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Talking the Treaty with Farmers: Walking into the Lions den? 
By Alex Barnes (2005) 

 
Traditional elements of social or political activism revolve around organizing public 
protests, holding information stalls, being involved in public forums, writing submissions 
to committees or governing bodies, or conducting workshops in institutions.  While these 
forms of activist organizing have provided valuable ways of addressing issues of 
importance socially, culturally and politically, new avenues for advocacy, participation 
and dialogue are also being sought.  Being part of a group of people who range in age and 
cultural backgrounds, and who committed themselves to speaking to farmers about the 
importance of the Treaty of Waitangi at the 2005 Agricultural Fieldays, is in my mind a 
symbol of this change. 
 
Being present at the 2005 Fieldays was underpinned by the need and enthusiasm to speak 
with a group of people, farmers, who are intimately connected with how land is managed 
and controlled in Aotearoa-New Zealand.  The practice of farming sits alongside our 
colonial history, which extends to the present day: farmers and farming practices were 
and are justified as a means of cultivating “unused waste land” in the name of producing 
a profit.  Such justifications have been used as a means of alienating Mäori from their 
traditional lands and ways of being, and continue to underpin modern rationale for 
farming and agricultural practice.  For this reason having an outreach to farmers at one of 
the biggest farming events of the year, was concerned with encouraging dialogue about 
the place of the Treaty and social justice in the farming community.  What follows is a 
basic personal account of my experience of participating in this event, and my perception 
of its impact(s). 
 
Managing the nerves and prejudices: 
Overcoming the anxiety of approaching and speaking with farmers about the importance 
of the Treaty was hard.  I’m not an expert on “the Treaty”, and I wasn’t sure how well I’d 
be able to speak with a group of my own people, primarily Päkehä, who have 
traditionally opposed Mäori people’s aspirations and rejected redressing past injustices 
concerning land and its unjust confiscation.  What if people were aggressive towards me?  
What if I was asked really hard questions?  What if things got personal, and I was put-
down?  How well could I respond, and was I able to be polite and understanding?  Could 
I overcome my own prejudices?  Some of these questions made me feel a little paralyzed, 
and I wondered how effective I would be.   
 
The reality was surprisingly different.  Being put into small groups of 2-4 with at least 
one experienced Treaty educator was invaluable.  This made it easier to approach people, 
as that ‘older person’ and other people in your group were always there.  In the beginning 
I modeled my approach on the more experienced person and how they spoke and engaged 
with people. As the morning continued, however, approaching people became less 
difficult and I became more at ease.  I became able to speak with people, mainly those 
who had a similar age or gender to myself.  Approaching people who seemed to share a 
similar background was useful.  Working in small groups meant I was supported by 
someone more experienced and we were able to ‘split the load’ by speaking with people 
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from similar backgrounds to ourselves.  It was complementary cooperation and a 
supportive way of organizing our presence and engaging people.  
 
Doing things differently: 
We collectively agreed to reconvene each hour to check in, and see how people were 
going.  These times were really useful because we heard about how people were 
approaching the public in different ways.  Some people eased into the conversations with 
farmers by initially speaking about a different installation or display and then leading into 
a discussion about why were there.  Others were more overt and approached people or 
groups letting them know why we were there, asking them whether they would like to 
speak with us about the Treaty, and offering them our information postcards.  Different 
people had various styles and approaches, which was interesting to hear about. 
 
Laughing at ourselves: 
I had a sense of unease about being an evangelical Treaty person, and couldn’t help but 
compare myself to evangelical religious people, people who I personally struggle with.  
In reflecting on the similarity to our action and the ways in which evangelical religious 
people work, I had to laugh!  The way we had decided to conduct our presence, through 
encouraging dialogue/discussion with people about our history and the importance of the 
Treaty, seemed so similar to me. I was able to share this perspective with others in the 
group who agreed, and found the irony funny too.  These reflections made me empathetic 
towards how I approached people: I didn’t push anything onto them and I tried not to be 
overbearing.  I treated others how I would like to be treated, with respect and a sense of 
care.  I didn’t take myself too seriously, but was still committed to what were doing and 
our aims.  
 
Useful resources: 
Having printed hooded sweatshirts with the phrase “Tractors for the Treaty” was catchy 
and interesting.  It connected with the general theme of the Fieldays, and gave our group 
a visible presence.  The hoodies attracted people’s attention and were well designed. 
Feeling comfortable and confident in the hoodies made my involvement easier. 
 
The three sets of postcards were a great resource too: “Know your history! Did you 
Know?”, “Why I need the Treaty of Waitangi” and “The Treaty is not about Land 
Claims”.  Each card gave me a different basis for speaking with people: covering history, 
why the Treaty concerns all people, and emphasizing the holistic nature of the Treaty.  
The design of the postcards was stylish and professional, and it was good having 
interesting information on the back, including websites for further information.   
 
With postcards the person receiving it had the choice of either sending it on to another 
person, or just keeping it as an information resource.  Working collectively on the 
information on the back of the postcards was personally really informative, and 
encouraged discussion within the group about what information to have and what 
appropriate language to use.  In the development of the postcards I also learnt a lot about 
basic resource creation and design and layout issues. 
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Combined, the hoodies and postcards also provide the wider Treaty movement with 
useful resources for future actions. 
 
Impact: 
It’s hard to know what impact our presence at the Fieldays had.  Measuring social change 
or the positive effect activism has on people is always difficult.  The way I measured our 
impact was through using my own intuition and observing the reception received from 
the different people I approached.  I also listened carefully and was interested in the 
experiences of other people from our group.   
 
I was surprised by how many positive interactions I had with people, and that they were 
interested in what were doing.  People seemed genuinely interested in our presence, and 
the group being non-Mäori and non-politically aligned.  It was also encouraging to bump 
into people who had already been approached by other members of the collective group.  
This meant we were covering a wide area with relatively small numbers, and the people 
being approached had listened and taken on the information.  The negative reactions I 
and others had were always going to be part of the scenario, however the positive 
experiences exceeded my expectations and made the whole experience worthwhile.  If I 
were to be involved in a similar action again, sure there would be things I’d change, but 
these changes would be minor in relation to the general approach of the group. 
 
Thank you: 
Thanks to everyone who committed their time and resources to this.  The energy 
generated was amazing, and I’ve learnt a lot from my involvement with you all. 
 
Kaore e mutu nga mihi. 
 
The gratitude is never ending! 
 
Alex Barnes. 
 


