Marshall Islands

In its country study
, Marshall Islands provided several evidences of biodiversity values.

Why Is Biodiversity Valuable?

Are there values to biodiversity beyond just biological resources? Of course, most people would say that there are, but what are they? Well, by using the Marshall Islands’ coral reef, some of these values to biodiversity can be demonstrated as:

Commodity—fishing (commercial, subsistence, aquarium trade)

Amenity—residents and tourists who enjoy diving on the reefs

Cultural—the role of the coral reef in tradition and language

Existence/Intrinsic—knowing that the reef is there (or as the Preamble of the World Charter of Nature says: “Every form of life is unique, warranting respect regardless of its worth to man.”)

Spiritual—traditional beliefs that are closely tied to the reef, also the solace and peace of mind that comes from its beauty

Utilitarian/Ecological—wave protection, land building properties

Scientific—potential medicines

These values, and possibly others that were not listed, can be seen to a greater or lesser extent in all aspects of Marshalls’ biodiversity. Commodity values are the easiest to identify and bring in the most immediate financial benefits, but the other values are also important. The challenge is often how to keep all of the factors in balance so that one is not favored at the expense of the others.

It has been said that: “Just because some communities are larger than others, or contain large mammals or other species that are more appealing to humans, this does not mean that they are somehow more valuable or worthy of preservation than others.” Additionally, there are also those “what ifs” or “unknowns,” valuable aspects of the biodiversity that are yet to be discovered.

So the challenge has become, not just in the Marshall Islands but all around the world, to not just take an area or an ecosystem for granted, but to try to find out how beneficial and valuable it really is.
The effects of the biota on people in the Marshalls:

Effects on daily life

Just about every aspect of the daily life of these early people was interwoven into the fabric of the natural world. The land itself they lived on was wholly derived from living things, both marine and terrestrial. Of course, all food came from local biological resources, natural and introduced species, but so did all utensils and tools used to catch, grow and prepare that food. Although water is not organic, it often was naturally stored in containers such as “nien dren,” the hollow that frequently occur on the trunks of coconut trees. For tilling the soil, a piece of tridacna clam shell was lashed onto a wooden pole with coconut fiber rope (or coir).  Cowry shells were fashioned into breadfruit peelers, and the centers of large “bukbuk,” helmet shells, were removed to make bowls.

Houses were constructed of pandanus thatch and wild hibiscus poles, their yards paved with coral gravel brought in coconut-frond baskets from the beach. Clothing was finely woven mats of pandanus leaves and coconut dyed various colors. “Atat” (prostrate burr bush, Triumfetta procumbens) roots would give a brown, “jon” would produce a black, and “nen” yellow and red.

Sleeping mats were manufactured with a larger weave of pandanus leaves, similarly dyed. The materials for all the mats were softened before weaving by beating the strips with a hard coral rock or köñe pounder against a coral rock “jin” or anvil.
There were no metals or jewels such as gold, silver, copper, diamonds, jade or turquoise to make jewelry, adornments or decorations. Thus, biological resources were again employed. Slices of large cone shells became bracelets and ear ornaments were made out of rolls of pandanus leaf. Tattooing was a popular art, preformed by using the wing bones of birds such as albatrosses and frigatebirds as a chisel. Pigments were made from a slurry of charred coconut material mixed with water or sap.

Play and recreation were also dependent upon the natural world. For the adults, it was singing and dancing accompanied by the rhythm of drums with a cylinder of köñe wood and heads of stretched sharkskin. But of course, it was the youngsters who really developed means for finding diversion through the plants and animals around them. They came up with games such as juggling the round seeds of various trees or coral pebbles. Ripe bunches of pandanus anchored underwater gave the children a means of competing as to who could hold their breath longest, by swimming down and seeing who could bring up the most individual sections (or keys) of the fruit.

The language that these early inhabitants of the Marshall Islands developed reflected the strong influence of the plants and animals around them, through place names and numerous sayings and idioms.

TRANSPORTATION

Transportation likewise came entirely from biological sources. Canoe hulls and outriggers were carved from breadfruit logs and drift logs by adzes of sharp pieces of tridacna tied to wooden handles. Various other plants provided other parts of the canoes — pandanus trunks for the main masts with köfle at the top mast for strength and smoothness, “lukwej” (beauty leaf, Calophyllum inoph v//urn), or “köno” as the outrigger crosspieces, coconut coir for the rigging, and woven pandanus leaf mats for the sail. As a final touch, bird feathers with special significance were placed on the sails to indicate clans and accomplishments.

These canoes afforded a means for people to go to other islands to obtain goods, even to the nearby high islands where there were non-biologically produced materials. In Adelbert von Charnisso’s early account of life on the Marshalls, he reported that the people were seemingly quite familiar with iron, (even having a name for it), but it was still a highly coveted commodity and the appearance of some caused considerable excitement. There were prehistoric basalt pillars (of volcanic origin) on Aur and Namu which, unlike pumice, could not have floated in on their own, so must have been brought by canoe.

Medicine
During the atoll workshops, of the 73 plants recorded, 60 were said to be useful as medicine— compared to only 28 listed for food. All sorts of medicinal and traditional uses were mentioned, for use before birth until after death. No wonder William Hatheway observed decades earlier in his 1954 report on the plants of Arno, that: “With the exception of recently introduced weeds, virtually every species of plants.. . found a specific use.”

The majority of these medicinal plants used by the Marshallese are native species, although there were many prehistorically introduced ones known as well. Nowadays, “kiden” is probably the best known and most widely utilized among the traditional medicine plant in the Marshalls, but others, such as “nen,” “kaar” and “könnat” are also quite popular. And even newly introduced plants, such as yellow alder (Turnera ulmifolia), have begun to be employed medicinally by some people.
The traditional relationship continues
It is a commonly told tale of how the arrival of European and American ships, and the establishment of trade with these foreigners, greatly altered things and the influence of people on the biota was forever changed. However, it can just as correctly be said that this commerce greatly altered how the biota influenced people. Non-biologically derived goods and materials—metals and stones, plastics and other manufactured items—began to be imported with ease and in quantities and ways never before imaginable.

Still, the Marshalls’ culture retains a remarkable amount of its heritage of bioresourcefulness. This was demonstrated by the knowledge shared by the participants of the various atolls during the biodiversity — workshops, as well as in practical living.
Traditional pandanus thatch homes can still be seen on the outer islands. Sleeping mats of woven pandanus leaves remain quite popular throughout the country, even in the industrialized areas. These are still made by women who prepare the strips in the old-fashioned way.

Coral gravel is still hauled up from the beaches to be spread around the houses, but nowadays usually toted in plastic bags. Medicines from plants are commonly made and utilized. Traditional fishing methods are still known and used to provide meals of local seafood, the preferred source of protein of the people. The skills for building canoes—not only sailing canoes, but also small model ones—have not been lost. Furthermore, efforts have been made recently to preserve this knowledge for future generations.

And the next future generation of Marshallese, the children of today, still know how to make playthings out of what is around them. True, this may now incorporate the use of manufactured goods, but the youngsters definitely retain a close connection with the natural world. Little girls to this day gleefully giggle as they juggle coral pebbles and round seeds from local trees. Both boys and girls know how to make pinwheels out of coconut fronds to spin in the wind, and to collect together colorful assortment of seashells with which to play. When these youngsters, or even older Marshallese, desire to have a pet animal, their preference is often for baby wild birds rather than more recently introduced “domestic” animals.
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