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Whatever the Weather, Students Now Know Best 

Becoming more aware of your surrounding climatic 

conditions and interpreting data collected through 

various weather instruments is the basis of a current 

“learning by doing” project Te Ipukarea Society is 

carrying out to all schools in the outer islands. 

With many of our outer islands consisting of low 

lying atolls and raised coral islands dependent on 

agriculture and fishing, their geological features 

alone make them more vulnerable to extreme 

weather events. This makes it important for outer 

island communities to learn more about their 

island’s weather conditions.  

Traditional knowledge in terms of forecasting 

weather patterns is widely used throughout the 

outer islands. This includes observing behavioural 

patterns in particular sea birds, insects, and even 

plants and how they grow. To add to this traditional 

knowledge Te Ipukarea Society wanted to introduce 

another angle of understanding and increase 

students’ current knowledge in the area of 

meteorology through providing each school with 

modern weather instruments.  

The project, funded by the Strengthening the 

Resilience of our Islands and our Communities to 

Climate Change (SRIC – CC) Project, implemented by 

the Office of the Prime Minister, has enabled Te 

Ipukarea Society staff to visit primary and high 

schools in the outer islands and equip students with 

the knowledge on how to use and interpret data 

collected by various weather instruments. 

Instruments introduced included a barometer (to 

measure air pressure), a handheld kestrel meter (to 

measure air temperature, wind speed and relative 

humidity), a rain gauge (to measure rainfall), and a 

wireless weather station which measures all the 

mentioned variables on one monitor.  

Alanna and students proudly show their new weather 

recording table. 

Emphasis on recording data on a daily basis was also 

encouraged so students can start to see trends in 

their collected measurements through graphs on 

excel. For instance, graphs would be able to 

highlight which months had the most rainfall or 

which months during the school year had the 

warmest temperature. It is also hoped that later on 

in the year schools could then collaborate and share 

their collected information among each other, and 
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schools in the southern group could compare their 

data to schools in the northern group. 

Araura Primary students with their new rain gauges. 

Te Ipukarea Society have received 

enough instruments for all the outer 

island schools. To date they have 

completed the training in Manihiki, 

Rakahanga, Penryhn and most recently 

on Aitutaki.  Project officer Alanna Smith 

took the lead in Aitutaki, where she was 

able to conduct sessions at Araura 

primary, Vaitau primary and Araura 

college. With the rain received on the 

day of the training session, the student’s 

rain gauge was put to the test and 

utilised to full effect.  Araura College 

recorded 10mm of rain in their rain 

gauge in a period of 4 hours. 

The society is looking forward to 

completing the trainings for remaining 

schools in the northern and southern group, now 

that the 2018 school year has started.  Te Ipukarea 

Society staff would like to acknowledge the 

assistance from the staff at the Meteorological 

Office in bringing them up to speed with some of 

these high tech instruments, and of course the SRIC-

CC project at the OPM. 

 

Te Ipukarea Officer Runs Youth Sustainable 

Development Workshop on Rarotonga 

On the 7th February Liam implemented a workshop 

on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) at 

the New Hope Hall in Tutakimoa, Rarotonga. The 

idea for the workshop came from a UNESCO Asia-

Pacific Youth ESD workshop which Liam attended in 

Bangkok in November 2017, where the participants 

were challenged to run an ESD workshop in their 

home country.  

There was a good turnout to the workshop with 38 

youth attending from between years 11-13. Schools 

represented included Tereora College, Nukutere 

College, and Imanuela Akatemia. The purpose of the 

workshop was to raise awareness amongst 

Participants in the ESD Workshop pose for a photo. 
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Rarotonga youth about what ESD actually is, and to 

learn about some of the main sustainable 

development issues affecting the Cook Islands 

today. The two main themes of the day were 

Environmental Degradation and Culture and 

Identity. The entire event aimed to be plastic-free 

and students were encouraged to bring their own 

containers to eat their food from as well as their 

reusable drink bottles. 

The workshop included a number of interactive and 

informative presentations, including: an overview of 

sustainability by Liam, linking the Cook Islands 

National Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP) to 

the Global Sustainability Goals (SDG’s) by Teina 

Mackenzie, Environmental degradation 

perspectives from the National Environment Service 

(Terrestrial Conservation), Korero o te Orau (Marine 

Conservation and Culture and Identity), WATSAN 

(Waste, Sanitation and Land degradation), Climate 

Change Office, Te Ipukarea Society (presented by 

Alanna), and the Ministry of Cultural Development 

(Culture and Identity). 

Alanna presents to the students on the work TIS does. 

The final session for the day included a workshop 

ran by Teuru Tira’a-Passfield, the coordinator of the 

Cook Islands for the Global Environment Facility 

Small Grants Programme (GEF-SGP). In the 

workshop Teuru showed students how they can use 

community groups they are a part of to access GEF-

SGP funds and address some of the sustainable 

development issues which they are particularly 

affected by or feel strongly about. Teuru ran an 

activity where students came up with a project idea 

to put forward to GEF-SGP, the project had to 

address a sustainbility problem in their community. 

Liam would like to thank the GEF-SGP and the Cook 

Islands National Youth Council for covering costs for 

the event, Te Ipukarea Society for supporting Liam 

to run the workshop, all the presenters who took 

time to talk to the students, and all the students for 

their participation, great ideas, questions and 

contributions they made on the day. 

 

Refresher Worm Farm and Composting Training 

Courses Kick Start Again on Rarotonga  

With new students coming through with the New 

Year it was time Liam and Alanna started their 

schools visits again to remind the students of how 

to properly look after their worm farm and 

composting systems. The waste management 

project funded by the GEF Small grants scheme has 

enabled TIS staff to teach students at all schools 

across the Cook Islands the benefit of compost 

systems such as worm farms and composters. In 

February, Liam and Alanna were able to catch up 

with Imanuela Akatemia and Titikaveka College to 

see how their composting systems had come along. 

After a refresher course on how to maintain a 

healthy composting system and hunting down some 

new composting worms to top up the schools 

current worm farm population, both schools were 

set for another year of hands-on composting fun.  

The remainder of schools on Rarotonga will undergo 

refresher courses throughout the year. 
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Above: Liam and Alanna with Imanuela students who have just 

finished their refresher course. Below: Titikaveka College 

students inspect their compost bin. 

  

 

Te Ipukarea Society Present at Ra’ui Workshop 

Alanna and our intern Chris Benson represented TIS 

at the recent Ra’ui (Traditional marine conservation 

practice) workshop held at the House of Ariki office 

in Arorangi. The workshop brought together 

government departments, members of parliament, 

traditional leaders and civil society organisations. 

The purpose of the workshop was to have an 

updated discussion around the current 

effectiveness of the Ra’ui and what issues 

traditional leaders have dealt with and are currently 

facing within their jurisdictions. The workshop also 

provided a great opportunity for stakeholders to 

revisit their roles and enhance their knowledge and 

capacity in customary Ra’ui. 

The Kaumaiti Nui (President of the House of Ariki) addresses 

the workshop. 

Te Ipukarea Society’s experience around Ra’ui has 

included putting together four of the original 

management plans for the Ra’ui, prepared by Ana 

Tiraa and Kelvin Passfield, for the Te Koutu Nui back 

in 1998. These documents were for the areas of 

Tikioki-Akapuao, Pouara, Puaikura, and Avana-

Aroko-Nukupure. 
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Alanna and Liam Attend Training Workshop 

alongside Fellow BirdLife Pacific Partner 

BirdLife International is a global partnership of 

conservation organisations (NGOs) that strive to 

conserve birds, their habitats and global 

biodiversity, working with people towards 

sustainability in the use of natural resources.  They 

make up the largest and most influential bird 

conservation organisation in the world. At present 

there are 121 BirdLife Partners worldwide – with 

only one per country or territory.  This number is 

growing slowly, as organisations from more 

countries enhance their governance and capacity to 

deliver on bird conservation.  Te Ipukarea Society is 

the Birdlife representative in the Cook Islands  

From the 19th to the 23rd February, Te Ipukarea 

Society Project Officers Alanna Smith and Liam 

Kokaua attended a capacity building workshop in 

Suva, Fiji, on “Targeting Sites for Conservation and 

Land Management”. The workshop was hosted by 

the BirdLife Pacific secretariat in Suva, which is the 

Pacific Regional branch of the BirdLife International 

secretariat.  

Workshop attendees included Te Ipukarea Society 

and NatureFiji-Mareqeti Fiji staff, who are the 

BirdLife partner for Fiji. Attending also were staff 

from the Pacific regional secretariat who were there 

to provide guidance to the two groups, including the 

BirdLife Pacific director Margaret West, and 

Advocacy and Campaigning expert Margaret 

Quixley of BirdLife Australia.  

To start, the groups were asked to identify one key 

issue, which currently threatens biodiversity in their 

own country. The Fiji team chose human-initiated 

fires, which are often used to clear agricultural 

crops.  The fires often burn out of control and 

spread to native forests where they destroy the 

already limited forest habitat for native Fijian 

species. Fires also gradually decrease the fertility of 

the soil, which means there will be shorter times 

until farmers need to move on to new land, further 

exacerbating the problem. Although we don’t have 

this issue of out-of-control fires in the Cook Islands 

(though burning of household plastic is definitely a 

problem here!), it was very beneficial for the TIS 

team to see how Fiji worked out a strategic plan to 

address this issue during the course of the week. 

Liam and Alanna deliberated for some time on their 

topic. They considered the recent rumours of 

hunting of native birds for consumption on 

Rarotonga, and other issues.  They consulted with 

stakeholders back in Raroronga, including the 

National Environment Service and Marae Moana 

office, before settling on their topic: How can we 

improve the protected area status of Suwarrow. The 

reason for choosing this topic was because, 

according to some sources, Suwarrow National Park 

is not officially a protected area under Cook Islands 

legislation.  It can also be argued that only the land 

area is protected, leaving the lagoon and ocean are 

vulnerable.   

A group photo of the workshop participants from TIS, 

NatureFiji, and BirdLife Pacific Secretariat. 

How is this possible? Suwarrow was declared a 

national park under the Conservation Act 1975. 

However the Act was repealed and replaced with a 

new Conservation Act in 2000. According to a legal 

opinion TIS obtained during the time, there were no 

clauses in the new Act to ensure continuation of the 

national park status. However, the fact that the 

National Park status was not repealed in the new act 

should mean that it was still protected.  The team 

decided that they should ensure 
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once and for all what the legal status was. 

Fortunately the Marae Moana Act does now 

definitely confirm some protection from foreign 

fishing out to 50 nautical miles from the atoll. 

So what are the threats to Suwarrow which make 

protected area status necessary? A number of 

yachts (around 150) visit the atoll each year, 

normally coming through French Polynesia to the 

east, heading towards islands such as Tonga, Samoa 

and Fiji in the west. The National Environment 

Service (NES) caretakers are present to act as 

conservation and biosecurity officers for around 6 

months of the year, but are taken off for safety 

during the cyclone season. However there are a 

number of yachts which visit Suwarrow without 

permission during the cyclone season when the 

Caretakers have left.  During these periods there is 

no one regulating what these visitors may be 

bringing or dumping on the island in terms of 

invasive species. As TIS is planning to complete the 

rat eradication work on Suwarrow this year which 

they started in 2013, getting these formal 

protection measures in place will be important to 

ensure the risk of re-introduction of rats and other 

species is minimised. 

Improving the formal protected area designation for 

Suwarrow is also important due to the conservation 

and development risks it has faced and will likely 

face in the future. These include introduction of 

invasive species from yachties, locals, and perhaps 

even cruise ships if they were to ever gain access to 

Suwarrow. Development risks include potential 

black pearl farming within its lagoon, as there was a 

government proposal to create a government 

owned pearl farm in the late 1990’s. After firmly 

establishing the legal designation of our “National 

Park” then the next move by Government would be 

to establish a management plan for the park.  TIS 

will continue to work with NES to ensure regular 

monitoring of the seabird populations in future 

following the rat-eradication planned for this year. 

 

Kelvin Represents Oceania at High Level IUCN 

Meeting 

Te Ipukarea Society is a member of the International 

Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), and 

currently the only member in the Cook Islands.  

Other international organisations such as the United 

Nations, or Pacific regional organisations such as the 

Secretariat for the Pacific Community (SPC), or the 

Forum Secretariat, only have government members. 

IUCN is different, and unique, in that it has 

Government Members, Government Department 

members, and NGO members.   The organisation is 

made up of three parts: The Secretariat, based in 

Switzerland but with a number of regional offices, 

such as the one in Suva; the members, as mentioned 

above from governments and NGOs; and the six 

commissions.  The commissions are the World 

Commission on Protected Areas, the Species 

Survival Commission, the Commission on 

Environmental Law, the Commission on Education 

and Communication, the Commission on 

Environmental and Economic Social Policy, and the 

Commission on Ecosystem Management (CEM).  

Kelvin Passfield from Te Ipukarea Society has been 

representing the Oceania region, including 

Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands, on 

the steering committee for the CEM for the past 7 

years. He recently attended the steering committee 

meeting of the International Union for Nature 

(IUCN) Commission on Ecosystem Management 

(CEM).  This meeting was held in Pokhara in Nepal.  

He currently also represents six of more than 30 

specialist groups on the steering committee, 

including the Fisheries Expert Group, Marine and 

Coastal Ecosystems, Aquaculture,  Deep Sea Mining 

and Ecosystems, Island Ecosystems,  Invasive 

Species and Ecosystems 

One of the key tasks for the recent steering 

committee meeting was to update an actions table 

that would guide the CEM leadership team over the 

next 3 years till the next IUCN World Conservation 

Congress.  These actions focus on the 5 priority 
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areas identified for the work of CEM. Ecosystem 

Governance, Nature based Solutions, Ecosystem 

Resilience, Culture and Ecosystem Management, 

and Ecosystem Risk assessment, which includes a 

major part of the CEMs work, which is the Red List 

of ecosystems.  This is along similar lines to the well-

known Red List of Species developed under the 

Species Survival Commission, but looking at 

ecosystem levels of threats. 

Above: Terracing helps control erosion in steep Nepal hillside 

plantations. Below: Broom grass drying on a village roof. 

After the more mundane, but very important, work 

of reviewing progress of the various specialist 

groups within the Commission, as well as the overall 

workplan for the Commission as a whole, the 

participants got to enjoy a day out in the highland 

villages surrounding Pokhara.  Unfortunately it was 

quite overcast so they did not get any of the 

majestic mountain views that Nepal is famous for. 

During the field visit participants learned about a 

variety of ways the villagers are increasing their 

ability to make money, while still maintaining their 

environment.  One crop that is being planted on the 

steep slopes to generate income is broom grass.  

The village women make brooms from this grass, 

similar in some ways to our kikau brooms in the 

Cook Islands.  The grass has the added benefit of 

preventing erosion, as it has deep roots that hold 

the soil together, much like the vetiver grass some 

people use in Rarotonga to stabilise steep banks. 

If anyone is interested in the work of IUCN, or would 

like to join up with any of the six Commissions, feel 

free to drop in to the Te Ipukarea Society office next 

to Bamboo Jacks for some more information. 

 

Why We Should Stop Drinking Bottled Water 

It is estimated that one million plastic bottles are 

purchased around the world every minute. Less 

than half will ever make it to a recycling centre – and 

those that do can only be recycled once, as 

compared to glass which can be recycled over and 

over again. Over the past five years or so, there has 

been a heightened level of awareness among the 

people of the Cook Islands about plastic rubbish. 

A great innovation picked up by the major retailers 

is to charge shoppers for plastic shopping bags, and 

this has reduced the amount of plastic bags in the 

landfill dramatically. While this is great progress, we 

believe it is time to take things to the next level. 

Take a walk along a rocky beach on the windward 

side of the island, say between Tupapa and Turangi, 

and look at the most common type of rubbish you 

find on the high-tide mark. Chances are very high it 

is single-use plastic drink bottles. 

The majority of plastic bottles around the world are 

used for drinking water. This is a relatively new 

trend. Even in Rarotonga in the late 1980s and 90s, 

very few people were buying drinking water in 

single-use bottles. In fact, most people just drank 

from the tap! Now, with an increased concern about 
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illness from contaminated water, so much of the 

population are drinking from plastic water bottles. 

Global plastic production has more than tripled in 

these past 30 years. But what about the impact on 

the environment? This concern for water safety is 

having a large impact on the health of Mother 

Nature. And let’s face it, can we really be healthy if 

our mother earth is not?  

Liam and Alanna with their aluminium drink bottles. 

So what can we do to help? One very obvious move 

is to stop buying drinking water in single-use plastic 

bottles. Always remember to take a reusable water 

bottle with you, and fill it from one of the many 

drinking water stations around Rarotonga (check for 

the safe to drink sign). Or boil water at home to fill 

your bottle. 

This is not only good for the environment, but also 

good for your pocket. If you normally buy just one 

$2 bottle of water each day, using a reusable water 

bottle over one year can save you enough money for 

a return airfare to Auckland! You can also encourage 

the 160,000 visitors that now come to our shores 

annually to do the same. 

If you are the type of person who likes soft drinks, 

consider buying them in aluminium cans rather than 

plastic. Aluminium has a value for recycling, so can 

be profitably shipped off to New Zealand. This was 

demonstrated very well by Father Glover of the 

Avarua Catholic Church more than 25 years ago, 

when he had collection points around the island for 

aluminium cans, which he then crushed and sent to 

New Zealand to raise money for the church youth. 

Cook Islands General Transport will be happy to 

accept any aluminium cans! 

You should also talk to your local Member of 

Parliament, and ask them to support any moves to 

initiate a container deposit system. This is basically 

a refund that you can get if you take your water 

bottle to a recycling centre. By creating a value for 

what was previously considered worthless rubbish, 

we can stop these items entering the landfill, or 

worse still ending up on our beaches and in our 

ocean. 

It could also be a great fundraising opportunity for 

schools – and would also generate enough money 

to pay for shipping these bottles to a place where 

they can be recycled. The good news on this front is 

that Infrastructure Cook Islands has just this week 

welcomed a New Zealand Volunteer to work with 

stakeholders to help sort out the details for the 

container deposit system as a part of a 

comprehensive advance disposal fee, as well as 

helping with other parts of our solid waste 

management strategy. 

Te Ipukarea Society is planning to start a project 

soon promoting reusable water bottles throughout 

the country. If you are in an industry that generates 

or uses a lot of single-use plastic water bottles, 

please come and talk to Alanna Smith in our office 

about joining with us on this initiative. Email 

a.smith@tiscookislands.org or phone 21144. 

Thanks for reading, see you next month 

Meitaki ma’ata 
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