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Kapiti – a changing resource 

Learning outcomes

Students will be able to explain why people’s ideas and beliefs about use and conservation 
has changed over time and how this has changed the way New Zealand views itself. 

Links can be made to:

Social Studies: Time, continuity and change

L6 Students can demonstrate knowledge and understanding and give examples of ideas and 
beliefs that have changed society. 

Pre-visit: Learning about the environment 

Teachers will need:

Chronology of Kapiti Island and Marine Reserve

Historic photo-cards (in yellow folder)

Te Rauparaha (1839) Heaphy A 

Looking up Waiorua stream (1972) 

Jillett’s Whaling station (1844) Bowring 

Whaling (1900s) 

Wharekohou Chris Edkins

Waiorua Valley (1921) 

Group of hunters (1890) 

Two dogs and seven men with guns (1890s)  

Protecting and restoring our natural heritage- A practical guide DOC

Magazine articles

NZ Geographic 42 Apr–Jun 1999 Flax the enduring fibre 

NZ Geographic 60 Nov–Dec 2002 Thar’ she blows-Whaling in New Zealand

NZ Geographic 53 Sep–Oct 2001 Hihi

Forest and Bird May 2003 Kapiti Island Marine Reserve

Kapiti Island Nature Reserve Fact Sheet

Books

Kapiti Chris Maclean

Restoring Kapiti ed by Kerry Brown

Students can:

Brainstorm what they know about Kapiti Island, and what it used to be like. Record this in a 
table with headings of past and present. Consider what might have taken place to cause these 
changes. 

Study one of the photographs recording Kapiti Island’s past. In small groups discuss the 
following questions: 

What do you think was happening on Kapiti at this time? 

Why do you think this was? 

Would this happen now?

Why or why not? 

Create a timeline with the historic photo-cards. Examine the timeline for any obvious changes 
in attitude towards the way people used Kapiti and its resources. Break this into themes such 
as whaling, farming, conservation of endangered species, pest eradication etc
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Consider how peoples’ beliefs and ideas may have changed over time. Draw links to changes 
that have taken place in the way that New Zealanders view themselves or how New Zealand is 
viewed internationally for each one of these themes. 

Discuss the concepts of resource use and preservation. Analyse changes in peoples’ 
behaviour towards resource use and conservation over time. Discuss the effect of peoples’ 
changing attitudes on Kapiti’s environment, plants and animals. For example, goats were 
brought to Kapiti Island as domesticated animals. They were valued because their browsing 
reduced the undergrowth in the forest and therefore reduced the spread of fires. However, they 
destroyed the forest and became pests and were later eradicated. 

On-site: Learning in/about the environment

Teachers will need:

Chronology of Kapiti Island and Kapiti Marine Reserve (in ringbinder: Appendix)

Map of Kapiti showing historic sites

Worksheet

Exploring the past on Kapiti Island 

Historic photo-cards (in yellow folder)

Goats on the flat (1860–1920)

House at Rangatira (1969)

Kaikoura (1910)

Whalebones (1910)

G S Hinemoa whaling expedition (1908)

Launch on Kapiti Island 1908

Unidentified people (1910)

Two dogs and seven men with guns (1890s)

Students can: 

Design interpretation panels for the island to tell the visitors about the islands past. The 
interpretation should refer to the islands present management and why change has come 
about. For example interpretation about whaling could link to the marine reserve or challenge 
people to report whale sightings or get involved with whale strandings. 

Brainstorm the general themes that could be interpreted on the island. When choosing 
interpretation themes they should consider the following;

Who is their audience

The site (are there any places that are more suitable for interpreting this theme) e.g. the 
trypots might be a good place to interpret whaling)

The availability of information, photographs/ quotes

The key messages that they want to give to their audience

Are there any ways that they can make the interpretation interactive?

Review the themes that they have chosen and choose a theme to interpret in small groups. 
Using the photographs, quotes and notes on interpretation, find an appropriate site to interpret 
their theme and design their sign.

Meet back at the visitor shelter and make a tour of the sites. Present their interpretation signs 
to the rest of the class, including reasons for the choices they made. Leave at least an hour to 
walk around each of the seven sites in alphabetical order and listen to the interpretation plans.
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Post-visit: Taking action for the environment

Teachers will need:

Monitor and video player

Video: Wild South ‘Sanctuary’

Environmental Care Code

Water Care Code

Students can: 

Watch the first 17 minutes of the video ‘Sanctuary’. It was filmed over 25 years ago. There 
are a number of changes that have occurred on the island. Reflect on their visit and ‘spot the 
differences’—note any changes in current conservation management of the island. 

Discuss the differences in conservation management over the last 25 years on Kapiti Island. 
The video ends with a comment that conservation can occur only on offshore islands. How 
has this attitude changed? Discuss other changes that have taken places in conservation over 
the last 100 years (e.g. introduction of plants that have become weeds and birds that have 
hybridised or become predators of endangered species). What issues do they think might 
arise in the next 25 years? 

Brainstorm ways the Department of Conservation manages visitors on the island

What are some of the visitor management issues on Kapiti Island and offshore Islands in 
general? 

Were these issues in the past? 

Why? 

Using the signs that they designed on Kapiti Island, discuss any management issues 
associated with their themes in their groups. Add a key message to their sign to encourage 
visitors to behave appropriately or to take action for the environment, e.g. whaling interpretation 
may encourage responsible marine mammal watching (there are set rules for marine mammal 
viewing e.g. number of boats and distances).

Publish their interpretation signs and write an analysis of why they chose the images, quotes, 
and key messages.

Role play interviews with characters of Kapiti Island’s past. In groups choose a character 
from Kapiti Island’s past, design questions and research answers. Present the interview back 
to the class with two people from the group taking the part of the interviewer and the other a 
character from the past. During the role play performances record the key ideas and beliefs 
that have changed in time for each of the characters. 

Assessment

To be awarded Achievement, Merit or Excellence (A,M or E) the student must meet the 
following:

Evidence towards Achievement 
Evidence that the student is able to demonstrate differences in people’s ideas and beliefs 
about resources use in respect of Kapiti Island. 

Evidence towards Merit 
Evidence that the student is able to demonstrate how peoples ideas and beliefs about 
resources use has changed over time in respect of Kapiti Island. 

Evidence towards excellence 
Evidence that the student is able to demonstrate how peoples ideas and beliefs about 
resources use has changed over time in respect of Kapiti Island and can link this to how New 
Zealand society views itself. 
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Additional information to support the activities above

Resources in kit (yellow dot)

Maps

Kapiti showing historic sites (including whaling stations Long point, Waiorua, Te 
Kahuoterangi, and Wharekohu)

Rangatira showing best sites to discuss photographs

Dates for Timelime (2)

Book

Kapiti Chris Maclean

Species photo cards

Tui

Little spotted kiwi

Possum

Hihi

Short-tailed bat

Chronology of Kapiti Island and Kapiti Marine Reserve

Video

Wild South “Sanctuary”

Photographs

Te Rauparaha (1839) Heaphy A 

Looking up Waiorua stream (1972) 

Jillett’s Whaling station (1844) Bowring 

Whaling (1900s) 

Wharekohu Chris Edkins

Waiorua Valley (1921) 

Group of hunters (1890) 

Two dogs and seven men with guns (1890s) 

 Goats on the flat (1860–1920) 

House at Rangatira (1969) 

Kaikoura (1910) 

Whalebones (1910) 

G S Hinemoa whaling expedition (1908) 

Launch on Kapiti Island 1908 

Unidentified people (1910) 
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Date cards

1897 
Kapiti Island Nature Reserve 

created

1992 
Kapiti Marine Reserve created



Designing interpretation
You are designing interpretation panels for the island to tell the visitors about the 
island’s past. Your interpretation should provide links to how the island is used today and 
how this change has come about.
When choosing interpretation themes you should consider the following:

Who is your audience
The site (are there any places that are more suitable for interpreting this theme) e.g. 
the trypots might be a good place to interpret whaling)
The availability of information, photographs/ quotes
The key messages that you want to give to your audience
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Kapiti Island is the summit of a submerged mountain 
range created by earthquakes 200 million years ago. 
At one time, moa and kakapo wandered the valley 
that lay between the mountains and the rest of the 
mainland. Several million years ago, most of this 
range was inundated by rising sea level. It was, for 
a time, part of a land bridge that extended across 
what is now Cook Strait. What remains is an island 
about 10 km long and 2 km wide with wind-blasted 
hillsides to the west and lush temperate rain forests 
to the sheltered east. 

Kapiti Island viewed from Kapakapanui, inland from 
Paraparaumu. Photo: Jeremy Rolfe.

Geology of  
Kapiti Island
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Kapiti Island was also known as “motu rongonui” or 
“famous island” to pre-European Mäori. Legend tells 
that Maui and his brothers caught a great fish (the 
North Island—Te Ika A Maui) while out fishing in their 
canoe (the South Island—Te Waka A Maui). Another 
legend tells of Kupe, the great explorer Kupe, who 
arrived in New Zealand from eastern Polynesia 
about 1000 years ago. Kupe is important in the 
history of all Mäori in Aotearoa and has connections 
to many of the present tribes. After being surprised 
by the giant wheke (octopus) of Muturangi, in Te 
Awaiti (Tory Channel), Kupe managed to distract 
and kill the wheke. After sailing into Te Whanganui a 
Tara (Wellington harbour), he travelled up the west 
coast, passing between the islands of Kapiti and 
Mana. Tribal tradition says that Kupe created these 
islands by severing them off from the mainland with 
one blow from his paddle.

The waters around Kapiti and the island itself 
have a long association with Mäori including Ngäti 
Kahungunu, Rangitaane, Muaupoko and Ngäi Tara 
and later Ngäti Toarangatira, Te Ati Awa and Ngäti 
Raukawa. Kapiti was known as Te Warwae Kapiti 
o Tararaua Ko Rangitane, a name which signified 
the boundary line between the Rangitane tribe and 
the Ngäti Tara tribe. The island was first settled 
in the 11th century after the explorers Toi and 
Whatonga discovered Kupe’s island. In these early 
days people used waka (canoe) to travel to places 
because the vegetation was too dense to get around 
easily on foot. Kapiti was used as a base for fishing 
and hunting birds such as kiwi, tui, and kereru. Local 
elders call the waters around Kapiti ‘he puna kai’ 
(the spring well of food) or ‘he kapata kai’ (the food 
basket). 

Ngäti Toa, led by Te Rauparaha, captured the 
island in 1823. Te Rauparaha and his allies used 
Kapiti as a strategic base. Kapiti’s location offered 
an accessible port for trading flax fibre, which 
was harvested on the Kapiti Coast, for muskets. 
Kapiti was also an important fortress—it was well 
situated to command the surrounding seas from 
the South Island to Taranaki and from which to 
base attacks on the South Island and its valuable 
pounamu (greenstone). After the Treaty of Waitangi 
was signed and government was established, 
tribal conflict was reduced and Kapiti became less 
important as a strategic base. 

Rangatira was used as a pa site and later a trading 
post. There are archaeological remains of house 

terraces to the north of Rangatira and pits and 
middens to the south, however the evidence is 
limited due to native forest regeneration. 

Other resources

Book: Kapiti Chris Maclean

Marathon swimmers

Te Rauparaha www.tki.org.nz>r/maori/te_
rauparaha/index_e.php and www.ngatitoa.iwi.
nz/te_rauparaha

•

•

•

Motu rongonui 



Published by
Department of Conservation
Kapiti Area
P.O. Box 141
Waikanae
March 2006.

Captain Cook named Kapiti Island, “Entry Island” in 
1770, on his first visit to New Zealand. 

By the mid 1820s Kapiti Island was well known 
as a trading post for flax fibre. At that time the 
mainland Kapiti coast was a series of interconnected 
wetlands, providing seemingly endless supplies 
of flax. The flax fibre was manufactured into rope, 
canvas and cloth in Europe. A number of traders 
managed to negotiate land purchases on Kapiti 
Island and settled there.

Shore-based whaling occurred on Kapiti Island 
from 1839 to 1847. In the height of whaling there 
were seven stations on Kapiti and neighbouring 
islands. Like many industries of the time the whaling 
industry was based on the assumption that the 
resource was there to be plundered. It wasn’t until 
it became uneconomic to hunt, because there 
were so few whales, that the stations closed down 
and whaling stopped. There are whaling trypots 
outside the visitor shelter at Rangaitra. These have 
been transferred here from another site, probably 
Waioroa. 

As the whales grew scarce some families began 
farming to support themselves. Waiorua became a 
farming settlement made up of traders and whalers 
who had married Maori women. In 1840 over half the 
land on Kapiti was cleared for farming. A number 
of forest fires swept over the island at this time. 

However farming proved uneconomic and by 1860 
there were only two families farming on Kapiti, one 
based at Wharekohu and one at Waiorua. It soon 
became uneconomic to farm due to the lack of 
arable land and the cost of transporting livestock 
off the island and by the 1890s most farm areas 
were closed. Changes in vegetation patterns on the 
island can be seen in early photographs taken on 
the island. The Whare is the oldest building on the 
island. It was built as a farming cottage and dates 
from the1860s. 

Other resources

NZ Geographic #60 November–December 2002 
‘Thar’ she blows—Whaling in New Zealand 
(Secondary kit only)

•

European history

Right: A whalers’ trypot 
at Rangatira.  

Photo: Dave Wrightson.
Below: An impression 
of the whaling station 

at Te Kahuoterangi 
on Kapiti  Island. 

Illustration by  
Chris Edkins.
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Kapiti Island is one of New Zealand’s longest 
restoration projects. It has provided inspiration for 
conservation projects both offshore and on mainland 
New Zealand as well as overseas. 

During the late 1800s people were aware that a 
number of bird species were heading for extinction 
but most people believed this was inevitable. 
In other parts of New Zealand rare birds were 
collected by museums, accelerating their decline. 
In 1870, Kapiti was identified by naturalists as a 
possible site for a bird sanctuary. In 1893, possums 
and fallow deer were released by the Wellington 
Acclimatisation Society on Kapiti, joining the wild 
goats, sheep, pigs, cows, and feral cats that were 
already having an impact on the understory of 
the regenerating bush and any wildlife that had 
survived.

Kapiti Island Nature Reserve was established in 
1897, however, much of the habitat on the island 
had by this time had been cut down, browsed or 
burnt. Many of the island’s native species did not 
survive. Early introductions of species to Kapiti 
included kiwi, kakapo, saddleback, takehe and 
tuatara. Of these only kiwi and weka survived these 
initial introductions. 

Much of the early work on using islands as bird 
reserves was pioneered by the visionary naturalist, 
Richard Henry, who arrived as a caretaker on Kapiti 
in 1908. The DOC whare near Rangatira was at one 
time his home. 

In the 1920s Kapiti was a popular destination for 
trampers and Waiarua Bay became a well known 
resort for recreation and fishing. Smaller groups 
also visited the sanctuary and based themselves 
at Rangatira. It was difficult to regulate and monitor 
the impacts of groups of visitors and a permitting 
system was introduced in 1949. Kapiti Island is still 
a popular visitor destination, in 2004 8000 people 
visited the nature reserve. 

The waters around Kapiti were well known for its 
abundance of fish. Divers became aware that 
the fishery was becoming depleted in the early 
seventies. After extensive consultation and debate 
the Kapiti Island Marine Reserve was established in 
1992. 

Other resources

Kapiti Chris Maclean (book)

NZ Geographic #42 April–June 1999 Flax the 
enduring fibre (Secondary kit only)

The whare in the early 20th century. Today it is surrounded 
by forest. Photo: Alexander Turnbull Library.

•
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History of conservation 
on Kapiti Island
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Over the years there have been some major 
changes in conservation management in New 
Zealand as peoples’ attitudes changed and new 
techniques were developed. Kapiti Island Nature 
Reserve is unique in that it has a nature reserve 
status but is still accessible to the general public. 

Native animals were hunted for food and feathers 
until some were protected under the Native Animal 
Act in 1921, and others by the Wildlife Act in 1953. 
Rare species were often hunted by collectors and 
sold overseas for private museums, or for fashion 
garments (the feathers of hihi and the beak of huia 
were valuable fashion commodities for ladies in the 
Victorian era). 

Early introductions of species to Kapiti included 
kiwi and weka. Although they survived, both of 
them subsequently cross bred. The weka is a cross 
between North Island, Stewart Island and western 
strains. The North Island brown kiwi has cross bred 
with the Fiordland tokoeka. These mixed lineage 
populations are not preferred for use in transfers 
back to the mainland. As with plants, species 
managers prefer to eco-source their birds. There are 
also 23 species of plants that are not native to the 
island, including karo and pohutakawa, which are 
currently being managed as weeds at some sites on 
the island where they are threatening native plant 
communities. Puriri was planted because it provided 
a good source of food for birds. Today plantings 
are made of local species that are eco-sourced 

(seeds are collected from local naturally occurring 
populations). 

Some possible transfers to the island have been 
questioned because of the presence of weka. 
Weka are efficient predators of ground nesting and 
dwelling animals including some birds, tuatara, 
skinks, and seabirds. The introduction of these 
species in the presence of weka will be a difficult 
challenge. Investigations are already being made on 
how we may introduce species vulnerable to weka 
predation, but as with rat eradication, there is hope 
that techniques will one day be developed further 
progressing the restoration of Kapiti Island. 

Kapiti Island was the first large offshore island to 
eradicate possums and rats. In the early 1980s 
many scientists believed it was impossible to 
eradicate rats from islands. The first rat eradication 
occurred on Breaksea Island. Kapiti’s rat eradication 
(which began in 1996) was the largest ever 
attempted and gave conservation managers 
the confidence to successfully eradicate rats on 
10000 ha Campbell Island in 1999.

Twenty-five years ago it was thought that species 
could only be protected on offshore islands, 
however pest control operations (many led by 
community groups) have meant that a number of 
birds have been transferred from Kapiti Island back 
onto the mainland, such as little spotted kiwi.

Changes in conservation 
management

Workers carry roost 
boxes which were 

installed to help 
newly transferred 

saddlebacks settle 
on the island. 

Photo courtesy  
Tim Lovegrove.


