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Ironic Relationships between Maori Providers, Government, Other Funders and NGOs

Panel Commentary
Wednesday 22 February 2009

Auditorium, Bowen State Building Wellington

The topic today is the impact of the current recession on Maori and more specifically Maori Providers of services to Maori. There does appear to be a wide sense of apprehension nationally as government and communities review the impact of less funding being available at a time when demand will surely exceed supply. We know for example that philanthropic groups are reviewing their strategic aims and that government is least likely to be able to continue with the current level of investment. 

Nevertheless I cannot help but feel a deep sense of irony or perhaps it is simply the inevitability of belonging to that group that everyone will want ‘do something to’, on a tight budget of course. 
Speaking to a participant during the break she remarked to me in that ironic manner that Maori share with each other, that from her perspective it did not seem as if Maori have ever come out of the 1930s recession! And if we consider this comment critically we may also ask what impact the reforms of the 1980s had on Maori and our ability to even ride the ‘good times’ of increased wealth creation so characteristic of the 1990s myopia.
If I was to sum up Maori sentiment at this time it would be ironic ...

I hear that a tactic to avoid the ‘down-side’ of the recession is for NGOs to enter into partnerships with each other and I cringe at the response that will inevitable greet this fraternal gesture, haven’t Maori already got a ‘partnership’?  We know intimately what ‘partnership’ means and yes it is ironic. 

I consider the challenges from previous speakers and it appears that all the NGO sector has to do is have a relationship with philanthropic groups and focus on writing really robust applications. Let’s not mythologise the sector as a homogenous group of semi-literate individuals busily struggling over the latest application form. Relationships have been and remain the backbone of a sector that would not in fact exist without the goodwill engendered through relationships.

And this is where I note that sense of irony that Maori have. You see it is very difficult to go cap in hand to funders seeking a form of benevolent patronage. It seems to be a contradiction of sorts because as Maori the one thing we will hold onto selfishly is our sense of rangatiratanga or self-determination. When all else is gone the basic human need to exist is inextricably tied to our ability to provide both for ourselves and others.

Giving is not a charitable exercise, for Maori it is an obligation and, it is a fundamental human right to receive. 

This is not intended to be a subtle difference between competing worldviews. It is in fact a struggle or challenge to everyone here and those who are not present, to unlearn your privilege as a loss. 

I am also a little concerned to hear philanthropic groups picking up the language of government and talking about the need for us to become more efficient, to avoid duplication. In short sector, reorganise yourselves into something more comfortable and familiar.

The notion of ‘waste’ and ‘efficiency’ is to the lay-person an acronym, an alibi even, for cut-backs. It seems the recession is indeed an opportunity for some groups to explicitly participate in building the country that they want. This is fine, my concern however is that historically these groups, whose wealth was built upon the labour of our country, have yet to begin building ‘robust’ relationships with Maori. I do however take this time to acknowledge JR McKenzie and their efforts to engage in partnerships with Maori.

And this brings me to an important goal that I have noted diminishing in value over the past decade. What has happened to the notion of by Maori for Maori? And what does this look like in an environment of ‘duplication’ and ‘efficiency’?
I note with some irony that Maori still live fewer years than other groups, that we are still being under-educated and that we have a mean income that sits around $15,000 per annum. Yes Maori are also concerned with duplication and how more efficient can we get on 15k?
The flip-side is that everyone who isn’t Maori will want to cite our predicament only you won’t always recognise that it is Maori they are referring to because ‘poverty is the new black’ in recession-speak. Ethnicity and specifically ‘tangata whenua’ can be denied as the spectre of poverty for all other groups takes on increasing importance.

So what is the forecast for Maori? And what is the forecast for Providers? I do believe these are in fact two different questions.
For Maori, the worst prospect is that the most disadvantaged will learn that they really do not count and their expectations will diminish as a result As the recession deepens and the competition for resources intensifies, Maori will continue to die sooner, they will continue to be under-educated by the system and their incomes will shrink.

For Maori Providers, they will have a choice; become a delivery arm of a larger NGO or shrink in size and hold-fast to the kaupapa of by Maori for Maori.

The real question for us here is will we allow this to happen? 
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