch: The role Chinese market gardens have played in New Zealand.
Chinese market gardens and fruit shops were once scattered throughout the country and helped feed Kiwis for decades. In turn, the fertile New Zealand soil helped Chinese New Zealanders build a life in Aotearoa through hard work and toil.



Activity 2: Modern day horticulture
Watch: 
· New Zealand Horticulture Story 
· Mike Arnold of LeaderBrand South Island - 2026 Canterbury BFEA Finalists

Discussion 
In groups, discuss how you think commercial vegetable growing today is different from how it was 40-50 years ago. 
1. Make a list of how modern commercial vegetable growing is different from 40-50 years ago.

Activity 3:  History of commercial vegetable production discussion questions
1. Why do you think Māori were successful at growing crops like kūmara and potatoes in New Zealand? 
2. How did different groups of people - Māori, Europeans, Chinese, and Indian families, contribute to the development of vegetable growing in New Zealand? 
3. Why was vegetable production especially important during World War II? 
4. How has vegetable growing changed from the past to today in terms of technology and farm size? 
5. What challenges do you think modern vegetable growers are facing or might face.
6.  Why is it still important for New Zealand to grow its own vegetables?


Sample answers
1. Why do you think Māori were successful at growing crops like kūmara and potatoes in New Zealand?
Māori were successful because they had strong knowledge of the land, climate, and seasons. They brought crops like kūmara from Polynesia and adapted their growing methods to suit New Zealand conditions. When potatoes were introduced, they quickly recognised that they grew well in the soil and climate, allowing them to produce large amounts.

2. How did different groups of people - Māori, Europeans, Chinese, and Indian families, contribute to the development of vegetable growing in New Zealand?
Māori were the first to grow crops and later expanded into potatoes for trade. Europeans introduced new vegetables and created market gardens to feed growing towns. Chinese migrants became important market gardeners, supplying fresh vegetables to cities. Indian families later contributed by growing crops like potatoes in key areas such as Pukekohe. Each group helped the industry grow and diversify.

3. Why was vegetable production especially important during World War II?
Vegetable production was important during World War II because large amounts of food were needed to feed soldiers overseas. Growing and supplying vegetables helped support the war effort.

4. How has vegetable growing changed from the past to today in terms of technology and farm size?
In the past, vegetable growing was done on small farms using basic tools. Today, farms are larger and use advanced machinery and technology. There are fewer individual growers, and many farms are now run by larger companies. Modern growers also use more sustainable practices to protect the environment.

5. What challenges do you think modern vegetable growers are facing or might face?
Modern growers may face challenges such as environmental issues, the need to use sustainable practices, and keeping up with new technology. They may also face pressure to supply food all year round for both New Zealand and overseas markets.

6. Why is it still important for New Zealand to grow its own vegetables?
It is important because vegetables are a key part of New Zealand’s food supply and economy. Growing vegetables locally helps ensure people have access to fresh food and reduces reliance on imports. It also supports jobs and allows New Zealand to export some vegetables to other countries.
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