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	The first Māori Health Development conference, Tu Kaha 2008 was held recently in Palmerston North and was so successful that even before the conference was over, participants were asking the organisers if they could have another one next year.

Tu Kaha can mean ‘standing strong’ or ‘standing on our strengths’. Improving Māori health is a priority in New Zealand and the five District Health Boards presenting over two days all fulfilled the aim of the conference by sharing successes and celebrating the strengths of Māori health initiatives in the lower North Island. 

A keynote address was delivered by Takarua Tawera of Te Hauora Runanga O Wairarapa on the need for strong ethical leadership in the sector. A powerful Wairarapa presence was highlighted with the presentation of four major initiatives designed to improve Māori health in our region. 

“What really stood out for everyone was the way the Wairarapa providers can work together,” says Cathy Tawera of Te Hauora Runanga O Wairarapa. “All the initiatives that we presented on were collaborations between different groups, and mostly these were presented collaboratively as well. We presented as a group, we all sang the waiata and we all supported each other’s workshops. Lots of people commented on how strongly we came across as a group, and this is a reflection of just how well we can work together in our community.”

Angie Pourau from the Wairarapa branch of the Māori Women’s Welfare League agrees. “The collaboration in itself is awesome for any Māori health organisation. What Tu Kaha did was show not just how successful our programmes are, but how it’s the working together that makes them successful.” Angie presented the work that the Māori Women’s Welfare League (Te Peka o Wairarapa) has been doing to promote vaccination programmes, support kaumatua and promote the importance of healthy eating and physical activity in the community.

“It was a strengths-based conference,” says Cathy Tawera, “celebrating projects that worked, rather than identifying needs or gaps. It’s really important that we are able to look at successful projects, so that we can identify how and why they do work. This can encourage spinoff projects that could be put into place in other areas, as well as providing encouragement for people working at the grassroots level across the whole range of Māori Health issues.”

Mihi Namana of the Wairarapa DHB presented some results from a wide-ranging Kaumatua project, focused on keeping local kaumatua healthy and active. The initiative includes helping them to access appropriate healthcare, eat properly, and keep active and involved in their community. One fantastic outcome was a trip to Rarotonga for the whole group after 18 months of hard work, planning and fundraising. At the conference “Aunty Mihi” was farewelled from her role as Māori Health Co-ordinator at Wairarapa DHB, and acknowledged for her years of service to Māori health.

“All-in-all the conference was a great success,” says Cathy. “The collaboration that showed through the presentations, also showed just how a Primary Health Organisation (PHO) and Māori health providers can work successfully together.”

Angie Pourau laughs. “And on top of that,” she says, “Wairarapa showed that we can out-sing them all!”
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