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Would mediation help resolve the dispute 
between Taranaki and Tongariro? 

by Denise Evans, Business Director: Social Services, FairWay Resolution Limited 

 

In Maori legend Taranaki lived for many years peacefully in the centre of New Zealand’s 
North Island with Ruapehu, Tongariro and Ngauruhoe. Taranaki got into a fight with 
Tongariro over Pihanga with whom it is alleged both Tongariro and Taranaki were in love. As 
with many family disputes a battle ensued which resulted in damage and chaos. The result is 
that Taranaki now lives apart from the family.  

Whilst the beautiful Whanganui River was created out of this turmoil, many Maori are wary of 
living in the area between Taranaki and Tongariro because of a belief that one day Taranaki 
may try to return to fight Tongariro again.  

These mountains are powerful made even more so by the knowledge of the potential for 
volcanic activity. The rumbling of lava and the boiling water beneath the surface of the earth, 
which bursts forth as bubbling mud, geyser and, on occasion, steam, ash and lava from the 
very top of the mountains; leaves one in no doubt that the conflict continues. No wonder 
Peter Jackson used this fascinating landscape as the setting for Mordor.  

This story translates into the everyday lives of many families. Disputes between family 
members arise. The consequences of letting the disputes get out of hand or continue over 
many years can be devastating. Just like the Whanganui river good things emerge and 
families reorganise themselves in a way which lets them get on day by day, however the 
unresolved conflict creates ongoing worry and stress.  

The dream is that parents will have fallen in love with each other and want to remain in that 
state forever. They have children believing that the children are an expression of that love 
and the hope of the future. The reality is that many children come into the world through 
parents who are not in stable relationships with each other, relationships change and new 
relationships develop. Children have little choice in all of this change.  

Children are the hope of the future therefore society has an obligation to ensure that 
everything which can be done to protect them from harm, including the unintended 
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consequences arising from their parent’s changing relationships and circumstances must be 
done. Throughout New Zealand there are many social services working with families to 
assist them with parenting and they do excellent work. Family mediation supports families 
get through the times when they need a supported place to discuss changes which have or 
are about to occur within the family structure. Family mediation provides a safe place for 
planning to occur. 

It’s hard to imagine how terrifying it must have been for anyone watching the fight between 
Taranaki and Tongariro. No one asked Pihanga, Ngaruhoe or Ruapehu how the experience 
was for them as they stood by powerless to stop the fight and the ensuing chaos. Pihanga is 
like the children in a family dispute, the fight was over her and she had to choose. Ruapehu 
and Ngaruhoe are like the grandparents, aunties and uncles who are caught up in the 
conflict and seemingly powerless to stop it. Fortunately the changes to the Family Justice 
system in New Zealand created a mediation service which can help parents focus on the 
needs of their children and New Zealand’s family law regime recognises the importance for 
children of maintaining relationships with their extended family. This means hopefully that 
one member of the family will not be forced to flee and stand alone. Just maybe if mediation 
had been an option for Tongariro and Taranaki, the shape of New Zealand’s North Island 
would have been different.  

 

 

Denise Evans 

FAMINZ (Mediation), LLB, MM (Conflict Resolution), Fellow and Panel 
Member AMINZ, Panel member NZLS 

Business Director: Social Services of FairWay Resolution Limited 

Since completing the LEADR course in the early 1990s, Denise has been involved in many 
mediations which have involved Employment, Commercial Property, Relationship Property, 
Protection of Personal and Property Rights, Children’s care and contact, Shareholder 
disputes, Trust and Estate matters. She has also been appointed by the Family Court initially 
as Counsel to assist under the Guardianship Act 1968 and latterly under the Care of 
Children Act to conduct family meetings/mediation. 

She is a tutor in Massey University’s Dispute Resolution programme and has presented at a 
number of conferences and training workshops for new mediators. 

denise.evans@fairwayresolution.com 

www.fairwayresolution.com 
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