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Supporting tribal development 

in every facet is central to the 

ethos of Iwi so it follows that 

commercial success is a major part of 

how that vision plays out.

The concept of Iwi or tribes has 

evolved over time. Statistics New 

Zealand define them as “the focal 
economic and political unit of the 

traditional Maori descent and kinship 

based hierarchy of Waka (founding 

canoe), Iwi (tribe), Hapū (sub-tribe) and 
Whānau (family)”. There are some 140 
New Zealand Iwi, according to Statistics 

NZ, with the majority of these in the 

North Island.

As Treaty of Waitangi claims by Iwi 

are settled by the Crown, there is greater 

opportunity for tribes to redefine their 
assets and how these will be grown over 

time to provide for the next generation. 

Unsurprisingly, property, and 

specifically commercial property 
features strongly in Hapū-Iwi asset 
portfolios, particularly the bigger players. 

Several plan to continue to aggressively 

grow their property stable due to the 

potential returns and community benefits 
of the investment class.

Iwi are looking to generate profits 
from long-term property assets to give 
back to their tribe, so in essence they 

are family-owned businesses, says 
New Zealand Property Council chief 

executive Connal Townsend.

“What they want is long term, good 
return and the pattern over the last few 

years has been really good income  

and rent returns [for commercial 

property investments].

“In the long run commercial property 
is giving around a 10 percent return 

and iwi are going to assess commercial 

property up against bonds or term 

deposits or equities. Commercial  

property scrubs up really well for a  

long term investor,” he says.
However, University of Auckland 

associate professor in Maori business 

development, Dr Mānuka Hēnare, says 

while commercial property can make a 

good investment, he believes at times it has 

come at the cost of other core Maori values.

There is enormous pressure on Hapū- 
Iwi to make quick financial gains and 
property is often seen as the way to do 

this, sometimes at the expense of cultural 

gains, says Hēnare.

Total Property talks to Iwi, including some of the 
biggest players about how commercial property 
features in their investment portfolio, and to other 
Iwi looking to follow their lead.

What they want is long 
term, good return and the 
pattern over the last few 
years has been really  
good income and rent 
returns [for commercial 
property investments].
Connal Townsend  
NZ Property Council
chief executive

IwiInvestments
The big chiefs in New Zealand’s 
commercial property scene
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“Traditionally, tribal entities have four 
values embodying tangible and intangible 

assets that are measured by whānau-
hapū-Iwi: spiritual, ecological, kinship and 
economic. All of these need to come into 

consideration when making investment 

decisions but you’ve got a clash 

sometimes of what’s seen as important.”
He also notes Hapū-Iwi close to 

large metropolitan areas have a “distinct 
advantage” when it comes to investing in 
commercial property.

“You can’t fail if you’re buying good 
properties in the big cities. Whereas in 

the Far North for example, Iwi do not 

have the same return capabilities in 

investment.”
Property investment makes up the 

significant part of South Island-based Iwi 
Ngāi Tahu’s asset portfolio. 

In 1998, as a result of the Ngāi Tahu 
Claim Settlement Act, Ngāi Tahu received 
a settlement sum of $170 million. It later 
also received fisheries and aquaculture 
assets valued at $71 million.

Today, Ngāi Tahu Holdings’ owns an 
enviable $1.1 billion in assets. Of this, 
Ngāi Tahu Property has a portfolio worth 
$600 million, made up of residential, 
commercial and farming property 

investments. The balance of the Iwi’s 

assets include healthcare services, 

tourism and fisheries investments.
Commercial property simply 

makes sense as an investment, says 

Christchurch-based chief executive of 
Ngāi Tahu Property Tony Sewell.

Building a commercial portfolio 

focused on diversification and long-
term vision have supported the tribe’s 

ongoing development, and given the 

company a point of difference and 

competitive edge, says Sewell. Looking 

at both existing opportunities and 

potential developments are an important 

aspect of that.

“We always take a long-term view as 
we’re intergenerational. We’re also strongly 

customer focused – we like to build long-
term relationships with our tenants and as 

they grow, grow with them.”
Ngāi Tahu’s commercial property 

portfolio, which is almost exclusively 

contained within the South Island, 

features the courthouses in Queenstown 

and Christchurch, Dunedin and 

Christchurch police stations, and the 

Christchurch Department of Conservation 

building.

The buildings have prominent 

locations, tend to serve a specific need 
and are occupied by long-term, Crown-
owned tenants - all part of the company’s 
defining business principles. 

Other buildings in Christchurch include 
high profile retail centre – Tower Junction 
Mega Centre and the Christchurch City 

Council Civic Building. In downtown 

Queenstown, Ngāi Tahu owns the 
Queenstown Post Office Precinct, which 
includes major office and retail space.

Investment decisions are largely 

based on the nature of the property and 

to a lesser extent, geographic factors. 

The strength of the return “is a given”, 
when considering property, says Sewell.

Within their commercial portfolio, 

Christchurch City Council building is 

one of the most outstanding coups for 

the Iwi says Sewell. The property also 

has a personal connection for him as 

he worked on the project as a young 

building cadet, only to be later involved 

in the development of the existing 

building that was completed in 2011 – 
bringing him full circle. 

The tribe’s development portfolio 

includes one of Canterbury’s largest 

planned residential land developments 

at Wigram, due to be completed in five 
years. The completed community will 

include a shopping centre and a school. 

It’s all part of Ngāi Tahu’s philosophy 
of investing in community infrastructure, 

and the people and business this in turn 

benefits, says Sewell.
Closer to the central city is the 

development of a commercial building, 

which is due to be completed shortly that 

will be leased long-term to NZ  
Blood Service. 

Looking to the future, the next step is 

the Christchurch City rebuild in the inner 

city, which Ngāi Tahu will be significantly 
involved in. While there is frustration over 

the pace of progress, the project is an 

immensely exciting one to be part of,  

says Sewell.

Another Iwi considered one of the 

most successful in the realm of property 

investment is Waikato-Tainui. Along with 
Ngāi Tahu and Ngāti Whātua Ōrakei, 
Waikato-Tainui has realised value 
from land settlements, which they’ve 

continued to invest, says Townsend.

Since a $170 million Crown 
settlement in 1995, Waikato Tainui’s 
assets have grown to $738 million. 
The figure recognises how the Iwi’s 
investment portfolio has evolved, says 

Tainui Group Holdings (TGH) chief 

executive Mike Pohio.

Like Ngāi Tahu, community focus 
remains central to the tribe’s asset 

building, with decisions anchored around 

making contributions to essential services 

and amenities.

Also similarly, Tainui Group Holdings 

have largely invested in buying or 

developing commercial properties 

with long-term tenants. Tenants are an 
important element of asset decisions, says 

Pohio, with decision-makers mindful of 
building long-term, lasting relationships 
with each tenant in the portfolio.

The current portfolio includes the 

University of Waikato, Wintec, Huntly power 

station and flagship asset, New Zealand’s 
largest shopping centre, The Base.

The 28 hectare former air force base at 
Te Rapa in Hamilton has been developed 

into a massive complex. Waikato-Tainui 
has invested significant capital into 
the shopping centre which includes  

190 stores, cinema complex, outdoor 
children’s playground, 3000 carparks and 
even a free shuttle to take shoppers and 

their bags back to their car.

“The Base and the Iwi’s other 
properties are significant additions to the 
pool of commercial assets but also to 

amenity values and dealing with customer 

demand,” says Mike Pohio. “It’s all part of 
the equation.”

In the past 10 years TGH has 
“aggressively grown” its property portfolio, 
with commercial assets stretching from 

Auckland Airport to Kawhia. Some of the 

more recently-completed developments 
by the group have been the Ibis Tainui 

hotel in Hamilton and the Novotel at 

Auckland Airport.

Currently underway is a massive 

development at Ruakura in Hamilton, 

which has been identified as a project 
of national significance. The 500-plus 
hectare site will have an inland port, 

major freight hub, industrial centre and 

shopping complex. A neighbouring 140ha 
site will include a large-scale residential 
development of 2,000 homes. Five years 
of procedural approval processes are due 

to conclude this month (May), signalling 

the end of the first step of the up to 50-
year development, with construction 

due to start in early 2015. It’s an exciting 
venture, which will have a significant 
positive impact on the region, creating 

approximately 10,000 jobs, says Pohio.
Decisions about expanding the TGH 

portfolio of predominantly land-based 
assets is driven by a goal for the Iwi 

to “align itself with current trends and 
opportunities”, says Pohio.

Traditionally, tribal entities 
have four values embodying 
tangible and intangible 
assets that are measured by 
whanau-hapu-Iwi: spiritual, 
ecological, kinship and 
economic.
Dr Mānuka Hēnare  
University of Auckland  
associate professor in Maori  
business development

We like to build long-term 
relationships with our 
tenants and as they grow, 
grow with them.
Tony Sewell  
Ngāi Tahu Property
chief executive

There’s very much a 
matching of property, 
location and attributes  
to market demands.
Mike Pohio  
Tainui Group Holdings  

(TGH) chief executive

Ngāi Tahu’s portfolio includes one of Canterbury’s largest planned residential land developments, 
located in Wigram

The Base, which Waikato-Tainui has invested significant capital into, is the country’s largest shopping centre

An inner city commercial building developed by Ngāi Tahu and due to be completed soon will be leased  
long-term to NZ Blood Service
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“There’s very much a matching 
of property, location and attributes to 

market demands. And from the tribe’s 

perspective there’s a very strong desire 

to hold onto land and grow the estate.”
In the Eastern Bay of Plenty, Ngāti 

Awa’s property investments make up 

less than five percent of the tribe’s $120 
million total asset portfolio.

The reasons for this, says Ngāti Awa 
Group Holdings director Graham Pryor, 

are the tribe’s location which has a lack 

of commercial opportunities, and that 

the focus until now has been to invest 

in areas where members’ existing skills 

base is strong. As a result, assets are 

largely made up of forestry, fisheries, 
farm land, shares and bonds. 

 “There’s not much commercial 
property we could participate in in 

Whakatane – we’re looking into it and 

it just hasn’t stacked up. And we’re 

agricultural people so our skill set doesn’t 

lie with commercial property, says Pryor.

It’s an aspect the company plans 

to change as it looks to increase its 

property investments in the future.

“One of the tribe’s driving forces 
has been to get its land back after it 

was confiscated in the 1800s. Since 
then we’ve embarked on buying rural 

properties and aggregating these to 

build the size of the farms we own.”
Among these are a 373 hectare dairy 

unit in the Eastern Bay of Plenty, bought 

through Bayleys in 2012. Other farms 
owned by the Iwi are on the Rangitaiki 

Plains and Ohope.
Most of the assets with the existing 

portfolio are within the Bay of Plenty 

region, but there are plans to extend  

the geographic area, and to build the 

tribe's commercial property base, 

potentially in joint ventures with other  

Iwi to pool resources. 

“We’re actively looking in that sector. 
Wellington, Tauranga and Auckland 

hotels and commercial buildings are the 

focus for new property acquisition. It’s a 

growth asset and I think it’s a place we 

should be,” says Pryor.
“Of course we have to also drive a 

profit so commercial return is important.”
As the next generation are mentored 

through the process of building on the 

Iwi’s existing wealth, Pryor would like 

to see the portfolio continue to evolve, 

particularly in terms of its diversity.

“We want more spread in our asset 
bases because we’re heavily involved in 

the agribusiness sector, and a greater 

geographical spread as we’ve currently 

got a concentration of risk with our 

assets in one small area,” says Pryor.
Auckland-based Hapū Ngāti Whātua 

Ōrākei’s commercial arm owns assets 
totalling $500 million-plus and as such it 
is considered one of the biggest players 

alongside Ngāi Tahu and Waikato-
Tainui. The assets stretch across 

Auckland from Orakei to Glen Innes, Mt 
Albert, Bayswater on the North Shore 

and Auckland CBD.

By comparison, Auckland/Northland 

Iwi Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Whātua, which is 

the Iwi authority for Ngati Whatua, owns 

very little property, but hopes to change 

this in the future. It has an investment 

portfolio with a combined net worth 

of $12.5 million, made up of fisheries, 
health services, social services and two 

properties - a former early childcare 
centre in Silverdale, which trustees 

would like to see returned to its previous 

use, and an office block in Mt Eden.
In spite of a strong desire to move 

forward and invest in the Hapū’s future, 
particularly in the areas of property and 

essential services, decision-makers 
are currently stymied while waiting for 

Crown settlements, says Te Rūnanga o 
Ngāti Whātua Board deputy chairman 
John Marsden.

Decisions about the future of Te 

Rūnanga o Ngāti Whātua assets rest 
on the outcome of settlements. With no 

confirmed date of the decisions and 
settlements expected to be anywhere 

between $5 million and $40 million, it’s 
difficult to make any firm decisions yet,  
says Marsden.

“It’s about a stock-take of where  
we are now. Dealing with what we  

have but certainly also looking into the 

future and viable investments to sustain 

our people.”
Decisions about asset investment 

are made by board trustees. Residential 

housing in deficit areas and commercial 
property including a new head office, 
along with farming and extended 

healthcare services, feature in the future 

plans, says Marsden.

“I would like to take care of the 
things that affect our people, for 

example, the prisoners, those who are 

unwell or poor. Let us be responsible for 

our own by providing for them.

“Naturally we’d like to be self-
sufficient and that’s the vision, 

It’s about a stock-take  
of where we are now. 
Dealing with what we  
have but certainly also 
looking into the future  
and viable investments  
to sustain our people.
John Marsden -  
Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Whātua  
Board deputy chairman

Commercial property is  
a growth asset and I think 
it’s a place we should be.
Graham Pryor  
Ngāti Awa Group  
Holdings director 

Iwi Profiles 
Ngāi Tahu
•  Geographic area takes in almost all of the South Island 

(except a small area at the top of the island including Nelson 

and Blenheim) and Stewart Island 

• 54,000 people identify as Ngāi Tahu
•  In 1998, as a result of the Ngāi Tahu Claim Settlement Act, 

Ngāi Tahu received a settlement sum of $170 million  
It later also received fisheries and aquaculture assets  
valued at $71 million

•  Ngāi Tahu’s total assets are valued at $1.1 billion, with 
property making up 63 percent of this.

Ngāti Awa
• Located in the eastern Bay of Plenty, centred in Whakatane.

• More than 20,000 people identify as Ngāti Awa
•  Property makes up less than five percent of the tribe’s  

$120 million asset portfolio
• Plans are underway to grow the Iwi’s property base.

Waikato-Tainui
•  Traditionally covers an area taking in South Auckland, 

Hamilton, Morrinsville, Cambridge and Te Awamutu

• Tribal numbers are 66,000
•  Since a $170 million Crown settlement in 1995, the Iwi’s 

assets have grown to $738 million. Of that, property makes 
up more than 80 percent.

Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Whātua
•  Geographic area is Auckland and Northland – running from 

the Tāmaki River in the South to Maunganui Bluff on the 
West Coast in the North and to Whangarei Harbour on the 

East Coast

•  Tribal numbers for Ngāti Whātua are 14,700
•  Owns two properties – in Silverdale and Mt Eden. Planning 

to buy more once Crown settlement is confirmed.

dependent on the Crown settlement. 

Once we know the outcome we can cut 
our cloth to suit,” he says.

Given the geographical area of 

Te Rūnanga o Ngāti Whātua, which 
incorporates several Hapū, the 
Iwi remains mindful of considering 

how others might be affected by 

any investment decisions and the 

communication channels remain open 

throughout any process.

Hapū-Iwi are continuing to  
build commercial assets across  

the country to spread risk, with many 

also keen to do joint ventures with  

other key players to maximise their 

skills base.

Ngāi Tahu is looking to grow its North 
Island investments, which are currently 

isolated to the Taupo region. 

“For us it’s to grow the business and 
move throughout New Zealand. We see 

a lot of opportunities in Auckland for 

example, says Sewell.

Sewell’s vision for the future  

however, goes much further than his  

own Iwi. He wants to see greater 

collaboration between the tribes, for 

mutual business benefits.
“I think there’s a magnificent opportunity 

for Iwi businesses to join together to 

do things throughout the country. It’s 

happening now and I think we’ll see even 

greater things happen in the future.

“They are canny investors and 
they are spreading their risk. So 

geographically, there is no hotspot per 

se. The other thing is that iwi as well 

as investing in retail, are investing in 

office, mixed-use and other commercial 
developments,” says Townsend. 

Townsend expects to see an 

increasing number of tribal groups 

looking to emulate the financial success 
of Tainui Group Holdings, Ngā Tahu and 
Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei through investing in 
commercial property.

“I think it has got to be good 
because it means New Zealand-based 
investment funds will be coming into the 

market. It is all very positive.”


