Visiting Speaker Thursday 23rd April: Professor David Hutchinson
The Guest Speaker this week was Professor David Hutchinson, who besides his University and Marsden Trust responsibilities, is Chairman of the Tuhura Otago Museum Board.
He titled his address as “Dire Straits”, a combination of his recent attempt at swimming Cook Strait, and the dire, and continuing need for funding at the museum.
First the why? He grew up as a swimmer and so partly wanted to “have a go” and partly to publicise the funding issues of the museum and raise funds through a Give a Little page, which is still open.
Dunedin is blessed to have a world class museum, established in 1868, one year earlier than the University of Otago. The museum now has a collection of over 1.5 million objects.
There are 4 nationally significant collections in New Zealand established by an Act of Parliament. Te Papa in Wellington gets Government funding. The other 3, Auckland, Canterbury and Otago receive no central government funding, and are supported by local ratepayer funding, and funds they can attract themselves. The size and significance of the collections are about the same, but the ratepayer base to support them is vastly smaller in Otago. 
Under the museum trust board, and tight stewardship, they have returned to an operating surplus, but have no capital for expansion or major capital projects, for example, sprinklers for Fire Protection of the older buildings in the complex. He discussed the layout and reassured us that there is fire separation between the buildings, but the need for sprinklers is dire.
The Museum gets around $5M from the DCC, but this amount is at risk of DCC budget requirements. Some other territorial authorities contribute, but Lakes Council funding was suspended during Covid, and has not resumed.
The remainder of the $12 Million budget comes from paid exhibitions, the café and shop, and venue rental, the latter being significant.
Over the past years, reserves have been consumed to meet operational costs. To achieve surplus, staff numbers have been reduced, mainly at upper management level.
Hence the need to raise funds.
David has been the chairman of the Board for 10 years, and before he passes the baton, he would love to see some projects completed. Aside from the sprinklers, he would love to see the Victorian galleries restored to their original design, with removal of false floors that have been added. The museum is itself a museum of Victorian museums! The Tangata Whenua gallery has suffered with the repatriation of exhibits as part of Treaty settlements. It needs a major makeover, possibly with more emphasis on Ngati Nai Tahu exhibits and stories.
He has friends who are marathon swimmers, and asked one to introduce him to Philip Rush, who holds world records for crossing, amongst others, Cook Strait and the English Channel, and now guides Chanel attempts. David related the story of how he was loading Rush’s phone into his phone, and accidentally dialled Rush. Although David hung up immediately, Rush rang back. Although David suggested that he wanted to plan the swim in the future, Rush said we have two windows available, end of January and April. So David found himself in October, preparing for the swim in January! He recounted a swim up the Otago harbour into the teeth of a howling southerly. His accompanying kayaker was so cold when they got to Macandrew Bay, that they pulled out. He recounted other stories of wildlife encounters, including a female Sealion who swam with him for a while before giving him a gentle nudge….. They have terrible fishy breath!
The swim in January started at Ohau Point, on the west coast of the lower North Island. He was taken by boat, dropped off, and had to touch the rocks of the North Island. Then the swim began. He initially swam 1 hr, then had a pause and drink without touching the boat, then 45 mins, then every 30 mins from then. The ridged inflatable was always about 2 metres away guiding the direction, as from the swimming position he could not see the South Island until later in the swim. Although they had planned for the tides and currents, on the day they persistently took him off course, in a northerly direction, until he was heading above the Brothers Islands! It was determined that the distance back would be too great, and they “pulled the pin”! These are the joys of ocean swimming where wind, tides and currents are the “luck of the draw”. He still feels it was a fantastic day out. He was still warm at the end, although slightly sore in the shoulders, feels he can do the distance. He is keen for a repeat, probably next January.
He has raised $28,814 to date, and people can still give!
But he strongly feels that Central Government should take some of the burden off local ratepayers considering the National Significance of the Museum and its collection.
His personal favourites in the collection were: Pintle and gudgeon from the Bounty, and how we came to have them; the Camera that Ed Hillary used to take the photo of Sherpa Tensing on top of Mt Everest; and a beautifully preserved specimen of a Falkland Islands wolf, an extinct species. 
Professor Hutchinsons address was humorous, informative and provocative.


