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Aotearoa | New Zealand Native Plants

Food for Thought
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Lecturer in Food Biochemistry
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Aotearoa | New Zealand- A special place in the 
world
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Aotearoa | New Zealand 
known for its abundance of: 

Geography

Unique native fauna 

Beautiful native flora 
Aoraki | Mount Cook
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A brief history of Aotearoa | New Zealand plants

First land 
plants: ~ 470 

mya.

Separation of New 
Zealand from 

Gondwanaland: 
~ 80-60 mya.

Isolation of NZ land mass.
Continuing evolution of NZ plants.

Extended 
geographical 

isolation 
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characterized Native 

plant varieties  

At least 80% of trees, 
ferns and flowering 
plants in Aotearoa 

are Endemic

A brief history of Aotearoa | New Zealand plants

Over 2000 
characterized Native 

plant varieties  

At least 80% of trees, 
ferns and flowering 
plants in Aotearoa 

are Endemic

Endemic:  A native 
species that lives in 
only one specific 
place and nowhere 
else on Earth

Native: A species 
that occurs 
naturally in an 
area without 
human help
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A brief history of Aotearoa | New Zealand plants

About 160 native plants are 
known to be safe to eat 

•Tarata (lemonwood)

•Manuka 

Edible Trees

•Pikopiko 

•Kiokio

Edible Ferns 

•Red Matipo 

•Kawakawa 

•Horopito

Edible Shrubs 

This Photo by Petra Gloyn is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

Kiokio fern

Kawakawa

Horopito

Mānuka

Kawakawa & Horopito
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Lets have a cup of tea  

Kawakawa & Horopito

•Fruit and leaves are both edible

•Fruits can be turned into 
‘peppercorns’.

•Leaves can be brewed into tea or 
used like a herb to add flavour to 
dishes.

•Distributed throughout the North 
Island, and as far south as Banks 
Peninsula

•An important healing plant 
traditionally used in rongoā Māori 
(Māori medicine).

Kawakawa (Piper excelsum)

Kawakawa

Flavour profile
Herbal

Bitter

Minty

Green 

Wild Kawakawa sitings- INaturalist 
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Kawakawa & Horopito

•Edible leaves

•Leaves can be brewed into tea or 
used like a herb to add flavour to 
dishes.

•Distributed across the whole of 
Aotearoa particularly mountainous 
regions.

•An important healing plant 
traditionally used in rongoā Māori 
(Māori medicine).

Horopito
 (Pseudowintera colorata)

Wild Horopito sitings- INaturalist 

Flavour profile
Burning and lingering 

aftertaste

Spicy

Peppery

Horopito
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Kawakawa & Horopito

Drying:
•Drying is a important 
part of producing food 
products from plants

•Drying results in:
•Loss of water- Preserves food
•Loss of heat sensitive 
compounds
•Development of heat 
sensitive compounds 

Kawakawa & Horopito

Drying:
•Drying is a important 
part of producing food 
products from plants

•Drying results in:
•Loss of water- Preserves food
•Loss of heat sensitive 
compounds
•Development of heat 
sensitive compounds 

Changes the 
flavour profile 

e.g. Dehydration of Horopito at 
50 °C increases Spicy, and 
Burning and Lingering attributes
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Opportunities for the class room

Opportunities for the class room
•Local ecology 
•Identifying what edible plants grow locally 
(tools like INaturalist: https://www.inaturalist.org/)

•Foraging or wild harvesting in your local area

Ensure correct 
identification
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Opportunities for the class room
•Local ecology 
•Identifying what edible plants grow locally 
(tools like INaturalist: https://www.inaturalist.org/)

•Foraging or wild harvesting in your local area

•Food processing
•Evaluation of different processing methods (e.g. dehydration) 
•Product development

Small scale processing is relatively simple in a food technology kitchen

Opportunities for the class room
•Local ecology 
•Identifying what edible plants grow locally 
(tools like INaturalist: https://www.inaturalist.org/)

•Foraging or wild harvesting in your local area

•Food processing
•Evaluation of different processing methods (e.g. dehydration) 
•Product development

•Marketing and consumer behavior  
•Tasting of commercial products (https://nativetreefarm.co.nz)
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