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He tangata, he tangata, he tangata

Kelvyn Eglinton 
Chief Executive

Neil Richardson 
Chair

This is the second time that Waikato 
Vital Signs® has ‘taken the pulse’ of our 
region’s communities, and it happened just 
as the COVID-19 crisis was raising the 
whole world’s blood pressure.
The original intent was to hold community 
engagement workshops across the Waikato 
during March and April – one in each 
council district plus an extra session for iwi. 
The goal, as with Vital Signs® missions 
around the world, was local people 
discussing local data and providing local 
collective responses. The pandemic largely 
derailed that plan, with only two workshops 
going ahead.
The engagement therefore switched to 
an online survey run over late April. Why 
press on? Because the very issues Waikato 
Vital Signs® seeks to define and address are 
clearly ‘front of mind’ for many people at 
this time. The pandemic is a very particular 
moment in history, one making more 
people recognise we all need to actively 
work together if we are to realise ‘A Better 
Waikato for Everyone, Forever’.
The result is an excellent report in the 
following pages, but a different one than 
would have come out of a workshop-only 
program. The mostly individual responses, 
rather than group brainstorming, means 
views and concerns have tended to be 
more strongly expressed, often with more 
specific detail and suggested solutions, but 
possibly without some of the insights that 
would have hatched from the synergy of 
conversation.
Inevitably there are also gaps, so 
Momentum Waikato will seek to fill them 
with supplementary reports over the next 
couple of years. In 2016, Waikato 
Vital Signs® only covered Hamilton City 

and the Waikato and Matamata-Piako 
districts. In 2020 the whole region has 
been contacted, but too few survey 
responses were received to provide firm 
conclusions about the Hauraki, Matamata-
Piako and South Waikato districts, 
although a few thoughtful submissions 
from well-connected people were received 
from those areas.
A major gap is the absence of an ‘Iwi 
Voices’ section – the voice of Maaori is 
present here, but the lack of a dedicated 
face-to-face hui for mana whenua is 
acknowledged as a shortfall that will need 
to be rectified in the follow-up activity.
Nevertheless, this Waikato Vital Signs® 
2020 Report provides a detailed and 
thought-provoking snapshot of the 
current facts and priorities of the Waikato 
community, one that goes further in many 
respects than was possible in the 2016 
edition. We thank everyone involved in 
putting it together.
As you read these pages, consider your 
place in the story. What do you love, 
and what do you want to change, about 
your patch? Remember, when we work 
together, anything is possible.
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About Vital Signs®

Vital Signs® is a community check-up 
conducted by foundations around the 
world that measures the vitality of our 
communities and identifies significant 
trends in a range of areas critical to 
quality of life. Vital Signs® is coordinated 
internationally by Community Foundations 
of Canada. 
The Vital Signs® trademark is used with 
permission from Community Foundations 
of Canada.

Disclaimers
• In the previous 2016 Vital Signs® report, the Waikato Vital Signs® region included 

three council areas – Waikato District, Hamilton City and Matamata-Piako District. 
Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 includes nine districts, and for some indicators there have 
been changes in the data source or methodology, therefore, overall findings for some 
indicators are not directly comparable between the 2016 and 2020 reports.  
This direct comparability issue also holds true for some indicators where there have 
been changes in the data source or a change in the methodology of calculating rates or 
conducting surveys. 

• People may identify with, and therefore be counted in, more than one ethnic group, so 
overall percentage totals on relevant measures can add up to more than 100.

• Some quotes from survey respondents or workshop participants have been paraphrased 
for brevity and clarity, but retain their original meaning.

• While all reasonable care has been taken to ensure that information contained in 
this document is true and accurate at the time of publication/release, changed 
circumstances after publication may impact on the accuracy of that information. 
Momentum Waikato and the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 partners shall not be liable for 
any loss suffered through the use, directly or indirectly, of any information contained in 
this report.

• Momentum Waikato uses Waikato-Tainui spellings of te reo, so double vowels rather 
than macrons, e.g. ‘Maaori’, except where macrons are used by the owner of the title 
and term or writer of the text, e.g. Pūniu River Care.
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Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 is a community 
check-up that reports on the social, 
environmental, cultural and economic 
wellbeing of our communities by joining 
the dots between statistical information 
and the aspirations and priorities of the 
people living in our region.

The project is coordinated by 
Momentum Waikato using the Vital 
Signs® strategy and narrative developed 
by Community Foundations of Canada 
and deployed by community foundations 
around the world. First run in 2016, this 
second outing of the report in 2020 also 
partners with the Waikato Wellbeing 
Project, with both projects using the 
measure of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). The Waikato 
Wellbeing Targets and SDGs have been 
highlighted throughout the report 
wherever they relate to the Vital Signs® 
‘Impact Areas’ (see list to the right). Not all 
Impact Areas covered by this report have a 
link to the SDGs. 
The 2020 project started with the Waikato 
Vital Signs® Consultancy Report (January 
2020), produced by the National Institute 
of Demographic and Economic Analysis 
(NIDEA) at the University of Waikato. 
Community workshops were planned for 
every district but most had to be cancelled 
due to COVID-19 restrictions. Community 
responses and local stories were instead 
gathered via the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 
online survey, as well as from two community 
engagement workshops that were able to 
take place in Otorohanga and Te Kuiti in 
March before restrictions started. 
By combining quantitative data with local 
conversations, this report is intended to build 
a picture of what the challenges, priorities and 
opportunities are in our region over the eight 
different Impact Areas.

For more information see 
www.momentumwaikato.nz/vital-signs.

Children and Youth Community

Education Environment

Health Recreation
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EconomyCulture and Arts

WAIKATO 
WELLBEING 
TARGETS

About one in six children live 
below the poverty line, by 2030 
less than 1% will.

Increase the number of 
households, schools, businesses 
and farms who reduce their waste 
leading to a 50% reduction of 
waste to landfill by 2030.

To prevent loss of existing 
indigenous vegetation and 
increase indigenous habitat 
in biodiversity depleted 
environments to a minimum of 
10% land cover by 2030.

By 2030, reduce rates of 
non-communicable diseases 
and mental illness and improve 
associated health equity 
outcomes for target groups.

Reduce carbon emissions by a 
minimum of 25% by 2030 (from 
13.8 mega tonnes CO2e to 10.3 
mega tonnes CO2e), on the path 
to net carbon zero by 2050.

Increase the number of 
swimmable rivers and lakes in 
the Waikato from 30% (rivers) 
and 73% (lakes) in 2019 to both 
waterbody types achieving more 
than 80% by 2030.

Reduce the number of people 
experiencing energy hardship 
in the Waikato from 18,000 in 
2019 to zero by 2030.

Reduce the number of young 
people (aged 15-24) in the 
Waikato who are not in 
employment, education or 
training (NEET) from 12.6% in 
2019 to less than 5% by 2030.

Reduce the housing shortfall in 
the region from approximately 
7,500 homes in November 
2019 to a point where all our 
people are well housed by 2030.

Maintain or enhance the mauri 
of our coastal and marine waters 
to ensure healthy ecosystems so 
that we can also enjoy mahinga 
kai and swimming.

www.waikatowellbeingproject.co.nz
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Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 region
The 2016 Waikato Vital Signs® report used a pilot region that included three districts. 
In 2020 the project has been expanded to include nine districts: Thames-Coromandel, 
Hauraki, Waikato, Matamata-Piako, Hamilton, Waipa, Otorohanga, South Waikato and 
Waitomo. 
There are around 430,000 people living in the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region, about 
9% of Aotearoa New Zealand’s total population.
The information in this report generally refers to the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 region, 
unless otherwise specified. There may also be references to the Waikato Region as 
defined by census boundaries, or the Waikato DHB area. 
Data from the NIDEA report, including socio-demographic information for each local 
government district, is available as an easy-to-use online data map on the 
Momentum Waikato website: www.momentumwaikato.nz/data.

The purpose of this report

Waikato District

Hamilton City

Waipa District

Otorohanga District

Waitomo District

Thames-Coromandel District

Hauraki District

Matamata-Piako District

South Waikato District

Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 will be used to inform funding decisions by the region’s non-
profit organisations, charities, government agencies, impact investors, grant makers and 
philanthropists. Through the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 project and final report we aim to:

• strengthen our collective understanding of, and connections with, Waikato 
communities

• inform and support local funding and impact investment decision-making by identifying 
and communicating the key priorities and aspirations of Waikato communities

• connect philanthropic individuals and organisations with the social enterprises and 
change-makers that can address key community needs and opportunities.
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OUR 
WAIKATO IS 
HUMMING
It’s a special place, home to a diverse range of people who are 
proud of our communities, our opportunities and our potential.

From our stunning natural landscapes to our vibrant rural and urban 
communities, we have big aspirations for our region. We want to be 
resilient, creative, caring and connected, giving everyone a place to 
stand and be heard. 
Our Waikato is the fourth largest region in terms of land area, 
population size and contribution to New Zealand’s economy. 
Making sure growth is managed well is a priority, to protect our 
environment and provide benefits for future generations.  
Many of us have what we need to live well: access to education, 
employment, suitable housing, safety, health and wellbeing. At the 
same time, a complex web of factors means some of us are living in 
high deprivation, struggling to meet basic needs. We want to work 
together to change this, making the Waikato a great place to live 
for everyone. 
We believe in our region, our people, the positive changes we can 
make and the aroha we share. Our Waikato is full of possibility.
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IF WE WERE
100 PEOPLE

51
females

74 European 5 Pasifika

People may identify with, and therefore be counted in, more than 
one ethnic group, so overall totals add up to more than 100. 

23 Maori 1 Middle East 
Latin American 
African

1 Other 
Ethincity10 Asian49

males

50
prime working 
age (25-64)

16 older people 
(+65)

21 no qualifications

59 Level 1-5 Certificate 
or Diploma

20 Bachelor’s Degree 
or higher

26 live in 
high deprivation

39 live in 
Hamilton City

52 own their 
own home

64 employed

4 unemployed

32 not in the 
labour force

6 speak te reo 
Maaori

20
born overseas

61 live elsewhere 
in the Waikato

Top things we love about 
our place
• Our community connectedness.
• Our environment.
• Our kindness and friendliness.
• Our cultural vibrancy.
• Our diversity and inclusivity.

• Our central location.
• Our neighbourhood safety.
• Our creativity. 
• Our sense of identity and pride.
• Our readily available services.

Top community priorities 
for action
• Provide support and realise opportunities 

during COVID-19 recovery.
• Build on our local identity and 

community cohesiveness.
• Eliminate inequality and poverty.
• Make sure everyone has safe, healthy and 

affordable housing. 
• Reduce unemployment.
• Make sure economic and population 

growth is well-managed.
• Improve the listening of councils and our 

engagement in local democratic and civic 
processes.

• Give children and youth a voice.
• Focus on the wellbeing of our young 

people to create a better future for 
everyone.

• Educate and support more people to 
speak te reo Maaori.

• Implement more sustainable transport 
choices.

• Retain and attract young people and 
families in our smaller centres. 

34
Children and 
youth (0-24)

WHĀNAU
KIA ORA

MŌRENA
MANA
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INVESTING IN 
THE FUTURE
Children and youth are a high priority, they hold our hopes for the 
future. They are also one of the most vulnerable groups in our society. 

In order for children and young people to flourish, they need to be 
safe, healthy, respected, accepted and have opportunities to learn 
and grow. The wellbeing of whaanau, friends and communities has an 
impact on how young people live.
We know that our statistics for child abuse, youth suicide, teen fertility 
and youth engagement in education, employment and training need to 
improve. It’s important we connect with young people and involve them 
in developing solutions. Children and youth want to participate in and 
contribute to decisions that affect them and the world around them, they 
have valuable ideas and unique insights that need to be heard.
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“We crave real connections and the 
chance to grow so that we can contribute.”
– Hamilton survey respondent

“How are we engaging and targeting 
youth and children and capturing 
their views? Changes made today will 
definitely impact them in the future so 
we need to ensure we are capturing their 
voice in the decision-making process.” 
– South Waikato survey respondent
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1 in 3 are under 25
34% of our population is under 25 years old*. Hamilton has the highest population under 25 
years old. Thames-Coromandel has the lowest.

More than half of Maaori and 
Pasifika are under 25 
Over half of the region’s Maaori and 
Pasifika population is under 25 years, 
compared to around one-third for the 
Asian and European/other population 
groups. This means that over the next 
two decades, these groups will make 

up a much higher proportion of the 
region’s workforce. Increasing access to 
education for Maaori and Pasifika youth 
will contribute to building social capital and 
wellbeing for the whole region.

“The children of today will be the leaders in the future. We 
need to think about how we are focusing on their needs. 
Attention and investment at an earlier stage influences 
positive outcomes later on in life.”
- Survey respondent

* Age distribution of the usually resident population, Census 2018.

– Hamilton survey respondent

“If our youth population is mobilised and supported, that could 
make a massive economic and social impact, so we can call 
the Waikato the most exciting place to live and work. Fund 
capability development in and with young people.” 

– Hamilton survey respondent

“As an organisation that works with 
nearly 20,000 tamariki and their 
whaanau in the region we often 
find the under-fives are forgotten, 
and yet they are the future.”

CH
IL

D
RE

N
 A

N
D

 Y
O

U
TH

CH
IL

D
RE

N
 A

N
D

 Y
O

U
TH

Hamilton

Waikato District

Otorohanga

South Waikato

Waitomo

Waipa

Matamata-Piako

Hauraki

Thames-Coromandel

38%

35%

35%

35%

35%

33%

32%

29%

23%
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Child abuse

CHILD ABUSE STATISTICS

It’s hard to hear about child abuse. We want the tamariki in our region to be safe, happy 
and well cared for.
Abused children come from all parts of society, although most abused children who are 
reported to authorities are from families where there are the following factors. 

355 per 10,000 children/young people (0-17 years) in the Waikato Region had a concern 
of abuse or neglect reported that required further action in the year ending June 2019. 
The New Zealand average is 307 per 10,000.

Maaori tamariki have a much higher rate of reports of concern requiring further action. In 
the year ending June 2018, 658 per 10,000 Maaori tamariki had a concern of abuse or 
neglect that required further action, compared to 189 per 10,000 for non-Maaori.

High mobility Lack of 
education

Loneliness

Poverty.Unemployment Inadequate
housing

Social isolation

DID YOU KNOW? NOT ALL 
CASES OF CHILD ABUSE ARE 
REPORTED. UNDER-REPORTING 
MEANS THE ACTUAL RATES OF 
CHILD ABUSE ARE HIGHER THAN 
THOSE REPORTED.
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– Waitomo workshop participant

“Peace begins early in life and at home, break the 
cycle of violence and give children and youth an 
understanding of a calm environment to grow up in.” 

Waikato

New Zealand

355

307

658Maaori

Non-Maaori

658

189
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New Zealand has one of the highest 
rates of youth suicide in the world 
Youth suicide rates* in New Zealand decreased between 1996 and 2016.

Between 1996 and 2016, New Zealand youth generally had the highest rate of suicide 
compared to other life-stage groups. 2 in 5 male deaths and 1 in 3 female deaths in the 
15-24 age group was by suicide.
In 2016 the suicide rate for Maaori youth was almost three times that for non-Maaori 
youth. 1 in 2 male Maaori deaths in the youth age group was by suicide.

* Number of youths (15-24 years) committing suicide per 100,000 population.

- Hamilton survey respondent

“We have a high youth population, and high mental 
distress within this population.”

– Hamilton survey respondent

“How might we strengthen the resilience and 
mental wellbeing of young people?”

Teen fertility
The number of teenage births* in the Waikato DHB area has declined. It continues to be 
higher than the total New Zealand rate of 15 per 1,000 women.

* Number of live births per 1,000 women aged under 20 years.

– Waipa survey respondent

“We have to start with all our people as babies 
and support them and their families – it’s got to 
be a lifelong, multi-generational effort – that’s 
what a community is.”
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1996

2016
26

17

2013

2017

27

20
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Not in education,
employment or training

of youth aged 15-24 years in the Waikato Region are not engaged in education, 
employment or training (NEET). NEET rates have declined for both the Waikato 

Region and New Zealand between 2010 and 2019. Rates are highest among Maaori and 
Pasifika youth.  

– Otorohanga workshop participant

“Transition from education to employment/life for 
rangatahi is huge. They need support for transport, 
training, tech – across all things. How do they know 
what work looks like, how do they know what the 
opportunities are?”

– Waikato District survey respondent

“What is most important to me about our 
community are the number and range of 
opportunities for young people. This includes 
economic, social, educational and spiritual. It is 
important that young people, no matter their 
background, have a fair opportunity to access 
services and support that those in more affluent 
communities have access to.”

Waikato Wellbeing targets

12%
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In February 2019 the Office of the Children’s 
Commissioner and Oranga Tamariki released 

What makes a good life? Children and young people’s 
views on wellbeing. The booklet highlights a number 
of things that need to be considered if we want to 

improve the wellbeing of all children and young 
people in New Zealand.

CHANGE
IS NEEDED

CHILDREN
PEOPLE HAVE

INSIGHTS

AND YOUNG

VALUABLE

FAMILY
ARE CRUCIAL
AND WHAANAU

PROVIDING
THE BASICS
IS IMPORTANT
BUT NOT ENOUGH
ON ITS OWN
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What do you mean 
‘A Better Waikato 
for Everyone, 
Forever’?
Momentum Waikato’s guiding vision is ‘For a Better Waikato for Everyone, Forever’, an 
aspiration that is both simple and grand.
The obvious question to ask therefore in the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 survey and 
workshops was ‘What would ‘A Better Waikato for Everyone, Forever’ look like for 
your community?’.  
The same screen also asked ‘In a letter to your great great grandchild, what would you tell 
them about your hopes and dreams for the place you call home?’.
Respondents’ hopes for the future usually mirrored the concerns they expressed 
elsewhere in their submissions.
In Hamilton, the dreams were of things like better inter and intra-city public transport, 
neighbourhoods safe from crime and traffic, and greater cultural inclusion. In the 
smaller towns, locals hope their sense of community connection will survive and be 
strengthened, ideally by youngsters returning home. 
Across the board, submissions characterised a better future as healthier environment and 
a prosperous economy, where the latter supports rather than compromises the former.  
A number of people took up the suggestion to write to their grandchildren – following 
are some of these heartfelt missives.

From a Thames-Coromandel survey respondent.

Kia Ora Moko.
How is the song of the tui as you catch 
the reflection of the beautiful sunrise on 
our moana?
Do those cheeky piwakawaka still follow 
you when you walk through our ngahere to 
collect berries and rongoaa Maaori?
I remember living on our Maaori land in 
Whangamata and taking my kayak across 
the other side to ancient rocks that look like 
a pearl clam shell from the movie 
‘Little Mermaid’.
Is this rock still there? Did you know this 
was an ancient area of your great great 

great great ancestors, who used that rock 
to catch kaimoana. Not far from there is an 
ancient urupa named Te Whauwhau, where 
our people were buried before Hikutaia.
How is your Te Reo? I hope the waiata of 
our people are still sung and hopefully Te 
Reo is compulsory in schools.
Please know, that I love you with all my 
heart and ensure you hold on to our cultural 
heritage, as we are the people of the land, 
therefore we are the land and the land is us.
Ma te Atua hei tiaki i a tatou katoa.
Na, to kuia.

From a Waipa survey respondent.

To my loved one.
I hope that the Waikato River is a clean and 
safe water resource and that you enjoy the 
wonderful native wildlife.
That you know what it is to run, walk, bike 
and play safely in the outdoors and you can 
explore this beautiful place of ours.
That your opportunities and learning are only 
limited by those that you put on yourself and 
to that end, remember, you can!
That you know what happiness is and at the 
same time appreciate that at times we will 
all need courage.
That we have given you the tools to learn 
from your forefathers’ errors and take 
the great things we have put in place to 
continue improving to make them better.

That you understand the importance 
of community and participation in that 
community - together we can and we will.
To show gratitude.
That you have equal opportunity, be that in 
education, career or life choices
That conversations of gender, ethics and 
equalities are perhaps topics for study, as 
opposed to living and striving for.
That you know where you are from and your 
place and role to ensure its future for your 
children and grandchildren.
Remember to look to the future and plan for 
the long game. Health, Safety, Education, 
Economic Security. Understand you cannot 
do any of these on your own, you are part of 
an eco-system, a community.
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From a Hauraki survey respondent.

We are sorry. We didn’t get it right in this 
generation. We should have cared more 
about our impacts on the environment and 
cared less about technology that separated 
us from each other.
We did try, we invested in cycle-trails to get 
communities moving again and we noticed 
inter-generational groups get together like 
they haven’t done in years.
We noticed the advent of positive 
technologies such as e-bikes gave life back 
to those who had thought that the great 
outdoors was beyond them.  
We gave them back an active social circle.  

What we would like to see you do is ‘be 
that change that we all need’. Be active, be 
healthy. Care about the community around 
you, and those who are less fortunate than 
yourselves. Get educated, get fit, take up 
art, laugh often and loudly.

From a Hamilton survey respondent.

Kia ora John (I’m hoping the name endures, lol).
I hope that you, as a young member of the 
Hamilton, Waikato and NZ community have had 
the opportunity to meet your full potential. 
I hope that you live in a warm and healthy home, 
have access to good nutritional food and have all 
the educational opportunities you need.
I hope that these lead to you participating in a 
vibrant local and national economy and that you 
are an active, positive participant in your local 
community (like your parents and their parents 
before them).

Love you, Pop.

From a Hamilton survey respondent.

Dear moko,
May you still hear the call of the tui in the 
morning as the golden sunrise kisses the sky, 
may the air you breath be clean and give 
sustenance to your soul, 
may you swim in the rivers of Aotearoa 
without fear of contamination,
may our seas provide a bounty for your 
generation to sustainably nurture,
may you encourage our future generations to 
look to improve our earth and living conditions,
may you eat the fruit from the trees, the veggies 
from the ground and may they be organic,
may you children’s grandchildren grow to see a 
world better that the one you have inherited,
may you not forget your past, where you have 
come from and those that came before you, 
so you look to improve the future and do not 
repeat the same mistakes.
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MORE THAN 
THE SUM OF 
OUR PARTS
Our region’s top priority is to build kinder, safer and more 
inclusive communities. A strong community gives us a sense 
of belonging, togetherness and cooperation. It makes us more 
resilient to change. 

Over the next 10 years our population is projected to grow. We’ll 
have more people aged 65+, less young people, and our Asian, 
Pasifika and Maaori populations will grow significantly. With change 
comes both challenge and opportunity. Our diverse backgrounds, 
skills and experience will allow us to contribute to our communities 
in many ways. 
We want everyone to feel welcome, included and given fair 
opportunity. Our ability to come together and communicate 
effectively will help build an intercultural society, where there is 
deep understanding and respect for all cultures. 
It’s part of our manaakitanga, which runs strong in the Waikato. 
There are more of us involved in unpaid volunteering and caring 
work than nationally, and many of our rural communities rely on 
an informal economy of volunteers to provide essential services. 
Recognising and supporting this contribution is essential.
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“We need more energy invested into 
increasing community connection so that 
we find safe spaces for each and every one 
of us to be seen, heard, understood and 
have the ability to be part of something 
bigger than ourselves.”
– Hamilton survey respondent
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Who are we?*

Our diverse population 
is growing

PROJECTED GROWTH 2018-2028*

European

Maaori

Asian

Pasifika

Middle Eastern/Latin American/African

Other ethnicity

74%

23%

10%

5%

1%

1%

Asian

Pasifika

 Maaori

European/Other

+39%

+37%

+20%

+7%

Almost a quarter of our population identifies as Maaori, higher than the national average of 17%.

Over the next 10 years, the Asian and Pasifika populations will see 
the highest growth in the region, followed by Maaori.

* Proportion of the usually resident population, Census 2018.

People may identify with, and therefore be counted in, more than one ethnic group, so overall totals add up to 
more than 100.

* Projected growth in the resident population of each broad ethnic group within the 
Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region over the 2018-2028 period.

Refugee settlement
quota refugees settled in the Waikato Region between 2009 and 2019. 
From 2014 to 2019, the top three nationalities of people who settled 

here were Afghanistan, Colombia and Pakistan. 

Source: Refugee and Protection Unit Statistics Pack, Immigration New Zealand, 2020.

– Rototuna, Hamilton survey respondent

“There’s a wide representation from every 
ethnic background and age group, along with 
a growing sense of community in this family-
orientated suburb.”

– Hamilton survey respondent

“We live great with New Zealand but we lost 
everything, identity, culture, respect in a certain 
way, it is very hard to explain what happens to us 
at the moment we had to leave everything.”

– Waikato District survey respondent

“My community is kind, diverse, inclusive, 
supportive and friendly.”

1,078

FIND OUT MORE:  
More socio-demographic information for each local government district is available online at 
www.momentumwaikato.nz/data.
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We are getting older

We care about each other
Being involved in unpaid caring and volunteer work is at the heart of many of our communities. It’s 
mahi that improves community engagement and social connectedness, while relieving pressure on 
health and social services. 
• Maaori are the most involved in caring and volunteering.
• Women are more likely to volunteer than men. 
• Waitomo has the highest proportion of people involved in volunteering, followed by 

Thames-Coromandel.

PROJECTED POPULATION AGED 65+ BY 2028

VOLUNTEERING*

* Proportion of the usually resident 
population aged 15+ who reported 
being involved in unpaid caring and 
volunteering work, 2018. 

– Hauraki survey respondent

“There will be more people 
requiring access to services which 
are not as easily accessible in a 
rural community, possible social 
isolation, higher numbers looking 
for pensioner housing and elder 
abuse. Material hardship for 
some older people is expected to 
increase, particularly as mortgage-
free home ownership is less likely.”

20%

Thames-Coromandel

Hauraki

Matamata-Piako

Waipa

South Waikato

Waitomo

Otorohanga

Waikato

Hamilton

38%

31%

25%

23%

23%

20%

19%

18%

15%

Waitomo

Thames-Coromandel

Hauraki

South Waikato

Otorohanga

Waikato

Matamata-Piako

Waipa

Hamilton

Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region

New Zealand

32%

31%

30%

28%

27%

27%

26%

26%

25%

27%

25%
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of our region will be aged 65+ in 2028, an increase from 16% in 2018.
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3,661 people applied for 
volunteering positions at 
Volunteering Waikato in 2019, 
up from 3,037 in 2015. 

New Zealand is the third 
most generous country in 
terms of donating money, 
helping a stranger and 
volunteering time. 

Source: Volunteering Waikato, 2020. 

Source: Charities Aid Foundation World Giving Index, 2019. 

– Hamilton survey respondent

“We need more funding towards paying 
volunteer leaders. If there are jobs for people in 
these roles they are passionate about, if there 
are paid opportunities to help our community, 
people will no longer burn out and they will be 
able to choose to help their communities while 
supporting their families.” 

– South Waikato survey respondent

“The people in Tokoroa are caring, kind, honest 
and work very hard for what they get. An 
unnecessarily high proportion have been ‘set up 
to lose’ in this life, which is not fair and a systemic 
fault. However, this doesn’t stop them giving to 
others in need.” 
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– Waipa survey respondent

“It’s important to me…that we continue to make 
our town a vibrant and happy place to live, with nice 
amenities that give people who live here a sense 
of pride in our town and activities, that either cost 
nothing or are minimal cost so they are accessible to 
all who live here.”

Community pride
of people in the Waikato Region feel proud of their city or district. 

* Level of agreement among the surveyed population on whether they feel a sense of 
pride in the way their city/town looks and feels, 2018. 

– Waikato District survey respondent

“Since we moved into Huntly, I have not made 
any connections within the community. Our 
neighbourhood is quiet and each household tends 
to keep to themselves. Each family is busy in their 
own lives and not wanting to extend their circle 
with their neighbours.”

– Hamilton survey respondent

“I believe that connection is a huge part in 
improving our wellbeing and therefore moving 
towards more people thriving.”

1 in 5 of us feel lonely

4 in 5 of us are satisfied 
with our life

Self-assessed loneliness* helps to measure social connectedness. 

New Zealand ranks 9 out of 36 OECD countries for overall life satisfaction*.

*Proportion of the population aged 15+ in the North Island (excluding Auckland, Wellington, Northland, BOP and 
Gisborne), who reported feeling lonely all the time, most of the time or some of the time over a four-week period, 2018.

*Proportion of the population aged 15+ in the North Island (excluding Auckland, Wellington, Northland, BOP and 
Gisborne), who self-reported to be satisfied with their life, 2018.

62%

Otorohanga

Waipa

Matamata-Piako

Thames-Coromandel

Waitomo

Hauraki

Hamilton

Waikato

South Waikato

84%

83%

77%

75%

60%

58%

52%

51%

47%
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Voter turnout
Local body voter turnout* is a measure of civic engagement. It shows how connected and 
invested we are in the issues facing our community.

* Total voter turnout. Source: Local Government New Zealand, 2020.

Regional authority 2016 2019

Waitomo District Council 38% 53%

Matamata-Piako District Council 24% 52%

Hauraki District Council 44% 49%

Otorohanga District Council 25% 45%

Waikato Regional Council 44% 44%

Thames-Coromandel District Council 38% 40%

Hamilton City Council 34% 39%

South Waikato District Council 44% 37%

Waipa District Council 39% 36%

Waikato District Council 31% 34%

BETWEEN 2016 AND 2019

Voter turnout increased overall for Thames-Coromandel, Hauraki, 
Hamilton, Matamata-Piako, Otorohanga, Waikato and Waitomo 
district/city councils.

Voter turnout decreased overall for South Waikato and Waipa 
district councils. 

Voter turnout stayed the same for Waikato Regional Council.

Community engagement
Community engagement with local government is an important aspect of democracy in 
New Zealand. In the Waikato Region there has been a significant decline in the proportion of 
people who believe the public has some or a large influence on the decisions of council. 

– Waipa survey respondent

“Create stronger communities by using the 
technology available to allow people to participate in 
the decisions that affect them, move forward using 
the principles of co-design so that our communities 
feel like they too have ownership and have 
contributed to the outcome.”

2006

2018

62%

36%
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Crime

Motor vehicle casualties

Waipa has the lowest rate of crime victimisation*, while Hamilton has the highest.

We want to live in a society free from the risk of avoidable death or injury. Our region has 
a higher road casualty rate** than New Zealand, and Waitomo’s casualty rate is four times 
the national average.

* Number of crime victimisations reported annually per 10,000 population, year ending June 2019.

**Number of people seriously injured or killed in motor vehicle crashes as a proportion (per 100,000) of the total 
population, year ending June 2018. 

62% OF NEW ZEALANDERS 
AGED 15+ FEEL SAFE 
WALKING ALONE IN THEIR 
NEIGHBOURHOOD 
AT NIGHT

Hamilton City 612

Waitomo 544

Hauraki 500

Thames-Coromandel 470

South Waikato 439

Matamata-Piako 382

Waikato 364

Otorohanga 346

Waipa 273

Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region 472

New Zealand 447

Waitomo 251

South Waikato 177

Hauraki 150

Matamata-Piako 138

Otorohanga 135

Waikato 112

Thames-Coromandel 88

Waipa 58

Hamilton City 40

Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region 87

New Zealand 63
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To inclusion 
and beyond
The diversity of Waikato’s ethnic make-up reflects both settlement that happened generations ago and 
more recent migration patterns and drivers.
People from minority backgrounds experience the same challenges as every other member of society, 
as well as their own particular hardships, including discrimination, that stand in the way of their 
aspirations and can multiply the impact of universal everyday difficulties.   
At the same time, common values and priorities can prompt dialogue between differing peoples, 
engagement that is needed to realise a fully inclusive and intercultural society. Reciprocity, respect, 
family, faith and self-sufficiency can motivate people of any and every background.  
Jenny Nand, Senior Advisor Community Led Development Practice at the Department of Internal 
Affairs in Hamilton, says that while ethnic groups have arrived in Aotearoa-New Zealand over the last 
century-and-a-half via various paths, the aspirations of minority culture migrants are a constant.
“People want to belong and contribute to the society that has given them shelter, but they also need to be 
recognised and to feel legitimate as themselves, so they can fully participate as citizens,” says Jenny.   
“We all benefit when all of us can realise our full potential, our nation’s prosperity depends on the 
innovations and connections that come from embracing and enabling diversity. 
“Yet new migrants, especially former refugees, face significant hurdles, and their chances of success 
here are tied to how the wider community engages and responds to them, rather than anything the 
government can do for them.”   
Common issues are perhaps obvious. Qualifications and experience not being recognised make 
it difficult to find work. Language and cultural differences being mishandled leads to negative 
employment, health and democratic outcomes. Not being fully welcomed into a new place can lead to 
social isolation. 
There are also challenges specific to each stream of migration. Pasifika respondents to Waikato Vital Signs® 
2020 Survey, for instance, flagged language retention and keeping their young people engaged with 
their communities as their leading issues (the latter echoing similar concerns held by submitters from 
small towns). 
A Filipina respondent pointed to her kababayan who have worked on dairy farms and paid taxes 
here for years but continue to struggle to gain the security of residency due to constantly shifting 
immigration policies. 

International students from India said they celebrate our clean air and uncorrupted governance but 
can’t find even minimum wage work to survive.
A Somali respondent pointed to the absurdity of former refugees who rely on their kids to translate 
English being expected to home-school them during the COVID-19 lockdown.  
Which all points to the issue that survey respondents most often ranked as a priority for action – 
‘Community Connectedness’. Survey results suggest many Waikato people recognise the need to 
empower ethnic communities to create a more cohesive and thriving society, but clearly those of the 
majority culture need to be much more pro-active to achieve this.   
Jenny sees meeting this challenge as an opportunity and suggests the following steps.

• Building trust between communities by actively facilitating and promoting interaction, inclusion and 
shared values.

• Providing opportunities for communities to express and celebrate their language and culture and 
share them with all of the Waikato.

• Supporting organisations and programmes assisting with migrant settlement.
• Adapting governance structures, institutions and services to the needs and expectations of a diverse 

population.
• Providing opportunities for diverse communities to participate in decision-making.
• Supporting initiatives and entities that promote and reflect diversity.
• Proactively addressing discrimination and prejudice.

The Waikato Cultural Inclusion Fund was set up by Momentum Waikato in partnership with the 
Waikato’s major ethnic community groups after the Christchurch terrorist attack in 2019, with the 
goal of enabling and promoting ongoing interculturalism across the region. 
Work on its Charter is now well advanced and its volunteer governance committee will be recruited 
soon. Survey responses from members of ethnic and migrant communities suggest it will have lots of 
opportunities to tackle these issues.
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CONNECTION
AND IDENTITY
Expressing ourselves through the arts and culture helps build a sense 
of identity and belonging in our communities. They bring us together 
and create community connection.

The majority of Waikato residents recognise the societal benefits of 
a healthy arts sector: improved wellbeing, vibrancy, interconnectivity 
and a positive contribution to the region’s economy are all highlights. 
For those working in the arts, there are challenges. Difficulty finding 
sustainable funding for projects, pressure from venue closures, and 
challenges finding ongoing, well-paid work have all been exacerbated 
by COVID-19 restrictions in 2020. 
The arts are a vehicle for celebrating and supporting culture and 
diversity in our region, increasing community cohesiveness. Language 
is a crucial part of collective Maaori identity and te reo is highly valued 
in the Waikato.
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“Arts and culture feed the soul and the heart. 
They are wonderful connectors of people...
the arts are not a luxury, they are the shining 
light that keeps us going in the hard times and 
allows us to celebrate in the good times.”
– Hamilton survey respondent
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The Waikato Region values the arts*

– Otorohanga workshop participant

“We have skills in the community, talented artists and 
cultural people.”

– Hamilton survey participant

“Hamilton’s art sector could be an economic driver but 
lack of basic support means people keep leaving for work, 
volunteer leaders in particular need and deserve support.” 

WE ARE ENGAGED WITH THE ARTS

Our libraries and free/affordable family events are seen as the top two arts-based things 
important to making the Waikato Region a great place to live.

– Hamilton survey respondent

“If we want our city to be interesting, appealing 
and exciting for youth, we need to invest in the 
creative arts venues and events and ensure 
this area of growth is being considered when 
planning for the future.” 

A GREAT PLACE TO LIVE

– Hamilton survey respondent

“Harness the creative talent in the Waikato and see 
the arts as an opportunity for domestic tourism…I 
would love for the Waikato and Hamilton to be 
known as the best arts region and capital of 
New Zealand.” 

ARTS CREATE CONNECTION

agree the arts encourage people to visit the Waikato.

agree the arts help create connections between different people in the 
community.

engaged with the arts by attending or participating in at least one art form in the 
past 12 months, similar to the national average of 80%.

attended at least one arts event or location in the past 12 months, compared 
to 73% nationally. Price, choice and social isolation are the main barriers for 
people who agree some arts events interest them but they still don’t go much.

participated in at least one arts-based activity in the past 12 months, 
compared to 52% nationally. Time is the main barrier, followed by affordability 
and self-doubt about creative ability.

78%

67%

47%

31%
56%
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OUR IDENTITY

– Hamilton survey respondent

“Support communities to continue to thrive and maintain 
their culture while they make Waikato their home.”

* The arts include visual arts, craft and 
object art, performing arts, literature, 
Pacific arts and Maaori arts.

Sources: New Zealanders and the Arts 
2017, Survey findings for residents in 
the Waikato Region, Creative NZ Arts 
Council of New Zealand/Toi Aotearoa; 
Waikato Vital Signs® Consultancy 
Report 2020.
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feel the arts and culture are very or extremely important to the region’s identity. 
43% believe the arts are fairly important.

agree the arts activities available in the Waikato give young people an opportunity 
to express themselves.

agree the range of arts events and activities on offer in the Waikato reflect the 
diversity of the region’s communities. Many of those who do not share this view 
hold a neutral position (neither agree nor disagree), rather than a negative one.

38%

47%

42%

– Hamilton survey respondent

“My hope is that we are 
celebrating our rich culture and 
that Maaori are flourishing.”

Ngaa toi Maaori

Source: New Zealanders and the Arts 2017, Survey findings for residents in the Waikato Region, Creative NZ Arts 
Council of New Zealand/Toi Aotearoa.

• have attended a ngaa toi Maaori (Maaori arts) event in the Waikato Region in the 
past 12 months

• agree ngaa toi Maaori improve how they feel about life in general and motivate 
them to. speak te reo Maaori.

1 IN 5 PEOPLE
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Te reo Maaori
KO TOKU REO, KO TOKU IA MANA

MY LANGUAGE, MY IDENTITY

A higher proportion of our population can korero (speak) te reo Maaori than the national average.

6% Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region 
4% New Zealand average

11% Waitomo
7% Waikato District
7% South Waikato
7% Otorohanga
6% Hamilton
5% Hauraki
4% Thames-Coromandel
4% Matamata-Piako
3% Waipa

23% Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region 
21% New Zealand average

27% Waikato District
24% Waitomo
24% Hamilton
22% Otorohanga
20% Matamata-Piako
19% South Waikato
19% Thames-Coromandel
19% Waipa
17% Hauraki

TOTAL POPULATION* MAAORI POPULATION**

* Te reo Maaori speakers, Census 2018. ** Proportion of the Maaori population who reported 
that they could hold a conversation about everyday 
things in te reo Maaori.
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– Hamilton survey respondent

“Significantly increase teaching and use of te reo, 
make it an official language of the city so everything 
has te reo versions.”

– Waitomo workshop participant

“It’s so refreshing to see younger generations so 
comfortable with te reo” 

THE NUMBER OF MAAORI 
LANGUAGE SPEAKERS 
WITHIN A POPULATION 
CAN INDICATE HOW 
CONNECTED MAAORI 
AND NON-MAAORI 
LIVING IN OUR 
REGION ARE WITH 
REGIONAL AND NEW 
ZEALAND HISTORY; 
OUR INDIGENOUS 
HERITAGE AND 
PEOPLE; AND 
EACH OTHER.

Waikato Wellbeing Project target
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Volunteers catalyse 
community
A pressing concern expressed by a spectrum of Waikato Vital Signs® Survey respondents is the 
fragility of the volunteering that enables the very existence of communities and the local activities 
people enjoy.
Volunteers’ contributions are seen as the foundation of community, not as simply an add-on to the 
financed and employed economy. Concern about “volunteer burnout” was specifically flagged as a 
threat to the community and recreational activities in a range of submissions.
A Waipa survey respondent said: “there used to be a homework club here, but it closed down because 
of volunteer burnout”.
A Thames-Coromandel respondent: “there is an overwhelming need for volunteers in every aspect of 
community life, not enough people doing the work and volunteer burnout is a significant risk”.
Event coordinator, former Hamilton Fringe Festival Director and musician Macaila Pescud articulated 
a common thread when she asked: “How long does it take passionate volunteers to burn out?” 
“Our volunteer leaders who put in large amounts of hours deserve financial remuneration or their input 
will not be sustainable. To have a healthy society, those passionate people working to make it better 
need to have enough time and money to look after their own wellbeing too.”
Another artist’s submission said the ‘big questions’ for them were “How can we be more visible? How 
can our endeavours be more viable in Hamilton? Why should we stay here when we can move to a 
different city where the creative communities are stronger?” 
Macaila says later that the Hamilton arts and performance scene “fluctuates” creatively, socially and 
economically over years, as waves of volunteer leadership commits energy and then runs out of steam 
as they’re ground down by the lack of resources and support. 
This scenario, common to every kind of volunteer outfit, often happens because folks get diverted 
away from the core activity that attracted them, and on to tedious but seemingly essential support 
functions like admin and fundraising.
Jack Clayton, the General Manager at the Waikato Institute for Leadership and Sport Studies, sees an 
equity issue. Sport at all levels is dependent on the time donated by volunteers, particularly coaches. 

“Parent’s expectations have increased around what they want from community organisations such as 
sports clubs. This has seen things like academies and development programmes set up at a significant 
cost to the parents,” says Jack in his survey submission. 
“This is great for those that can afford it, but it means that those that can’t fall behind and leave the 
sport because they are disconnected from their peers.”
In an interview Jack confirms falling volunteer numbers is further widening the gap, as poorer 
communities simply miss out altogether.
“I’ve seen amazing young athletes in places like Taumarunui, kids with a good attitude. If they were in 
Hamilton they would walk into the rep teams, but instead they never get spotted because the sport has 
shrunk or closed down there due to lack of volunteers.”   
Survey submitters also expressed concerns about the sustainability of volunteers in sectors such as 
aged care, disability and chronic conditions support, community centres and mentoring.
A Hauraki voice said of their town: “The heart of this community lies with the large number of 
volunteers, dedicated hard work by so many people, involvement in the town of many organisations 
and agencies whose can-do attitude has seen the community develop to be a safe, vibrant, gracious 
and proud community.”
However, elsewhere one wrote: “It is some concern to us that in Otorohanga 74% have a sense of 
community but only 27% do volunteer work. As volunteers ourselves we see the lack of younger people 
coming into community organisations as a concern.”
Status can be the challenge in getting volunteers for caring roles. A Hamilton respondent said: “we 
need to destigmatise support and provide positive volunteer options, so the adult working population 
can contribute in meaningful ways while unemployed.”
Jan Wright, Chair of Creative Mercury Bay and Creative Coromandel, also commented on the general 
community roles of volunteers in a smaller centre.  
“We have retired people moving into Mercury Bay permanently, who are from cities where social 
infrastructure is already in place and many don’t know they need to volunteer their times and skills to 
make a small community work,” says Jan.  
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In a follow-up interview Jan says: “Central and local government need to realise how much of 
New Zealand goes round because of volunteers. As a society and at all levels of government, we need 
to see and clearly understand the scale of our volunteer economy.  I think the country doesn’t know 
how tremendously significant this unpaid contribution is.  
“So, the first step is a real audit. The depth of the Census questions on volunteering is entirely 
inadequate, a lot more drilling down is required.  
“And there needs to be greater recognition of this work being done. For instance, could volunteers 
have the hours they do recognised for tax rebates and flexible work experience points for 
qualifications?” asks Jan.
Heather Moore, General Manager at Volunteering Waikato, cautions that organisations need to recognise 
that volunteering is changing and they need to adjust their expectations.
“They need to chunk the work up into smaller bits, into tasks and projects, rather than expecting 
people to take on roles for long periods.” 

“They need to change their idea of what a volunteer looks like, they might not look like them,” says Heather. 
“The biggest group of volunteers we see are young people seeking work experience.” 
This might mean the first role they need to fill, whether paid or voluntary, is a Volunteer Coordinator, 
as more people need to be managed to get the same hours. As a profession, Volunteer Coordination is 
deserving of greater recognition.   
“Generally, people want to match up their skills with doing something meaningful – many 
organisations underestimate the range of skills that are out there,” says Heather. 
Funders and philanthropists can achieve greater social impact by specifically resourcing the volunteer 
capacity across the sectors they care about, because the voluntary effort multiplies the value of 
their investment. 
The challenge is in matching the nature of the supply with the expectations of the demand. 
What is clear from the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 public engagement is that volunteering needs to be 
recognised and treated as a critical element of society and the economy.
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THE 
FOUNDATION 
ON WHICH 
EVERYTHING
IS BUILT
Adequate employment and income determine our ability to access 
the resources we need – basic necessities such as food, clothing and 
housing – which are essential to wellbeing.

Inequality and poverty in our region are a priority, with access to safe, 
healthy and affordable housing a concern for many. As the fourth 
largest regional economy in New Zealand, we are doing well, but how 
can we do better? How can we increase employment and better meet 
the needs of our most vulnerable?
We want to see growth carefully managed, in a way that maintains a 
sense of community, attracts new business and minimises negative 
impacts. We have a wealth of knowledge, skill and can-do attitude – all 
the essential tools we need to build a thriving and prosperous future for 
our region.
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“A long-term plan is key – we need to 
have a vision to make people want to be 
here and thrive.”
– Waitomo workshop participant
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– Hamilton survey respondent

“We have a lot of opportunity here and a lot of potential. 
The port will be fantastic and Hamilton has a big future in 
terms of manufacturing and supporting agriculture… the 
challenge will be making sure everyone is ready to be part 
of those opportunities and can benefit from them.” 

– Waitomo workshop participant

“The future Maniapoto Treaty Settlement will be around 
$165 million. This has the potential to transform the 
Maniapoto rohe and provide a major economic boost for 
that community.” 

8.4% GDP
The Waikato Region contributes 8.5% of New Zealand’s GDP (2019), up from 8.3% (2016).
When compared to New Zealand, the ratio of the region’s per capita contribution declined 
over the 2014-2018 period.
Source: Waikato Regional Council, 2020; Waikato Vital Signs® Consultancy Report, 2020.

EC
O

N
O

M
Y

EC
O

N
O

M
Y

Unemployment

Increasing home ownership levels 

Unemployment in the Waikato Region has fallen in recent years, but is now growing due 
to the impacts of COVID-19.

A home is often a family’s greatest financial asset, and home ownership is an important 
factor for household security and neighbourhood stability. Home ownership* has 
increased since 2013. 

– Hamilton survey participant

“I think the communities of Waikato and especially 
Hamilton City and suburbs fear joblessness 
more than anything. There should be enough 
job opportunities, investments that will offer 
more white-collar jobs like IT and building and 
infrastructure projects.”

* Proportion of the population aged 15 years or more living in owned or partly owned residences in 2018.

6%

4%

5%

2011

2015

2019

Thames-Coromandel

Hauraki

Waipa

Waikato

Matamata-Piako

Otorohanga

South Waikato

Hamilton

64%

59%

59%

58%

56%

52%

52%

43%



60 61

52% OF THE 
POPULATION 
AGED 15+ LIVE IN 
HOUSES THEY OWN, 
PARTLY OWN OR 
HOLD IN A FAMILY 
TRUST, SIMILAR 
TO THE NATIONAL 
AVERAGE AND UP 
FROM 50% IN 2013. 
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57% of Europeans own 
their own home*

Household crowding

* Proportion of the population (in private occupied dwellings) living in crowded conditions, 2013.

Household crowding* is linked to a number of health conditions and increased risk of 
childhood injuries. In the Waikato DHB area slightly less people are living in crowded 
conditions than the New Zealand average.

– Hamilton survey respondent

“No child should be hungry or live in houses that 
are cold and damp, substandard.”

COMPARED TO

* Population aged 15+ in 2018. 

‘Other’ ethnic categories

Asian

Maaori

Middle Eastern/Latin American/African

Pasifika

55%

40%

29%

25%

24%

Waikato DHB area

New Zealand

9%

10%
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Housing 
affordability
Core housing costs (defined as rent or 
mortgage plus insurance and rates) take up 
a large part of the household budget and 
represent the single largest expense for 
many people. 

This is true for a higher proportion of 
people living in rental accommodation.

– Waitomo workshop participant

“Housing is too expensive but it’s 
not just about affordability. There 
are not enough houses – people 
who want to live here can’t find 
anywhere to live.” 
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of New Zealand households 
spent more than 30% of their 

total household income on housing costs in 
2018, impacting their ability to cover other 
basic living costs. 

22%

Rental accomodation

35%
16%

Own home

Inequality is a growing problem
Many of us are unaware how many people in our community are living in deprivation. 
To close the gap and reduce poverty we need to protect everyone’s right to equality 
of opportunity. 
Until the 1980s, New Zealand was one of the most economically equal countries in the 
world (although that equality didn’t extend to all sections of society). In the two decades 
that followed, the gap between the rich and the rest increased faster than anywhere else 
in the developed world.

The wealthiest 10% of households in New Zealand now hold half the wealth, while the 
bottom 40% of households hold just 3% of the wealth (2017). 
Inequality in the Waikato region has increased slightly over the 2007-2017 period.

– Hamilton survey respondent

“26% of the Waikato Vital Signs population are 
poor. This has been a challenge for a long time but 
it seems to be getting worse. More public housing 
is needed. We need to find ways to close the gap 
between the rich and the poor.” 

– Hamilton survey respondent

“I see disparity where we have some people who 
are really thriving… and then people who are 
struggling to survive and makes ends meet. For me 
equality is hugely important, as I believe that we are 
all far better off when we are all in a good position.”
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Where are our areas
of high deprivation?*

– Waikato District survey respondent

“Children go to school without shoes, without 
food, and receive breakfast from their school. 
Sometimes, children are kept at home because 
no one is available to care for the younger siblings 
as the parents work and cannot afford childcare. 
This living in high deprivation statistic makes me 
concerned because as the population is set to rise, 
will this situation follow as well?” 

– Waikato District survey respondent 

“32 out of 100 living in high deprivation is a major 
concern. That would be reflective of parts of our 
local community where you have such extremes 
living next door to each other. Balancing that must 
be a key focus going forward.”

* Proportion of population living in high deprivation areas (NZDep2013). 
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South Waikato

Waitomo

Otorohanga

Waikato District

Hamilton

Hauraki

Thames-Coromandel

Waipa

Matamata-Piako

57%

50%

40%

32%

31%

30%

9%

6%

0%

– Hamilton survey respondent

“Everyone knew that the gap was there with both 
hardware (devices) or access to the digital world 
(internet connection) but it’s only because there is no 
other choice available than to deal with the situation 
that we are now seeing action. Why does it take a 
crisis to close the gap?”

Hamilton

Waipa

Waikato District

Thames-Coromandel

Matamata-Piako

Otorohanga

Hauraki

South Waikato

Waitomo

77%

76%

73%

68%

68%

68%

63%

63%

60%

Digital inclusion

INTERNET ACCESS

The ability to access and use the internet is essential to social inclusion. It connects us 
with people, services, education, and employment opportunities, and is increasingly 
important to send and receive information in a crisis. People who face barriers to digital 
inclusion are increasingly at a disadvantage across our region.

Source: Census 2013.

of households in the Waikato Region have access to the internet.

of households in New Zealand have access to the internet. 
73%

77%
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Waikato Wellbeing Project target
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‘Here to help u’
in difficult times
Immediate aid to the vulnerable, delivered in a way that builds a stronger society after 
the COVID-19 crisis, is the focus of an ongoing response coordinated by the Waikato’s 
lead social and community service providers and supported by Momentum Waikato and 
other major local funders.
‘Here to help u’ is an online community support tool and network centered around a 
website, www.heretohelpu.nz. It was initially launched as an emergency response during 
Level 4 restrictions and will now be a permanent support system. 
The assistance the website currently offers includes food parcels, prepared meals, a 
collection service, general local advice and support, mental health care, and safe social 
connections. Any member of the public can quietly ask for help, and individuals, families, 
businesses and organisations can securely and easily target their offers of assistance.
Wise Group and Community Waikato teamed up to coordinate and lead the effort, which 
involves a range of providers and funders. Initially covering Hamilton, plans are afoot to 
fully expand the service across the Waikato, and possibly nationwide. 
Community Waikato Chief Executive Holly Snape says many local people had to ask for 
food and other social support for the first time during Level 4. 
“The COVID-19 crisis has simply widened the catchment and range of people who find 
themselves in need through no fault of their own. These are stories we see all the time, 
there are just suddenly many more of them. 
“I hope when we are through the current crisis that there is a wider recognition of this 
reality and it makes for a more compassionate and understanding society generally. It is 
time to dispel the stigma around using food banks and other support services, it could be 
any of us that land up needing them.”
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KNOWLEDGE AND 
SKILLS BENEFIT 
EVERYONE
Education is important for employment and personal satisfaction, 
expanding our options in all areas of life and boosting economic 
growth by increasing productivity.
It’s also important for participation in society – people with knowledge 
and skills make valuable contributions to their communities. 
Different kinds of learning are valued. People believe education should 
include ways to gain skills and experience outside of formal classrooms. 
Life learning and practical knowledge are important, as are the 
connections people make through the process of learning. 
The Waikato Region sits below national averages for achievement 
across most education indicators, even though there has been 
improvement in many measures since 2013. Education rates vary 
widely between districts, ethnicity and gender.
In many towns there is a trend of rangatahi (youth) leaving to get more 
training and education in larger centres. Ensuring they want to return, 
and that there are opportunities for them to work and share their skills 
and expertise when they do, is a priority.
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“Kids have to go away to uni – how do we 
create the loop to bring them back to the 
community, build the environment so they 
have jobs, economy, a community? If you are 
really, really connected, you will come back.” 
– Otorohanga workshop respondent

“Education is a priority. It all starts there. If 
that’s ok, the benefits flow on to other areas.” 
– Otorohanga workshop respondent
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– Otorohanga workshop participant

“Are ECE providers connected to our 
communities?”

Early childhood education
Participation in quality early childhood education (ECE) prepares young children socially, 
physically and academically for future learning. Quality early childhood education can help 
narrow the achievement gap between children from low income families and those from 
families with higher income.
ECE participation* for under-fives has increased across all districts between 2014 and 
2019, except Otorohanga where they have declined.

* Proportion of children starting school (Year 1) who regularly attended early childhood 
education (ECE) in the six months prior, 2019. 

97% New Zealand average

School leavers

– Waikato District workshop participant

“We need a schooling system that engages all 
students and caters to their learning style, to give 
every child an opportunity to realise their potential 
and foster their career aspirations.”

Socio-economic status has an 
impact on education 
Students attending Quintile 1 schools often come from communities with high 
deprivation and they are less likely to attain NCEA Level 2 or above*.

* Proportion of secondary school leavers leaving school with a qualification at NCEA Level 2 or above, 2018.

Waipa

Hauraki

Hamilton

Thames-Coromandel

Otorohanga

Matamata-Piako

South Waikato

Waikato District

Waitomo

83%

83%

80%

80%

78%

72%

71%

67%

61%

Waipa

Hamilton

Hauraki

South Waikato

Waikato District

Thames-Coromandel

Matamata-Piako

Waitomo

98%

98%

98%

97%

96%

96%

96%

94%

Otorohanga 94%

of secondary school leavers in the Waikato Region left school with 
NCEA Level 2 or above in 2018, close to the national average of 79%. 

NCEA Level 2 is considered the minimum level required for future education and 
employment prospects. 

78%

Quintile 5 schools (least deprived)

Quintile 1 schools (most deprived)
92%

67%
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– Waikato District survey participant

“Create a place where 
hauora is established in 
every child throughout 
their schooling. Develop 
a foundation so the next 
generation can handle 
the struggles of life and 
perhaps at home too.”

Adult qualifications
More than half of us have a level 4 or higher-level qualification*.

Women are more likely than men to attain 
a Level 4 or higher qualification. 

Maaori and Pasifika have the lowest 
levels of attaining a Level 4 or higher 
qualification, Asians the highest. 

– Waikato District survey respondent

“I hope that young people are able to see the value in 
obtaining a good education. That they would want to 
be a part of their community and want to spend their 
time working together to create something better. 
That they have the same opportunities as other 
communities to engage in meaningful employment.” 

2013 2018

Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region 48% 53%

New Zealand 52% 58%

Hamilton City 55% 60%

Waipa 49% 55%

Thames-Coromandel 42% 49%

Waikato District 43% 49%

Matamata-Piako 39% 43%

Otorohanga 34% 42%

Hauraki 33% 40%

South Waikato 32% 40%

Waitomo 33% 39%

Women

Asian

Men

Pasifika

Maaori

56%

74%

50%

39%

37%
* Proportion of the population aged 25-34 years who have completed a level 4 or higher-level qualification.
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No formal qualifications
About 1 in 10 of us have no formal qualifications*.

* The proportion of the adult population aged 25-34 years with no formal qualifications.

– Hamilton survey respondent

“We need a community-led initiative that gives 
young people a place to go to learn new skills and 
habits, in an environment that is less like ‘school’ and 
more like the real world.” 

Waikato Wellbeing Project target

2013 2018

Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Region 16% 12%

New Zealand 13% 9%

Hamilton City 12% 9%

Waipa 13% 10%

Waikato District 20% 13%

Thames-Coromandel 21% 14%

Matamata-Piako 21% 15%

Hauraki 25% 16%

Waitomo 25% 17%

Otorohanga 24% 17%

South Waikato 26% 18%
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PEOPLE WITH 
HIGHER LEVELS 
OF FORMAL 
EDUCATION 
HAVE MORE 
WORK 
OPPORTUNITIES 
AND HIGHER 
INCOMES.
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Our green spaces, rivers and beaches are a taonga, an important part 
of our life and identity and something we all love about our region. 

We want to act as kaitiaki for our natural environment and there are 
many groups and individuals across the region taking action to protect 
and improve our land and waterways for future generations. 
Climate change and water conservation are high priorities, interwoven 
with issues of ecological conservation, biodiversity, waste reduction, 
recycling systems, gully restoration, and clean, sustainable transport. 
Some people have concerns about urban development and growth 
coming at the expense of green spaces, water supply and healthy rivers.
As we look to a more resilient future, questions are being asked about 
time, resource, regulatory requirements and funding support for 
environmental initiatives. How can we work together more effectively, 
at flaxroots level and with local and national government, to generate 
greater impact?

WHEN OUR 
ENVIRONMENT 
IS HEALTHY, 
SO ARE OUR 
COMMUNITIES

“How do we create economic growth whilst 
looking after papatuanuku and our awa?” 
– South Waikato survey respondent
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WATER QUALITY NOT ONLY IMPACTS 
THE SURROUNDING HABITAT, IT CAN 
ALSO DIRECTLY AFFECT OTHER SITES 
IN THE RIVER CATCHMENT. ISSUES 
SUCH AS SOIL EROSION CAN LEAD 
TO SEDIMENTATION AND FLOODING 
DOWN RIVER, AND CONTAMINATION 
CAN FLOW TO OTHER SITES. 

– Otorohanga workshop participant

“Water quality, drought and flooding are a challenge. 
Water is our most important resource.” 

River water quality
We use our rivers, streams and oceans for recreation, food and commercial purposes. 
Concerns about water quality, water supply, drought and flooding are widely shared 
across the region.

Monitoring of rivers and streams across the region helps assess river water quality for 
ecological health – the suitability of water quality for native water plants and animals to live in.

Source: River Water Quality for Ecological Health 2015-2019, Waikato Regional Council. 

Upper Waikato River
65% Excellent
28% Satisfactory
7% Unsatisfactory

67% Excellent
23% Satisfactory
10% Unsatisfactory

44% Excellent
25% Satisfactory
31% Unsatisfactory

41% Excellent
18% Satisfactory
41% Unsatisfactory

49% Excellent
29% Satisfactory
22% Unsatisfactory

41% Excellent
24% Satisfactory
34% Unsatisfactory

32% Excellent
23% Satisfactory
45% Unsatisfactory

Lower Waikato River
44% Excellent
24% Satisfactory
32% Unsatisfactory

WAIKATO RIVER

COROMANDEL

WAIPA RIVER

UPLAND WAIKATO

WEST COAST

HAURAKI

LOWLAND WAIKATO
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– Otorohanga workshop participant

“There is a lack of attention to water quality. This is 
a nationwide concern as all local authorities pay lip 
service and indeed government agencies such as 
MPI will talk about fish numbers but never address 
the bigger issue.”
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Greenhouse gas emissions

  12,646,982 tonnes* Waikato Region

80,853,500 tonnes* New Zealand

METHANE

NET EMISSIONS
Forestry removes about 44% of the Waikato Region’s gross carbon dioxide emissions, bringing 
net emissions to 7,116,073 tonnes. Carbon removal rates from forestry have decreased since 
2015/2016 because re-planting and new planting rates have not kept pace with harvesting. 
Overall, our net emissions have increased by 349,291 tonnes since 2015/2016.

Agriculture emissions have decreased by 4% since 2015/2016 mostly due to a decrease 
in dairy herd size in the Waikato. All other emissions sources have increased, with 
transportation seeing a significant 32% increase.

68% Agriculture 
16% Transportation 
13% Stationary energy 
2% Waste 
1% Industrial processes and product use (IPPU)

WHERE DO OUR EMISSIONS COME FROM?*

* Gross emissions of carbon dioxide equivalent (t CO2e), July 2018 - June 2019. 
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Each district has a different emissions source profile, with a clear difference between urban 
and rural pastoral land use. Taupo and Thames-Coromandel are carbon positive due to a high 
level of carbon removal from forestry. 

56% or 7,137,496 tonnes of the Waikato Region’s emissions were generated by methane.

Local solutions are essential to addressing climate change and the movement to a low carbon 
economy in New Zealand. Sharing insights between districts already exploring solutions can 
help us achieve more coordinated action to reduce emissions for everyone.

-1,335,139 tonnes Taupo (see note below) 866,371 tonnes Otorohanga

-117,864 tonnes Thames-Coromandel 1,000,343 tonnes Hamilton City

102,072 tonnes South Waikato 1,484,493 tonnes Waipa

420,668 tonnes Waitomo 1,772,469 tonnes Matamata-Piako

733,455 tonnes Hauraki 2,189,304 tonnes Waikato District

DISTRICT NET EMISSIONS**

** Net emissions of carbon dioxide equivalent (t CO2e), July 2018 - June 2019. 

Note: Taupo has not otherwise been included in this report, but has been included here due to its significant 
positive impact on the Waikato Region’s emissions profile.

Our net emissions per capita are higher than the New Zealand average.

15 tonnes Waikato Region

12 tonnes New Zealand

NET EMISSIONS PER CAPITA***

*** Net emissions of carbon dioxide equivalent (t CO2e), July 2018 - June 2019.

Source: Waikato Regional Council Waikato Region Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory for the period July 2018 to 
June 2019, prepared by EnviroStrat Ltd and AECOM April 2020.
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– Waipa survey respondent

“Climate change is becoming more of an issue. 
We saw our first Level 4 water restrictions this year. 
We watched farms turn brown and gardens die. 
Small talk centred around the drought and water 
conservation. We bookmarked the Met Service 
and watched the skies. It was like a warm-up crisis.” 

– Hamilton survey respondent

“I’m reluctant to take my family to another part of 
the country which I suspect will be harder hit by 
climate change.”
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– Waikato District survey respondent

“We responded like this to Covid-19, but not the 
climate crisis. Now that we know we can change 
our behaviour, be more caring, more resourceful, 
adapt and be more resilient, how do we continue?” 

– Hamilton survey respondent

“Assist people to learn about how to decarbonise 
their operations and offer funds to assist them. 
Prioritise funding for larger projects that are carbon 
neutral or carbon negative.”
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– Otorohanga workshop participant

“There are gifted people in all sectors doing 
things individually – it’s about bringing  
them together.” 

Environmental action 2019
92% involved in some type of action to protect the environment 

39% recycle in general

21% compost kitchen/garden waste

18% plant trees

11% refuse supermarket plastic bags

11% use buses

10% reduced rubbish/waste

Source: People’s personal environmental actions, 2019, Waikato Regional Council.
– Hamilton survey respondent

“Organisations and governments 
put money aside for recycling…yet 
they hand out plastic water bottles 
at meetings and don’t listen or value 
concerns when raised.”

– Hamilton survey respondent

“We install complicated recycling 
systems without any discernible 
effort to reduce the problem in the 
first place. It always seems like a 
plaster over the sore!” 

Waste recycling 
services
The proportion of the population 
who think waste recycling services 
have improved in their area over the 
past few years has declined across 
all districts since 2016. 
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Environmental attitudes

Soil quality

Understanding people’s environmental attitudes* gives us an idea of how much support 
there is for action or changes designed to protect the environment.

of productive sites across the Waikato Region had satisfactory soil quality for 
their current land use in 2018. 

The main soil quality issues in the Waikato Region are soil compaction, excessive 
nutrients, and loss of soil organic matter with the associated decrease in biological 
activity of microorganisms.

2016 2019

25% pro-ecological 40% pro-ecological

63% mid-ecological 47% mid-ecological

12% anti-ecological 13% anti-ecological

* Attitude of the surveyed 15+ year population towards the environment, measured on 
the 6-item New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale.

– Waitomo workshop participant

“Appreciating te ao Maaori, the Maaori viewpoint in 
the environment, is important…connecting with the 
environment with your mind and your wairua.”

2018
2010
2005

11%
18%
43%

Protecting biodiversity
of the Waikato Region’s land is covered by native vegetation. 
 
of our native vegetation is legally protected for conservation and biodiversity 
protection purposes.

ACUTELY THREATENED*
Some protected areas have less than 10% native cover remaining, which means they are acutely 
threatened. The amount of protected land that is acutely threatened varies across districts.

* Percentage of the legally protected land area with indigenous cover that is acutely threatened. 
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11%

28%

59%

– Waipa survey respondent

“We’re lucky to have wonderful resources such as 
Lake Karapiro and the Maungatautari Ecological 
Island as part of our environment.”

– Hamilton survey respondent

“There is so much potential in the gully network as 
ecological jewels in the city, which people have been 
out and enjoying in lockdown.” 

Matamata-Piako

Waikato District

Hamilton

Waipa

Thames-Coromandel

Hauraki

Waitomo

South Waikato

Otorohanga

0% 50% 100%

85%

33%

32%

28%

18%

10%

7%

7%

4%
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Waikato Wellbeing Project target
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Finding the 
leverage point
Gathering data and setting policy creates ‘silos’ of knowledge, as a way to understand the situation and 
then allocate resources.
The Waikato Vital Signs® project’s defined ‘Impact Areas’ – Strong Communities, Children and Youth, 
Economic Vitality, Education, Environment, Health, Arts-and-Culture and Recreation-and-Sport – 
focus the exercise and provide entry points for reader’s interest, while also reflecting how our society is 
imagined and organised.
However, when asked to prioritise these Impact Areas, numerous Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Survey 
respondents suggested it was difficult and not helpful to do so, as society’s issues all intersect with 
each other. This interweaving is the very reason Vital Signs® projects seek subjective viewpoints to 
complement and respond to objective data, although that also clearly invites such a challenge.
These Impact Areas are certainly not sealed domains. Terms such ‘The Economy’ or ‘The Environment’ 
should be seen as descriptive points or poles, between which specific issues fall. For instance, one 
survey respondent suggested ‘Public Transport’ and ‘Aged Care’ should have been such headlines, but 
both can touch on most or all of these policy areas.
What the survey and workshop responses collectively reveal is that while everyone sees issues as 
inter-related, each of us tend to see one or two of the listed Impact Areas as being in the foreground. 
In turn, when we invest energy into addressing the issues we particularly care about, the focused effort 
can leverage positive change across the board. 
Survey respondent Matthew Vare has both a neighbourhood and professional interest in the 
restoration of Hamilton’s gullies, which has led him to envision a strategic biodiversity solution with 
potentially wide-ranging benefits for the whole region.
The gullies fractally branch out from the Waikato River through Hamilton’s suburbs, often hidden 
behind the grid of houses built around them. For the first century of the city, they were treated as 
drains, dumps and out-the-back wastelands and divvied up as private sections, but in recent years new 
housing developments have instead set them aside as public parks and native plants are being 
re-established by keen volunteer community groups in various furrows across the city.
“I am interested in ecological restoration and enhancing biodiversity and in how that activity can be done 
in ways that support community connection, provide education and employment, enable kaitiakitanga and 
connect city people to their natural environment,” says Matthew in his survey submission.

Biodiversity is in crisis around the world and natural habitats urgently need to be restored. This is a 
pressing need in cities as much as anywhere else, and indeed such conservation work near human 
populations offers multiple opportunities for positive change. 
“Economic, education and wellbeing challenges can be met by taking a values-based approach to 
environmental enhancement, while also improving the underpinning life support systems that nature 
provides us,” says Matthew. 
“Reversing environmental degradation is a big challenge but fixing it in a way that also provides for 
social, cultural and economic wellbeing is a massive opportunity.”     
The environmental data collected for this report shows the extent of indigenous habitats in Hamilton 
and across the Waikato is either static or declining. The UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) for 
biodiversity for cities is ten per cent of their area given over to original vegetation – at present about 
1.5% of Hamilton’s heritage greenery survives, replanting all its gullies would take that to 9.5%.
“A concerted, properly funded city-wide effort to restore the gullies, one that mobilises neighbours as 
partners and volunteers, would provide community connection, new skills training and employment, 
ecological and historical education, more recreational paths, improved air-soil-and-water quality, and 
the resulting wellbeing, health, economic and cultural benefits that come from all those outcomes,” 
says Matthew in a later interview.
Ultimately though, Hamilton’s gullies are just one piece of the regional biodiversity picture, only a 
dedicated Waikato-wide body can put together the whole puzzle by providing the “backbone support” 
that will allow local ecological efforts to achieve real collective impact.
“We need a funded professional organisation that can set the strategic goals for biodiversity across 
the Waikato, build and run an effective monitoring framework, do the research, support and improve 
the effectiveness of community restoration activities and be the public advocate for the effort and the 
outcomes,” says Matthew.
All our society’s issues are indeed inter-related, but entities that address specific challenges by 
honestly and equitably partnering expert knowledge and skills with local perspectives and enthusiasm 
can be the leverage point for positive change across the many challenges we face as a society.
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BETTER 
OUTCOMES
FOR 
EVERYONE
When we are healthy we are more able to get involved in our 
communities, stay socially connected, participate in education, 
training or employment, and support other people who need our care.  

Access to health care services is a priority in our region. Health 
outcomes vary widely based on location, and demographics like 
gender, age and ethnicity. We want an equitable health care system 
that supports people to stay healthy and access high quality, 
culturally appropriate health care when they need it.
How can we support our communities to lead healthier lives and 
enjoy the best possible health, regardless of ethnicity, or economic 
and social conditions?
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“I dream of a place where there is no 
poverty, where there is plenty of kai, 
and everyone has what they need to live 
vibrant, happy lives. Where everyone 
has a warm, healthy home to raise a 
healthy whaanau.” 
– South Waikato survey respondent
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Access to primary health care
Primary health care covers a broad range of health services. Having affordable access 
to these services in a timely way is key to improving health outcomes. 

of people in the Waikato Region have experienced one or more types of unmet 
need* for a GP, nurse or other health care worker in the past 12 months at their 

usual medical centre, or after-hours services, because of cost or transport. This rate is 
higher than the New Zealand average.

33% Waikato Region 

29% New Zealand

*Age standardised rate of unmet need for primary health care in the population aged 15+, 2014/17.

– Matamata-Piako survey respondent

“Our community is isolated. We have a lot 
of older people and only one shoppers’ bus a 
week. We get help from the DHB to get to 
medical appointments but older people who 
can’t drive are isolated.”

Obesity 

35%  Waikato Region

31%   New Zealand

43% adults living in high deprivation areas

29% adults living in low deprivation areas

23%20%

Obesity is a serious public health problem linked with a wide range of health concerns. 
The rate* is higher in the Waikato Region than for New Zealand, and for people living in 
the most deprived areas.

– Hamilton survey respondent

“Chronic health conditions need a higher 
priority. Large numbers of people live with these 
conditions and it is a major contributor to all 
negative indicators including mental health and 
economic issues.”

Definition: Obesity is defined as having a body mass index of 30 or greater for population aged greater than 18 
years, or the International Obesity Taskforce equivalent for those aged 15-17 years.

* Age standardised prevalence of obesity in the population aged 15+, 2014/17.

* Percentage of current smokers (age-standardised rate) among the population aged 15+. 

Smoking
Smoking is a leading cause of preventable illness and death in New Zealand. The number of people who 
are current smokers* has dropped in the Waikato Region. A greater proportion of people living in the 
most deprived areas are current smokers (32%). 

2011/142014/17
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Average life expectancy
Life expectancy* for Maaori, both male and female, is significantly lower than for non-Maaori.

– South Waikato survey respondent

“Kaupapa Maaori programmes need to be highly 
represented if we are ever to change the curve 
for Maaori and ultimately the nation.”

* Life expectancy at birth 2012/14.

Non-Maaori men

Non-Maaori women

Maaori men

Maaori women

80 years

84 years

77 years

72 years
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* Age standardised prevalence of 
psychological distress in the population 
aged 15+.

Source: Waikato Vital Signs® Consultancy 
Report, 2020; New Zealand Health 
Survey, Ministry of Health, 2020.

2011/14 2014/17

Waikato Region 5% 8%

New Zealand 6% 7%

Maaori 7% 12%

Women 5% 10%

Living in most deprived areas 6% 11%

Mental wellbeing
Good mental health is essential to our collective wellbeing, allowing individuals, families 
and communities to flourish. 
The Waikato Region ranks fourth in New Zealand in terms of high rates of mental 
distress* among the population. Maaori, women, and people living in the most deprived 
areas experience significantly higher rates of mental distress. These rates have increased 
over time.
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Essential services 
stranded in 
funding gaps
Many Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Survey respondents expressed concern about gaps in the resourcing 
of community services. Some pointed to resulting inequities and essential funding being insecure 
because it is not legally guaranteed. 
Government funding does not cover all the community services that New Zealanders take for granted 
due to the varied and sometimes contradictory expectations of the public and policymakers on the 
responsibilities of the state. 
There is seemingly little or no appetite for higher or even more progressive taxes, and yet most want 
their fellow Kiwis to get the social support, health and education they need to get to the startling line 
in life. As a result, some essential social, health and education services are provided by fundraising 
community-based organisations. 
This is despite the fact that what the state does and doesn’t cover is not fixed or inevitable, it varies 
between developed countries. A stark example - air ambulances in Ireland are provided by the military, 
here they are only made possible by public donations.  
Many survey respondents expressed surprise and shame at the levels of deprivation revealed in the 
regional data shown in the Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 Data Map and Report.
People often land up in poverty because of ongoing chronic health conditions such as diabetes or 
stroke. If a breadwinner can no longer support their family, the financial and wellbeing impact can be 
widespread and sustained. And the resulting welfare load and productivity loss mean society as a whole 
carries the cost.
And yet organisations providing specialist targeted support for such health issues often fall outside the 
parameters of government funding, even though their work is ultimately benefiting social wellbeing 
and the economy.  
The survey submission from Annette Evans, the Manager-Educator for Insight Endometriosis, a 
support and advocacy service based in Hamilton, highlighted the fragility of the community health 
sector as funders’ shifting priorities have recently led to significantly diminished support.

The lack of recognition of the impact of endometriosis, a painful and debilitating condition and leading 
cause of fertility problems that will affect one in ten women, means there are class, ethnicity and age 
inequities in sufferers accessing GPs and then getting referred on to tertiary care. 
The support work of Insight Endometriosis helps women manage the day-to-day effects of the condition 
and get the interventions they need, allowing many to re-enter the workforce and resume careers.
Annette says services which reduce the burden of chronic illnesses are therefore ‘a fence at the top 
of the cliff’. “While endometriosis is a long-term condition it can be well-managed; information, 
education and support empower women and teen girls, so they are able to study, work, travel and in 
many cases enjoy parenthood.” 
“Chronic health support services are reducing the economic impact on the country,” says Annette, 
“and yet organisations like ours are not routinely supported by government funding.”
“We suspect that funders are increasingly of the view that community health should be funded by Government.” 
“Ideally community funding would indeed not be called upon to address food poverty, homelessness, 
domestic violence and other social issues, and yet it is. Philanthropic monies are found for these causes 
as a matter of equity, the same should apply for chronic health issues. ‘Period poverty’ is recognised as 
a gender inequity issue, period pain should be too.”
What is needed to address gaps in government provision is an urgent ongoing public discussion on the 
relative roles of the state and community funders, and wider realisation that both equity and prosperity 
demand the shortfalls to be met.
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IMPROVING  
OUR HEALTH  
AND 
WELLBEING
Being active can improve our mental and physical health, increase 
community connectedness and make us more productive and social.  

Physical activity can be anything, from taking a walk along the river, 
to playing with tamariki or mokopuna, or participating in organised 
sport as a competitor or volunteer. 
We are spoiled for choice in the Waikato with an abundance of natural 
recreation options. Our tramping and mountain biking trails, cycleways, 
lakes, beaches and rivers all provide opportunities for physical activity, 
enjoyment and connection with our natural environment. 
There is support for investment in recreation and sporting facilities, 
particularly in smaller centres, where recreation is seen as a way 
to engage youth, support wellbeing and improve lifestyles for all. 
Playgrounds and public spaces are highly valued and well-used by 
our communities.

“Sport is a vehicle that we use to make 
community connections.”
– Waikato District survey respondent
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Physical activity
Being physically active* is defined as doing at least 30 minutes of moderate-intensity activity a day, 
five or more days a week. Moderate physical activity has been shown to improve health outcomes.

49% reported being physically active in the past week, close to the national average of 50%.

1 IN 2 PEOPLE ARE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE

MALES ARE MORE LIKELY TO BE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE

MAAORI ARE MORE LIKELY TO BE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE

YOUTH ARE LESS LIKELY TO BE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE

The Waikato Region ranks 10th in New Zealand for the proportion of residents who are 
physically active.

10TH IN NEW ZEALAND 

* Proportion (age-standardised rate) of the population aged 15 years and over who reported meeting the physical 
activity guidelines, 2014/17.
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Male

Female

52%

46%

Maaori

Pasifika

Asian

55%

50%

44%

15-24 years

25-44 years

45-64 years

65+ years

42%

51%

54%

46%

Top five places to be physically 
active in the Waikato

50% on the road or footpath

50% private property, home

31% walkway

25% public park, field, playground

18% gym or fitness centre

Source: Sport Waikato, Waikato Regional Sport and Active Recreation Participation Profile (Adults 18+).

– Waikato District survey respondent

“In Huntly there are problems with youth on the 
main street. There is potential for more recreational 
activities on the land around the town.” 

– Otorohanga workshop participant

“The new playground is a social hub for families 
that may not afford to go out. All families can enjoy 
picnics there. It gives us ways of connecting in our 
community and seeing people.” 
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Physical activity is important to us
recognise that being physically active is important for their mental health 
and wellbeing

feel being physically active in the great outdoors is an important part 
of New Zealander’s lives

of adults see physical activity as an essential part of their life

want to do more physical activity

Source: Sport Waikato, Waikato Regional Sport and Active Recreation Participation 
Profile (Adults 18+).

– Hamilton survey participant

“There has been an increase in the expectation of parents 
around what they want from community organisations 
such as sports clubs. This has seen things like academies 
and development programmes being developed and 
delivered at a significant cost to the parents. This is great 
for those that can afford it but it means that those that 
can’t afford it fall behind and leave the sport because they 
are dis-connected from their peers.” 

85%

78%

76%

73%
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– Waitomo workshop participant

“Te Kuiti’s proposed community sports and wellness 
hub will give young people a place to go and 
something to do. It will provide wellbeing opportunities 
for the wider community. We just need more 
investment and support to get it across the line.” 

Top five barriers to being 
physically active

other commitments take priority 

too tired or don’t have the energy

struggle to get motivated

prefer to spend time on other interests/hobbies

already do a good amount of physical activity

Source: Sport Waikato, Waikato Regional Sport and Active Recreation Participation Profile (Adults 18+).

59%

23%

22%

18%

21%

Waikato Wellbeing Project target
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Continuing the 
conversations
This report provides a snapshot of our community. It’s a starting point in our shared journey to 
build ‘A Better Waikato for Everyone, Forever’. Most importantly, it’s a conversation starter, a 
motivator and a change generator for our communities. The more we talk about and share this 
information, the more potential it generates.
Statistics on their own don’t tell the whole story. That’s why community consultation is a 
crucial part of this Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 report. We wanted to know about the lives 
behind the numbers, to amplify their meaning by gathering the stories and viewpoints of real 
people in real places, and hear community views on their own strengths and challenges.
The Vital Signs® community engagement workshops in 2020 were interrupted by the 
COVID-19 crisis and restrictions. This meant the majority of our community workshop events 
had to be cancelled, although we were fortunate to hold two of them in Otorohanga and 
Te Kuiti in March. Instead, we sought feedback during April and May 2020 through the 
Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 online survey, to which 161 people from around the region replied. 
The feedback we got was in-depth and full of insights about our region. People took the 
opportunity to talk about meaningful issues and aspirations for their community, at a time 
when the challenges of COVID-19 meant those things were even more front of mind. 
Vital Signs® is used around the world to generate meaningful community conversations, 
and our aim is that this report will do just that for our region. Continued conversations 
between individuals and groups about the opportunities and challenges identified in 
this report will add to its value. We are planning a series of Waikato Vital Signs® 2020 
supplements following the report’s release, designed to add depth to the Impact Areas 
and community voices. 
We look forward to seeing the positive impacts of Waikato Vital Signs® 2020, the 
conversations it generates, and our collective progress towards a flourishing, thriving 
Waikato Region for all.
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Vital Impact success 
- Pūniu River Care
The first edition of Waikato Vital Signs® back in 2016 was used to inform Momentum Waikato’s 
inaugural Vital Impact grants round, which saw three changemaking organisations receive substantial 
funding support delivered via a partnership model over the following three to four years. 
The stand-out success story from that first outing is Pūniu River Care (PRC), an ecological restoration 
enterprise based at a nursery at the Mangatoatoa Pā at Tokanui and an office in Te Awamutu.
The stats around PRC’s core mission are impressive. Their 2015 pilot effort propagated and planted 
8000 trees in a year. After the Vital Impact program funded the expansion of their nursery operation, 
they were able to immediately jump to 110,000 trees a year and have since climbed to 250,000 trees 
planted over 2019.
Spokesperson Talitha Wanden says they now have a proven model for large-scale eco-sourced native 
tree propagation, planting and restoration projects.
“With its current resourcing and infrastructure, PRC is able to propagate and plant half a million 
eco-sourced native trees annually,” she says.
At the same time, PRC provides marae-based employment and work experience opportunities for 
local people - their current workforce is 28, with 15 now being experienced horticulture and 
eco-restoration workers.
“We are driven by the vision of ‘safe places, healthy water, healthy people’,” says Talitha.

“PRC operates within a Kaupapa Māori 
framework and has developed organisational 
core values to encourage leadership in the 
workforce and in their whānau.” 
“With a strong focus on healing the whenua 
and healing the people, PRC reinforce the 
connection with papatuanuku to support a 
sense of belonging and connection through 
their work.”
Chief Executive Shannon Te Huia says 
support from Sustainable Coastlines, a 
national environmental organisation, was 
critical at the outset in articulating the 
aspiration of PRC.
“Sustainable Coastlines helped to join the 
dots that connected us to Momentum Waikato, 
whose support then made it possible to 
secure the conditions of more targeted 
funding and take on planting contracts.”
With the springboard of the Vital Impact 
seed funding, PRC was able to secure 
further support from a range of iwi, 
government and council sources, including 
Waikato-Tainui, the Waikato River 
Authority and the Waikato Regional 
Council. They are contracted by the 
Department of Corrections to plant the 
banks of the Pūniu where it passes through 
the prison farm at Waikeria, an effort that 
has recently contributed to the winning of 
three Ballance Farm Environment Awards.
Now PRC are offering their model to other 
marae around the rohe, pointing the way 
towards achieving transformational change 
in water quality across the Waikato.
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