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Regional defi nition

This section describes the boundaries and the main physical and 

socio-economic characteristics of the region in order to defi ne the 

area considered in the regional GIWA assessment and to provide 

suffi  cient background information to establish the context within 

which the assessment was conducted. 

Boundaries of the Pacific 
Islands region
The geographical focus of GIWA region 62 the Pacifi c Islands 

region (Figure 1) includes all of the island nations or territories of 

the tropical Pacifi c Ocean that are considered part of the “cultural 

areas” of Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia (Table 1). The Pacifi c 
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Islands region, as considered here, lies between 130° E and 125° W 

and includes all associated off shore and ocean areas. The western 

boundary of the region is West Papua (Irian Jaya) the western half of 

the island of New Guinea, which is part of Indonesia, but geologically, 

biogeographically and culturally related to Melanesia, and the off shore 

islands of Papua New Guinea the northeastern half of New Guinea. The 

eastern boundary is demarcated by Pitcairn Island and its Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ). Adjacent to the region are the Hawaiian 

Archipelago , New Zealand, Australia, Torres Strait Islands and southern 

Papua New Guinea. 

Physical characteristics

Island types
Within region 62, there is a great diversity of island types and 

corresponding terrestrial, freshwater and marine ecosystem and 

habitat diversity:

 Geologically-ancient continental islands composed of sedimentary, 

metamorphic, and igneous rocks of continental origin, such as 

Papua New Guinea and New Caledonia;

 Older volcanic islands, such as most of the islands of Fiji, Vanuatu, 

Solomon Islands, the eastern islands of Papua New Guinea (e.g. 

Manus, New Britain, and Bougainville), Guam, and the Northern 

Marianas; 

 Recent high basaltic volcanic “hot spot” islands, such as the 

Samoan archipelago, the Cook Islands, Tahiti in French Polynesia, 

and Pohnpei and Kosrae in the Federated States of Micronesia;

 Raised limestone islands, such as Nauru, Niue, most of the Tonga 

and Palau groups, and Aniwa in Vanuatu;

 Low-lying coral-limestone islands, such as most of the true atolls 

and islands that have no lagoons in the Marshall Islands, Kiribati, 

Tuvalu, Tokelau and the Tuamotus in French Polynesia. Each has its 

own characteristic biota and ethno-biological traditions.

There is also great geographic, demographic and developmental 

diversity (Table 1). Some “groups” or countries like  Guam, Nauru 

and Niue, consist of one single small island. Some like Fiji, Tonga 

and French Polynesia are comprised of numerous large and small 

highly dispersed islands. Others like Papua New Guinea (PNG) and 

West Papua (Irian Jaya) consist of parts of very large, high continental 

islands, plus countless off shore large and small islands. The total land 

areas vary from 12 to 26 km2 for groups of low-lying coral-limestone 

islands like Tokelau and Tuvalu, to over 400 000 km2 for the continental 

island areas of Irian Jaya and Papua New Guinea. Great diff erences 

in climate, geological resources, topographical features, soil types, 

mineral and water availability, extent of coral reefs and diversity of 

terrestrial, freshwater and marine fl ora and fauna are also found in 

the area. 

Climate
The average annual rainfall in the region varies from just over 1 000 mm 

in New Caledonia to 5 000 mm in Pohnpei and Kosrae States in the 

Federated States of Micronesia (FSM). Rainfall can vary dramatically 

on large islands (such as on Viti Levu Island of Fiji, with 3 200 mm in 

the east, and 1 900 mm in the west), between diff erent islands in the 

same archipelago, and annually (e.g. the atolls of Kiribati, which may 

experience prolonged droughts). These variations in rainfall lead to 

Table 1 Geographic and economic statistics for the countries 
and territories of the region.

Country
Land 
area 
(km2)

Population 
Population 
density 
(per km3)

Annual 
growth 
rate (%)

Total GDP 
(USD)

GDP per 
capita 
(USD)

American 
Samoa

199 70 260 353 2.22 500 000 8 000

Cook Islands 240 21008 88 1.1 105 000 5 000

Federated 
States of 
Micronesia

702 108 143 154 0.04 277 000 2 000

Fiji 18 270 868 531 48 1.41 4 800 000 5 600

French 
Polynesia

4 167 262 125 63 1.62 1 300 000 5 000

Guam 549 163 941 299 1.89 3 200 000 21 000

Kiribati 811 98 549 122 2.26 79 000 800

Marshall 
Islands

181 56 429 311 2.3 115 000 1 600

Nauru 21 12 570 599 1.9 60 000 5 000

Niue 260 2 145 8 0.01 7 600 3 600

Northern 
Mariana Is.

477 80 006 168 3.37 900 000 12 500

New 
Caledonia

19 060 210 798 11 1.38 3 000 000 14 000

Palau 458 19 717 43 1.54 174 000 9 000

Papua New 
Guinea

462 840 5 295 816 11 2.34 10 860 000 2 100

Pitcairn 47 47 1 ND ND ND

Samoa 2 944 178 173 61 -0.27 1 000 000 5 600

Solomon 
Islands

28 450 509 190 18 2.83 800 000 1 700

Tokelau 10 1 418 142 0.01 1 500 1 000

Tonga 748 108 141 145 1.9 236 000 2 200

Tuvalu 26 11 305 435 1.42 12 200 1 100

Vanuatu 12 200 199 414 16 1.61 563 000 2 900

Wallis and 
Futuna

274 15 734 57 1.3 30 000 2 000

Note: ND = No Data. 

(Source: Dalzell et al. 1996, CIA World Factbook 2003)
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variations in coastal productivity, with the highest being found in the 

lagoons and embayments of high islands (Dalzell et al. 1996). 

Climatic seasonality is more pronounced in the higher latitudes, but 

even in the equatorial area seasonal diff erences occur, such as changes 

in prevailing winds and rainfall. For most of the year, the region is 

infl uenced by the Southeast Trade winds, but for 4 to 5 months during 

the northern winter, by the Northwest Monsoon (Dalzell et al. 1996).

Large-scale climatic events such as cyclones occur regularly in 

the western tropical Pacifi c, and up to 18 per year may form in the 

northwest Pacifi c. South of the Equator they occur from December to 

April, and average four per year (Wauthy 1986). The El Niño Southern 

Oscillation (ENSO) has a profound infl uence on the coastal and marine 

environments of the Pacifi c Islands (Dalzell et al. 1996). The southern 

oscillation index is a measure of the atmospheric pressure diff erence 

between Darwin (Australia) and Tahiti (French Polynesia), which 

is positive in normal years. During an ENSO episode this gradient 

reverses, with a resulting shift in climatic and oceanic conditions. 

Important eff ects are unseasonable droughts in the western Pacifi c, 

and unseasonable rains in the central and eastern Pacifi c. There is 

strong evidence that ENSO events can have both positive and negative 

impacts on the pelagic fi shery, with stocks of migratory species such as 

Skipjack and Yellow fi n tuna shifting eastwards during an ENSO episode. 

The increasing occurrence of cyclones and ENSO events in recent years 

may be evidence of the impact of global change on the Pacifi c Islands 

region, although recent paleoclimatic analyses of corals indicate that 

ENSO events have been more frequent in the past.

Hydrological characteristics
Wauthy (1986) has summarised the hydrological characteristics of South 

Pacifi c marine environments. The surface waters of the tropical west 

and central Pacifi c enter into the trans-Pacifi c inter-tropical circulation 

from the eastern boundaries of two sub-tropical anticyclonic gyres. The 

surface waters are isolated from deeper layers by a well established 

thermocline and, as they move from east to west, they grow warmer 

and more nutrient defi cient. This leads to very clear blue oceanic water, 

where average primary production ranges from 20 to 50 gC/m2/year 

(FAO 1972). Upwelling can enrich these impoverished waters, and a 

shallowing of the thermocline allows nutrients to reach the euphotic 

zone at the edges of the equatorial counter-currents. Nutrient input 

from precipitation and run-off  is possible only in the waters surrounding 

the large island archipelagos of Melanesia. The highest primary 

production in the region ranges from 90 to 180 gC/m2/year on the 

shelf area of the Gulf of Papua, which receives much of the drainage 

from the PNG highlands region (Dalzell et al. 1996).

Nearly all of the Pacifi c Islands region falls within the tropics, and sea 

surface temperatures rarely fall below 20°C, and may rise as high as 30°C 

at times; shallow waters of lagoons and fringing reefs may reach higher 

temperatures, up to 38°C during low tides (South, pers. obs.). 

Coastal biota
The coastal biota are characterised by coral reefs, seagrass meadows 

and mangrove forests. The biodiversity of these habitats diminishes 

from west to east, since the centre of species biodiversity is in the Indo-

West Pacifi c region, which borders on the western and northwestern 

boundary of the Pacifi c Islands region. National and international 

protected areas in the Pacifi c Islands region are shown in Figure 2.

Coral reefs

The corals and coral reefs of the Pacifi c Islands are described in Wells and 

Jenkins (1988) and Spalding et al. (2001). The status of Pacifi c Island reefs 

is reported in Wilkinson (1998, 2000, 2002). In Melanesia, biodiversity 

is high and diminishes towards the east. The reefs of New Caledonia 

and Fiji are the best studied, but there remain vast areas of unexplored 

reefs (Spalding et al. 2001). The majority of Melanesian reefs are under 

traditional stewardship and the reefs serve as important sources of food 

for subsistence fi shers. Attempts to establish marine protected areas 

(MPAs) in Melanesia have had limited success, although the rights of 

villagers to manage their own near-shore resources are now widely 

recognised, leading to co-management regimes. 

In Micronesia, reefs are well developed, except on coastlines aff ected 

by active volcanism. Palau lies closest to the centre of reef diversity in 

the Indo-Pacifi c region; as in Melanesia, species biodiversity declines 

eastwards. According to Spalding et al. (2001), there are considerable 

diff erences in the state of Micronesian reefs and, for those under the 

control of the United States, the impacts of humans are most marked. 

A breakdown of traditional systems has occurred in most countries 

following the shift from traditional village life to an urban lifestyle, 

and the impact of military activities has been critical, especially in 

those areas of the Marshall Islands used for intensive nuclear testing 

in the 1940s and 1950s. Away from areas of human impact, however, a 

large number of reefs remain in good to excellent condition. Polynesia 

comprises an enormous region of widely scattered islands from Wallis 

and Futuna to Hawaii (not included in this report) to French Polynesia 

and, to the south, Tonga. According to Spalding et al. (2001), Polynesia 

includes 11 000 km2 of coral reefs, with every kind of island and reef 

type represented. 

Traditional utilisation and management of reefs has been lost in many 

of the islands, following the breakdown of traditional lifestyles and 

445 797





18 GIWA REGIONAL ASSESSMENT 62  PACIFIC ISLANDS

European colonists. There is evidence to suggest, however, that the 

relatively small populations had a lesser impact on coral reefs and 

lagoons, even though there is evidence that some of the stocks of 

fi shes and invertebrates had been overfi shed prior to European contact 

(Table 2). The present day situation with regard to habitat modifi cation 

and destruction is a result of approximately 200 years of impact by 

human populations, added to that already conducted by indigenous 

peoples pre-contact. These impacts include deforestation, depletion 

of fi sh stocks, destruction of habitats (especially mangroves and other 

vulnerable coastal ecosystems) through urbanisation, industry and 

infrastructure development, waste disposal, pollution, mining, and 

agriculture. Freshwater catchments are almost completely impacted 

by human activities and are no longer in their natural state, and 

areas of pristine forest and other habitats are becoming scarce. 

Government policies, whether those of the colonists or of the current 

regimes following independence, have played a key role leading to 

the current situation.

Population
The current population of the region is approximately 8.3 million (CIA 

World Factbook 2003), and Papua New Guinea accounts for more than 

63%. Population densities range from just over 8 persons per km2 for 

Niue to 599 persons per km2 for Nauru.  If the “most populous islands” 

are considered, the fi gures rise to over 100 persons per km2 for four 

islands, over 200 for 3 islands, and 421 for Koror in Palau, 757 for Funafuti 

in Tuvalu, 1 179 for Majuro in the Marshall Islands, and 2 190 for Tarawa 

in Kiribati. The estimated population for Betio Islet of Tarawa Atoll was 

40 000 in the year 2000, which gives it a population density rivalling 

those of Hong Kong and Singapore. If we consider Ebeye, one of some 

90 islets comprising Kwajalein Atoll in the Marshall Islands, to which 

people were relocated by the U.S. military to free the atoll’s lagoon 

for intercontinental ballistic missile testing, the population density 

increases to over 25 000 per km2!

There are three racial and sub-cultural groupings, which are referred 

to as Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia (Figure 1). The Melanesian 

islands are all relatively large archipelagos and include Papua New 

Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and New Caledonia, with Fiji lying 

half way between Melanesia to the west and the Polynesian islands 

of the central Pacifi c. Polynesia includes American Samoa, the Cook 

Islands, French Polynesia, Niue, Pitcairn, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Wallis 

and Futuna and Samoa. Micronesia lies mainly close to or north of the 

equator, and includes the Federated States of Micronesia (Yap, Chuuk, 

Pohnpei and Kosrae), the Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, Marshall 

Islands, Nauru, Palau and Kiribati.

The three cultural groups have distinctive traditions and lifestyles 

that have prevailed to varying degrees to modern times. They have 

Table 2 Summary of results of analysis of fi sh bone and mollusc shell assemblages in Pacifi c Island  archaeological sites. 

Location
Time period 

(years ago)
Comments Source

Matenkupum 
(New Ireland, Papua New Guinea)

32 0000
Earliest evidence of human capture of marine fish in world. Site contains bones and shell fragments of reef fish and molluscs. Capture 
probably by reef gleaning, stone fish traps or weirs, and with spears.

Allen et al. 1989

Tongatapu 
(Tonga)

3 500-2 000
Initial heavy exploitation of bivalve molluscs (Anadara spp. and Gafrarium spp.) by early colonisers, followed by decline in 
Anadara spp. due to a combination of fishing pressure and environmental effects. Mortality curves for Gafrarium reflect increasing 
fishing pressure on population with decrease in average size (and age) in population.

Spennemann 1987

Mangaia 
(Cook Islands)

980-330
Significant increase in frequency of molluscan remains at about 500 years ago. Average size of gastropod Turbo setosus decreased by 
50% between the earliest layers in the sequence and those in later years.

Kirch et al. 1995, 
Butler 1993

Tikopia 
(Solomon Islands)

2 900-200
Ark shells and other gastropods are major source of animal protein during initial period of colonisation. Mollusc populations reduced 
through fishing and environmental change, followed by diversification of food base through agriculture.

Kirch & Yen 1982

Pari 
(southeast Papua New Guinea)

2 000-Present
Gastropod and bivalve molluscs in shell middens reflect exploitation pressure with shift through time, with decrease in average size 
(and age) in population.

Swadling 1977

Mussau 
(northern Papua New Guinea)

3 500-350
Composition of fish bone assemblages with time remains relatively constant, with landings dominated chiefly by lethrinids, scarids 
and serranids.

Kirch et al. 1991

Santa Cruz Islands 
(Solomon Islands)

3 200-2 600
Gastropod and bivalve molluscs in shell middens reflect exploitation pressure with shift through time, with decrease in average size 
(and age) in population.

Swadling 1986

Niutoputapu 
(Tonga)

2 800-200
Fish bone assemblages from excavations show long-term exploitation of reef and lagoon species, similar to contemporary fishing 
patterns.

Kirch & Dye 1979, 
Kirch 1988

Kapingamarangi and Nukuoro
(Caroline Islands)

1 050-500
Fish bone assemblages reflect importance of reef and lagoon fish as staple animal protein, despite cultural importance of pelagic fish 
such as rainbow runner (Elegatis bipinnulatis).

Leach & Davidson 1988

Aitutaki 
(Cook Islands)

2 000-1 000
Change in shell hook manufacture from pearl oyster shell (Pinctada margaritifera) to turban shell (Turbo setosus) with time due to 
breakdown in inter-island communication and trade. Reliance on more fragile Turbo hooks reflected in greater exploitation of smaller 
lagoon fishes .

Allen 1992

Palau 1 300-100 Fish bone assemblages suggest continuity in reef fish composition and fishing practices during pre-contact period. Masse 1986

Mussau (Papua New Guinea) Main 
reef Is & Tikopia, (Solomon Islands) 
Lakeba (Fiji) Niutoputapu (Tonga)

3 500-350
Comparison of fish bone assemblages suggests greater reliance on line fishing for reef carnivores in West Pacific compared to net and 
spear fishing for reef herbivores/omnivores in East. Differences may possibly reflect greater fishing pressure in east with reduction of 
reef carnivore populations.

Butler 1994

(Source:  adopted from Dalzell & Adams 1996)
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in common chiefl y systems (mostly patriarchal, but some matriarchal), 

customary ownership of land, coast and resources, and complex social 

structures within communities. In the post-colonial era, migration, rapid 

population growth, urbanisation and urban drift, the introduction of 

western culture and religions, the adoption of westernised governance 

and legal systems, and the introduction of the cash economy, have 

substantially eroded many of these traditions. There has been a 

substantial loss of traditional knowledge, and many of the customary 

systems that were in place and resulted in conservation of resources 

have been severely compromised (South et al. 1994). There is, however, 

a growing recognition of the value of traditional systems and the 

realisation that these are best used together with modern systems of 

resource management in a co-management environment (Veitayaki in 

South et al. 1994).

Economy
The Pacifi c Island states and territories are among the poorest nations, 

and are strongly dependent on their renewable and non-renewable 

resources for their economic survival. The cash economy has become 

a major driving force: populations’ desire living standards and lifestyles 

comparable to those they learn about from developed nations, yet, 

with the exception of a privileged few, they do not have the resources 

to bring this about. Modern technology is brought into these countries 

through many diff erent programmes, but oftentimes the technology is 

inappropriate for small islands. The island states are overwhelmed by the 

possibility that global change can result in a total loss of their territories 

(such as atoll states like Tuvalu and Kiribati); they have become eff ective 

global advocates of the importance of mitigating against those factors 

that are causing climate change and sea-level rise. 

Many Pacifi c Island cultures maintain much of their traditional lifestyles 

and value their traditions, yet they are affl  icted by many of the same 

problems as other parts of the world, such as an alarming increase in 

the rate of HIV infections and sexually transmitted diseases, and by non-

communicable lifestyle diseases such as diabetes mellitus. Religion has 

a major infl uence on the lives of Pacifi c peoples, and the church can 

be very eff ective in helping to deal with community-driven concerns. 

Yet religion and cultural traditions have also proved to be obstacles 

in areas such as birth control and awareness raising about HIV, since 

human sexual issues may not be discussed either within the family or 

within the community, leading to ignorance, early pregnancies and 

high birth rates.

Apart from Papua New Guinea, the most far-reaching constraint on 

development in the region is the small size of the countries, and their 

remoteness from the main trading centres. GDP is very low for the 

smallest nations, well below 500 USD per capita per year (Table 1). 

Those with the highest GDP are states still under colonial rule, such 

as French Polynesia and Guam. The countries are also separated from 

one another by vast areas of deep ocean, resulting in isolation and high 

transportation costs. In addition, natural disasters such as cyclones, 

fl oods, tsunamis and droughts plague many of the countries, and these 

problems are exacerbated by global problems of climate change and 

sea level rise. These phenomena threaten entire countries such as the 

low-lying atolls countries of Kiribati and Tuvalu, and the largely coastal 

populations of the high islands (South & Veitayaki 1999).

In terms of current level of development and potential for modern 

economic development, although some of the larger island groups 

with signifi cant mineral, forestry, fi sheries and agricultural land 

resources have some potential, most Pacifi c Island states and territories 

and smaller outer islands and isolated rural communities do not. 

Because of their small size, geographic isolation and extremely limited 

natural resources the options for modern economic development are 

extremely limited. Consequently, most island countries, territories and 

local communities will, for the foreseeable future, have to depend on 

the sustainable use of their local resources as a basis for their survival 

and development. In this respect, it is stressed that the Pacifi c Island 

region is unique in that most of the islands of the region are inhabited 

by indigenous peoples that have close links with, and great cultural, 

economic and spiritual dependence on, their island terrestrial and 

marine environment. In most cases, these indigenous people are the 

owners and users of these resources and ultimately control decisions 

related to their conservation and sustainable use. This situation 

contrasts with other archipelagic regions of the world, such as those in 

the Indian Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, and continental areas where 

there is more private or public land.

The South Pacifi c is one of the most heavily aid-assisted regions 

in the world (Fairbairn 1994) with an estimated annual total of 

1 100 million USD, or 170 USD per capita per year (1990 estimate). 

Approximately 90% of the aid is bi-lateral with Australia, France, Japan, 

the European Community and the United States of America contributing 

the greatest proportion. With decolonisation and shifting allegiances 

of some of the newly independent states from their previous colonial 

masters, links are being strengthened with Asia and increasing amounts 

of aid is being provided from Japan, the People’s Republic of China, 

Korea and Taiwan. In addition, private sector investments from the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nation (ASEAN) countries, particularly 

Malaysia, are changing the face of the consumer and investments 

markets in the region (South & Veitayaki 1999).
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Environmental issues are now recognised as critical in the promotion 

of sustainable growth and an improved quality of life. As stated by 

South and Veitayaki (1999): “Pacifi c Island environments are fragile 

and highly vulnerable. There is a need to incorporate integrated 

environmental principles in planning at all levels, specifi cally related 

to the forestry, mineral resources, agricultural and fi shery sectors, but 

equally importantly in urban planning, waste disposal and the tourism 

industry.”

Government and policies
Economic issues often override environmental concerns in government 

planning and policies. There is a trend towards recognition of the need 

for more integrated planning, to comply with global conventions and 

agreements through the development of appropriate national laws and 

regulations, and a number of Pacifi c Island countries have drafted or 

have even enacted (e.g. in Cook Islands) new environmental laws and 

policies which recognise these needs (e.g. the Fiji Government’s draft 

Sustainable Development Bill). 

These are, however, the exceptions: the sustainability ethic is widely 

spoken about, but in reality, it is an almost unachievable goal given the 

fi nancial and socio-economic constraints under which governments 

have to work. Small populations, inadequate funding, lack of the 

necessary human resources and lack of political will are all contributing 

to the current situation that is leading to more and more unregulated 

destruction and modifi cation of habitats and ecosystems in the Pacifi c 

Islands. There is also a long-standing dependency on donors (who are 

often the same countries that were once colonial governors), and donor 

policies have in themselves been strong external root causes. There has 

also been, regrettably, a culture of corruption in some countries where 

government or private sector leaders have compromised standards or 

ethics in return for under the table deals with outsiders willing to fund 

major developments. In some cases, such as the enormous mahogany 

resources in Fiji, disagreements between land owners, government 

and private industry have led to signifi cant unrest, and were one of the 

factors leading to the 2000 coup in Fiji.

At the community level, traditional systems are breaking down with 

the change to the cash economy, urbanisation and the desire of 

the people to have a lifestyle comparable to that they witness daily 

through the media. This desire percolates throughout society to the 

government level, where ministers of even the smallest countries 

aspire to the trappings of ministers in developed countries. This has 

led to a considerable degree of corruption in some countries, and the 

breakdown of society and the economy such as happened recently in 

the Solomon Islands. Some segments of society remain disenfranchised, 

especially women and youth, and decision making and planning may 

take place without reference to those who are among the most 

important providers of food for their families. Traditional marine tenure 

has also been a factor in the potential for the development of Marine 

Protected Areas (MPAs) in some countries, and was discussed in detail 

in South et al. (1994). Where the initiatives come from the communities 

themselves, progress is likely to be made in this area. One trigger to 

the realisation by communities of the need for MPAs is when fi sh and 

invertebrate stocks are seriously depleted. Fiji’s Locally Managed Marine 

Area (FLMMA) project is an excellent example of how progress is likely 

to be made (Tawake 2004).

Politically, the South Pacifi c Island countries and territories are all 

members of the South Pacifi c Conference that was fi rst convened in 

1947, and which includes the governments of New Zealand, Australia 

and the United States (Dalzell et al. 1996, South & Veitayaki 1999). 

Fourteen independent states, with the addition of New Zealand and 

Australia, are members of the South Pacifi c Forum, established in 1971 

and headquartered in Suva, Fiji.

Organisationally, the South Pacifi c region has been frequently used 

as a model within the Regional Seas programme. South and Veitayaki 

(1999) provided a detailed review of regional approaches to workable 

arrangements in the context of global initiatives in the South Pacifi c. Inter-

governmental bodies oversee regional programmes on a sectoral basis:

 Forum Fisheries Agency: oceanic fi sheries; 

 Secretariat for the Pacifi c Community: coastal fi sheries and socio-

economic programmes; 

 South Pacifi c Applied Geoscience Commission: non-living 

resources; boundary delimitation; 

 South Pacifi c Regional Environment Programme: environmental 

issues; 

 Regional Seas Programme. 

These inter-governmental agencies use a consensus approach to 

decision making (often referred to as the “Pacifi c Way”).  As a result of 

colonisation, countries in the region have adopted legal systems based 

on those of the British, French or United States; as a result, there is a 

lack of uniformity among legal systems within the region. Heathcote 

(1997) addresses the resulting problems experienced under Maritime 

Law in Forum countries, and has recommended ways of standardising 

law in at least this sector. Traditional law also applies in some countries, 

and in Samoa, for example, a system of village rules governing fi sheries 

management has been established (Fa’asili & King 1997). In Fiji, there 

are moves to legally recognise the qoliqoli (fi shing area) owners and 

customary owners of foreshore areas (Aqorau 2003).
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Legal framework and conventions
International Waters Strategic Action Programme

The Strategic Action Programme for the International Waters of the 

Pacifi c Small Island Developing States was developed through an 

extensive consultative review (SPREP 2001a). This review comprised 

national committees and formation of a regional task force, whose 

ultimate task was to prepare documentation for SPREP’s (South Pacifi c 

Regional Environment Programme) International Waters Project, 

which commenced in 2001. The International Waters (IW) Project is 

tackling specifi c issues within the Strategic Action Plan, and a total of 

14 demonstration projects are under development throughout the 

region. Policy issues are paramount in the International Waters Strategic 

Action Plan. Clearly, there would be little to be gained from a repeat of 

this exercise, which is funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) 

and the Australian Government for a total of 20 million USD over fi ve 

years, when the GIWA budget for the region was 50 000 USD.

The Strategic Action Plan identifi ed three priority transboundary concerns 

related to international waters: (i) degradation of quality; (ii) degradation 

of critical habitats; and (iii) Unsustainable use of living and non-living 

resources. These concerns closely relate to those identifi ed under GIWA. 

SPREP summarised the principal issues needed to address priority 

environmental concerns among Pacifi c Island countries (Table 3).

Pacifi c Islands Regional Ocean Policy

In 2002, the South Pacifi c region approved a Pacifi c Islands Regional 

Ocean Policy (PIROP). The Ocean Policy was developed on behalf of the 

Forum Secretariat by the Council of Regional Organisations of the Pacifi c 

(CROP) Marine Sector Working Group. Several members of the GIWA 

Task team were instrumental in the development of PIROP. A Framework 

for Integrated Strategic Action (ISA) was drafted during the Pacifi c 

Islands Regional Ocean Forum (PIROF) held in Suva, Fiji in February 2004, 

by the more than 200 national, regional and international delegates 

attending the Forum. This is the most recent example of the success of 

the regional approach to ocean issues, and will lead to establishment 

of priorities and actions relating to ocean policy. The PIROP will also 

provide a general framework to assist national governments in the 

development of their own policies. 

The UN framework

Within the framework of the various UN conventions and agreements 

to which many of the countries are signatory, many national activities 

have been initiated as part of the reporting requirements of such 

conventions and agreements. In addition, a number of countries 

have created new departments, divisions or ministries, charged with 

overseeing environmental issues, again in response to UN conventions 

and agreements, such as Agenda 21, Chapter 17 which is concerned 

with coastal issues. With respect to the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) 

of the Pacifi c Island nations, many agreements and regional initiatives 

have been agreed to, facilitated by the Forum Fisheries Agency and the 

Secretariat of the Pacifi c Community, under their oceanic programme. 

Their most recent and important achievement has been agreement 

to establish a new commission, charged with management and 

conservation of highly migratory fi sh stocks such as tuna. In 2003, 

Pacifi c Island representatives attended a meeting sponsored by 

Environment Australia, to discuss the management and conservation 

of biodiversity on the high seas, i.e. those areas of ocean not included 

within EEZs. Pacifi c Island nations are represented in various ways within 

the United Nations, and through their advocacy have raised the profi le 

of issues aff ecting island states globally. Finally, regional universities and 

international NGOs have played an increasingly important role in the 

Pacifi c Islands, especially at the community level.

World Summit on Sustainable Development 

At the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg 

2002, the Pacifi c Islands region proposed a series of Type II Initiatives 

which address all of the policy issues referred to in this report. These 

initiatives identifi ed many partners required for their implementation, 

including donors and developed countries. It is to be hoped that these 

initiatives will develop to the overall advantage of the region.

Table 3 Strategic Action Plan to address environmental 
concerns in Pacifi c Islands countries.

Goal
To achieve global benefit by developing and implementing measures to conserve, 
sustainably manage and restore coastal and oceanic resources in the Pacific Region 
(Integrated sustainable development and management of International Waters)

Priority concerns
Degradation of water quality:
- Degradation of associated critical habitats
- Unsustainable use of resources

Imminent 
threats

Pollution from land-based activities:
- Modification of critical habitats
- Unsustainable exploitation of resources

Ultimate root
Management deficiencies
- Governance
- Understanding

Solutions
- Integrated coastal and watershed management
- Oceanic fisheries management

Activity areas 
(coastal)

- Improved waste management
- Better water quality
- Sustainable fisheries
- Effective marine protected areas

Activity areas 
(oceanic)

- Sustainable ocean fisheries
- Improved national and regional management capability
- Stock and by-catch monitoring and research
- Enhanced national and regional management links

Targeted actions

- Management/institutional strengthening
- Capacity building/institutional strengthening
- Awareness/Education
- Research/information for decision making
- Investment

(Source: SPREP 2001a)


