TE IPUKAREA SOCIETY NEWSLETTER APRIL-MAY 2018

Aperira-Mē 2018

Above: The team have their first meal on board the Lady Moana.
Below: Some of the family and friends at the Avatiu Harbour farewell
those aboard.

Our Team is On Suwarrow!
Te Ipukarea Society staff and volunteers, along with
Birdlife Pacific, left Rarotonga on Saturday on route
to Suwarrow Atoll. Kelvin, Mary and Alanna are
away until mid-June, leaving just Liam and our
intern Chris to man the fort at our office in
Maraerenga.
The team are on Suwarrow to carry out rat
eradication work and bird surveys. The eradication
work was started in 2013 with support from BirdLife
Pacific. Suwarrow is a regionally significant seabird
breeding site and the Cook Island’s only National
Park. Eradicating rats from Suwarrow would reduce
predation of seabird eggs and young chicks, and give
these species the best chance of life. Common
seabird species on Suwarrow include Lesser
Frigatebirds, Sooty Terns, and Red-tailed
Tropicbirds.

...And They Arrived in Palmerston Safely!
With a stopover on Palmerston they completed
weather station and worm farm/composting
training for Lucky School. This trip was made
possible with the support of the GEF Small Grants
Programme, which funded both the worm
farm/composting project and the Suwarrow
invasive species eradication project.
Next month’s Newsletter will include a report and
(no doubt) amazing photos from the Suwarrow trip!
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education and sustainable development sectors.
Through this programme youth ESD capacity
building workshops were run in each UNESCO
region. This included the one for the Asia-Pacific
region which Liam attended, which was held in
Bangkok in November 2017.

Above: Alanna presents to Palmerston Lucky School students on
Worm Farming and Composting. Below: Students collect soil and
humus for use in the worm farm.

As a result of this capacity building workshop, Liam
was challenged by UNESCO to implement a youth
workshop in his own country – this led to him to run
a workshop on Rarotonga, which was held on
February 14, 2018. This workshop was attended by
38 high school youth from around Rarotonga. The
two themes for Liam’s ESD Workshop were
environmental degradation and issues arising from
loss of cultural knowledge and identity. These were
two areas Liam believed were priority issues for our
youth in the Cook Islands to consider. Soon after
hosting this successful youth training, he received
an invitation to attend the global ESD Youth
Conference in Paris.
The objectives of the Paris conference were to:

Liam represents TIS and Cook Islands at Youth
Sustainability Conference

1) Agree on a network platform for ESD Youth
Leaders to facilitate collaboration and to continue
scaling up of capacity-building activities.
2) Engage ESD Youth Leaders and young journalists
to increase visibility on ESD actions through media
and
communication
outlets.
3) Provide input to the draft position paper on the
future of ESD.

Te Ipukarea Society project officer Liam
Kokaua recently attended the UNESCO ESD Youth
Conference in Paris, France from 14-16th May. The
conference theme was “Youth Saves the Planet”.
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is
about enabling every human being to acquire the
knowledge, skills, attitudes and values necessary to
shape a sustainable future. UNESCO has been
promoting ESD through its Global Action
Programme which was launched in 2014. The Global
Action Programme focuses on generating and
scaling up ESD action at all levels and in all areas of

A group shot of some of the International ESD Leaders.
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Last week’s conference saw 50 Youth ESD Leaders
and 20 young journalists brought together from the
five regional areas (Africa, Arab States, Asia & The
Pacific, Europe & North America, and Latin America
& The Caribbean). Each of these young gamechangers brought with them a huge amount of
ambition, talent, and a huge amount of ESD
knowledge which they have attained through
implementing ESD-related projects in their home
countries.

networking platform to collaborate on ESD projects
with other Youth Leaders. He also hopes to share
this platform with other youth conducting ESD
projects both in the Cook Islands and throughout
the Pacific.

Liam was dispirited that no other representatives
from the Pacific Islands were able to attend the
conference, In fact only he and a New Zealand
delegate were there to represent the entire Oceania
region, which includes 16 sovereign states and at
least a dozen remotely governed “dependent
territories”.

Worm Farm Training at National Environment
Service

Liam would like to express sincere gratitude to
UNESCO for inviting him to the conference and Te
Ipukarea Society for supporting his attendance.

NES also known as Tu'anga Taporoporo joined the
ranks of worm farmers in the Cook Islands with the
delivery of a new worm farm from Te Ipukarea
Society. NES is the first government agency to have
invested in one of these and their staff are excited
to finally have one under under their wings as part
of their Makona Aorangi - 'Environment Champion'
campaign.

Liam presents to fellow ESD leaders on potential funding sources for
ESD projects.

Nevertheless, over the three day event Liam
benefitted from attending a number of informative
capacity-building
sessions.
These
included
Partnerships and Collaboration, Communication via
Video Reporting, Community Building and
Networking, and self-selected break-out sessions on
Fundraising and World Heritage and Cultural
Dialogue for ESD.
He looks forward to being able to use the new skills
he learnt during the conference to benefit his own
ESD projects, and also to utilise the online

Marae Moana Integrated Planning Workshop
Our project officer Liam has been attending Marae
Moana Planning and Communications workshops
over April and May, he is also the NGO Social Policu
representative for the Marae Moana Technical
Advisory Group (TAG).
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Members of the Marae Moana TAG met on the 30th
May. The meeting agenda included reviewing draft
policies and procedures regulations for the TAG
(which reports to the Marae Moana Council) and a
draft schedule of marine-based activities.

TAG members at the May 30 meeting: (l-r back) MMR Acting
Secretary George Matutu, NES Director Joseph Brider, MM Advisor
Kevin Iro, NGO Science Rep Dr Teina Rongo, NGO Rep Liam Kokaua,
House of Ariki Clerk Tupuna Rakanui, (l-r front) MM Director Jacqui
Evans, OPM Chief of Staff (TAG Chair) Bredina Drollet, Seabed
Minerals Authority Commissioner Paul Lynch, and OPM/MM
volunteer (observer) Hana Kashkari. Photo Credit: Ministry of Marine
Resources.

how to correctly read each instrument, and how to
record and interpret the data. The learning by doing
project was developed so school students can
become more aware of the changes occurring in
their micro climate and potentially be able to
forecast events such as approaching depressions
and cyclones.

Above: Alanna with Mangaia School students and their new weather
station instruments. Below: Alanna demonstrates how biodegradable
containers and food scraps go into the worm farm for decomposition.

Alanna Carries out Projects in Mangaia
Te Ipukarea Society’s project office Alanna Smith
was in Mangaia in April working with Mangaia
School on a couple of projects, and also starting a
sea bird surveying project.
The school projects presented, included a weather
station project partially funded through the
Strengthening Resilience in the Cook Islands to
Climate Change (SRICC) project of the Office of the
Prime Minister. This is currently being delivered to
all schools in the pa enua. The project introduces
students to a range of different weather
instruments, Kestrel meters which are hand held
weather instruments that measures wind speed,
humidity, temperature and dew point; rain gauges;
barometers that measure atmospheric pressure and
a wireless weather station that can measure
temperature, rainfall, humidity, atmospheric
pressure, moon faces and wind speed. Students are
then taught what each instrument is measuring,
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A refresher course was also conducted on the
school’s worm farm and compost bin systems, to
remind the students about the types of organic
waste that can be put into each system and what
the benefits are from composting. The two
composting systems were installed into the school
two years ago by the TIS team. The recent school
visit provided a great opportunity to check up on the
two composters and to provide future advice on
how to better maintain their worm farm and
compost bin. Mangaia School also have their own
school garden in which they are currently growing
snake beans. As a little introduction to experimental
science, some worm tea produced from the TIS
office worm farm was given to the agriculture class
to use as a trial on one row of beans. The
experiment is to see whether there is difference in
growth of beans that used the worm tea compared
to those they went without.

the mountain peaks of potential petrel and
shearwater sites. From the acoustic surveys already
conducted, Herald petrels have been recorded on
the Maungatea bluff and Te Manga in Rarotonga.
The recorder, for the first time has now made its
way to Mangaia where it has been positioned on the
top of the cliff edge at lake Tiriara. In the past
Mangaia has had records of the black winged petrel,
wedged tailed shearwater and the tropical
shearwater. However there have been no recent
records as to what species are currently present.
The recorder has been set to record ambient noise
4 hours a day in the late evenings when the petrels
and shearwaters are likely to be active. The recorder
will be picked up in about 1 month, and data
collected will be put through a bird analysis
software system which will be able to identify which
birds are calling.
For more information about these and other
projects we are doing drop into the Te Ipukarea
Society Office next to Bamboo Jacks in Tupapa for a
chat with our staff.

Don’t be a low life

Jason and Alanna placing an acoustic bird recorder above Lake Tiriara.

An acoustic sea bird surveying project was also
started whilst in Mangaia with the assistance of TIS
member Jason Tuara. The acoustic surveys have
been developed to try and get a better
understanding of the current petrel and shearwater
population, as very little is known about these
seabirds activities in the Cook Islands. Te Ipukarea
Society have been conducting similar surveys for the
past two years here on Rarotonga, and this is the
first attempt at taking it to the Pa Enua. The project
has involved deploying an acoustic bird recorder on

Beach litter is an increasing problem worldwide,
including here in our beautiful Cook Islands.
Recently there has been outrage on Social Media
when photos have been posted showing significant
amounts of rubbish dumped beside some of our
most popular beaches on Rarotonga. Many of us
think it is a no brainer that we should always ensure
we do not leave any rubbish behind when visiting
one of our beaches. However there seems to be a
minority amongst our population who continue to
leave their litter – whether it food scraps, beer
bottles, or even bags of used nappies, at our
beautiful local beaches. Although some people
point the finger at tourists, it is often some of our
own resident population who contribute to beach
litter. Let’s consider some of the impacts of beach
litter of our environment and our lives.
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Beach litter is highly visible when left on our pristine
white sand beaches and coastal areas. The bright
colours of plastic, unsightly rusted metal, or crusty
rubber jandals stand out like a sore thumb. Plastic
bags crammed with picnic waste and disposeable
nappies are also common. This can be embarassing
for our own local people to see as we are meant to
be Mana Tiaki or caretakers of our local
environment. Most people keep their own home
and section neat and tidy but these few
inconsiderate and selfish low-life individuals have
no regard for public areas, leaving their rubbish
there and assuming that is somebody else’s
problem.

A serious campaign message against littering from Canada.

This is also a bad look for our nation as our visitors
will see the litter while sunbathing or swimming,
which is not what they expect to see after the
images we show in our tourism advertising. When
these tourists return home they may decide to

travel to another destination which has a “clean and
green” reputation and even tell their friends that
the Cook Islands were not as tidy as they are
promoted to be. We do not want the Cook islands,
especially Rarotonga, to end up having a reputation
as just another developed and dirty pacific island
destination. We should want to retain our pristine
coastal environment which gives us the edge against
other Pacific tourist destinations.
Then of course there is the threat to our marine
ecosystems which beach litter creates. When beach
litter makes its way from the beach and into the
lagoon or ocean, it is then known as marine debris.
Marine debris is commonly mistaken for food by
marine animals while they are out hunting. Here are
some statistics on marine debris and its impact on
marine animals.


The
United
Nations
Environment
Programme estimated in 2006 that every
square mile of ocean contains 46,000 pieces
of floating plastic.



This plastic marine debris causes the death
of roughly 100,000 sea turtles as well as
marine mammals such as dolphins, whales
and seals (these are the ones found).



One million seabirds are killed by consuming
or being entangled in marine debris every
year.



Plastic materials and other litter can become
concentrated in certain areas called gyres as
a result of marine pollution gathered by
oceanic currents. There are now 5 gyres in
our ocean.



The North Pacific Gyre, known as the Great
Pacific Garbage Patch, occupies a relatively
stationary area that is twice the size of
Texas. Waste material from across the North
Pacific Ocean, including coastal waters off
North America and Japan, are drawn
together.
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Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Online.

concerns particularly with the poorly understood
nature of currents on the foreshore which may
result in surges washing the septic waste back onto
our reef. There is always the impending threat of a
major cyclone event and the impact it could have on
this sort of development. It is not a matter of if, but
when, we experience a catastrophic cyclone of a
higher scale than those of the past 40 years.
Remember Cyclone Sally which crippled the Cook
Islands economy in 1987 was only a category 3!

An example of how much ocean plastic a young seabird can consume
before eventually starving to death.

Alternative septic waste management development
options need to be considered and explored,
particularly nature based solutions, which have
been proven to work. Constructed wetlands are a
potential option that could work relatively well in
the Cook Islands environment. Constructive
wetlands are an artificial wetland constructed
through the use of natural functions from
vegetation, soil and organisms to treat wastewater.
A taro swamp is a good example of a constructed
wetland. Similar to natural wetlands, constructed
wetland can also act as a bio filter and/or can
remove a range of pollutants such as organic
matter, nutrients, pathogen and even heavy metals
from the water.

Whether you want to be considered a tidy Kuki, a
Mana Tiaki, or just a plain old decent person, make
sure you pick up your litter next time you are at the
beach and dispose of it correctly! Akamaro’iro’i
tatou! Eia’a e tatita to tatou Ipukarea

Nature based solutions to our Septic waste.
There have been signs of significant impacts from
septic waste in our lagoon in Rarotonga and
Aitutaki, as the coastal populations have increased
mainly through tourism. The most obvious indicator
of an increase in nutrients entering the lagoon has
been the seaweed blooms at the popular Muri
Beach lagoon area. These algal blooms are a result
of an influx in nutrients which can come from
various land based sources including agriculture and
storm runoff. However, grey water (kitchen sink,
washing machine, shower etc) from commercial and
domestic buildings, along with the septic waste
from toilets, has significantly increased in coastal
areas as our tourism numbers have escalated, and
must be a significant cause of these seaweed
blooms.
With tourism continuing to increase, the situation
can only get worse, unless something is done very
soon. Plans to cater to the increase in septic waste
have been drafted and include the possibility of
construction of an over the reef pipeline to
discharge septic waste. This solution poses many

Reed bed treatment systems are one possible type
of constructive wetland that could be suitable on
Rarotonga. Reed bed systems are aquatic plant
based systems which allow bacteria, fungi and algae
to digest the sewage and clean the water. Reed bed
systems operate aerobically (with oxygen) to break
down pollutants, including turning toxic ammonia
into nitrates. A reed bed treatment system needs to
be constructed above the water table. It will require
a basin lined area with a waterproof based covering
that is then filled with gravel and planted with
reeds. Rarotonga currently has two species of reed,
the giant reed Arundo donax and the Fernland reed
Miscanthus floridulus (Kaka’o), both of which could
be used for this type of treatment system. Reeds
play a crucial role in the natural treatment of septic
waste, as they would feed air into the waste water
creating an aerobic pockets in an otherwise
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anaerobic environment. This creates an ideal
environment for micro-organisms to grow on the
surface of the gravel and roots of the plant. These
micro-organisms are largely responsible for the
pollutant removal that occurs in the reed bed.

tropical island, our ecosystem operates differently
to other urban environments, and therefore
requires an alternative approach as to how we go
about achieving sustainable development.

Takuvaine- A Valley of Riches
Recently Te Ipukarea Society Officer Liam Kokaua
and intern Chris Benson ventured into the higher
reaches of the Takuvaine Valley with two long-time
caretakers of the valley, Colin Rattle and Celine
Dyer.

An example of a constructed wetland in a suburban area.

All in all, a reed bed treatment system would
provide a much more environmentally friendly
alternative solution to how Rarotonga goes about
managing their septic waste. These types of
treatment systems are also beneficial in terms of
having low maintenance costs along with low capital
costs. The only challenge would be having to find a
large area of land suitable enough to establish the
constructive wetland treatment site. If we assume
a population of around 5000 people for the
Muri/Titikaveka area, including tourists, and that 5
square meters of wetland is required per person, we
would need about 2.5 hectares of 6 acres of
constructed wetland. However, resorts and other
high density accommodation businesses could
make their own smaller constructed wetland within
property, minimising their input of pollutants into
the environment.
It is crucial for the sake of our natural environment
and for the livelihoods of our future generations
that we start to take development steps in the
direction of nature based solutions. Living on a

A typical scene displaying the natural beauty of the Takuvaine Valley.

The valley is considered by Rattle to have been the
“Food Bowl” of Rarotonga in the early pre-European
era of settlement of Rarotonga. After completing
the trek the two younger visitors totally agreed with
this statement, as the soil in the valley seems to be
incredibly rich. It was apparent that this valley still
has the potential to be that food bowl, with over 20
species of edible fruit and vegetables easily
observed growing naturally within the valley.
Of the cultivated crops, the main crop grown is our
staple root – the taro. The Upper Takuvaine Valley
is home to numerous varieties of taro including both
introduced and native Cook Islands varieties. Some
of these native taro varieties are very rare as they
have been lost on the coast by cross-breeding with
introduced varieties.
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still growing within the valley, during the team’s
short excursion they saw two different types which
had ripe bunches. Rarotonga’s valleys are often safe
havens for rare varieties of fruit and vegetable crops
which are no longer found on the coastal flats. Not
only does each variety of taro or ʻūtū taste different,
but they have different characteristics such as
growing time, tolerance of soil types, and climate
changes.
The Upper Takuvaine Valley lies above the
Takuvaine water catchment, which is a vital water
supply for the Avarua district inhabitants. Although
planting occurs well above the catchment,
landowners and planters know to respect the rules
outlined in the Takuvaine Water Catchment
Management Plan. No chemicals such as
weedkillers and pesticides are used above the
Catchment mark. The planters prefer it that way
anyway, and one can taste the difference in the
beautiful organic produce which comes out of the
valley.
The taro is grown in ancient pondfields which are
held together by man-made stone terraces (taro vai)
which keep running water flowing over the taro
plants. Many of the terraces are likely to be
hundreds of years old and were made by early
Rarotongan people by hand. These terraces give the
Takuvaine Valley an additional cultural and
archaeological importance to all Cook Islands
people. The landowners continue to clean and
maintain as many of these pondfields as possible,
although many have become overgrown over time.
ʻŪtū (mountain banana) is another natural wonder
of this valley. It is a native type of banana which
grows in high valleys and mountain ridges
throughout most of the Pacific Islands. The ʻūtū has
characteristic red-orange coloured bananas which
grow “upside down”, pointing to the sky – a reason
why they are sometimes called “King” bananas. ʻŪtū
bananas must be cooked before eating and are
delicious baked with fresh coconut cream added.
Rattle believes there are at least 5 varieties of ʻūtū

It is clear, the Upper Takuvaine Valley is of crucial
importance to Rarotonga’s population - not only as
a foodbowl for the people, but for quality drinking
water, cultural heritage, and genetic diversity.
Tapping into this genetic diversity may be the key to
adapting to climate change, but if these species are
lost we will never know.
Other valleys such as those in Tupapa, Matavera,
and Avatiu, could also serve similar roles for the
people of those villages. These valleys also have
ancient pondfields, however they are mostly
abandoned today. If utilised correctly, our valleys on
Rarotonga could provide healthy foods for our
people once again. However for anyone intending
to start planting in the valleys, they should ensure
that no agricultural chemicals, mechanical clearing,
littering, or other forms of pollution occurs within
these natural wonders. So, if you are going into a
valley, respect the area, its landowners, the plants,
and the wildlife, and enjoy the riches of the valley!
Thanks for reading – See you next time!
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