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INTRODUCTION

The fifteen Cook Islands are distinguished by being vastly separated from
each other and varying greatly in terms of their population numbers and
resource endowments. The necessity therefore arises in this Country Report
to make a distinction, geographically, between environmental concerns on
the larger, more densely and more technologically developed Rarotonga;

the other southern Cook high islands with their mixed volcanic and limestone
soils, balanced populations and reasonably harmonious development; and
the sparsely settled little changed far-flung northern Coock atolls.

PART A ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY AND IMPLEMENTATION (Findings)

The Cook Islands Government (CIG) had, prior to 1978, elaborated an environ-
mental policy which was activated by technical appointments under Australian
aid, With the termination of that assistance the implementation of a clear
environmental policy has lost ground, although conservation interests are
overseen by the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Due to the upsurge in tourist,
industrial and commercial activities, particularly on Rarotonga, it is
desirable that environmental policy be re-assessed and re-expressed in

the first (pending) national development plan.
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The first national development plan for the Cooks is in preparation. The
economic and social planning components of that plan present complicationsg
which are compounded by the varied human and natural resource allocations
throughout the Islands. These are further compounded by environmental
complications which are currently under discussion by a Planning Advisory
Committee., This Committee is making an effort to clarify development goals
applicable to the different forms of island environment according to their
human and natural rescurce potentials. These deliberations are considered
essential to the formulation of the first national development plan.

There is no approved and operational physical or regional plan. A tentative,
broad-brush zoning proposal has been drafted and lodged in the Survey
Department, but this has nc legal standing.

Development projects are usually supported by aid monies and design expertise
from outside. The design of most development project is good, but there

has been a deqree of design failure associated with the installation of
water galleries and in the siting of the Rarotongan Hotel, which suggest

the need for more thorough local scrutiny of designs originating from
outside advisors unfamiliar with the Cook Islands'environment.

The major economic activities are government, services, commercial activities
tourism and agriculture. The main resource using activities are agriculture,
fishing and tourism.

Government priorities for development policy are complicated both by the
human and natural resource diversity within the Cocks and by the multiplicit:
of separate government ministries and departments, now being overcome by

the operation of the Planning Advisory Committee. The intermediate priority,
therefore, is the expression of national planning objectives wherein
economic advance is balanced against social change and environmental
disruption, in relation to the more and the less wvulnerable island habitats.

Environmental legislation exists in the specific form of the Conservation
Act 1975, which was devised to establish a Director of Conservation to
conserve nature and natural resources and protect historic sites and the
environment. This Act has not been used to any great extent, and there
are no regulations deriving from it, but it is adequate, in principle,
for Cook Island needs. Other enactments with environmental components
include the Local Government Act 1966; a rather inadequate Land Use Act
1969; Building Controls and Standards Act 1968; The Public Health Acts
and Ordinances; and the somewhat inadequate Harbour Control Act 1971.
Specific pollution (for example, oil pollution in harbours) are not
adequately catered for although the Regulations and Offences Ordinance

1917, which deals with "order and good Government" has been used to
good effect.

Traditional legislation applies throughout the Cook Islands with increasing
effectiveness in the outer islands. The Raui concept enables restricted
access to be enforced on land and lagoon areas and effectively inhibited
tree cutting to the seaward side of the road on Rarotonga for several years.
and controlled the lighting of bushfires on other southern Islands.
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It is not considered that further legislation is needed for environmental
protection and resource conservation so much as more effective policing
and enforcement from a recognised and strengthened administrative bhase.

The CIG has not been a signatory to environmental conventions or treaties
although it has unilaterally declared Suwarrow as an international maritime
park. The CIG would welcome information on other conventions relative to
the Cook Islands were it so advised by the SPC, and would also welcome

the supply of clearly expressed descriptions of other conventions for

its consideration.

The Planning Advisory Committee is actively considering resource conserva-
tion and environmental protection components as part of a balanced first
national planning endeavour as a consequence of recognition being accorded
the vulnerability of all the Cook Island environments, particularly the
northern atolls.

Land use maps exist for Rarotonga, Aitutaki, Atiu and Mangaia. There is
a good aerial photographic coverage of all the islands, and publications
of an ornithology and flora forthcoming.

Environmental maps and other environmental data has not featured prominantly
encugh in development planning although the tourist report on Rarotonga
and Aitutaki contains clear expressions of environmental concern. Environ-
mental assessments were made for the two major development projects on
Rarotonga - the international airport and the Rarotongan Hotel. Evaluation
of the environmental implications of development proposals has, of practical
necessity, to be an incorporated part of the aid package associated with
the design and implementation of projects. The CIG is anxious to improve
the resource conserving component in accepting project by more carefully
assessing social and enviromnmental changes in relation to economic benefits.

At present time the authority available under the Conservation Act 1975
rests lightly within the Ministry of Internal Affairs; other senior
Ministries, particularly Public Works and Agriculture devise departmental
guidelines internally. Village Councils also play a role in envircnmental
protection with good aesthetic effect on Rarotonga, and, even more
important, with ecologically balanced effect for soil and reef conservation
on outer islands.

Adequate expertise is available for comprehensive physical planning, but
the process has been complicated to the point of ineffectiveness by
tenural complexities in land management. These make it difficult to
impose land use controls. It is now recognised that modern processes,
alien to the Cook Islands environment, introduce land uses which are
incompatible with traditional residential and agricultural practices, and
this further establishes the recognition of need for land use planning,
particularly for Rarotonga, as a concomitant to commercial and industrial
expansion. There is a multiplicity of departments involved in development
planning, and they greatly differ in their aesthetic regard (tourism),
resource conservation (agriculture), and protection (health), postures.
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PART B ASSESSMENT (Findings)

MAZOR ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS

le
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All major development projects have taken place on Rarotonga; more particu-
larly, airport censtructieon, hotel construction and port improvement. A1l
three have contributed to coastal degradation.

In urban areas the main environmental problem, again on Rarotonga, arises
from the disposal of waste from the juice cannery at Avarua which has led
to a reduction in fish and biotic diversity in the harbour; and potentially
from the disposal of sewage waste. Secondary problems include the juxta-
positioning of incompatible land uses and the servicing costs and dangers
inherent in ribbon development.

In rural areas, the main problems arise on Rarotonga, where increased
runoff from coastal developments and poor agricultural practices on
steeper slopes have both affected the fertility of soils and introduced
silt to the fringing reef. Deafforestation on higher slopes and chemical
runcffs from market gardening areas contributes further to the terrestrial
and coastal degradation. Coastal zones elsewhere than Rarotonga are
generally healthy, but soil erosion is also occuring on Mangaia and Atiu.

RESEARCH AND MONITORING
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Climatology, seismic and icnospheric recordings are made on Rarotonga,
supplemented by some meteorological reports from other islands.

Suspected problems which require further study on Rarcotonga include the
surveillance of silting on the fringing reef, indiscriminate removal of
beachsand, soil erosion, forest degradation, the use of chemicals in
agriculture, impairment of tap water purity, reef fishing malpractices
and problems associated with the accommodation of discharges of all
kinds from new industries. on Aitutaki, the discharge into the lagoon
of the chemical dip used in banana packaging is potentially seriocus.
Personnel are available for making policy judgements in relation to the
containment of these problems, but there are difficulties in the technical
and scientific leasurement and enforcement of standards. Some help is
available through the New Zealand DSIR and the SPC.

PART ( MANAGEMENT (Findings)

STATUS OF RESOURCES
21

a) Soils : Soil erosion and degradation problems arise on several of the
Southern Islands, particularly Rarotonga and Mangaia, but all the
affected islands have land use surveys available as a basis for
corrective planning. It can be noted that the CIG hopes to secure the
services of an expert on soil erosion through UNDP.
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b) Water: there have been some technical problems with the design and
and construction of water galleries under aid for Rarotonga, but in
general water purity is good, despite the need for the better conser-
vation of replenishment from catchment areas. On the other southern
high islands ground water supplies are adequate if sometimes brackish.
On the coral atolls the rate of abstraction of brackish water directly
determine the number of subsistence dwellers and, of course, inhibits
any water using industries or projects.

c) Creops : The main crop is citrus {particularly on Rarotonga) followed
by banana production {for the present, mainly on Aitutaki), followed
by copra production on all islands. On the atolls, copra production
is the sole agricultural activity. Pineapple production with attendent
erosion and marketing problems, takes place on Mangaia and Atiu. Root
crops are grown for local consumption on the southern Islands. Special
fruit and vegetables are grown for export on Rarotonga.

d) Animal husbandry : probably one pig is reared per household throughout
the Cooks. There are three commercial piggeries on Rarotonga, all
relying on imported foodstuffs. Chickens are widely kept on a free
range basis; there are a few cattle and some considerable increase
in goats on the southern Islands. Previously effective dog control
on Rarotonga has lapsed. There is a neéd to closely monitor and

generally prohibit the introduction of new breeds of livestock, such
as rabbits.

e) Reefs and lagoons : Environmentally, the reefs on Rarotonga are in an
advanced stage of degradation which has seriously downgraded their
productivity. A crcwn-of-thorns infestation has been blamed as the
main cause; but swifter runoff from cleared land has created silting,
and this, together with fish poisoning, dynamiting and chemical runoff
has resulted in coral death and irreversible damage. Reefs and lagoons,
elsewhere, may be in danger of over fishing, but their environmental
health is good. Traditional controls appear to be effective in areas,
away from the thrust for modernity, where local government is still
effective. Fishing potential outside the reefs has, as yet, shown
low productivity but there is only limited understanding of the passage
of migratory species through the Cook Islands'Exclusive Economic Zone.

f) Conservation, parks and reserves : the most spectacular achievement in
this field has been the dedication of Suwarrow as an international
maritime park. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to appoint and
locate a caretaker on Suwarrow although it is known that constant
illegal visits are made by small crafts. Manuae was once also offered
as an international maritime park, but this initiative has not been
concluded. On Rarotonga, there is a foreshore reserve from Avatiu
harbour to the airport and there is a recognition that the Black Rocks
locality will eventually be declared a reserve. Water catchment areas
on Rarotonga are recognised but not yet dedicated.

g) Endangered species : it is believed that the Mynah bird (introduced under
statutory protection which has never been repealed) has reduced the
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