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1. Introduction 

Cook Islands reported1 on incorporation of the NBSAP into the National Environment Strategic Action 

Framework (NESAF); Te Kaveinga Nui and National Sustainable Development Plan; budgetary support to 

biodiversity conservation; institutional frameworks for biodiversity conservation, including National 

Environment Service, Ministry of Marine Resources, Ministry of Agriculture, non-government 

organizations; success of mainstreaming. 

2. Incorporation of the NBSAP into the National Environment Strategic Action Framework 

(NESAF) 

Mainstreaming of biodiversity, and other aspects of environmental sustainability, is an important 

concept for the Cook Islands. In an attempt to achieve this, the NBSAP was incorporated into the 

National Environment Strategic Action Framework (NESAF) for the period 2005-2009. 

The NESAF was developed as a mandate under the Environment Act 2003, to replace the 1992 NEMS, 

and became the leading environment policy framework for the period from 2005-2009. It provides 

guidance and direction to the Cook Islands to protect, conserve and manage its environment and natural 

resources. Conservation and Management of flora and fauna is accounted for in the framework with a 

goal to ‘Enhance the Management, Protection and Sustainable Use of our Natural Resources’. The 

NBSAP activities were integrated into the NESAF, under Goal 1, “Enhance the management, protection 

and sustainable use of our natural resources”. 

The development of the NESAF was an improvement over the NBSAP as it identified which activities 

were immediate, medium, and long term priorities, and included 11 performance indicators which 

would allow progress to be assessed. The NESAF indicators provide some means to measure the 

progress on the Cook Islands commitments to the CBD. The table below shows the progress of 

implementation of the NESAF. 

The NESAF is to be regularly reviewed and revised. The, National Capacity Self-Assessment study was 

undertaken to assess national capacity needs in biodiversity, (as well as other priority environmental 

issues) as an aid towards government implementation of the NESAF programmes. Using information 

from this assessment, as well as feedback from a National Environment Forum held in July 2010, a new 

NESAF for the period 2011 to 2015 is currently being prepared. 

Table: NESAF Performance Monitoring Indicators for Biodiversity, Species and Ecosystems Conservation 

Key Performance indicators:  Progress 

Regular periodic reviews and reports including 

National Assessment Report of the NESAF. 

Annual Environment Forums supposed to take place under the Environment Act 2003, 

but in practice these have been held every 2 to 3 years. Last one was in July 2010, 

                                                           
1
 Cook Islands (2011). 4th National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity, Approved by the Cabinet of 

the Cook Islands Government on 8 April 2011, 140 pp. 
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expected to result in a report reviewing the NESAF by October 2010 

National Biosecurity Act adopted by 2006 and 

Biosecurity agency established by 2008. 

Act passed in 2008, which also established the former Quarantine branch of the Ministry 

of Agriculture as the Biosecurity agency 

National Intellectual Property Rights Act and Copy 

Rights Act adopted and implemented by 2008. 

Not achieved. A draft Bill has been prepared and is awaiting finalisation. Some regional 

work currently underway, sponsored by the Forum Secretariat, which may lead to 

progress in the near future 

Number of identified ecosystems and species with 

established carrying capacity levels, development 

guidelines and management plans 

Tuna management plan; Environment Takuvaine Water Catchment Regulations 2007, 

Takitumu Lagoon Management Plan; Manihiki Lagoon Management Plan awaiting 

Manihiki Island Council endorsement; Takitumu Conservation Area; Draft Suwarrow and 

Manuae management plans prepared but not finalised; A number Marine Raui 

management plans were also prepared, but there was no annual review or follow up. 

Estimated Areas (size) of contamination by 

spreading invasive species reduced as a result of 

effective control. 

Despite some attempts to eradicate invasive weeds, in Mangaia, Mauke, and Mitiaro, 

these have not been successful, and the total areas are likely to have increased since the 

NBSAP project prepared. There is a need to carry out a monitoring and evaluation on 

these attempts. 

Number of active community and national 

programmes related to biodiversity protection, 

conservation and management of various species 

managed by locals. 

TCA, Takitumu Lagoon, Manihiki Lagoon Management Plan (awaiting Island Council 

endorsement) 

Growing number of local enterprises and 

individuals especially women making an income-

generated livelihood from biodiversity and related 

initiatives. E.g. eco-tourism activities and Maori 

medicinal practices 

No baseline survey or monitoring programme established. Export of maire from southern 

group remains the only export, though tuna exports, pearls, and marine aquarium fish 

could also be considered a local enterprise reliant on biodiversity. 

Increased funding for Natural Heritage Trust 

programme and employment of local 

counterparts 

No increase in funding received, no local counterpart employed. Environment Fund from 

airport departure tax discontinued, with funds now going to consolidated Government 

revenue. 

Greater awareness and use of Cook Islands 

Biodiversity Database 

Promoted at several regional workshops and presented as a case study for other 

countries to follow. 

Number of national parks and raui reserves with 

functional management plans established 

nationwide, including Rarotonga cloud forest, 

Suwarrow, Takutea and Manuae 

Currently 25, mainly marine. 

National Research Foundation Act adopted by 

2006 

No progress, though there are two Research Committees established, one under the 

Government umbrella and the other the Cook Islands Research Association. Both bodies 

have clear and distinct objectives. The government body regulates and monitors research 

while the other promotes research 

From the information presented above, it can be seen that the most progress has been in meeting the 

obligations listed in article 7 of the CBD, in relation to identifying the country’s biodiversity.  

3. Te Kaveinga Nui and National Sustainable Development Plan 

In the Ministerial Statement for the NESAF publication in 2004, The Cook Islands Environment Minister 

at the time, Sir Geoffrey Henry said: “We have made a beginning by adopting the new National 

Environment Act in 2003. Having the National Environment Strategic Action Framework linked into the 

National Development Plan process, the National Millennium Development Goals programme for 

poverty alleviation, and the World Summit on Sustainable Development programmes is crucial in 

meeting our national goals and international obligations.” As this statement predicts, the NESAF was 

subsequently incorporated into the National Sustainable Development Plan for 2007 to 2010 (NSDP). 

This was a further step in ensuring that mainstreaming of biodiversity considerations was given due 

consideration in the overall plan for sustainable development in the Cook Islands. 
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Te Kaveinga Nui is the “Pathway for Sustainable Development in the Cook Islands”. It is a general, longer 

term document setting a broad, over-arching plan for the future development of Cook Islands to the 

year 2020. It includes a national vision: To enjoy the highest quality of life consistent with the aspirations 

of our people, and in harmony with our culture and environment. To live in harmony with your 

environment is, in essence, to conserve biodiversity. 

Te Kaveinga Nui incorporates 5 strategic outcomes for the country. A key part of outcome number 5 

related to environmental and cultural values is that by 2020, Cook Islanders will have a “firm respect for 

our natural environment through increased conservation efforts that are consistent with the principles 

of sustainable development ensuring the protection of our natural environment for future generations”. 

The National Sustainable Development Plan 2007-2010 is the workplan of Te Kaveinga Nui in the shorter 

term. The NSDP has 8 key goals that seek to address the 5 Strategic Outcomes in Te Kaveinga Nui. It is a 

strategic document that guides national activities and programmes for development. The information 

contained in this document was generated in a joint effort by the Ministries and Departments within 

Government, to ensure that they aspire to 3 year targets, goals and indicators for their respective 

activities. The NSDP attempts to give equal attention to the three pillars of sustainable development 

The NSDP also aims to meet the international obligations of the Cook Islands, such as the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) goal 7 (Ensuring Environmental Sustainability). It identifies 11 strategic 

priority areas for the Cook Islands to address, one of which is Environment and Natural Resources. The 

NESAF and The Cook Islands MDG national report of 2005 have therefore been integrated into the NSDP, 

which includes targets related to biodiversity. Noticeably the social and environmental pillars are not 

represented on this committee. 

The NSDP process is overseen by a committee (now called the National Sustainable Development 

Committee), which includes participation from the Office of the Prime Minister (OPM), the Ministry of 

Financial and Economic Management (MFEM), Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Immigration (MFAI), 

Crown Law, and the Office of the Public Service Commissioner (OPSC). 

A review of progress has been ongoing since 2008 with key consultations with stakeholders being 

factored into the review process, with the goal to revise and strengthen the next NSDP for 2011 to 2015. 

This review process includes consultation with key stakeholders such as the general community, private 

sector, regional and international development partners as well as key donor agencies. 

4. Budgetary Support to Biodiversity Conservation 

The Cook Islands Budget Policy Statement 2010-2011 states that the Government will support marine 

and land conservation initiatives. Conservation of Cook Islands marine and land resources is critical for 

environmental sustainability. In 2010/11 Government will strengthen the institutional arrangements to 

ensure that the use and harvest of these resources are maintained within sustainable levels. However, 

despite these statements, the lion’s share of the operational budget for biodiversity conservation is 

sourced from donors. Government resources specifically allocated to biodiversity cover the salary of two 
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dedicated biodiversity officer at the National Environment Service, with other NES staff also contributing 

at times, particularly in regard to education and awareness raising. Government also provides support to 

the Natural Heritage Trust, which is responsible for the development and upkeep of the Cook Islands 

Biodiversity Database. Other Government funding related to the biodiversity sector goes to Ministries of 

Agriculture and Marine Resources. 

Institutional Frameworks for Biodiversity Conservation 

The following section will detail the institutional arrangements in place in both government and civil 

society to address biodiversity. A narrative is provided for the main arrangements while the section 

concludes with a table summarizing the roles of the remaining arrangements. 

6. National Environment Service 

The Environment Act 2003 is the principal legislation providing a mandate to the NES for biodiversity 

conservation. It provides national legislation for the conservation and management of Biodiversity as 

follows: 

• Protected Species – Designating animals and plant as protected species for the purpose of this 

Act. 

• Providing for the protection, conservation and management of wildlife, protected species or 

both. 

• Regulating or prohibiting trade and commerce in wildlife, protected species, or both. 

• Protected Areas – Establishing Protected Areas and regulating or prohibiting activities within 

these protected areas. 

Despite this legislated mandate, the country has witnessed a progressive dilution of capacity for hands-

on conservation management within government. Though the National Environment Service (then the 

Conservation Service) has grown from an initial staff of 3 in 1988 to number 27 today there are only 2 

staff members working full time in the biodiversity sector. Thus the responsible government agency 

does not have an operational capacity to effectively manage biodiversity. In addition to this, the 

legislative shift from a conservation focus to an environmental management focus resulted in less 

attention on conservation activities and more on overall environmental management, including more 

focus on development monitoring and management. 

This vacuum has been filled to some extent by the formation of the Cook Islands Natural Heritage 

project, though also with a staff of only one. To fill the gap, a number of nongovernment organizations 

have become actively involved in biodiversity conservation at the community level. For example the 

traditional leaders, supported by NGOs, have made progress in the promotion of the raui system 

(traditional resource management system) for marine conservation. 
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7. Ministry of Marine Resources 

The other Government Ministry with a major role in biodiversity management is the Ministry of Marine 

Resources, as it is responsible for both inshore and offshore fisheries management. The Marine 

Resources Act 2005 defines the fishery waters of Cook Islands as the internal waters, territorial sea and 

exclusive economic zone. It allows the Queens Representative to designate any fishery which is 

considered important to the national interest or which requires management for ensuring sustainable 

utilization of the fishery resource. A fishery can only be designated on the recommendation of the 

Secretary, after taking into account the scientific, economic, environmental and other relevant factors of 

the fishery in regard to effective conservation and optimum utilization for national benefit. A fisheries 

plan for each designated fishery is to be prepared by the Secretary of MMR, or by a local authority in 

conjunction with MMR for a designated fishery within its area. 

Designated fisheries have been declared under the Act in Manihiki, for management of the Parau fishery 

in the Manihiki lagoon and the Ava fishery in Lake Porea. In Aitutaki, all fish stocks naturally occurring in 

the lagoon were made a designated fishery in 1990.  

Following the designation of the respective fisheries, by-laws under the Outer Islands Local Government 

Act and under the Marine Resources Act were promulgated upon the recommendation of the Aitutaki 

Local Government Council and, in respect of pearl shell cultivation, upon the recommendation of the 

Manihiki Local Government Council. 

The commercial long line fishery has also been declared a designated fishery, and a management plan 

has been prepared. This plan includes conservation measures for turtles, sharks, and seabirds, under the 

International plans for actions under FAO’s International Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries 

(CCRF), and also in line with commitments to the West and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission 

(WCPFC). 

8. Ministry of Agriculture 

The Ministry of Agriculture plays a major role in biodiversity conservation, through administering a 

number of Acts and regulations. These include: 

• Biosecurity Act, 2008. 

• Copra Act ,1970; 

• Wandering Animals Act (24 of 1976); 

• Cook Islands Fruit Regulations 1965, (S.I. 146/1954); 

• Regulations under Cook Islands Act 1915 for preventing growth and spread of noxious weeds, 

1916 (as amended in 1927, 1931, 1933); 

• Regulations under Cook Islands Act 1915 for the protection of indigenous and imported birds 

and to prevent the introduction of noxious animals and birds into the Cook Islands. 
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The Cook Islands is also a party to a number of international treaties through the Ministry of Agriculture 

that relate to biodiversity. These include the International Plant Protection Convention (IPPC), which 

seeks to prevent the spread and introduction of pests of plants plant products and including natural 

flora, and to promote appropriate measures for their control. Under the IPPC, the Cook Islands are 

required to regulate the importation of plants and plant products and other objects, materials capable 

of harboring plant pests. 

The Cook Islands is also a party to The International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 

Agriculture. This treaty supports the Convention on Biological Diversity, by seeking to conserve, for 

sustainable use, plant genetic resources for food and agriculture. It requires the development of 

national legislation and regulations needed to implement the Treaty. 

The Cook Islands has also signed, but not yet ratified, the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety to the 

Convention on Biological Diversity. 

The Ministry under its FAO funded programme will be working with the MFEM’s Statistics Division to 

update its 2000 Agricultural census. This update will have an important role, and can provide 

information for monitoring purposes especially to monitor the following changes: the area used for 

agriculture on all the islands; the type of crops planted; the role of women in agriculture; livestock 

farming and waste disposal systems used; access to water supply; the use of chemicals and 

inorganic/organic fertilizers; the use of natural resources for traditional and modern agriculture; and 

access to technology related to agriculture. 

9. Non-Government Organizations 

The number of environmental NGOs has increased since 2002 from four known NGOs to six in 2010. 

Several of these organizations have been instrumental in the implementation of programmes such as 

the protected areas programme (e.g. House of Arikii, Koutu Nuiii, WWF and Te Ipukarea Society).  

Te Vaka Taunga – Te Rito O Te Vairakau Maori has taken on the role of addressing the protection and 

conservation of medicinal plants by encouraging their members to practice their medicine, and are, 

through their members, working on chemical free weed control.  The organization’s main focus is to 

protect practitioners and their knowledge, which should have a flow on effect for the benefit of 

biodiversity. There is a lack of recognition of women’s role in the use of local biodiversity, e.g. for crafts, 

and household food expenditure. The 2010 Cook Islands National Council of Women Conference 

addressed the roles that women play in the use and conservation of biodiversity. 

10. Success of Mainstreaming 

Despite the efforts reported on above in relation to mainstreaming biodiversity concerns, this has 

largely remained at the policy level, and has not been translated to many activities on the ground 

targeting CBD obligations. This is something that needs to be addressed in future revisions of the NESAF.  

Case study on Mainstreaming Biodiversity in the Cook Islands 

The Cook Islands National Environment Strategic Action Framework 2005 – 2009. A tool to mainstream Environmental Management into 
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various sectors of society. 

Background 

The Cook Islands National Environment Strategic Action Framework was designed to recognize the significance of sustainable development as 

we begin to come to terms with issues such as biodiversity changes, changing weather patterns, unchecked tourism development, increasing 

waste and contaminated lagoons, as well as struggling infrastructure and utility services. 

This Framework is linked to the National Environment Act 2003 and to following National Guiding Documents 

• National Sustainable Development Plan 

• National Millennium Development Goals 

• Draft Tourism Master Plan 

• National Action Plan for Disaster Risk Management 

• Biosafety Framework 

The NESAF replaced the 1992-93 NEMS as the leading policy framework and was developed to empower communities, which is crucial to the 

successful implementation of this Strategy. 

Pre NESAF the approaches to environmental management were sectoral based and most people considered “environment” to be the NES 

responsibility alone. Many activities were uncoordinated at the national level and often replicated. The NESAF has assisted in streamlining 

Government activities in the Environment arena, and has assisted NES in its government business plan priorities. It is recognized that for 

effective implementation, the NESAF must have “grassroots” community buy-in. 

Status 

Positive  Negative 

The framework is widely promoted and distributed across sectors Those promoting issues need to be vigilant and pro-active to make 

sure they get reflected in the different sectoral and national 

planning systems 

There is an avenue for regular improvement through NESAF reviews Inadequate monitoring or evaluation means of progress across 

sectors 

EIA process allows for biodiversity consideration in the assessment 

process 

Some systems i.e. EIA are too limited to project sites and cumulative 

effect not assessed over time 

Led to establishment of Biodiversity Unit within NES Need for monitoring and evaluating implementation means and 

progress across sectors 

Draft MOU and Programme of Work for implementation with key 

stakeholders, and able to use plans to justify budget requests 

Insufficient allocation of resources to implement what has been 

mainstreamed. Limited opportunities to harness support for 

mainstreamed activities during budgetary processes 

Mainstreaming promotes partnership and engagements with other 

sectors 

Extent of mainstreaming is limited and only pertains to where it is 

part of core functions 

There is a comprehensive database in place for the Cook Islands Database information gaps, population and spatial distribution of 

species and functional values of ecosystems information lacking 

Knowing the issues and identifying the players makes it easier to 

mainstream 

Reflection of mainstreaming in sectoral policies does not always 

mean implementation 

Issues and recommendations 

While there are linkages within NESAF to all these sectoral plans, and key players identified, this has only been on paper, and not translated to 

real implementation. The environment sector is trying to mainstream biodiversity with other sectors but these environment issues are not 

being taken up by the other sectors mainly due to it being outside their core functions and budget appropriations and performance being 

dictated by core functions. The widely dispersed geographic characteristic of the country, together with limited capacity and high transport 

costs, makes it difficult to effectively involve many of the outer islands. There is also a lack of incentives and no communication strategy to 

engage sectors such as tourism to take on biodiversity related work. There is a need for capacity building programmes to reach out to the outer 

islands, as well as a monitoring and evaluation plan for implementation across sectors. There is also a need for an overall mechanism to oversee 

and monitor progress on mainstreaming effectiveness at the national and sectoral levels. 

 

 

 


