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Abstract 

Many studies and surveys have shown that the lagoon and the reef surrounding 

Rarotonga have suffered from over-harvesting of marine resources, destructive fishing 

technology and pollution. In 1998, the local people of Rarotonga reintroduced a 

conservation system called the Ra’ui on the nearshore marine areas and resources. The 

Ra’ui, in short, means a permanent or a temporary ban on the extraction of marine 

resources in certain areas of the lagoon and the reef. In this paper I have looked at the 

ecological, political and socio-economic circumstances around which the Ra’ui was 

reintroduced after having been absent for half a century, and assessed the effects of the 

Ra’ui on the socio-economic systems of local communities in Rarotonga. I have found that 

because the Ra’ui is a community-initiated conservation system, and based on local values 

and ideologies, the socio-economic effects of the Ra’ui have been positive. I have also 

looked at the advantages of community-initiated conservation projects as opposed to 

conservation projects imposed on local peoples by outsides, and determined why so many 

conservation initiatives are still unsuccessful. 

  

Keywords: community-initiated conservation, marine protected areas, marine tenure   
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Introduction 
In the last few decades there has been a gradual shift in the conservation paradigm. Up 

until the 1970s, the mainstream conservation discourse overlooked the importance of 

indigenous knowledge, favoured western ideas of nature, and perceived nature as a static 

entity (Jeanrenaud 2002, Conklin and Graham 1995, Sachs 1993). Local people were seen 

as destroyers of the nature and perceived as obstacles to development. As the data shows, 

the vast majority conservation projects executed under such conditions failed. Since the 

1970s and 1980s the conservation ideology has gradually shifted. It has increasingly been 

accepted that the underlying causes of environmental destruction often have a political or a 

socio-economic foundation, and that environmental problems are not necessarily a direct 

consequence of human-environment relationships (Conklin and Graham 1995, Durham 

1995, Vayda and Walters 1999). Issues such as unequal access to resources, political 

inequalities and resource management strategies must, therefore, be considered and 

analysed when determining causes of environmental destruction. One characteristic that 

has emerged from the better understanding of the real underlying causes of environmental 

destruction is that local people throughout the world are being ‘empowered’ to become the 

managers of their environments and trained to utilise their environmental resources more 

sustainably. Conservationists have increasingly begun to realise the value of, and necessity 

for, local cooperation in order to successfully execute conservation initiatives, to gain 

public support for the initiatives, and also to ensure a long-term conservation success. 

Although nobody would deny the importance of incorporating local people into 

conservation projects, the ways in, and the basis on, which the alliances are formed 

between conservationists and local people can and must still be questioned. 

Several scholars have looked at alliances between conservationists and local 

people. While such alliances are generally considered necessary in order to eliminate the 

real causes of environmental destruction, some of the motives behind these alliances can 

and have been questioned. Jeanrenaud (2002), for instance, has implied that 

conservationists form alliances with local people in order to give conservation ‘a human 

face’, which in turn attracts more donations from private donors (Jeanrenaud, 2002: 34-7). 

In a similar vein, Sachs (1993) has argued that the alliances between conservationists and 

local people are tactical distractions, obscuring the fact that the West is yet again trying to 

control the rest of the world’s resources (see Sachs 1993 for several examples). Chatty and 

Colchester (2002) have expressed reservations regarding the alliances between states and 
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indigenous groups by noting “as long as national governments are driven by global 

economics, structural adjustment policies, and debt repayments, small-scale, marginal, and 

often illiterate indigenous communities have little chance of becoming equal partners in 

any participating exercise” (Chatty and Colchester, 2002: 15). Finally, Conklin and 

Graham have acknowledged, “middle grounds [on which the alliances are formed between 

conservationists and local people] are forged on the basis of assumptions about the Other 

and what the Other can contribute to specific goals. These assumptions…always involve 

misperceptions and strategic misrepresentations” (Conklin and Graham, 1995: 696).  This 

is not to imply that cooperation between local people and an outside agency is impossible 

and always flawed. However, the examples presented here have highlighted some of the 

potential problems, such as different perceptions of nature, which are present in any 

conservation initiative that involves an outside agency, and which not only hinder the 

conservation success but can also lead to unnecessary consequences for the local people 

involved. Given that there are many potential risks present in conservation initiatives 

involving an outside agency, what is the alternative? How can these risks be minimised?   

Scholars interested in the conservation paradigm have identified several factors that 

should be considered in the design, implementation, and evaluation of conservation 

initiatives, such as the value of indigenous knowledge (Conklin and Graham 1995, 

Eghenter 2000), determining the real underlying causes of environmental destruction 

(Painter 1998, Grillo and Stirrat 1997, Brosius 1999, Escobar 1995), and recognising local 

perceptions and definitions of nature and environment (Soulé and Lease 1995, Eghenter 

2000, Milton 1993). While such factors are often taken into account in conservation 

initiatives involving outside agencies, the extent to which these factors actually affect 

conservation policies and project designs vary enormously. As Jeanrenaud has noted, 

“local definitions of nature have rarely formed a basis for an alternative conservation” 

(Jeanrenaud, 2002: 43). As a result, many conservation policies fail to meet particular local 

needs, and continue to be just a set of restrictions imposed on local people by outsiders.  

Conservation systems that adequately meet local needs are those that have been 

initiated by communities themselves. In this paper, I will show, through a study of a 

community-initiated conservation system in Rarotonga, the Cook Islands, that community-

based conservation systems are not only effective in protecting environmental resources 

with minimal socio-economic side effects but also effective in reinforcing traditional 

cultural values. 
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During the 1980s and 1990s, several ecological studies and surveys showed that the 

health of the nearshore marine area around Rarotonga, the Cook Islands, was declining. 

Over-harvesting of marine resources, destructive fishing methods and pollution were 

identified as the main causes of the declining health of the lagoon and the reef, which 

surround Rarotonga. As a response, in 1998 the people of Rarotonga reintroduced a 

conservation system called the Ra’ui. The Ra’ui, in short, is a ban on the extraction of 

natural resources. When the Ra’ui system was first in place, that is approximately 50 years 

ago, it guarded resources, such as coconut palms, fruit trees and different kinds of animal 

species against over exploitation1. The Ra’ui that was reintroduced in 1998, only prohibits 

the extraction of marine species and protects only the nearshore marine environment. 

Initially the Ra’ui was declared in five selected coastal areas, but by 2002 had extended to 

include eight areas around Rarotonga (Fig. 9). Overall, the Ra’ui covers some 10 per cent 

of the lagoon and the reef in Rarotonga. 

The Ra’ui is managed by the communities together with the traditional authority; 

that is the chiefs. All decisions regarding the Ra’ui, such as the location of the Ra’ui and 

the duration of the Ra’ui are made by the communities themselves in island councils. Most 

commonly the Ra’ui is initially declared for a period between six months and two years, 

after which the effectiveness of the system is reviewed. Issues such as socio-economic 

effects of the Ra’ui on local communities are considered before the decisions regarding the 

future of the system are made. The government of the Cook Islands has a complimentary 

role in the maintenance of the Ra’ui system. The Ministry of Marine Resources undertake 

ecological surveys of the lagoon and the reef and give technical advice to the local 

communities, but have no say in the final decisions regarding the design or the 

implementation of the Ra’ui system. 

In this paper, I will firstly describe the political and socio-economic circumstances 

that were present in Rarotonga around the time when the Ra’ui was reintroduced. This data 

will help us understand why the Ra’ui was reintroduced at that particular time and why the 

traditional authorities managed to gain much of their power back at that particular time. I 

then go on to describe the circumstances around the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. Drawing 

on previous studies, I examine the causes of the degradation of the nearshore marine 

environment in Rarotonga, and outline some of the consequences of these causes. After 

                                                
1 The information about the previous Ra’ui has been elicited through oral histories. The Ra’ui system was 
abandoned in the 1940s because of the political and socio-economic situations at the time. These issues will 
be discussed further in the paper.  
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having examined the ecological and socio-economic circumstances that were present when 

the Ra’ui was reintroduced, I turn to describe the Ra’ui system in length. I will show the 

way in which the decisions regarding the Ra’ui are made, the way in which the system is 

enforced, and the way in which the Ra’ui is embedded in the local value system and 

traditions.  

In the second part of this paper, I will look at the ecological and socio-economic 

consequences of the Ra’ui. The ecological data used in this paper has been elicited from 

the Ministry of Marine Resources, and includes three consecutive surveys of the nearshore 

marine areas before and after the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. From this data we can see 

that ecologically the Ra’ui has been a success, for several marine species have increased in 

both abundance and density. I subsequently examine the socio-economic effects of the 

Ra’ui on local communities. I start this by exploring the economic possibilities that have 

become available for the local people since the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. From this it 

becomes clear that not only has the Ra’ui made a sustainable harvesting of an 

economically viable marine species possible, therefore generating extra income for the 

local people, but the Ra’ui has also created environmental conditions that can be used to 

promote ecotourism, therefore helping to boost the national economic situation. The effects 

of the Ra’ui on social systems of local communities in Rarotonga have appeared to be 

equally encouraging. I found that the reintroduction of the Ra’ui system has restored the 

importance of the traditional authority, re-established the communities as decision-making 

units, and revived many of the traditional values. Since the early 20th century, the local 

communities had become increasingly fragmented, and a few issues were dealt on a 

community level. However, since the reintroduction of the Ra’ui, the local communities 

have had to work together in order to decide on issues regarding the Ra’ui, and 

consequently the community-spirit has been revived to an extent. What is more, because 

the socio-economic effects of the Ra’ui have been positive, the local people have also 

begun to perceive conservation in a positive light. That is to say, the local people attach 

particular value to the positive results of the Ra’ui on the environment because the whole 

system is based on the local value system.  

The third part of this paper consists of a discussion. In this part I have elicited 

characteristics from the Ra’ui conservation system, all of which, I will argue, have 

contributed to, and to an extent caused the success of the Ra’ui system. These factors are 

not only discussed in the context of the Ra’ui, but in the context of conservation in general. 

Perhaps through identifying some of the main factors that have helped form a successful 
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resource management practice in Rarotonga we can learn more about the dynamics 

between humans, cultures, and environment, and reflect that knowledge in the conservation 

initiatives of the future. 

The significance of this paper is twofold. Locally, this paper is significant in terms 

of community-development, for it reveals the extent to which the Ra’ui system has affected 

the local socio-economic systems. It places already existing ecological studies in a social 

context, and helps the local communities understand the feedback system that exists 

between socio-economic systems and the environment. On a wider scale, this paper is 

significant, for it assess the success of a community-initiated conservation system, and 

highlights some of the important aspects that contribute to a successful conservation 

initiative. What is more, this study is significant, for it has shown that conservation success 

is more than ecological success, and it has reminded that socio-economic factors must be 

assessed in conjunction with ecological factors in order to determine whether a 

conservation initiative really has been a success or a failure. 

The aim of this research is to better understand the effects of a community-initiated 

conservation system on the lives and attitudes of participants, through a study of the Ra’ui 

system in Rarotonga, the Cook Islands, and to elicit characteristics that give community-

initiated conservation system an advantage as opposed to conservation projects imposed on 

local people by outsiders.  

The objectives of this research were firstly, to document, through interviews with 

local community leaders and other people, the economic activities of several small-scale 

and artisanal fishing communities in Rarotonga in order to detect any possible changes 

caused by the Ra’ui system. Second objective of this research was to interview fishers and 

others about changes in fishing practices in non-Ra’ui areas in order to establish whether 

the Ra’ui has in fact put pressure on unregulated fishing areas in order to meet the island’s 

subsistence and market needs. The third aim was to survey local markets in order to find 

out whether there has been a change in the composition of marketed marine species. And 

finally, the fourth aim of this research was to interview local residents about the 

importance of resource conservation.       

  

  

  

Methodology 
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This field research was carried out over a seven-week period, between the 19th of 

April and the 6th of June 2003, in Rarotonga, Cook Islands. The data analysed in this paper 

was collected primarily through consultations with members of local fishing communities, 

government officials, other marine researches, and the staff of the World Wide Fund for 

Nature (WWF) Cook Island office. Prior to going to the field, arrangements were made to 

meet key-informants, namely the senior fisheries officer at the Ministry of Marine 

Resources and the president (Te Tika Mataiapo) of the formalized council of traditional 

leaders (Koutu Nui) in Rarotonga. The other participants were identified, and subsequently 

interviewed, on the study site following local advice.   

The consultations were unstructured in nature in order to encourage the participants 

to express their views, opinions, and experiences of the Ra’ui with lesser formality (see 

Bernard, 2002: 203-238). What is more, on occasions the consultations were held in small 

groups, which helped the participants to compare as well as share experiences. Overall, I 

held consultations with nine key-participants2. Some participants were interviewed more 

than once in order to clarify and verify their statements. 

The purpose of the consultations was, firstly, to obtain local knowledge regarding 

the possible socio-economic effects of the Ra’ui on local communities. That is to say, what 

are the local experiences of the Ra’ui, and how has this conservation system affected 

peoples’ day-to-day lives? Secondly, some participants, in their professional capacities, 

provided information regarding specific aspects of the Ra’ui, such as the circumstances 

behind the introduction of the Ra’ui as well as the ecological effects of the Ra’ui on the 

lagoon and the coral reef health. Thirdly, the consultations were conducted in order to 

identify the predominant attitudes towards marine resource conservation in Rarotonga. 

That is to say, how has the reintroduction of the Ra’ui, having being absent for over 50 

years, affected peoples’ perceptions of their environment as well as their attitudes towards 

resource conservation? 

The second method adopted in this research was a survey of local markets, hotels, 

and restaurants. The surveys were conducted in several communities around the island in 

order to minimize locality bias, and overall included 4 small-scale fish vendors, 4 hotels, 

                                                
2 See the list of the occupations of the participants in the results section. 
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and 5 restaurants. The surveys were carried out by using a semi-structured interviewing 

method with a set of prepared conversation topics.  

The purpose of the surveys was to establish the composition of marketed and utilized 

marine species and their origins, in order to determine the extent to which lagoon marine 

resources were utilized by local businesses as well as by local peoples themselves. 

Although the surveys were of secondary importance to this research, they did give a 

projection of the current trends as to what species are marketed and, therefore, consumed 

by the local peoples, which in turn reveals the extent of the demand of lagoon marine 

species in Rarotonga.  

 The third method used in this research was participant observation. I used this 

method in order to study the local people in their own environment, and to learn how the 

local people use their marine environment on day-to-day basis. I also used participant 

observation in order to take part in the activities of the local people as informally as 

possible so I could not only observe the activities but to elicit information through 

conversations and practical examples.  

In addition to the methods described above, a variety of secondary sources have 

also been viewed and analysed for this paper. Demographic census data was elicited from 

the Ministry of Statistics, Cook Islands. Additionally, the Ministry of Marine Resources, 

Cook Islands, provided three monitoring surveys of the Rarotonga Ra’ui, which are 

ecological surveys of the Rarotongan lagoons conducted by the Ministry since the 

reintroduction of the Ra’ui in 1998. 

All of the data used in this paper has been analysed qualitatively. This paper has not 

adopted a single-theory approach to explain human-environment relationships. Instead, a 

range of theories has been explored for the purpose of this paper and, subsequently, used to 

explain the human-environment relationship in Rarotonga.  
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Background 
 

Field Site 

 

 

The Cook Islands are a group of 15 islands, situated in the South-Western Pacific in 

the tropic of Capricorn, between S 8° and S 23° latitude, and W 156° and W 167° 

longitude (Fig. 1). The total land area of the Cook Islands is only 236.7 km2. However, 

this land area is scattered, covering a vast sea area of some 2 million km2.  

 
 

 
Figure 1. Oceania 

 
 

The 15 islands are divided into northern and southern groups extending over 1,500 

kilometres of ocean in north-south direction (Fig. 2). The land area as well as the 

population of the Cook Islands is imbalanced between the Northern and the Southern 

groups. The remote Northern group consists of six islands; Penrhyn, Manihiki, Pukapuka, 

Rakahanga, Nassau, and Suwarrow, and constitutes a land area of a mere 30 km2. The 

population of the Northern group is approximately 1777, which represents a modest 10 per 

cent of the total population of the Cook Islands, which was estimated at 18,027 in 2001.     
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The Southern group consists of nine islands: Rarotonga, Mangaia, Atiu, Mitiaro, 

Mauke, Aitutaki, Manuae, Palmerston, and Takutea. In comparison to the Northern group, 

the Southern group constitutes the vast majority, some 90 per cent, of the land area of the 

Cook Islands. Overall, the land area of the Southern group is approximately 214 km2. 

Coinciding with the size of the land area, the Southern group is also the population centre 

of the Cook Islands. According to the latest population census by the Ministry of Statistics, 

Cook Islands, the population of the Southern group is approximately 16,249, of which the 

vast majority, some 75 per cent, live in the island of Rarotonga3. Two of the islands in the 

Southern group, Manuae and Takutea, are unpopulated. Rarotonga, where this study took 

place, is by far the largest and the most populated island of the Cook Islands. It has a land 

area of 67.1 km2 and has an estimated population of 12,188. The capital of the Cook 

Islands, Avarua, is also situated in Rarotonga (Fig 3).  

 

 
Figure 2. The Cook Islands 

                                                
3 The population figures for the islands should be viewed with some caution due to the constant flow of local 
people moving to, and from New Zealand and Australia. The intermigration of the local people will be 
discussed later in this paper. 
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Figure 3. Rarotonga 

 
 

The Cook Islands, situated on the Pacific Plate, were formed through bursts of 

volcanic activity several millions of years ago. This manifests itself clearly today, for most 

of the islands are in fact coral atolls; that is, raised volcanoes, and display the typical 

characteristics of such islands, such as shallow lagoons surrounded by coral reefs. 

Rarotonga is the only high volcanic island, with a mountainous area in the middle 

surrounded by a flat coastal fringe and a shallow lagoon extending some 100 metres to the 

reef (Fig. 4). The formation and the geological characteristics of the islands have certainly 

placed a strain on the possibilities for land utilization, which in turn has affected the 

economic opportunities available for the Cook Islanders. Overall, only 16 per cent of the 

Cook Islands’ land area is suitable for agricultural use (Crocombe, 1964: 3).   

The main agricultural export product is canned and fresh fruit. However, the 

significance of the fruit export sector has dropped rapidly since the mid-1990s as a 

consequence of the development of the pearl industry. Although there are several small 

agricultural ventures in the Cook Islands, such as the Atiu coffee plantations, they are 

insignificant in terms of national economics. The Cook Islanders rely heavily on imported 

foodstuffs, especially in more urbanized areas of the country. 
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Figure 4. Rarotonga Profile 

 
 
 
Political and Economic Background 

 

 

The Cook Islands have been politically self-governing since gaining independence 

from New Zealand in 1965. However, the ties to New Zealand still exist in a form of Free 

Association; that is an arrangement where New Zealand retains responsibility for the Cook 

Islands’ external affairs as well as defence. In addition to these political responsibilities, 

New Zealand also provides the Cook Islands with some financial assistance when required. 

The currency used in the Cook Islands is the New Zealand dollar. The Cook Islanders have 

New Zealand passports entitling them to travel and work freely in New Zealand and 

Australia.      

The economic income in the Cook Islands is generated predominantly through 

tourism and a few export products, such as pearls, carvings and a few agricultural products, 

namely copra and fruit products. Statistical data shows the relative importance of these 

resources.  

The Figure 5 demonstrates the Gross Domestic Product of the Cook Islands from 

the year 1995 to 2001. 
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Figure 5. The GDP of the Cook Islands 1995-2001, 

current prices, million NZ$ (Asian Development 
Bank, ADB, 2001: 11) 

 
 

From the figure above, we can clearly detect the decline and the recovery of the Cook 

Islands economic situation during the 1990s and early 2000s, and although the time span 

may seem relatively short, it is sufficient to show the economic situation at the time of the 

reintroduction of the Ra’ui. Firstly, the decline in the economy up until 1998 can largely be 

contributed to financial mismanagement on behalf of the previous Cook Islands 

Governments (ADB, 2001: 4). The government spending increased 228 per cent in 10 

years, between 1985 and 1995, mainly because of increased spending in general public 

services and a continuous imbalance between the export and import sectors4 (Fig. 6) 

(ibid.). This massive increase in spending caused the Cook Islands Government to generate 

a financial deficit, reaching its peak in 1996 when the annual fiscal deficit was over 7 per 

cent of the GDP (ADB, 2001: 11). In the similar vein, the national debt increased 

enormously, reaching the highest level of 77 per cent of the GDP (ADB, 2001: 2). 

 

 

                                                
4 Export and import sector will be discussed with more detail later in this paper.  
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Figure 6. The value of the Cook Islands’ exports and imports 
between 1993 and 2002, thousand NZ$, (Ministry of Statistics, the 

Cook Islands and ADB 2001) 
 
 

 To rectify the gloomy economic situation, the Government of the Cook Islands 

were forced to downsize radically the proportion of public sector workers and government 

offices5. In 1996/7, approximately 2000 public sector workers were laid off, which is a 

staggering 60 per cent of the entire public sector employees. This figure represents 

roughly10 per cent of the entire population of the Cook Islands. As a consequence of the 

rising unemployment and unstable economic climate, a substantial outward migration 

occurred in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when thousands of Cook Islanders left the 

islands to live and work in New Zealand and Australia. The resident population of the 

Cook Islands dropped from 18,800 to 14,000 between 1996 and 2001. And although 

migration between the Cook Islands and New Zealand and Australia is, by no means, a 

recent development, a migration movement of this scale has not occurred before. In the late 

1990s, the Cook Islanders were left with little choice but to leave the islands and find work 

or other economic benefits elsewhere. Migration of such a scale has certainly had an effect 

on the social structure of the local communities and on the ecology of the local 

environments, and this point will be raised later in this paper.   

 After the radical restructuring of the Cook Islands’ public sector, economic 

situation started to improve gradually. A new coalition government was formed in 1999, 

                                                
5 In addition to the downsizing of the public sector, there have been many allegations suggesting the 
involvement of the earlier Cook Islands’ governments in creating tax heavens for offshore business, and even 
providing infrastructure for money laundering in order to generate income and service growing deficits and 
debts. As an example, an incident occurred in 1996, named the ‘Winebox Affair’, where certain New Zealand 
businesses, such as the Bank of New Zealand and others, were claimed to use the Cook Islands as a base for 
tax evasion. Some incidents have not been legally proven nor is it clear how much revenue was generated 
through such arrangements.      
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the government spending was brought and kept down, and for the first time the 

government finances were producing surplus. Other developments started to take place too. 

Firstly, the tourist industry, which is by large the most productive industry in the Cook 

Islands, started to expand gradually in the late 1990s 6(Fig. 7).  

 

 

Tourism in the Cook Islands
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Figure 7. The number of visitors to the Cook 
Islands between 1998 and 2002 (Ministry of 

Statistics, The Cook Islands). 
 
 
Several aspects have contributed to the growth of the tourism industry in the Cook Islands, 

such as “improved marketing efforts of the Cook Island Tourist Corporation, the weak 

currency, and a shift in Pacific tourist destinations due to political instability in the Fiji 

Islands” (ADB, 2001: 2). However, whatever the reasons for growing tourism, the 

expansion of the tourist industry created increasing employment opportunities for the 

locals and reinstated the confidence in the country and its economic situation. Figure 8 

shows the total number of Cook Islanders working in hotels and motels between 1998 and 

2002. From the figure, it becomes apparent that there has been a significant increase in the 

employment opportunities in the public sector. What is more, growing tourism will 

positively affect other public services as well, such as restaurants, shops and other activity 

organizers. And although the scale of growth of the individual services is not clear, the fact 

that the national economy is producing surplus is a good indicator of the positive turn.       

 

 
                                                
6 The tourist industry is largely concentrated in a few islands of the Southern group; that is in Rarotonga and 
in Aitutaki, and to a lesser degree in Atiu and the other islands. For its remote location and inaccessibility, 
there is hardly any tourism in the Northern group. Therefore, the benefits derived from tourism are not 
equally distributed and only apply to certain areas of the country.  
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Figure 8. The number of local employees working 

in hotels and motels between 1998 and 2002, 
 (Ministry of Statistics, The Cook Islands) 

 
 

In addition to tourism, the pearl industry has also become an important economic 

source for the Cook Islands. Within the last decade the export value of pearls has increased 

by an astonishing 421 per cent. The pearls are farmed in the Northern islands of Manihiki 

and Penrhyn, but are generally sold in, and exported from, Rarotonga. An epidemic 

threatened the pearl oysters in 2000, but fortunately this seemed to have passed without 

causing a significant economic loss. 

Fishing industry in the Cook Islands is not of major national economic significance. 

The majority of the fishers in Rarotonga are artisanal fishers, operating independently 

within a few miles of the shore and the reef edge and fishing for Pelagic fish species. This 

catch is sold to local restaurants and hotels, or in local markets (Picture 1.), and generates a 

supplementary household income.  

 
Picture 1. A shelter in Arorangi. This is a  typical place for artisanal fishermen to sell their catches 

of tuna.   
 
 

Subsistence harvesting of nearshore marine resources is done on an opportunistic 

basis in Rarotonga. The lagoon and the reef resources are collected for household 

consumption when possible7,8. According to the Ministry of Marine Resources, 30 per cent 

of the population (age over 15) in Rarotonga engage in subsistence fishing in the reef and 

the lagoon areas (Ponia et al., 1998: 2)9. Whereas Pelagic fish species, such as the 

                                                
7 Subsistence fishing is of more significance in the outer islands of the Cook Islands’ group. 
8 Some nearshore marine species are harvested for traditional medicinal purpose. 
9 This is a substantial proportion of local people considering that the vast majority of Rarotongans are 
engaged in wage labour. According to Asian Development Bank “the Cook Islands has the highest level of 
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Yellowfin Tuna (Thunnus albacares) were commonly sold at markets, there was no 

evidence of the local reef and lagoon species being sold in the markets or utilised by local 

hotels or restaurants during this research.   

The little income that is generated from fishing industry is obtained from tuna longlining. 

However, due to a very limited infrastructure and technology (i.e. lack of fish processing 

facilities and storage facilities), commercial fisheries have not yet developed to an extent 

that would allow large-scale industrial tuna fishing. In 1998, “the domestic longline fleet in 

the Cook Islands consisted of just one vessel” (Beverly, 1998: 5). In addition, the Cook 

Islands have permitted some foreign longline fleets to utilize their Exclusive Economic 

Zone (EEZ), but this has been done in a relatively small scale and do not constitute a major 

source of income for the country’s economy.       

                                                                                                                                              
human development and the second lowest poverty index among the Asian Development Bank’s pacific 
developing member countries” (Asian Development Bank, 2001: 4).     
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Ethnographical Background 

 

 

The Cook Islanders are Polynesian Maori people, distantly related to New Zealand 

Maoris10. Similarly, the Cook Island Maori language is related to the New Zealand Maori 

as well as to the Polynesian languages of Tahiti and Hawaii. The second official language 

in the Cook Islands is English. 

It is believed that the Cook Islands were first settled approximately in 500AD. It is 

also believed that the first settlers were from western French Polynesia. The information 

regarding the very early settlements in the Cook Islands is based on oral historical 

accounts, and therefore there are slight variations in the data depending on the source of 

the information. The first European to set sight in the Cook Islands was Alvarano de 

Mendana of Spain in the late 16th century. Then, after some 170 years, the islands were 

‘rediscovered’ by Captain James Cook, after whom the Cook Islands were later named. 

After these initial expeditions, the Cook Islands were bombarded by missionaries, who 

successfully exhausted the majority of the traditional religious beliefs and converted the 

vast majority of the population to Christianity. The effectiveness of the missionary 

movements is clearly visible in the present day society, for the vast majority of the Cook 

Islanders are practising Christians.  

Despite the religious conversion that took place in the Cook Islands from the early 

19th century onwards, many traditional cultural beliefs and practices survived and are still 

in use today. For one, the Cook Islanders have retained their native language, and although 

English has been adopted as the official language, Cook Island Maori is still very widely 

and commonly used. Another example of the cultural survival in the Cook Islands is the 

system of the community leadership and the office of the chief. This system has retained its 

political importance in the Cook Islands despite all the western influences and pressures, 

and exists today alongside the modern political infrastructure; that is the elected 

government, in a form of legal pluralism.  

                                                
10 Around about 1350AD, a fleet of canoes (vaka) left Rarotonga heading towards New Zealand (Aoteroa – 
‘the land of the long white cloud’). Seven of the canoes reached New Zealand, and those on board became 
the ancestors of the present day New Zealand Maoris.    
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Rarotonga is divided into three main districts (vaka): Takitumu, Te Au O Tonga and 

Puaikura11. The three districts are further divided into sub-groups (tapere), which are, in 

effect, major kinship lineages (ngati). The districts are ruled by high or paramount chiefs 

(Ariki), who acquire their title through a hereditary line, and are, therefore, members of 

particular decent groups. The sub-groups are ruled by Mataiapo, who are the leaders or 

chiefs of the major lineages and who are hierarchically a step down from the high chiefs. 

In the past, the districts functioned as communal units in warfare and in the execution of 

certain ceremonies12. In the present day, each district or vaka makes decisions on 

communal matters, such as the conservation of communal land or the utilisation of 

communal resources. Although the traditional leadership has maintained much of its form 

in the Cook Islands, some modifications have been made, mainly to accommodate the 

coexistence of the traditional and the modern political offices. According to White and 

Lindstrom (1997), “in the Cook Islands, the House of Ariki Act of 1966 established a 

constitutional body of titled chiefs modelled on the British House of Lords” (White and 

Lindstrom, 1997: 2). The current functions of the communal leaders and groups will be 

discussed later in this paper, with a particular reference to the ra’ui conservation system. 

Kinship and property rights in the Cook Islands are bilateral. That is to say, both 

men and women have an equal right to inherit property, land and titles, and there is no 

distinction made between female and male possessions. Land is owned by a family unit, 

and can only change hands through inheritance or through other social arrangements, such 

as marriage. In other words, land in the Cook Islands cannot be sold, and although this 

system may limit the possibilities for land utilisation, it also prevents the Cook Islanders 

from loosing their land to outsiders. As Boer has noted, according to the Cook Islands Act 

of 1915, “Every title to and interest in customary land shall be determined according to 

ancient custom and usage of the Natives of the Cook Islands” (Boer, 1996, quoted in 

Hoffmann, 2002: 404). However, the landowning Cook Islanders are rarely able to utilise 

all of their land, and the most common solution is leasing, where an area of land is leased 

for 50 to 60 years for a fee. The lease can be renewed after it has run out, but only with the 

full consent of the landowners of the landowning family. All disputes regarding land 

                                                
11 According to the oral histories, each district (vaka) represents a canoe (vaka) that brought the first 
Polynesian settlers to the Cook Islands. The people from the three canoes established the three districts, and 
hence the Cook Island Maori word for both a district and a canoe is vaka.  
12 The Ariki were thought to have supernatural powers mana, which could be strengthened through 
consuming their enemies. Before the missionaries arrived in the Cook Islands, cannibalism and warfare were 
fairly common practices.   
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ownership rights and leasing rights are settled in courts, where the relevant families or 

lineages make decisions by voting.  

The marine resources in Rarotonga have been utilised by the local people since the 

island was first settled. Prior to 1915, the lagoon and the reef areas were owned by the 

major lineages (tapere), which controlled the extraction of resources. The chief, Mataiapo, 

of each tapere was in charge of the marine resources, and had the power to control the 

extent of resource extraction and utilisation. Since 1915, the lagoons and foreshore marine 

areas have been owned by the Crown, as declared by the Cook Island Act of 1915 

(Hoffmann, 2002: 404). However, despite the shift in the ownership rights to the marine 

areas, marine resources remained to be considered common property, therefore allowing 

the local communities to harvest and utilise them. Common property, in this particular 

context, can be defines as “a class of resources for which exclusion is difficult and joint 

use involves subtractability” (Berkes, 1989, quoted in Crean, 1999: 244)13. Today, 

although the Government officially holds the rights to the marine area in the Cook Islands, 

decisions regarding the lagoons and the lagoon resources are made by the traditional 

district councils, with only limited government involvement.  

The change in the marine tenure in Rarotonga coincided with wider social change. 

The Cook Islands became a part of New Zealand in 1901, which affected deeply the fabric 

of the local society. New legislation was introduced changing the systems of land and 

marine tenure, and indigenous rights were increasingly juxtaposed to ‘western’ 

administrational frameworks. The traditional social and cultural values were undermined 

with development and modernization, and by the 1960s the social change in Rarotonga was 

evident14. “Before the 1960s, there were extended families, shared values and respect for 

nature. Since then, traditions have been lost and the values have changed. There is no 

respect for traditional leaders, and the mana has been lost15. The economy changed, the 

politics changed, and the society changed from community-centred to individual-centred” 

(Interview #9, Rarotonga). Adding to the change occurring in Rarotonga was the opening 

of the airport in the capital city, Avarua, in the early 1970s, which brought with it tourism. 

“With tourism, the perceptions changed about everything” (ibid.).  

                                                
13 See also Aswani 1999 and Gibson et al. 2000 for further discussion on common property  
14 There has undoubtedly been a vast social change in the other islands as well as Rarotonga. However, this 
paper discusses events that took place in Rarotonga and therefore does not explain the event in the other 
islands.  
15 Mana is a Maori word, which refers to supernatural powers.   
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Along with the socio-cultural changes, came also a change in the way in which 

environmental resources were viewed and valued. Up until the 1950s, many of the Cook 

Islands’ environmental resources were protected by the customary Ra’ui system. As 

Hoffmann has noted, “The Cook Islands Maori Dictionary defines a Ra’ui as: A sign, usu, 

leaves on a branch set in place by the owner of a piece of land or water reserving it or its 

produce for his own or some special use; a prohibition” (Hoffmann, 2002: 405). Indeed, 

the Ra’ui was traditionally marked with a leaf, which would be tied around a tree to mark 

the prohibition. The system was enforced by the belief that the Ra’ui was protected by a 

taboo, tapu, and by a power, mana, which ensured that the designated resources were left 

well alone. However, from the 1950s onwards, the Ra’ui system was abandoned, or 

forgotten, and the notion of environmental resource protection in Rarotonga became less 

important if not insignificant. Evidently, this affected the way in which local resources 

were utilised, and as it will be shown later, many resources were since over-harvested. As 

Thomas has noted, “No one would dispute that ever since Western incursion in the Pacific, 

local processes have increasingly become intertwined with external politics. In this age of 

relentless globalization, numerous Pacific Island communities have witnessed a decline in 

traditional authority…” (Thomas, 2001: 400). Increasingly, small Pacific nations have 

been incorporated into global economic and political networks. And as a result many 

traditional authorities have lost their power and have been replaced by exogenous 

institutions that not only control the resources but also affect the attitudes that dictate the 

way in which those resources are utilised. It is now commonly accepted that environmental 

destruction is often “an outcome of relationships among people” rather than the direct 

relationship between people and their environment, and issues such as access to resources 

and social injustice must be taken into consideration (Painter, 1998: 137). This also seems 

to be the case in Rarotonga. The erosion of the traditional authority and the simultaneous 

strengthening of the formal political institution changed the dynamics of the local 

communities and consequently affected the way in which the environment was viewed and 

utilised by the local people.   

Such a shift in attitudes is a consequence of a series of events and changes, many of 

which have been presented and explored above. In addition to those, however, the 

increasing migration between the Cook Islands and New Zealand and Australia, and the 

heavy dependency on imported foodstuffs furthered the socio-cultural transformation and 

the ‘disregard’ of the local marine environment. That is to say, the local people were 
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exposed to a certain standard of life, which largely relied on bought goods and services, 

and the importance of natural resources for subsistence and livelihood decreased gradually.  

It was not until the late 1990s that the idea of marine conservation caught the 

attention of several decision-making bodies in Rarotonga. Prior to that, a number of 

studies, carried out between 1975 and 1995, surveyed the nearshore marine areas 

surrounding Rarotonga, and the evidence from the studies clearly showed that the health of 

the lagoons, the reef, and the inhabiting species, was declining (WWF, 2001: 4). These 

studies also included proposals for the establishment of marine protected areas (MPAs). 

Although the traditional leaders’ council, koutu nui, attempted to create marine reserves 

around Rarotonga in 1989, none of the plans materialised due to lack of public support16.    

The surveys and studies that have examined the nearshore marine areas around 

Rarotonga during the last few decades have shown that the declining health of the lagoons 

and the reef is a consequence of over-fishing, destructive fishing methods, and pollution 

caused mainly by the increased usage of chemicals in the fruit plantations in the centre of 

the island. “It has long been recognized that the lagoon and reef of Rarotonga is 

overfished. The introduction of modern, more effective fishing methods and a cash 

economy, combined with the loss of traditional fisheries management practices, and 

increased pollution are to blame” (The Cook Islands News, 24th November 1997).  

As it has already been mentioned, although the nearshore marine areas were 

controlled by the Crown, the marine resources were considered as open access resources; 

that is resources open to be utilised by the local people without restrictions or quotas. What 

is more, the lagoons and the reef are easily accessible, and resource extraction can be done 

with very basic technology and tools. The lagoons and the reef are a home for several 

marine species, which are considered a delicacy in the Cook Islands17. For instance, a 

Rugose Giant Clam, Pa’ua, (Tridacna maxima) is a very popular species for harvesting, 

for it inhabits the lagoon and is thus easily collected (Ministry of Marine Resources, the 

Cook Islands, 2000). However, this species is also prone to over harvesting, because of its 

long growing and breeding cycle. Given that the giant glam, as all of the marine resources, 

is considered to be an open access resource, it does not come as a great surprise that the 

species was severely over harvested. Although there is no data available revealing the giant 

clam population decline in Rarotonga, in Aitutaki the giant clam population density 

                                                
16 It can also be speculated that the traditional leaders council, in addition to   
17 Some marine species are utilized for medicinal purposes, such as the Long Spine Sea Urchin, which is used 
to cure `kea infection, prevalent in infants.  
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declined from four clams per m2 to less than one clam per m2 in just over 10 years (ibid.). 

Similar findings can be expected for Rarotonga. Other species that have been over 

harvested in a similar vein are species of sea cucumber, Rori, (Holothuria leucopsilota) 

and certain lagoon fish species, such as Unicornfish, Ume, (Naso unicornis) and Parrotfish, 

U’u, (Scarus ghobban)  (Ponia et al., 1998, Raumea et al. 2000, Interview #1, Rarotonga). 

The species mentioned here are not so important in terms of subsistence, but rather as 

delicacies. However, it is precisely because of the local aspirations for particular marine 

species that over fishing in the lagoons has had such negative impact on the whole lagoon 

and reef ecosystems.  Not only are the desired species caught prematurely as the data 

shows, but also the constant disturbance to the lagoons and the reef has led to more 

ecological problems. “There are clear limits to the tonnage of fish, crustaceans and 

molluscs or other edible organisms which can be removed from a coral reef each year 

without causing a long-term decline in production from the entire system” (Munro and 

Fakahau, 1993: 17).   

The second issue that needs to be acknowledged here is that of destructive fishing 

methods and technologies. Most of the data as well as the participants used in this research 

identified net fishing, kupenga, as the biggest threat to the lagoons, the reef, and the 

species inhabiting these areas. The gill nets, made mostly of nylon, are a very effective 

method for catching large numbers of fish in the lagoons and on the reef edge. However, 

the nets, that are commonly used, often have a very small mesh size, therefore, resulting in 

larger catches, but simultaneously trapping fish that have not yet matured and grown to a 

reproducing size. “The gill nets are too small. All the little fish get caught and then there is 

no more fish left” (Interview #5, Rarotonga). What is more, the data and the participants 

consulted for this research noted that the nets are often as wide as the lagoons themselves, 

reaching from ‘shore to reefs’ and left in the same place for overnight or even longer 

(Cook Islands News, 12th December 1999). This sort of fishing practice is evidently 

destructive for the species inhabiting the lagoons, and it can be postulated that the bycatch 

resulting from net fishing is also considerable. In addition to net fishing, fish poisons have 

been used, particularly in the past, to stun and kill fish. The fruit of the Barringtonia 

asiatica, Utu, is very poisonous, and it has been used, in a grated form, to kill fish in the 

lagoons. The problem with such poisons is that not only do they kill the targeted species, 

but also other species in the area. According to the Ministry of Marine Resources, poisons 

have been particularly harmful to the “larvae and juvenile marine organisms” (Ministry of 
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Marine Resources, the Cook Islands). The use of poisons has fortunately now been banned 

by the Ministry of Marine Resource.  

The third issue that has been identified as a threat to the lagoons and the reef in 

Rarotonga is pollution. Caused by increasing development, growing tourist industry, and 

the utilisation of chemicals in agricultural plantations, the increasing land pollution has 

shown to coincide with increased marine pollution. According to Ngamau Munokoa, an 

MP for the Nikao/Panama area in Rarotonga, “almost 80 per cent of all marine pollution 

originates on land” (Cook Islands News, 28th October 1998). The problem with pollution 

stems from the lack of processing facilities for waste, and the use of pesticides and 

fertilisers in agricultural plantations. The chemicals are washed from the land to the sea 

with surface rainwater, and, given that Rarotonga is surrounded by a reef, the pollution is 

collected in the lagoons rather than being washed out to the open sea. The consequences of 

pollution have been clear, for in the last decade there has been a severe outbreak of 

Ciguatera poisoning in the Cook Islands, which can be linked to not only increased 

pollution, but also increased disturbance to the lagoons and the reef in general. 

Ciguatera is a food poisoning that is contracted from fish that contain a toxin called 

ciguatoxin. Ciguatoxin “is thought to be produced by microscopic tropical marine plants 

(Gambierdiscus toxicus), which occur in shallow coral reef areas. The algae, known as 

ciguatera dinoflagellates, live on other seaweed.” (Ministry of Marine Resources, the Cook 

Islands, 2000). The poison collects in the plant eating lagoon and reef fish, and when the 

poison concentrations reach high enough levels, it affects the predators of those species, 

including humans. Ciguatera poisoning can be fatal if not treated. The reef fish species that 

carry the ciguatoxin include surgeonfish, Maito, groupers and cods, Patuki roi, tonu, oka, 

and snappers, Anga mea, all of which are commonly used as subsistence species. The 

cause of the ciguatera outbreaks, in general, is a physical and chemical disturbance to the 

reef. As the reef is disturbed, the equilibrium of the natural reef ecosystem is 

compromised. This, in turn, encourages seaweeds to grow, and results in the increase of the 

ciguatera dinoflagellates algae. Among the major causes for the reef disturbance are 

coastal developments, natural disasters, raising water temperatures, and contamination 

from chemical substances that have been released to the marine environment. Furthermore, 

some direct human activities, such as reef walking and certain fishing methods, 

undoubtedly have an impact on the reef, and must, therefore, be considered as contributing 

causes of ciguatera poisoning. From 1993 onwards, the Cook Islands faced a severe 

outbreak of ciguatera poisoning, and by 1996 the number of reported cases had risen from 
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50 to 300. It is unclear what exactly caused this epidemic, but it can be assumed that there 

were multiple causes some of which have been discussed above. However, what is clear is 

that this epidemic highlighted the declining state of the lagoons and the reefs in the Cook 

Islands. 
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The Reintroduction of the Rarotongan Ra’ui  
 

 

The open access regime that is applied to marine resources in Rarotonga, has led to 

over-exploitation of nearshore marine species and consequently to the degradation of the 

nearshore marine areas. However, this is not an example of Hardin’s (1968) theory of “the 

tragedy of the commons”, for as it has already been discussed, before the erosion of the 

traditional marine tenure rights and authorities, the traditional common property regime did 

indeed effectively guard the marine resources against mismanagement through the Ra’ui 

system. Therefore, it can be argued that the disregard for sustainable harvesting of 

resources has resulted from the erosion of traditional community-based institutions and 

authorities. This is not to imply though that traditional resource management strategies can 

be assumed to be more effective than contemporary ones or, by any means, to defend the 

notion of the ‘ecologically noble savage’ (see Soulé and Lease 1995). However, in this 

case, there clearly is a correlation between the decline of the traditional authority and the 

changes in the resource management practices, which then affect the way in which natural 

resources are utilised.  This point will be elaborated in what follows.  

In 1997, the government of the Cook Islands attempted to establish a marine 

reserve at Muri area, Rarotonga (Fig 9.), as a part of a Tourism Master Plan 

Implementation Assistance Programme (TMPIAP). It had become clear, at this point, that 

the state of the lagoons and reefs was declining and urgent measures needed to be taken to 

reverse the situation. But it was also though that the marine areas could be used to boost 

tourism and thus economic growth. However, this proposition failed to gain public support. 

Coinciding with the economic depression, the Cook Islanders had lost their trust and 

respect for the government, and therefore did not support the initiative (Hoffmann, 2002: 

407). The government continued their efforts by talking with the traditional leaders 

council, koutu nui, and it was decided that in order to gain public support, marine 

conservation initiatives should come from the traditional leaders, but with the help and 

support from the government. The traditional leaders council held community meetings 

and managed to generate enough public support for the reintroduction of the Ra’ui 
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conservation system18. In February 1998, Ra’ui was declared in five costal areas in 

Rarotonga, which were Nikao, Rutaki (near Aroa), Tikioki, Aroko and Matavera (Fig. 9) 

(Saywood et al., 2002, and Ponia et al., 1998). 

The Ra’ui, in short, is a ban on the extraction of marine resources in the nearshore 

marine areas. However, in some cases the Ra’ui included all human activity, whereby 

entering the water all together was forbidden. The Ra’ui areas “extend from the high water 

mark to the reef slope to a depth of 30m” (Hoffmann, 2002: 406), therefore covering the 

whole of the nearshore marine areas. Occasionally, the Ra’ui is adopted to protect a single 

species, such as Trochus (Trochus niloticus) or to ban a particular fishing method, such as 

gill net fishing or spear fishing. The boundaries are demarcated with poles and signs, as 

illustrated by picture 2.  

Overall, the Ra’ui covers approximately 10 per cent of the coastal areas around 

Rarotonga. Although this may seem insignificant in terms of conservation success, the 

Ra’ui areas are primarily selected according to their importance for reproduction and 

spawning. Therefore, the 10 per cent, which has been closed for resource extraction, is of 

great ecological importance. The limited quantity of the Ra’ui areas has also prevented 

access pressure from forming among the local people. There are no communal restrictions 

as to where an individual can extract marine resources, and it is very common for people 

from Ra’ui communities to fish or to harvest marine resources in non-Ra’ui areas 

(Interviews #1, #4, and #5 Rarotonga). 

While access pressure often increases through the introduction of conservation 

areas, and can ultimately hinder the success of conservation efforts (Cooke et al., 2000), 

this has not been the case in Rarotonga. Perhaps it is the insignificance of the nearshore 

marine resources for subsistence and the highly developed cash economy, together with the 

limitations in the quantity of the Ra’ui areas that has minimised the socio-economic effects 

of the Ra’ui on the local communities. What is more, there is no evidence that the 

reintroduction of the Ra’ui has affected the non-Ra’ui communities in a negative way. 

Because subsistence fishing is done on an opportunistic basis, the nearshore marine areas 

outside the Ra’ui areas are sufficient enough in providing required quantities of marine 

resources for all of the local people and communities in Rarotonga.   

                                                
18 This is not to say that there was no opposition at all to the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. The main concern 
was the timing, for the reintroduction coincided with the economic instabilities. People expressed concerns as 
to what the implications of the ban on fishing are on peoples’ livelihoods at such time.    
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Initially, the Ra’ui was declared for a set period of time between six months and 

two years, depending on the decision made by each of the participating community19. After 

the initial Ra’ui period expired, it was the communities’ task to decide whether the Ra’ui 

would be reinstated or not. What is more, the communities have to decide whether the 

Ra’ui should be reinstated in its original place or moved to another location. The Ministry 

of Marine Resources, the Cook Islands, provided the communities with advice regarding 

the best locations for the Ra’ui, but, effectively, had no say in the final decision. In some 

instances the Ra’ui was lifted and then reinstated the same day. In other instances, 

however, the Ra’ui was lifted for months, allowing the local people to hunt and collect the 

rejuvenated lagoon and reef resources. The implications of the lifting of the Ra’ui are 

twofold. Firstly, in terms of conservation and sustainability, the lifting can somewhat 

compromise the ecological success of this conservation system. That is to say, the lifting of 

the Ra’ui often coincides with communal ceremonies and feasts, whereas the community 

unites, and collects and harvests marine resources from the lagoon and the reef. According 

to Hoffmann (2002) the Ra’ui areas are surveyed by the Ministry of Marine Resources who 

advises the communities “on appropriate times to open the Ra’ui for harvesting” 

(Hoffmann, 2002: 407). However, according to different sources, the lifting is occasionally 

done without prior consultation with the Ministry of Marine Resources, who cannot, 

therefore, survey the area before the harvests begin (Interview #8, Rarotonga). In these 

occasions, the extent to which the health of the lagoon and the reef, and the inhabiting 

species, has improved remains unknown. It can also be assumed that if the Ra’ui areas 

were opened without proper knowledge of the appropriate times, such communal harvests 

can indeed reverse much of the success that the Ra’ui has achieved in the first place.   

On the other hand, the lifting of the Ra’ui serves an important communal and social 

function. As noted above, the lifting of the Ra’ui often coincides with communal 

celebrations and ceremonies. As an example, the following quotation describes the scene 

after the Ra’ui was lifted in Rutaki, Rarotonga “a canoe headed out and was soon 

overloaded with unicorn fish or ume. Tai Enosa who spent time that morning gutting the 

fish said the canoe came ashore and the fish was shared with a lot of people. A whole heap 

was brought back to the [Rutaki community’s] meeting house and gutted and cut in half for 

the [communal] feast” (The Cook Islands News, date unknown). Such ceremonies and 

                                                
19 It has to be mentioned here that some areas have been declared as permanent marine reserves, Ra’ui 
mutukore, since the year 2000. Because the Ra’ui can be a temporary as well as a permanent arrangement, I 
would argue that it can be classified as, both, a marine protected area and a marine reserve.    
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communal activities are crucial for maintaining and reinforcing communal values and 

awareness. What is more, communal activities are necessary in order to sustain 

communities as united decision-making bodies and to ensure that actions are taken for 

communal rather than individual good. It can thus be argued that the Ra’ui system serves 

both social and environmental functions.    

Another social aspect of the Ra’ui is that it is enforced by traditional methods; that 

is, power, mana, and taboo, tapu20. There is no contemporary legislation in place to guard 

the banned marine areas from poachers, but it is evident that this culturally specific method 

has been highly successful in deterring people from breaching the Ra’ui. The following 

description illustrates the effectiveness of the mana and the tapu: 

 

My nephew went fishing thinking the Ra’ui had been lifted for spear 
fishing, whereas it had only been lifter for rod fishing. He speared plenty 
of fish that day. Then a big wave came through [to the lagoon] and took all 
the fish. The sea took its fish back because he was not meant to be spear 
fishing there. It is a taboo to fish when there is a Ra’ui. (Interview #3, 
Rarotonga) 
 
 

In addition to the effective cultural belief system that guards the Ra’ui, the communities 

themselves guard the nearshore marine areas, and would ‘discipline’ anyone breaching the 

Ra’ui system. The local residents in the Ra’ui areas keep an eye on the lagoons, and in 

some instances the local youth have been assigned to keep watch for potential poachers. A 

warning “If you like the size and shape of your leg, don’t poach the ra’ui” issued by a 

community leader in the island of Aitutaki, reveals the seriousness with which the Ra’ui is 

enforced by the communities, and subsequently shows the cultural importance of the 

system for the local peoples (The Cook Islands News, 20th June 2000). Needless to say, 

however, there have been a few incidents where the Ra’ui has been breached. According to 

the data and the consultations used in this research, it seems that these incidents have been 

caused by native Cook Islanders, some of whom have returned from living in New Zealand 

and who, consequently, were not aware of the Ra’ui (The Cook Islands News, 2nd and 9th 

January 2002, Interview #5, Rarotonga). Nevertheless, these incidents have been relatively 

few and far between. Interestingly the World Bank has acknowledged that “enforcement of 

customary laws can be difficult, and some traditional leaders feel that if traditional 

                                                
20 Mana is a Maori term referring to physical, emotional or supernatural power. Nature, for instance, have 
supernatural powers – mana.   
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authority is eroding it is easier to enforce national laws” (World Bank 2000, paraphrased in 

Hoffmann, 2002: 416). They then go on saying “although this is not the exact situation in 

Rarotonga because the Ra’ui has not been made into a national law, often compliance with 

rules is more likely when they are national laws and they are relevant to the communities 

and adapted by the village leaders” (ibid.). I would argue the opposite in the case of the 

Rarotongan Ra’ui. For one, the traditional authority in Rarotonga has been revived as a 

result of the Ra’ui system and it is stronger and more influential than it has been for 

decades. Furthermore, I would suggest that the local people are much more likely to 

comply with rules that are based on respect for the community and mutual trust. If the 

Ra’ui system were enforced by national laws, the whole ethos of this community-initiated 

conservation system would be undermined and severely compromised. As Crean has noted 

“In the Solomons the decline in the quality of tenure of community access has been 

accelerated by the influence of centralist management. Indeed government control is in the 

ascendancy and has eclipsed community based management [of natural resources]” (Crean, 

1999: 252). And although this is not to argue that national laws cannot in any circumstances 

support local systems, I would argue that an increasing government control over natural 

resources can indeed affect the dynamics of a community, marginalise traditional values 

and institutions, undermine local peoples’ knowledge over their environment, and create 

political tension, which can further affect the way in which the environment is utilised.  

 So far we have looked at the circumstances around the reintroduction of the Ra’ui 

on the marine resources in Rarotonga, and touched upon the effects of this system on local 

communities. It is now time to examine the effects of the Ra’ui in more detail. In what 

follows, we will discuss the ecological and socio-economic effects of the Ra’ui on local 

communities as well as on the local marine environment. 
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The Ecological And Socio-Economic Effects of the Ra’ui in Rarotonga 
 

 

 Since the reintroduction of the Ra’ui in 1998, the Ministry of Marine Resources has 

carried out 3 consecutive surveys of the lagoon and the reef surrounding Rarotonga. By 

identifying key indicator invertebrate species, the Ministry has been able to assess the 

changes in the species abundance, composition, and diversity. From the monitoring reports 

published by the Ministry it becomes clear that there has been a definite increase in species 

abundance and diversity since the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. Overall, the most significant 

changes in density have occurred with Green Sea-cucumber, Rori matie, (Stichopus 

chloronotus), which has increased 78 per cent, and with Long Spine Sea Urchin, Vana, 

(Echinothrix diadema), which has increased twelve-fold since the reintroduction of the 

Ra’ui (Saywood et al., 2002: 5). Several other invertebrate species have increased in 

density as well (Ponia et al., 1998, Raumea et al., 2000, and Saywood et al., 2002). If we 

then turn to look at the changes in species density in one Ra’ui area, it becomes evident that 

ecologically the Ra’ui has been a success (Table 1.).      

 

 
Table 2. Invertebrate Species density in the Aroko Ra’ui area (Fig 9.) 

(Saywood et al. 2002)21. See appendix 1 for a full list and a translation of 
species mentioned here.  

                                                
21 The composition of species varies between different Ra’ui areas because of the slight differences in the 
marine environments. Therefore, although the densities of Green Sea-cucumber and Long Spine Sea Urchin 
have increased the most overall, it cannot be detected here for they prefer other habitats outside Aroko.   
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From the table above, it can be clearly noted that the species density inside the Ra’ui area 
in Aroko (Fig. 9)  is much greater compared to the area outside the Ra’ui. For an example, 
we can look at the Sandy Sea-cucumber, Rori toto, and see that its density inside the Ra’ui 
area is approximately threefold compared to its density outside the Ra’ui area. This can be 
assumed to be a direct result of the ban on the extraction of marine resources. All of the 
invertebrate species listed in Table 1. are popular subsistence species, such as several types 
of Sea-cucumber, Rori, and Urchin, Kina, and are harvested by local people where and 
when possible. Since the reintroduction of the Ra’ui the harvesting of these species have 
not been possible in Aroko, and the vast increase in the density of such species is, 
therefore, a direct consequence of Ra’ui conservation system. 
In addition to the ecological data obtained from the surveys carried out by the Ministry of 

Marine Resources, local people themselves have observed an increase in the abundance, 

diversity, and density of species in the lagoon and the reef in Rarotonga. “There is more 

fish one can see in the lagoons” (Interview #5, Rarotonga). In a similar vein, another 

participant acknowledged “there is abundance of fish, and they are different colours and 

bigger than usually” (Interview #1, Rarotonga).  

Having looked at the scientific ecological data, it is evident that the Ra’ui has had a 

positive effect on the nearshore marine species and the marine environment in Rarotonga. 

However, can the same be said about the socio-economic effects of the Ra’ui on local 

people? 

The economic effects of the Ra’ui on local people of Rarotonga can be divided into 

two categories; that is, direct and indirect. Firstly, the direct economic consequences of the 

Ra’ui are rather limited but very significant in terms of generating communal financial 

benefits. As it has already been mentioned, the lagoon and the reef harvesting is mainly 

subsistence based, and even then it cannot be considered crucial for local people’s 

livelihoods. Therefore, the 10 per cent closure of the nearshore marine areas does not affect 

the local communities in terms of economics to a great extent. However, there is a one 

invertebrate species that inhabits the nearshore marine areas and is commercially 

harvested; that is, Trochus (Trochus niloticus).  

Trochus, which are gastropod molluscs, was introduced to the Cook Islands in the 

1950s from Fiji (Ministry of Marine Resources, the Cook Islands, 2000). Trochus is 

commonly used as a dietary substitute for native shellfish species (ibid.). More 

importantly, however, the shell of Trochus is exported in vast quantities to Europe and 

Japan to be used in jewellery, buttons, and furnishing. Trochus inhabits the shallow lagoon 

areas and the reef edge. Therefore, the same pressures that affect all of the species 

inhabiting such areas apply to Trochus as well. Because of its commercial value, the 

protection of Trochus has become an important issue for the local people. In some areas of 
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Rarotonga, such as Arorangi, the Ra’ui system was reintroduced purely to protect Trochus 

from being over-harvested.  

Fortunately, the data published by the Ministry of Marine Resources shows that, 

similarly to other invertebrate species, the Trochus population has increased since the 

reintroduction of the Ra’ui22. The protection of Trochus is not only important in terms of 

ecology but if sustainably harvested, Trochus has the potential to yield considerable 

financial income for the local communities.  

Trochus has been commercially harvested since the year 2000 in Rarotonga. Before 

the harvesting begins, the Ministry of Marine Resources carries out a survey of the areas 

and then recommends a harvestable quota for each of the three island districts, vaka. It is 

then the districts’ responsibility to divide the given quota within the local communities and 

arrange for the harvest to commence. The harvesting is done communally and the profits 

that are gained from exporting the Trochus shell are directed towards village and 

communal projects, such as communal recreational areas and so forth. Furthermore, each 

community member is allocated an individual quota, which will generate some additional 

personal income for the local people. The financial income that is obtained from the 

commercial harvesting of Trochus is considerable. For example, Nikao community alone 

obtained the excess of NZ$ 35,000 from Trochus harvests within one ‘open season’ (The 

Cook Islands News, 2nd May 2000). Commercial harvesting of Trochus would not be 

possible without the Ra’ui or an equivalent resource management system. Because of the 

Ra’ui, the Trochus population has increased from 10,000 to several tens of thousands in a 

few years. In Nikao alone, the Trochus population is now an estimated 40,000 (The Cook 

Islands News, date unknown). Due to the vast increase in the Trochus population in 

Rarotonga, it can be commercially but also sustainably harvested and hence benefit the 

local people and communities. It can therefore be argued that the Ra’ui has had a direct 

economic effect on the local communities, for it has opened up the possibilities for 

sustainable commercial harvesting of Trochus in Rarotonga. 

Besides the commercial harvesting of Trochus, the direct economic effects of the 

Ra’ui on local communities are little. The market survey, carried out for this paper, showed 

that the lagoon and the reef resources are rarely harvested for purely economic purposes. 

That is to say, the species sold in the local markets are primarily Pelagic species, such as 

the Yellowfin Tuna (Thunnus albacares), which are harvested beyond the Ra’ui areas. 

                                                
22 For more details, see Ponia et al., 1998, Raumea et al., 2000, and Saywood et al., 2002. 
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Moreover, the survey also showed that the invertebrate species used in local restaurants 

and hotels are mainly imported from New Zealand, and that the local lagoon and reef 

invertebrate resources are not commercially utilised in such way. Consequently, the 

reintroduction of the Ra’ui has not had an effect on the local markets or businesses. 

Similarly, given the Ra’ui only covers some 10 per cent of the total nearshore marine areas 

surrounding Rarotonga, the remaining, non-Ra’ui areas are sufficient enough to service the 

subsistence needs of the local people. Therefore, economically speaking, the local people 

have not had to make economic changes or sacrifices to accommodate the reintroduction of 

the Ra’ui.       

In addition to the direct economic effects discussed above, there is a certain indirect 

economic effect that the Ra’ui has had on local communities in Rarotonga. As it has 

already been discussed, the abundance, diversity, and density of the lagoon and the reef 

marine species have increased since the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. This together with the 

conscious efforts by the Government of the Cook Islands to boost tourism has led 

Rarotonga to become a popular destination for diving and snorkelling holidays. “Divers, 

cruise and rental operators have benefited financially from the visitors flocking to the site, 

and the snack bar owner at Fruits of Rarotonga estimates around 700 tourists on average 

visit the area every week” (The Cook Islands News, date unknown). As already mentioned, 

tourism has indeed increased considerably since 1998. And although the Ra’ui cannot be 

considered a direct cause for increasing tourism, it has helped create ideal conditions for 

the promotion of certain activities, such as glass-bottom boat tours of the lagoon as well as 

diving and snorkelling, all of which are important tourist attractions. “Tourists swimming 

at the spot [Tikioki] yesterday greeted news of the [permanent] sanctuary with smiles. A 

Canadian visitor says it’s one of the best sites he had snorkelled at in his travels” (The 

Cook Islands News, date unknown). So far, increasing tourism in Rarotonga has brought 

enormous economic benefits to the local people, for not only does it create more jobs but it 

also creates a demand for local products and services. 

 Given the Ra’ui is a customary conservation system based on traditional 

knowledge, customs, beliefs, and values, it is hardly surprising that the Ra’ui has had an 

effect on the social as well as cultural systems of local communities in Rarotonga. 

However, it can be argued that because the local people and communities can make their 

own decisions regarding the management strategies of their environments, the effects of 

the Ra’ui on social systems of local communities have been minimal. That is to say, the 

communities have the power to decide whether to have the Ra’ui, and if so, where it is 
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placed, and for how long. And it is because of this freedom to customise the Ra’ui system 

to suit every community’s particular needs that the local people have not had to bear many 

social consequences. A participant, consulted for this research, acknowledged, “if the 

Ra’ui had disadvantaged the community it would not have been renewed” (Interview #5).  

 The effects of the Ra’ui on social systems of local communities are several. Firstly, 

the reintroduction of the Ra’ui has restored the importance of communal cooperation and 

of the traditional authority. In essence, the Ra’ui depends on the community to work and 

make decisions as a unit. Bearing in mind that, for decades, individual needs and goals 

drove the decision-making among the local people in Rarotonga, the reintroduction of the 

Ra’ui certainly highlighted the necessity to work communally in order to manage resources 

effectively and sustainably. In addition, as a result of the reintroduction of the Ra’ui, 

traditional authority has regained some of its importance in Rarotonga. This is not to imply 

that the role of the chiefs was non-existent before the Ra’ui was reintroduced, but merely 

to suggest that the Ra’ui system has reinforced the authority and the power of the 

traditional leadership, and revived the importance of traditional values, such as community 

cooperation.  

Secondly, the reintroduction of the Ra’ui system in Rarotonga has brought to 

attention the importance of resource conservation, and has consequently affected the way 

in which the local people view their environment. As one participant put it, “communities 

are much more aware of conservation and resource protection” (Interview #5, Rarotonga). 

Similarly, another participant noted “the Cook Islanders have now recognized the mana 

and the value of the Ra’ui on the environment” (Interview #9, Rarotonga). Because the 

Ra’ui is a community-based conservation system, its principles are embedded in the local 

value system. Therefore it can be argued that the local people are able to attach particular 

value to the positive results that have been the outcome of the Ra’ui. And for the positive 

results of the Ra’ui have become obvious in terms of ecological as well as economic 

success, it has undoubtedly proved to the local people the value of sustainable resource 

management. The cultural importance of the Ra’ui together with the conscious efforts by 

the different parties involved in the reintroduction of the Ra’ui have resulted in a 

community-based conservation system that bears importance to the local people beyond 

conservation success. Indeed, the Ra’ui as a system has as much of a social role than 

environmental one in that unless the communities believe in the values that the Ra’ui is 

comprised of, the system would not receive the inherent support from the local people it 

needs to work in the first place. “At the end of it all, there are lessons and rewards from the 
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Ra’ui that have become self-evident. Given enough time and a break from human impact, 

the lagoon cupboard will refill itself, and is able to be not just a source of food, but of 

education as well” (The Cook Islands News, date unknown). 
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Discussion 
 

 

As we have seen, the Ra’ui is an interesting and somewhat original example of a 

community-based conservation system. But what are the different identifiable factors that 

have, in this case, helped form a successful resource management strategy? 

First point that has unarguably contributed to the success of the Ra’ui system in 

Rarotonga is the way in which the system is co-managed managed by the communities and 

the traditional leaders’ council, and the government. As shown by Sen and Nielsen, “There 

is a multitude of tasks that can be co-managed under a different type of co-management 

arrangement at different stages in the management process. Thus co-management covers a 

broad spectrum of possible collaborative decision-making between government and user 

groups…” (Sen and Nielsen, 1996: 407). Moreover, “The role of user groups in the 

decision-making process will depend on their relative negotiating capacity, knowledge and 

strengths vis-à-vis each other and with government” (ibid.). It is evident that the dynamics 

between the different agents involved in a conservation system or a project often determine 

the outcome. If a co-management regime involves several agents, such as non-

governmental organizations, indigenous groups, and governments, all representing 

different agendas and different backgrounds, it is unlikely that the outcome will be 

satisfactory to all of the participants. What is more, in such regimes the goals and the 

objectives that are set by different agents can be, and often are, conflicting23. Then, the 

execution of a system is often determined by the political strength and mobility of the 

participating agents, and the outcome can project only the politically dominant 

viewpoint24.   

The co-management regime in Rarotonga is based on the division of duties between 

the traditional leaders’ council and the government25. The government’s role is strictly 

technical, and reduced to providing scientific knowledge and assistance on the lagoon and 

the reef ecology. The traditional leaders’ council, on the other hand, has been granted the 

autonomy to make all decisions regarding the management strategies of the nearshore 

marine areas. Although it can be argued that the objectives of the traditional leaders 

                                                
23 See Fisher 1994 for an example.  
24 See Conklin and Graham 1995, or Durham 1995 for political ecology examples and arguments.    
25 It has to be added here that the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) South Pacific has also been involved 
in the reintroduction of the Ra’ui system. Their role has been complimentary in helping to raise funds for the 
up keeping of the Ra’ui as well as organizing educational activities for schoolchildren in Rarotonga. 
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council and the government of the Cook Islands are somewhat different regarding the 

Ra’ui, in that the government’s objective is the generate income through tourism as well as 

conserve the nearshore marine environment whereas the traditional leaders council’s 

objective is to conserve the marine environment as well as revive the respect for the 

traditional authority system, the co-management has proved successful (Interview #8, 

Rarotonga). It is the way in which the tasks and the responsibilities have clearly been 

divided between the two parties that has prevented overlap in decision-making, and 

consequently prevented disagreements between the two active agents working with the 

Ra’ui.  

The second factor that has contributed to the success of the Ra’ui system is that of 

community participation. As shown by White et al., “public hearings, in particular, and 

community participation, in general, in protected area planning are considered essential to 

the effective management of each area” (White et al., 2002: 7). Whether referring to 

conservation projects that have been initiated by an outside agency or whether referring to 

community-initiated conservation systems, community participation is crucial in order to 

establish successfully and sustainably managed environmental protection areas26. 

However, while conservationists and other policymakers have increasingly begun to 

realize the value and the necessity of community participation in nature conservation, the 

grounds on which the alliances between local people and conservationists are formed must, 

in occasions, be questioned. As acknowledged by Chatty and Colchester “participation has 

now become part of the normal language of development theory. It has become so 

fashionable that almost everyone claims participation to be part of their work” (Chatty and 

Colchester, 2002: 10). As long as the participation of local peoples in conservation is 

perceived as a fashion instead of a necessity or a privilege, the alliance that is formed 

between different agents is flawed and unequal, and not only threatens the sustainability of 

nature conservation but can also lead to unnecessary socio-economic consequences. 

Given the Ra’ui is a traditional community-initiated conservation system, it does 

not come as a surprise that the local communities were fully involved and included in the 

design and the implementation of the reintroduction of the Ra’ui. However, even with 

community-initiated conservation systems, the degree to which local communities can 

influence decisions varies enormously. In Rarotonga, all of the decisions regarding the 

Ra’ui are made by the local communities themselves. And this, it can be argued, plays a 
                                                
26 See Cox 2000 for an example of the differences between two identical conservation projects, which, due to 
community participation or the lack of it, have very different outcomes.   
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big part in the success of the Ra’ui system as well as in the elimination of negative socio-

economic effects for the local people in Rarotonga.  

The third and final factor that has affected the outcome of the Ra’ui is the presence 

of culture-sensitivity within the Ra’ui conservation system. According to Hoage and 

Moran, “the needs, goals, and rights of local people must be addressed in culturally 

appropriate ways in order to achieve long-term conservation goals” (Hoage and Moran, 

1998: ix).  In other words, a proposed conservation initiative must be culturally compatible 

with the local people concerned, and it must comply with local values and beliefs. 

Moreover, the objectives of a conservation initiative must be culturally appropriate and 

accepted by the communities involved. This issue is more difficult to overcome if the 

conservation initiative is implemented by an outside agency, for there are many false 

assumptions that can be, and have been, made about indigenous resource management 

practices, which have consequently been translated into conservation policies and 

discourse27. To paraphrase Eghenter (2000) management practices should be linked to the 

social, temporal, and environmental circumstances of particular communities, and although 

parallels can be drawn between conservation initiatives, each case and situation should be 

viewed and studied within the particular circumstances (Eghenter, 2000: 331). 

Community-initiated conservation systems, on the other hand, are designed according to 

particular values and in particular localities, and are therefore embedded in the local 

cultural and social networks. And in such cases, as we have seen with the Ra’ui, a 

conservation system can become a part of the socio-economic and cultural fabric of the 

community, and not just a restriction imposed by outsiders. 

 

 

 

                                                
27 See Eghenter 2000 for further argument. 
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Concluding Remarks 
 

 

The Ra’ui is a conservation system that is based on local definitions of nature. Its 

principals derive from the local value-system and traditions, and it is a system now 

embedded firmly in the local cultural fabric. Although the Ra’ui was initially introduced to 

protect environmental resources against over-exploitation, it has, since its reintroduction, 

proven to be equally important for the protection of the local cultural and social systems 

against erosion.  

In terms of environmental resource protection, the Ra’ui system has been a success. 

Several marine animal species have increased in abundance and density, and the coral reef 

that surrounds Rarotonga, has shown signs of recovery. In terms of socio-economic effects, 

the Ra’ui has not only made a sustainable harvesting of economically viable marine 

species possible but reinforced many of the social and cultural values and traditions that 

had been weakening during the last few decades. All and all, it can be concluded that the 

effects of the Ra’ui have been positive on the local environment as well as on the socio-

economic systems of local communities. 

With this study, I hoped to show the importance of including a socio-economic 

assessment in the evaluation of a conservation project. Since it is now widely accepted that 

socio-economic circumstances are often the real underlying cause of environmental 

destruction, it is necessary to look into these systems before determining whether a 

conservation initiative has been a success. Through a socio-economic study, one can begin 

to grasp the feedback system that exists between social, political, economic and cultural 

circumstances, and the environment. And once this feedback system is properly 

understood, one can begin to tackle the real issues that cause the majority of environmental 

problems in the first place.  
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Appendix  
 

 

 

Ariri, (Rough Turban-shell, Turbo setosus) 

Atuke, (Brown Pencil-urchin, Heterocentrotus mammillatus) 

Avake, (Short Spine Sea-urchin, Tripnestus gratilla) 

Etu, (Blue Starfish, Linckia laevigata) 

Karikao, (Rose-Mouthed Turban-shell, Astrea rhodostoma) 

Kina, (Pink Sea-urchin, Echinometra spp.) 

Matu Rori, (Soft Black Sea-cucumber, Holothuria leucospilota) 

Paua, (Rugose Giant Clam, Tridacna maxima) 

Rori Pua, (Flower Sea-cucumber, Holothuria cinerascens) 

Popoto, (Hebrew Cone, most common species Conus ebraeus) 

Rori Matie, (Green Sea-cucumber, Stichopus chloronotus) 

Rori Pua, (Flower Sea-cucumber, Holothuria cinerascens) 

Rori Puakatoro, (Red Surf-fish, Actinopyga maurutiana) 

Rori Toto, (Sandy Sea-cucumber, Holothuria atra) 

Trochus, (Trochus niloticus) 

Ungakoa, (Large Worm shell, Dendropoma maxima) 

Vana, (Long Spine Sea-urchin, Echinothrix diadema) 
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