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Bob Jones and NBR divorce over ‘Māori

Gratitude Day’ column

The Spinoff

‘I shan’t bother writing any more for NBR,’ says Sir Bob Jones after his piece calling for

Māori gratitude is deleted from the paper’s website. Toby Manhire and Duncan Greive

report.

Bob Jones will be filing no more for the National Business Review after the deletion of his

most recent contribution, which included a call for an annual “Māori Gratitude Day”

(which he later renamed “Māori Appreciation Day”) and sparked online disgust, was

pulled from the paper’s website.

The inciting passage in the property magnate and polemicist’s “Bits and Bobs” column,

which carried the subheading “Time for a troll”, argued, “as there are no full-blooded

Māoris in existence it indisputably follows that had it not been for migrants, mainly Brits,

not a single Māori alive today … would have existed”. Ergo, he continued, “it’s long

overdue for some appreciation. I have in mind a public holiday where Māori bring us

breakfast in bed or weed our gardens, wash and polish our cars and so on, out of

gratitude for existing.”
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The column, which appeared in the print edition of the NBR on Friday, provoked angry

responses when screenshots were posted on social media. “I couldn’t be more

disappointed in the NBR for publishing this,” tweeted Herald columnist Lizzie Marvelly.

“If you subscribe, feel free to voice your repulsion with cancelled subscriptions.”

NBR’s removal of the column from its site was “right up there with Trudeau re wetness”,

Jones told the Spinoff in an email.

The Spinoff has chosen not to approach the Canadian prime minister for comment.

“What I wrote is factually indisputable,” Jones continued, “namely that no Māori alive

today would exist had it not been for (mainly) European migrations, given, we’re told,

there are no 100% pure Māori any more.”

The idea that there is no living Māori person without any Pākehā ancestry is disputable

and has been disputed. The broader notion of measuring “Māori-ness” according to

blood quantum is deeply controversial, though embraced by many “one rule for all”

Hobson’s Pledge style advocates.

As for the deletion of the piece, Jones said: “As a result I shan’t bother writing any more

for NBR which I only did at the owner’s request to help them out. I’ve certainly got better

things to do with my time.”
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A senior source at the NBR told the Spinoff the controversial passage was “part of a

wider column which was clearly satire”, but it caused “misgivings” among staff. The

source said that had it been “one piece, just on that topic” the NBR would not have run it.

Editors had, however,  “listened to feedback and responded”, and now regarded its

publication as an “error of judgement”.

In what appears to be a different version of events to Jones’ statement that “I shan’t

bother writing any more for NBR”, the source at the publication said the decision to

terminate the column was made at its end, and communicated with Jones in a telephone

conversation.

A separate NBR source told the Spinoff that “Approximately 100% of NBR editorial staff”

would approve of the column’s discontinuation.

It is not the first time Jones has parted ways acrimoniously with a newspaper. In 2015 he

quit the Herald over what he called “tampering” with his copy, following the publication

of a news article describing his ejection from an Air New Zealand flight (before it left the

airport) over a squabble about his responsibilities in a seat adjacent to the emergency

exit. Writing in the NBR shortly afterwards, Jones said he had arrived at a solution to “Air

New Zealand’s infantilism”: he would purchase a private jet.

Jones told the Spinoff today that he believes the Herald would, however, “have run the

tongue-in-cheek Māori Appreciation Day piece without thinking twice about it”.

Jones added: “As doubtless you know, there are always miserable sods poised, waiting

to take offence at anything and everything. Indeed I wrote a hypothetical Herald column

on this once, speculating on the flood of criticism if I simply wrote ‘the cat sat on the

mat’. You’ll find it on the web. And believe it or not buggers still piled in.”

The Spinoff research unit has been unable to find it on the web. However, a Kiwiblog

post about the column survives.
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The “Time for a troll” subheading was written by NBR editors, but the glove fits. Jones

has been busily trolling since before the idiom was born.

Provocations over recent years include dismissing beggars as “mostly fat Māoris”,

calling for a ban on women drivers and admonishing women victims of indecent assault

as “silly” for walking in a park. Jones’s back catalogue also includes the creation of the

New Zealand Party, which contributed to the ousting of prime minister Robert Muldoon,

punching in the face a reporter who approached him while he was fishing for trout, and

an application for Wellington Council approval to erect “a 5,000-metre-high statue of

the great Gareth Morgan, in celebration of his overwhelming wonderfulness”.
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Celebrating 20 years: How Whakaata Māori

changed the game

Jamie Tahana

Twenty years ago today, Māori Television launched after much controversy. Jamie

Tahana looks back on its survival and impact across two decades.

Chad Chambers stepped onto the stage, the brim of his cap casting a shadow across his

face. His smile beamed as bright as his white freezing works gumboots, matched with

trackies and a baggy blue Ngāti Porou rugby jersey. 

He strolled on stage so casually it looked as if he was just popping by. The studio could

have been the Four Square on the way home, just picking up milk and a pie, his ute

parked out front with the engine still running. 

Yet, here he was on stage in front of hundreds of fans. It was the 2011 grand final of

Hōmai Te Pakipaki, the hit Māori Television talent show. “Chur chur whānau,” he said to

the screaming fans, before belting out a magical cover of Rod Stewart’s ‘I don’t want to

talk about it’. He would go on to win that year, and his rendition of the classic love song

has been watched nearly a million times on Youtube.

Watch on

Homai Te Pakipaki Chad Chambers 2011 HQ Rod Stewart cover
Share

For nearly a decade, Hōmai became something of a Friday night institution. Aunties,

uncles and cousins from around the motu would queue for the chance to belt out their

favourite karaoke numbers from Aotearoa’s rugby clubs, RSAs and garages. People from

all walks of life were encouraged to “bring your keyboard and your mates for a jam”. It

delivered something few other reality shows could: authenticity. 

Hōmai was just one of many such programmes in the Māori Television stable, as the

channel this week marks 20 years since it first launched on March 28, 2004. It brought

our language into prime time, it brought our towns, marae and communities onto

screens in our authentic way, it challenged us – both Māori and Pākehā – and it

entertained us in a unique way. It even introduced phrases that have seeped their way

into the national vernacular: “Mean Māori mean.”

It redefined Anzac Day broadcasting, something that had been long-neglected by the

mainstream. It brought different perspectives to current affairs. There was Code, the

sports show with no sports footage (they couldn’t afford the rights), but made gripping

by the presenters and stars it managed to pull. There were other shows about

renovating marae, exploring kai, and finding characters up and down the country. It

looked like us.  

But that Whakaata Māori managed to celebrate 20 years this week is remarkable. The

knives were out for it from the very start. 

The fight for a Māori television service has its origins in the fight for te reo Māori. For

decades, Māori programming had been relegated to the backwaters of Sunday morning.

Te Karere was only a few minutes long, its schedule often shuffled around. Mainstream

news programmes often lacked Māori perspectives (even pronouncing Māori properly

was optional), and very few Māori programmes were commissioned for prime time. 

“Let’s be honest, if TVNZ had done its job for Māori in line with the remit they had been

given, you wouldn’t have Māori Television today,” Julian Wilcox, the veteran broadcaster

who spent a decade at Whakaata Māori, recalled to me recently. “But they didn’t. They

kept ghettoising our content and we were left behind.” 

The Māori language petition of 1975 lamented the lack of Māori on the airwaves, and saw

a push by the Māori Council and the Wellington-based Te Reo Māori Society for better

representation on screen. That continued through the ‘80s and ‘90s as claims were

brought to the Waitangi Tribunal, including the broadcasting claim of 1990. 

Kai Time on the Road premiered in Māori Television’s first year and ran till 2015. It was presented for many years by chef Pete Peeti.

In the late ‘80s, when the government sought to sell broadcasting assets, Māori groups

filed legal challenges that went as far as the Privy Council. The language was a taonga,

they argued, and the Crown had an obligation to support it through broadcasting. The

Privy Council agreed. 

In 1996, there was a pilot of a Māori network in Auckland, Aotearoa Television. But it was

given an extremely limited timeframe and next to no money. It felt like a poisoned

chalice and many who worked there at the time thought it was set up to fail. It folded 10

months later, prompting in some a sense of dread that it was the one shot blown. 

But that wasn’t to be. Two years later, the Helen Clark government announced it would

establish a Māori television service, but it became mired in controversy before the first

programme had even gone to air. In 2002, chief executive John Davy was jailed and then

deported to Canada after it emerged he’d faked his CV, while the second chief executive,

Derek Fox, and another senior manager all resigned within the first week. 

Eventually things started to come together and by then it was 2004, the height of

political heat about Māori, with the channel launching the same week the Foreshore and

Seabed hīkoi left the far north. Then-National Party leader Don Brash, and MPs Gerry

Brownlee and Maurice Williamson, questioned the value of a television channel, saying

the money would have been better spent on books in school for Māori to learn to read.

“We always wanted something with Māori Television,” said Wilcox of the storm

surrounding those early days. “The thing that kept us going was knowing we had these

luminaries in Māoridom, our kaumatua in broadcasting, Huirangi Waikerepuru, there on

the day going ‘kia kaha, kia kaha’. So we always thought we had the backing of key

people.”

And it found its stride pretty quickly, even if it had few resources. It brought kapa haka to

the screens in a way never seen before, and marae aerobics. The soap opera Kōrero Mai

taught reo in inventive ways, and the iconic kids show Pūkana had me gripped. It started

translating big overseas titles, too. I vividly remember watching Spongebob

Squarepants in Māori, “Hōmai te Krabby Patty”. News programmes Te Kaea and Native

Affairs cemented themselves as appointment viewing. 

Julian Wilcox and Rongomaianiwaniwa Milroy present Māori TV’s launch and first broadcast in 2004.

“Here’s the thing. Pretty quickly mainstream started doing a lot more coverage of Māori

issues because of Māori Television,” Wilcox, the former host of Native Affairs said. “They

had to start upping their game.” 

Native Affairs was at its zenith when I was in high school, looking at journalism as a

possibility. Watching its powerhouse teams of Wilcox, Mihingarangi Forbes, Maiki

Sherman, Oriini Kaipara, to name a few, rigorously tell our stories and hold both the

Crown – and our own – to account was inspiring. It couldn’t be found on any other

channel. 

But that made the network’s self-administered upper cuts that much more devastating.

When Native Affairs aired a story about improper spending within a subsidiary of the

Kōhanga Reo National Trust, it was groundbreaking, rigorous, important journalism.

When then-chief executive Paora Maxwell intervened to have a follow-up investigation

pulled in 2015, it was earth-shattering, as was the exodus of staff that followed. The

phrase “shitstorm” was a common summary of the situation. 

The team behind Te Ao with Moana

Time has passed since then, and Whakaata Māori is under new management, with Te Ao

with Moana its current appointment viewing. It’s trying to reinvent itself digitally, as all

media are. Because it’s not exempt from the shitstorm the whole media industry is

facing, with the added mandate of language and cultural promotion. From 2008 until

2022, Whakaata Māori didn’t have a single funding increase, and it faces further funding

uncertainty in the next two years. 

But 20 years after its launch, here it is. To call Whakaata Māori the little station that could

feels patronising. The people behind it knew they could, and better than anyone else.

They did do that, and still are. 

There was a 20 year reunion episode of Hōmai te Pakipaki this week, and Chad

Chambers graced the stage again. There’s also a reunion of Code, before Whakaata

Māori gets back to plotting the uncertain future. No doubt it’ll be mean Māori, mean.  
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