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Standing on solid ground - Cook Islands Climate adaptation to land through  tenure, traditions and tenacity  


	
The Cook Islands as ocean nation of the Blue Pacific strives to take adaptation action. Key adaptation policy objectives focus attention on increasing climate resilience through strengthened community and ecosystem based approaches whilst also recognising the need for greater understanding of climate associated loss and damage (2018).   
 
Like other oceanic island states and territories, the Cook Islands adaptation limits and innovations are not straightforward to be solely understood through prevailing conceptual binaries of resilience and vulnerability, risk exposure and adaptive capacity. As sea, air temperatures and rainfall patterns change, and coastal erosion and inundation threatens habitability, the connected interplay of economic, social and environmental drivers, climate associated impacts and development outcomes bear down upon our lands that rise above and lie below the vast and deep ocean that encompasses our fifteen islands.     
As three locally based women from Rarotonga, the intention of our panel is to advance adaptation thinking and practice with findings and insights from three different yet connected research endeavours.   
Our respective projects are bound by a common strand of indigenous knowledge and practices. From land tenure systems, traditional biodiversity protection measures  and the place security of voluntary immobility, we present policy and practice implications and opportunities in  adaptation design and implementation where fundamental customary dimensions of island nations and communities such as Cook Islands can inform the impact and sustainability of adaptation initiatives. 

References 
 
Government of the Cook Islands, (2018) Cook Islands Climate Change Policy 2018 – 2028. Office of the Prime Minister, Rarotonga. https://climatechange.gov.ck/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Cook-Islands-Climate-Change-Policy-2018-2028.pdf 



	INDIVIDUAL PANELLIST CONTRIBUTION

Moderator Details 
Full Name: Professor Yvonne Underhill Sem 
Organisation: University of Auckland  
Bio sketch: 
Yvonne Jasmine Te Ruki Rangi o Tangaroa Underhill MNZM is a New Zealand Pacific development geographer and feminist scholar. She is a professor at the University of Auckland, and a trailblazer in the field of development and Pacific Studies.  
 

 Panellist 1 
Full Name: Dr Tina Newport  
Organisation: Te Vairanga Kite Pakari/University of Auckland  
Bio: 
Descending from Rarotonga, Mangaia and Aitutaki in the Cook Islands, Tina is affiliated to the University of Auckland and Te Vairanga Kite Pakari (Cook Islands Research Association). Her research interests include Climate change (Im)mobility, mental health and wellbeing, indigenous research, Island sovereignty and development. 
 
Presentation 1 
 Umbilical ties - Adapting in our places to climate impacts and losses  
  
Panellist 1 Contribution:  
 
Introduction 
The Vaimaanga and Pukapuka communities of the Cook Islands are two communities  that experience the impacts of climate change in differing ways. Pukapuka is a cohesive community situated in the Northern Cook Islands on a lowlying atoll with limited access to transportation and economic opportunities. Vaimaanga, situated on the coast of the high island of Rarotonga has a diverse population active in the tourism industry and supported by a migrant labour force.     
This presentation draws on the findings of two communities to discuss how climate change impacts the voluntary immobility of communities, what’s at stake and the importance of their connection to their lands along with implications for their prosperity and futures   
Through community workshops and discussions which included walking the land with elders, community members shared their experiences and perspectives of the impacts of climate change along with other challenges on their ability to be able to remain on their ancestral lands.  
Findings show the shared yet differing ways that climate change impacts their lives and livelihoods. They share deep concerns for the future, the generational losses of language, culture and ancestral sites. They see resilience in their language and culture and consider their overseas kinship networks as a strength. They wish to remain on their lands despite the threats. Their governance and decision-making systems are key determinants to adaptation efforts and are central to embed in adaptation policy and practice efforts which ‘may not make economic sense but it makes island sense.’      
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 Panellist 2 Full Name: Sieni Tiraa 
Organisation: Te Vairanga Kite Pakari Cook Islands Research Association  
Bio:  
Sieni Tiraa is from the island of Rarotonga. She is in the process of completing her Master of International Development with Massey University. Her previous experience in the field of tourism and her focus on Rarotongan land tenure as a thesis has facilitated her insights on their relationship in the face of Climate Change.   
 
Presentation 2 
Climate Change in the face of Land tenure tensions in the Cook Islands: understanding the role of key actors amidst a changing climate. 
 
Panellist 2 Contribution: 
Introduction  
Me kare e enua, kare o te tangata turanga vaevae 
Without land, people have no foundation 
Land has significant meaning to the people of the Cook Islands. As people of the Pacific, their connection to land is central to cultural identity and wellbeing with ties that extend beyond physical and cultural boundaries, encompassing the psychological and spiritual realm (Antonio & Griffith-Charles, 2019; Fuentes, 2021; Newport et al., 2024).  

Land tenure in the Cook Islands is complex. To gain a clearer understanding, one must delve into the historical circumstances and the dynamic pluralistic systems for a more  informed insight into the current state of land tenure (Pascht, 2011).  This presentation aims to shed some light on some of the pressing challenges underpinning Climate Change resilience in the face of economic development through tourism and a stagnated land tenure system amidst the changing climate.  It will focus on two key actors and the influence of land tenure on their application of Climate Change adaptation and mitigation practices on land. These actors include landholders and the tourism industry who have a significant role to play in the Climate Change crisis. In addition, these actors cannot be viewed as binary in nature as in some cases, they are both. This presentation will draw on literature regarding customary and statutory governing structures of land tenure. This will help to better understand landholder autonomy, current tourism trends and their relationship with Climate Change.  
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Panellist 3 
Full Name: Rima’ati Moeka’a 
Organisation: Te Vairanga Kite Pakari Cook Islands Research Association 
Bio: 
Rima’ati of Māori Kuki Airani descent values Akono’anga Māori. She has extensive experience in the public and private sectors. Her social sciences background is a strength to her environment related development and advocacy work, policy analysis and community engagement across her climate change, policy, research, health and education interests.  
 
 
Title of Presentation  
 
Rooted in Cultural Resilience: the central role of Akono’anga Māori for adaptation action 
 
 
Panellist 3 Contribution:  
 
The Cook Islands, of 15 islands dispersed across 2 million square kilometers of oceanic exclusive economic zone already deals with climate change impacts. Rising sea levels, ecosystem degradation threaten endemic and native species. These challenges are aggravated by the islands’ reliance on natural resources for subsistence living and economic activities. Akono’anga Maori, and the Ra’ui system, provides a vital framework for conservation focusing on protecting and conserving terrestrial and marine biodiversity areas by regenerating natural species and sustainably managing their use (Tiraa, 2006).  

This approach involves Te Aronga Mana- Ui Ariki, Mataiapo Tutara and Mataiapo-declaring a Ra’ui over a biodiversity area. Leaders may consult with ‘atu enua, island councils, island environment authorities for assistance or to provide justification. The lifting of ra’ui is exclusively only lifted by Te Aronga Mana (CIG, 2008). This traditional system characterizes principles of environmental stewardship, ensuring that resources are utilized in a way that supports long-term ecological balance. 

During community discussions for the development of the Cook Islands National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 2025 (NBSAP), findings show the longstanding effectiveness of Ra’ui despite challenges and tensions. The declaration of Ra’ui has led to confusion over the authority to make such declarations. Additionally, the lack of respect for Ra’ui is an accelerating issue and has resulted in natural resources depletion.  However, communities show successful regeneration has also been evident.   

Overall, Akono’anga Maori is a central catalyst to inform climate adaptation action leveraging indigenous knowledge systems to address the pressing challenges posed by climate change.  
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Glossary 
*Akono’anga Maori- Traditional Knowledge Aronga mana- high chiefs in the Cook Islands 
*ui ariki- invested with the ui ariki title recognised by their tribe, land court or the Aronga Mana  
*atu enua- land owner 
*mataiapo- those invested with the Mataiapo title recognised by their tribe, land court or the Aronga Mana 
*mataiapo tutara- leading Mataiapo who represents the others when dealing with the Aronga Mana 
 



