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There is a whakatauaki that could be said to represent Moana House.     He toka tū moana

This whakatauaki conveys a sense of durability; akin to a rock pounded by the surf.  It represents standing upright, steadfast and strong – resilient against all elements.   Able to withstand all challenge, to defy all opposition.

Ko rātou ngā toka tū moana. 
Ka ākina rātou e ngā ngaru o te moana. 
Ka ākina e te tai, ka ākina e ngā hau. 
Engari ahakoa pēhea ka tū tonu, ka tū tonu. 

They are the rocks standing in the sea. They are thrashed by the waves of the ocean. They are dashed by the tide. They are struck by the winds. But no matter what hits them, they stand and they stand.

In the annual report for Moana House one of the comments of the men stood out: 

“I was contemplating going back to jail to live. I was heartbroken about the reality of things, how my old beliefs have shaped the way I lived. Finding out my brothers and my Dad’s passing, I brought shame to my family and I’m very sad about it.”

Another tane reflected on his challenges before a visit:
Being in prison for three and a half years has taken its toll on our relationship and we have struggled staying connected. Communicating through the distance was hard.

Another spoke of his anxiety in reaching out to whānau:
To reconnect with my son (7yrs), who I haven’t had much to do with as I was in jail or busy with my drug and alcohol use and being selfish.

These journeys are very familiar to those at Moana House.  As a residential therapeutic whare for ngā tāne whaiora who want to turn their lives around for the better, many of the tāne have a history of issues that thrash and smash their wairua; that shatter their dreams.

But the absolute beauty of this place is that as much as it is a site of safety, a haven for healing, it is also a foundation for transformation.
That transformation begins, endures and ends with whānau.

For the kaimahi, organising and supporting visits with whanau is a significant part of their work. They ask whaiora to complete a Whanau Visit report after each visit they have their family, using Te Whare Tapa Wha to consider the effects whanau connection has in relation to hinengaro, tinana, wairua and whanau elements of their lives.
These visits for whaiora to rebuild and connect with their whānau are a vital part of the work here. The funding from Te Pūtahitanga o Te Waipounamu includes travel, accommodation, social activities and supporting costs (such as staffing) for these visits to occur. These visits are unique to this programme as many other residential services do not provide such assistance.
The visits could be to meet a daughter they’d never known; to attend a wedding, to visit with grandparents.   It might be to reconnect with their partner that they’d not seen for three years.   To reunite with adult children.

Over the past year there were 152 whānau visits organised and hosted with whanau who often live outside of Dunedin. 2323 phone calls were facilitated and 130 Skype/Zoom by whaiora made to their whanau.

The visits are not always a walk in the park.   Even the build-up to the visit is intense as one man reflected:

I was nervous before and during visit as I didn’t know who I would bang into. I was worried whanau would judge me as I had changed. I was scared seeing those that had victimized me. I was also excited as I hadn’t been home for so long. 

Sometimes the whaiora is challenged deeply by many of the whanau remaining in addiction and gang life.  One found out during a visit that his father had a terminal illness.  For another, the visit involved spreading ashes of their parent.

But without a doubt, the connection with mothers, siblings, in laws, nieces and nephews, children and mokopuna, provides sustenance for the soul, kai for the puku, substance for dreams of a better future ahead.

Fathers are now able to reconnect with their sons through camping, fishing, eeling, sports, quiz night.   They go to church service; to the playground.


For one, he wanted to celebrate his second birthday since being on the Moana House programme.  There was good reason to celebrate.   It was the longest time he had been clean and sober since he was 14 years of age  - he was now 44.

And what is perhaps the most moving aspect of all of these visits, is that there is a spirit of forgiveness, a willingness to learn from one’s mistakes, that provides an ideal platform for change.   One man said:

I did feel overwhelmed at times, frustrated and occasionally angry. I stopped myself in the moment a couple of times and gave myself timeout. 

Another recognised he was at the start of a significant and new journey:

During the visit I was able to practice being a good father and discussing what being a good father in the future looks like.

And another reflected that no matter how well-intentioned, there will always be challenges that place their new found confidence at risk.

At times I was triggered and alcohol seemed like a solution. I kept checking myself, where I was at

What is perhaps consistent right across the stories is the constant flux of emotional turmoil as new relationships are constructed, old habits are discarded.  One tane summarised it perfectly:

Before: nervous, anxious, scared, hopeful, dreaded. 
During: over the moon, challenging, proud, lost, excited. 
After: alone, lonely, happy, sad.

This is what transformation looks like – it is dynamic, it is ever-changing – and it is always evolving.


Finally, if there is one person that could be characterised as He toka tū moana it would have to be Claire Aitken.   Indeed we might call her a rock star for all she has endured in the best interests of the whaiora who call Moana House home.
She has had to petition, submission, advocate, negotiate and report to us, to Department of Corrections, the Ministry of Health, to Te Rau Ora.   She has worked right across the community, including with Catholic Social Services, Narcotics Anonymous, Community Corrections.
She has fought, relentlessly, in her global aim to build a healthy society where there is the least possible harm from drug use; and in her absolute devotion to the whānau of Moana House.

On 8 July this year, the Prime Minister announced a co-ordinated network of withdrawal management services throughout the South Island.   She talked about the fact that alcohol and drug addiction recovery services around the country have been under pressure, fragmented, and lacking consistency for a long time.   I am sure it was music to Claire’s ears.
Health Minister Chris Hipkins then gave an assurance that there would be additional funding for DHBs to strengthen existing alcohol and drug specialist services including residential care providers across the country. 
For all of us who are Moana House advocates, we must be uncompromising, persistent and indeed be ruthless in our pursuit to ensure whānau are able to continue to access the project o transformation they do here.
 
What we have seen is the amazing difference that is made when you build the knowledge and skills to heal and end the impact of alcohol/drug misuse and violence; when you make sure that journey is whānau-centred.

I am so proud to be able to support Moana House.  

Our independent assessment panel that make recommendations on Wave applications; our Board that makes the decisions; and our staff who create the agreements are all unanimous that the transformation we see in Moana House is absolutely exceptional.  

We are delighted to play a part in supporting your journey, and like He toka tū moana we wish you strength, resilience and enduring investments to live up to the vision – to give you a real chance.
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