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The group proved to be very diverse, with a good cross section 
of the community with farmers/landowners, a mineralogist, a 
scientist, DOC, and Iwi, an expert in Rongo (traditional Maori 
medicine) and Matauranga Maori (knowledge of the natural 
and spiritual worlds), local contractors, hunters, a Member of 
Parliament and students from Te Wananga o Aotearoa. 

Kauri only grow naturally as far South as 38 degrees so 
roughly a line from Kawhia in the west to to Tauranga in the east.  
Planted kauri beyond their natural range as far south as Dunedin.  
These  kauri will grow more slowly due to the cooler climate and it 
is unlikely they will produce fertile seeds.

Russell Skeet, a local Historian,  gave a brief but very 
interesting snapshot of the plight of Kauri on the Coromandel over 
the last 200 years. It is estimated that 99% of the original mature 
Kauri was harvested prior to 1976. 

Peter Scott, a Scientist from SCION (a Crown Research 
Institute, previously the research arm of the New Zealand Forest 
Service) advised that it is possible that 90% of the remaining 
Kauri could be affected by Kauri Dieback (Phythophthora 
Agathadicide previously known as Phytophthora Taxon Agathis 
or PTA) - so the need for a cure and to limit the spread of this 
disease are vital to the survival of the Kauri.

There are many different types of Phytophthora around the 
world.  Amongst them are that responsible for Ireland’s potato 
famine and Sudden Oak Death.  Phythophthoras can either be 
specific to a certain species of plant or can adversely affect many 
different species.  In the case of Phythophthora Agathadicida (PA) 
it has only been found, so far, to kill kauri. Most Phythophthora 
kill their hosts by destroying their feeding roots (Phythophthora in 
Greek means ‘root destroyer’).  

No one is quite sure where PA came from. The first time 
PA was recognised as a serious threat was 2006 when it was 
identified as a ‘new to science’ species.  Kauri dieback had 
previously been seen on Great Barrier Island in the 1970’s 
however was thought to be an already known species of 
Phytophthora.  However after re-testing these samples with more 
advanced analysis tools, it was shown to match the new species 
identified in 2006 in the Waitakeres. 

PA spores can travel via water or by soil movement. In water 
the spores would appear to have a quite limited life span. In soil 
the spores can survive almost indefinitely we were told.  Its natural 
rate of spread is 3 metres per year however with the assistance of 
human activities it is spreading at a much faster rate.

The wild pig has been named as one of the villains’ that can 
spread PA. Research on a similar species of phythophthora in 
Australia identified that the phythophthora spores can remain 
viable after passing through a pig’s stomach.  Consequently 
contract hunting for pigs has been undertaken in the Waitakeres 
west of Auckland and  Waipoua Forest in Northland to reduce the 
pig population and the risk of spread  to, probably, New Zealand’s 
most iconic kauri – Tane Mahuta and Te Matua Ngahere. These 
trees and kauri in general are considered a Taonga or Treasure by 
Maori valued as a connection to the spiritual beliefs and way of 
life of the ancestors.  These iconic trees are also very important to 
New Zealanders in general and are an important tourist attraction 
bringing tourist revenue dollars to New Zealand’s far north.   

A lot has been learnt about PA but there is a lot that is still 
unknown. Research is currently under way  looking at ways to 
increase the kauri’s resistance against PA using substances that 
are naturally found in the environment to stimulate growth in 
mycorrhiza – organisms which help protect the kauri’s feeding 
roots.  Other studies are being undertaken to identify resistant 
strains of naturally-growing kauri. The government has provided 
DOC with funds to improve tracks throughout the conservation 
estate to reduce the risk of spread of PA using materials that 
improve drainage thereby reducing the risk of footwear and gear 
coming into contact with mud.  In addition boardwalks are being 
constructed in high use areas thereby preventing contact with 
the kauri’s feeding root system. PA has come to the fore in our 
time so it is our responsibility to do what we can to protect these 
magnificent trees. It is our actions, attitudes and energy that will 
determine whether future generations will be able to appreciate, 
admire or even view these amazing giants of the forests. 

One of the recommended prevention measures is to stay on 
formed tracks and off kauri feeding roots. Another is to keep your 
dog on a lead. Obviously as hunters we aren’t going to be able to 
adhere to these two guidelines.

 So as Pig Hunters, what can we do? hot soapy It is important 
that all signs of dirt is removed.  Sterigenethat DOC, regional 
and district council use.  It can be purchased from veterinary 
clinics and on-line through Ethical Agents.  Make sure you enter 
the bush with clean gear and vehicles.  It is recommended that 
once gear has been cleaned with hot soapy water and a brush, 
that Sterigene be sprayed on surfaces that come into contact with 
mud.  The organism that spreads kauri dieback is minute – it only 
takes one spec of dirt for the disease to be transferred.  Many 
clubs that spend time in the bush have purchased Sterigene for 
use for all club members and provide kits for packs for members 
who visit multiple areas or who camp overnight in the bush.

The best thing may be to avoid areas where PTA is known to 
exist.  If this is not possible,  avoid the base of the kauri trees as 
the feeding roots sit only millimetres under the soil’s surface – you 
cannot only spread disease if your shoes are dirty but you can disturb 
and damage these sensitive roots leaving them more susceptible to 
becoming contaminated with PA and other soil-borne diseases..

Make sure you use cleaning stations if they are present when 
you enter or exit the forest.  Even if your gear and footwear are 
clean – do the right thing and set a good example.

If you hunt predominantly in areas free of Kauri it is still a 
good idea to develop good hygiene habits when hunting as there 
are other pest species that you could inadvertently spread such as 
Didymo which is present in some south island rivers and lakes.

It may take a little more time at the end of a long day but 
once the habit is developed good hygiene practices don’t take 
long and could avoid an environmental disaster and stop forest 
areas being closed to the public.   

There is a lot of information available on the internet if you 
google “Kauri Dieback”. Familiarise yourself with the symptoms, 
and what PA looks like. If you find any trees that look to you like 
they may be infected GPS the location and report it to your local 
DOC office. Be aware that humans are the number one vector of 
this deadly disease, so take care and enjoy your hunting. n

Kauri Dieback 
The Coromandel Kauri Dieback Forum recently held a workshop entitled ‘The Story of 
Coromandel Kauri – What of Its Future?’  The workshop was hosted by Ngati Maru at  Matai 
Whetu Marae in  Kopu, Thames.
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