
 

In 2012, Tina Waru pioneered 

the world’s first global 

indigenous fashion events and 

production business, Global 

Indigenous Management, based 

in Australia. Tina is also the 

founder and CEO of the 

Indigenous Runway Project, a 

not for profit organisation that 

has transformed the lives of 

more than 1,600 indigenous 

young people. Tina founded 

the Global Indigenous runway 

show, that has for the past 

eight years featured as part of 

Australia’s top fashion 

festivals. Her work has 

provided the opportunity for 

hundreds of global Indigenous 

designers and models to 

showcase their designs, walk 

the runway for the first time 

and explore career options in 

the fashion industry.   

 

T 
he most recent fashion show 

staged by Global Indigenous 

Management took place at the 

Melbourne Convention and Exhibition 

Centre, Victoria Australia in March 2020 

and was attended by Women in Trade 

founder and editor-in-chief Janet Kirlew 

describing the event as “absolutely 

stunning… It was great to see women 

and men of different nationalities on the 

runway. The models looked curvy, 

beautiful and natural, which was very 

refreshing.” 
 

Yet even after eight years, these events 

still have limited visibility – something that 

Tina is adamant needs to change. 

“Hundreds of thousands of people 

attend fashion festivals each year, yet 

only a small percentage are aware that 

we exist.” 
 

The second youngest of seven children 

and the younger of a set of twins, Tina 

was born to Māori parents who’d been 

moved from their rural tribal homelands 

to the city of Auckland as part of New 

Zealand government initiatives in the 

1950s. Following a decline in the Māori 

population in the 19th century, today 

around 16% of New Zealanders identify 

as Māori. 
 

Raised in South Auckland, Tina didn’t 

immediately connect with her Māori 

culture. “As a young girl, I tried 

desperately hard to fit in with other 

children and had no pride in being Māori. 

In fact, I would often be called a ‘plastic 

Māori’, meaning that on the outside I 

looked Māori but on the inside I was not, 

and I was turning my nose up at anything 

to do with my culture and people.” 
 

Everything changed when Tina met her 

Māori relatives for the first time and 

heard her mother speaking her native 

language. “I remember running to the 

door of the lounge and peering in to see 

and hear my mother speak. The Māori 

language rolled off her tongue as if it 

were part of every single breath. Later, 

with tears rolling down her face, my 

mother, Airihi Pene Moses told us that 

when she was growing up, the Māori 

language was banned. It had been against 

the law for her to speak her native 

tongue – the only language she knew.” 

From this point onwards, Tina’s parents 

ensured that their Māori cultural beliefs, 

traditions and practices played an 

influential part in their children’s lives.  
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Having been expelled from two schools 

by the age of 14, she did not have high 

hopes for her future career. 

Global indigenous runway 

presents a powerful showcase
  

A female trailblazer brings indigenous fashion into the 

mainstream 

Melbourne special feature 
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Although Tina’s father, Mahau 

Waru, was a strong advocate for 

education, Tina’s early education 

didn’t go so swimmingly.  

Having been expelled from two 

schools by the age of 14, she did 

not have high hopes for her 

future career, prompting her 

father to send her on a 

programme for delinquent 

teenagers. Here, Tina learnt to 

sew – a skill that would help her 

land her first job making 

tracksuits for a sportswear 

company.  
 

Far from being the end of her journey in 

education, Tina later defied the odds by 

gaining both a Bachelor’s degree and a 

Postgraduate Diploma, majoring in 

Psychology, from the University of 

Auckland. 
 

Fashion had in fact been a significant 

influence in Tina’s life from a young age. 

Her aunt, Hana Jackson, was one of the 

founders of the very first Māori New 

Zealand fashion show in the 1970s. 

Moreover, her grandfather, spiritual 

leader and orator Sonny Waru, was also 

a bit of a fashion icon. “He would wear 

a 3-piece pinstripe suit, a trench coat 

and fedora, and carry a cane, as if he 

had stepped out of the roaring 20s, but 

with a modern twist.” Both had an 

impeccable sense of fashion not 

generally seen among Māori people at 

the time, and were “part of a legacy that 

encouraged pride and outward 

confidence for young indigenous 

people”. Indeed, Tina credits her 

grandfather as her first inspiration, the 

one who taught her that “Life is not only 

about you – it’s about your people.”  
 

A trip to Norway with her best friend 

Morten Pettersen in 2005 broadened 

Tina’s horizons even further. “Morten 

challenged me to think bigger, to see the 

world through another lens. With his 

encouragement and continued support, I 

began my journey working with other 

indigenous communities around the 

world.” 
 

But in the fashion industry, the lack of 

Māori designers and models was very 

evident. This gaping hole first came to 

Tina’s attention after performing at a 

fashion show in New Zealand in 2003. “I 

couldn’t help but notice that all the 

clothes on the runway were Māori 

designs, but none of the designers or 

models were Māori,” she says. This 

underrepresentation would become a 

recurring theme in Tina’s life. Years later, 

running a make-up workshop for 

indigenous young Australians, she was 

struck by the lack of opportunities 

available to her students in the 

fashion industry. “This ignited an 

old flame in me. I decided from 

that point on that I would give up 

my job and build a fashion 

programme for indigenous young 

people, and create a platform 

where indigenous fashion 

designers could showcase their 

work.” 
 

Outside of work, Tina regularly 

travels back to her tribal 

homeland to be with her family 

and wider people. “This helps 

ground me, and helps me heal and 

understand my journey and role. We 

have a great belief that our work and 

contribution to this life are a 

continuation of our ancestors’ work.”  
 

Tina’s hope and aim for the future is to 

see indigenous fashion achieve equal 

representation. “The challenge is to 

increase our visibility within the industry 

on a national and global scale. What 

better time than now to make a mark in 

the fashion industry so that indigenous 

fashion and beauty can be unearthed, as 

cultural appreciation and diversity 

evolve?”  
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Me and my twin sister Tai 

Tina speaking at the Global Indigenous Runway show in 

Melbourne, March 2020 

“Hundreds of thousands of people attend 

fashion festivals each year, yet only a small 

percentage are aware that we exist.” 


