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14 August 2026

Tēnā koe Mayor Tapsell,
I write on behalf of Museums Aotearoa, the professional body for museums and galleries across Aotearoa New Zealand.
We welcomed your recent engagement with the challenges surrounding the stewardship of public collections and share your view that "we should protect our history" while ensuring significant works are accessible to the communities they serve.
As you have rightly recognised, Rotorua's collections are far more than assets on a balance sheet or liabilities to be maintained. They are taonga tuku iho, carrying the stories, whakapapa and identity of Te Arawa and the wider region. Collections that include nationally significant Goldie portraits of tīpuna belong in Rotorua, where they can continue to connect communities with their history and contribute to the city's unique cultural tourism offering.
What is often overlooked is the extraordinary investment that has already been made to keep these treasures where they belong. Through the foresight of Rotorua Trust, iwi, local government, central government and community leaders, millions of dollars have been committed to protecting and sharing Rotorua's heritage. The significant collection holdings of Rotorua, together with the forthcoming reopening of Rotorua Museum, are powerful examples of that shared vision.
That investment should not be taken for granted, nor jeopardised.
Trusts, philanthropists and public funders invest because they have confidence that collections will be protected, showcased and used to deliver long-term public benefit. That confidence unlocks future investment. It also creates future economic value through tourism, education, cultural vitality and regional development.
At the same time, your comments highlight a very real challenge faced by councils throughout New Zealand. If communities expect nationally significant collections to be protected, stored to appropriate standards, conserved and made accessible, then how are those responsibilities to be funded over the long term? Storage facilities, conservation expertise, security, insurance and public access all carry real and increasing costs. These are not responsibilities that can reasonably fall on ratepayers alone.
Your question about how collections can better serve communities is therefore exactly the right one. The challenge is not whether these taonga should be protected and shared. The challenge is how councils, iwi, trusts and central government can work together to realise their full cultural, social and economic potential.
The value of these collections will only be realised through continued investment, access and partnership. They create wealth not simply through ownership, but through the experiences, learning opportunities, cultural connections and visitor spending they generate when they are cared for and shared. The investments made in Rotorua's collections and museum infrastructure today will continue delivering returns for Rotorua and New Zealand for generations to come.
It is therefore encouraging that proposed changes to section 11A of the Local Government Act continue to recognise museums and galleries as core local government services. That recognition reflects the reality that cultural infrastructure is a powerful contributor to community wellbeing, education, identity, tourism and economic development.
Recognition, however, must be matched by partnership.
Rotorua has already demonstrated what can be achieved when trusts, iwi, local government, central government and communities work together behind a shared vision. The significant investments already made have secured important taonga for future generations and positioned Rotorua to generate lasting cultural and economic value.
As you correctly point out, the next challenge is finding a sustainable solution with central government. If councils are expected to continue acting as kaitiaki of collections that generate regional and national benefits, then central government must remain an active partner in supporting the infrastructure, expertise and facilities required to care for them and unlock their full potential.
Museums Aotearoa would welcome the opportunity to work alongside you in advocating for that partnership. Together, we can make the case that investing in culture and heritage is not simply about protecting the past. It is about unlocking future cultural, social and economic wealth for Rotorua and for New Zealand.
Ngā mihi nui,
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Jaenine Parkinson (she/her)
Chief Executive Tumu Whakarae | Museums Aotearoa Te Tari o Ngā Whare Taonga
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