
Wairuna Organics
Prometheus was first approached by Pia Dickhaut
and Sean McVicker in mid-2001 when they needed
finance to purchase equipment for an organic
farm they were developing in Clinton, Otago.

The farm covers 3.5 ha and produces a wide
variety of organic vegetables, including quite a
wide range of exotic vegetable varieties, and a
limited range of fruit.  Pia and Sean have been
selling their organic produce principally in Dunedin
for the past four years though of late they have
started to receive enquiries in regard to supplying
Gore and Invercargill as well.

Forest Restoration & Heirloom Permaculture
In March of this year we received an
application from Dean Baigent-Mercer
for finance to purchase a block of land
in the Far North to pursue his interest
in native forest restoration and
permaculture development. Dean has
had a long-standing interest in
conservation of New Zealand’s native
environment.  This is amply demonstrated
by his direct involvement over the past
decade in rainforest restoration and
preservation of threatened plant species
and his work as a freelance and staff
conservation writer for Forest and Bird.
He i s  cur rent ly  employed as
communications officer for Greenpeace
NZ.

In his application Dean explained that
he had held "an evolving dream" for at
least 10 years to put the plan outlined
below into action.  It has taken him that
long to find a block of land with a mix
of native forest, orchard space and a
good stream running through it that is at the same time affordable.  Dean has actively campaigned on many environmental
issues in New Zealand over the last decade but had realised a need to balance those intense political activities in a way that
allows him to put his ecological values into practise in a more hands-on way.

The block of land that had caught Dean’s attention was inland from Kaeo and included 21 ha of native forest and 3.7 ha of
north-facing rolling farmland.  The native forest had been logged for Kauri 80 years ago but much of it is still intact and relatively
healthy.  The canopy consists of northern rata, taraire and puriri - some of which appear to be over 300 years old.

Dean reports that the forest is too healthy to have goats or pigs and that DoC has culled nearly all the wild deer in Northland.
However, there is little control of other pests and so he plans to trap possums, rodents and mustelids.  He also plans to consult
with DoC ecologists about the possibility of reintroducing some at-risk plant species into the forest.  The forest has a resident
population of regionally endangered kukupa (kereru) and Dean sees it as a potential habitat for the threatened North Island
brown kiwi.

His plan for the 3.7 ha of currently cattle-grazed farmland is to gradually convert it into growing organic fruit and vegetables
using permaculture principles.  In particular, he is keen to plant an orchard of heritage fruit trees (subtropical orchard and
pip fruit) and use heirloom vegetable varieties in the garden.  Dean’s intention is to continue on in his current employment
while gradually developing the property so that he is not under any pressure to generate income from the property to cover
his loan repayments.

We thoroughly endorse Dean’s ambitions with regard to this block of land and were very pleased to receive and approve his
loan application.  We wish him every success with his plans and hope that he has many willing friends and colleagues to help
him with the planting and pest control work.

They have established a website advertising the
farm that is aimed at attracting wwoofers and
backpackers to come and stay.  The former are a
welcome support for the farm work while the latter
are a welcome additional source of income.  Pia
and Sean offer an attractively fitted-out housetruck
as accommodation for their backpacking guests
and feel that for adventurous travellers they offer
quite a unique experience.  In addition to the rural
setting, guests (and wwoofers of course) get to
sample a wide range of organic farm produce, can
learn leadlighting and pottery in the farm workshops
and can explore the other attractions of this part
of Otago.

Dean’s northern idyll
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The house incorporates passive solar design and eco-friendly
building materials, with earthen tile floor and mud brick
construction. The mud bricks will be made using local clays
and with the help of local company Solid Earth. The roof will
be supported by hardwood poles (recycled jarra electricity
poles) and some internal walls may use 'cordwood' construction
(see issue 27 of Profile). The roof itself will be corrugated
iron for ease of rainwater collection and there will be a grey
water conservation system. A council-approved woodfired
oven with wetback will be installed along with a solar water
heating system.

Michael and Keryn aim to develop sustainable living practices
on the land. The revegetation project will be organic, they
are planting with native birdlife in mind and planning to adopt
permaculture design for the proposed orchard and garden.
They are also planning crops for microclimates (frost free
areas), and beehives for pollination. Their aim is to create a

vision of sustainable
living for visiting
'WWOOFers', 'Sus-
tainable Household
Workshop Tours’ and
'Ecobuilding Tours’.

The detail and thor-
oughness of the in-
formation provided
in their application
was impressive. After
following our stan-
dard procedure of
requesting an inde-
pendent evaluation

of the budget for this building project
from the consulting engineer, Prometheus
was very pleased to approve this loan and
support the realisation of Michael and
Keryn’s fabulous vision.

Eco-building and Re-foresting
Prometheus received a loan enquiry late last year from
conservationists Michael North and Keryn Squires who had
long held a dream of establishing a native forest restoration
project whilst living sustainably on the land. They both have
an excellent background for such an endeavour, with strong
educational qualifications and considerable work experience
in conservation and environmental management.  Michael is
currently working for the Department of Conservation and
Keryn is working in environmental education for the Nelson
Environment Centre.

The first step in putting their dream into action was the
purchase of a 1.7ha block of land in Todd Valley, Nelson, in
September 2002. They had particular interest in this land as
it had a significant remnant of podocarp-broadleaved native
forest which harboured 67 native plant species and was
bisected by a pristine stream. Much time has since been spent
grubbing out banana passion vine and old man’s beard. A
tree nursery is being developed
and part of the property is in
the  p roces s  o f  be i ng
covenanted with the QEII Trust.

Their next step was to start
planning towards building an
eco-house that would have
minimal impact on the
environment. They engaged
Richard Walker (Earth Building
Association of NZ) as engineer
and designer on the project
and made their first approach
to Prometheus to enquire
about the possibility of loan
finance. They also contracted
a reputable local builder to
work with Michael on the
house const ruct ion.

With the establishment of the OrganicFarmNZ certification scheme for small organic
producers, Pia and Sean were able to apply for registration and have received full
organic certification for the farm under their trading name Wairuna Organics.

Throughout the development of the farm the land had been owned by a family trust
and Pia and Sean had an arrangement with the trust to purchase the property outright.
 They had been doing that in stages as they built up the business.  Earlier this year
they felt the business had developed sufficiently to support a formal loan to pay off
the remainder due on the property.  They then approached us for a loan for that
purpose and also to allow them to buy plastic covers for a further three tunnel houses
which would then give them 1000 m2 under cover.

Given the history Prometheus has with Pia and Sean we were pleased to be able to
help them complete the purchase of the farm and also further expand its ability to
meet the growing demand they are experiencing for organic produce in the deep
south.

Michael & Keryn

“Heart of their bush”


