
Most researchers trace early Pacific 
migration as originating from South East 
Asia around 1200BC and 1000BC. The 
early explorers developed a twin-hulled 
sailing canoe, an effective sea-going 
vessel. They spread eastwards through 
Polynesia. 
To navigate they used the stars, sun, 
moon, ocean currents and sea swells. 
They took notice of sea bird and 
whale behaviour and changing water 
temperatures – signs that led them to 

land.
Maori were the first migrants that came to 
NZ from the Pacific Islands. They called it 
Aotearoa which means ‘Land of the long 
white cloud’.

•	 What	items	would	they	need	for	
travelling	on	their	long	journey	and	
settling	in	their	new	land?

	 If	you	migrated	to	another	country	
what	three	precious	things	would	you	
take?

Recent Polynesian migration to NZ

Pacific Island groups have diverse cultural 
practices and traditions, yet there are many 
commons threads. 
One tradition is making tapa cloth which is 
used to decorate walls and is worn as clothing 
for special dances. Designs on tapa cloth, 
made from bark and printed using plant dyes, 
tells stories about the people. Another is the 
tivaevae quilt, hand sewn by groups of village 
women, with tropical flowers and fruit symbols. 
Special festivals all over New Zealand are 
held to celebrate different Polynesian culture, 
dance and music styles. The Otara Market in 
Auckland is famous for Pacific Island items and 

traditional food such as taro, raw fish dishes, 
palusami and green bananas. 

Population growth – the most current 
information about Pacific populations is from 
the 2006 Census. The census tells us that 
38% of Pacific people in NZ are under 15 
compared with 22% under 15 for the rest of 

the NZ.
These tables show how the Pacific Island 
population is growing in NZ and how many 
migrants came from different Pacific islands.

Source: http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/pacific_peoples.aspx 

•	 Write	two	statements	to	describe	some	of	the	information	in	the	tables	above

Today we explore Polynesian migration. We look at their origins, the 
challenges they faced and the cultural connections they have brought to NZ.
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Where did they come from?
Growth of Pacific Island 

Population in NZ

Fiji 9,864
Tokelau 6,822
Tuvalu 2,625
TOTAL 281,379

Samoa 131,103
Cook Island Maori 58,011
Tonga 50,478
Niue 22,476

Population (000)
350
250
150
50
40
30
20

1991 2001 2006 2012

What next?

What do Polynesian 
cultures contribute 

to our national 
sense of identity?

Where did Polynesians 
come from?

Small	Nation	–	Big	Success!	A	sea	of	red	captures	the	excitement	as	
Tongans	living	in	NZ	and	supporters	who	flew	here	especially,	celebrate	
Tonga	beating	France	in	the	2011	Rugby	World	Cup

Name: Nico (Tala) 
Ama     Age: 31
Ethnic group: 
Samoan     
Occupation: Builder

Why did you come to 
NZ?
My grandparents 

who cared for me passed away and the rest 
of the family thought it would be good for my 
education to come here.
What did you know about NZ before you 
arrived?
I knew about the Maoris and the name for 
NZ was Aotearoa. I thought that NZ was the 
land of opportunities and the All Blacks. We 
watched American movies and I thought NZ 
might be a bit like that.
What challenges did you face when you got 
here?

The weather was cold.  The school was much 
bigger than I was used to and there weren’t 
many Samoans. In Samoa my school was 
quite small and we all knew each other. The 
language was difficult as although I learned 
English in Samoa, the accent spoken in 
NZ made it sound different. It took me six 
months to have a proper conversation.
How have you kept your Samoan culture and 
traditions alive? 
I get together with extended family members 
and we enjoy our traditional food such as raw 
fish and taro and we speak Samoan. Church 
is a big part of my life. I have traditional 
Samoan tattoos. I play in a band, Unity	
Pacific, with other Pacific Islanders, Maori 
and European. Last year I learned to speak 
Maori. I believe that the Pacific Island culture 
in NZ is a fusion of all blending into one and 
caring for each other. 
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Pacific people in NZ
Some people from the Pacific Islands migrate 
to NZ to find employment and give their 
children a good education. They come from 
small villages and towns. Challenges they 
may face include:
•	 Language	difficulties	–	some	

Polynesians have limited English  

•	 Cultural	differences	–	for	example,	it	is	
polite not to look directly at a person in 
authority, (such as a teacher), but in NZ it 
is polite to look a person in the eye

•	 Maintaining	extended	family	living	
arrangements – in Polynesian culture the 
family share belongings and support one 
another, city rents are expensive

Many famous Kiwi actors, authors, 
singers and sports people are of 
Polynesian decent. Beatrice Faumuina, 
(world discus champion) Albert Wendt, 
(author) David Tua (boxing champion) 
are just three.

	 Write	a	letter	to	a	new	migrant	
describing	your		a)	town/city			

	 b)	community	and				
	 c)	way	of	life

Cultural connections

 Design	a	tapa	cloth	with	your	own	special	symbols	that	represent	your	culture.	
Write	a	sentence	to	explain	your	design.

 http://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/Search.aspx?page=4&term=tapa+cloth

Students, click on KidSpace for online quizzes and activities. 
Teachers, discover downloadable worksheets, NiE TV videos, teaching suggestions, and loads more!
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