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Brief description 

 

The long-term sustainable development of the Cook Islands demands that land degradation trends and 

issues be addressed as a matter of priority. 

 

The long-term goal of the project is to contribute to maintaining and improving ecosystem stability, 

integrity, functions and services while enhancing sustainable livelihoods by building the capacity to 

implement sustainable land management into all levels of decision making. It also aims to mainstream 

SLM in relevant policy and regulatory frameworks, and it will assist in developing a National Action 

Plan and Medium Term Investment Plan. The objective of the project is to strengthen human, 

institutional, and systemic capacity for Sustainable Land Management in the Cook Islands. 

 

The project has 4 outcomes: 

 

i) Knowledge and awareness of land degradation and the importance of sustainable land 

management increased; 

ii)  Technical, individual and institutional capacities for SLM enhanced; 

iii)  Systemic capacity building and mainstreaming of SLM principles and objectives achieved 

and, 

iv) Technical support at the local, Outer Island and national levels to assist with 

mainstreaming and integrated decision-making enhanced. 

 

The lead executing agency will be the National Environment Service, in conjunction with the Ministry 

of Works. The Department of Agriculture will be a collaborating Agency. A Project Management Unit 

will be established to execute the project. The total budget of the project is USD 1,046,249 of which 

USD 500,000 would be the GEF increment. 
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SECTION I: ELABORATION OF THE NARRATIVE  

 

PART I:  SITUATION ANALYSIS: BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

Background and Summary 

1. The Cook Islands is made up of 15 islands and atolls with a combined land area of 237 

square kilometres scattered across 1,942,500 square kilometers (EEZ: 750,000 square miles) 

of the Pacific Ocean. The total local population is 11,800, rising to approximately 21,600 at 

any time from seasonal tourism arrivals. The capital is Avarua on Rarotonga, the most 

populated island with 67% of the total population. Geographically and reflected in its 

governance, the Cook Islands is divided into two groups of islands, the Northern Group of 

islands (dominated by atolls and sand cays) and the Southern Group of Islands that includes 

Rarotonga (volcanic and makatea (limestone) islands). 

                

Figure 1: Cooks Islands in the Pacific  Figure 2: the Cook Islands 

2. Approximately sixty percent of the total land area in the Cook Islands is covered in forest, 

both primary and regenerating secodary. Extensive forestry operations have ceased and this 

has maintained a relatively stable coverage in the marginal and steep escarpment areas of the 

islands.  However, over the years there has been progressive removal of forest in the lower 

slopes of islands, mostly for plantations, infrastructure, commercial and housing development.  

Of the approximate 240 square kilometers of land, 26.2 % is makatea land (lime and rock), 

and only 4.3 % is used for agricultural purposes. The balance or approximaely 70 % are 

mostly marginal lands: steep sloping lands, wetlands, fernlands and escarpments. 

3. The Cook Islands is similar to other Pacific Island countries where land is limited and 

economic development has increased pressure on the environment and natural resources.  The 

islands are predominantly coastal entities and because of their size and isolation, and with the 

fragile nature of island ecosystems, the biological diversity is among the most threatened in 

the world. Rarotonga has the largest variety of vegetation, including coconut palm-lined 

beaches, citrus groves and a central jungle of ferns, creepers and towering trees. The pandanus 

tree, whose leaves are important for traditional handicrafts (mats, baskets, etc), is common 

among most of the southern islands. On the atolls of the northern group, the soil is usually 

limited and infertile and there is little vegetation apart from the coconut palms. 



 

 

4. Land degradation in the Cook Islands is primarily the result of human activities and to a 

lesser degree, climatic variations. Human activities include the excavation and disturbance of 

coastal and sloping lands for agriculture, housing and commercial use. The State of the 

Environment (SOE) and the National Environment Management Strategy (NEMS) 1991, 

identified concerns with land degradation, among other matters. However, lack of capacity and 

concerted efforts to address the gaps in land use and development systems, has meant that threats 

have exacerbated and the impacts or effects are more pronounced. 

5. While the Land Use Act, 1969 provided for the use of land zoning, the land tenure system 

of the Cook Islands does not conform to zoning as land use rights lie with the individual 

landowning families. The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) components of the 

Rarotonga Act, 1995, now supeceded by the Environment Act 2003, do provide guidelines, 

standards and options aimed to ensure landowners use their land in an acceptable social and 

cultural manner with minimal adverse effects to the environment. However EIA has not been 

universally accepted or used, and is not a strategic tool for land use determination, nor is it used 

to assist balancing competing uses of land. While the Environment Act requires all 

developments involving tourism-based activities, foreshore projects and industrial development 

to conduct an Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) the ability of the department to enforce 

controls and monitor overall compliance is limited. 

6. Given increasing development pressure and tourism growth on the Southern group of 

islands, land is becoming a more valuable commodity in the Cook Islands.  As there are no 

land use planning or zoning policies established, this causes confusion regarding the use of 

land for residential, commercial, industrial, reserve and agricultural purposes. Extensive 

ribbon development along the coastal strip of Rarotonga continues and is making the island 

less attractive for tourists and locals. 

7. The problem with the EIA approach to land use planning, is as follows: 

o It does not enable the ólocationô element of good land use planning to feature; 

o It does not cater for competing uses for land, including conservation; 

o It is a rigid form of decision-making that does not enable partnership 

approaches to determine the best use of land within its capability and suitability 

for community needs 

o It provides limited opportuninty for community involvement in land use 

decision-making. 

8. EIA as a check-and-balance of development form, quality of inputs and outputs ï should 

not be dismissed. It can operate better within a more integrated land use planning decision-

making system, where the above elements can be strengthened. 

9. The nature of land ownership and lack of successful implementation of a óland useô planning 
system in the Cook Islands has resulted in development in areas vulnerable to erosion; land fills in 

wetland areas and the loss of agricultural land to tourism projects and homes. 

10. A critical challenge for sustainable land management is the need to develop legislation 

and policy that will introduce integrated planning mechanisms to protect vulnerable areas 

from further degradation and assist with land/coastal zone management approaches. This 

ósystemsô approach needs nurtured implementation in a manner that addresses land ownership 

and cultural sensitivities. It needs to be designed specifically to develop a balance between 

the extremes of customary ways and western materialism. Given the emotional nature of land 

issues and the urgency to address land degradation, work will require extensive 



 

consultation with all stakeholders, including Cook Islanders living both in the 

Cook Islands and overseas (from the National Assessment Report for BPOA+10, 2003). 

11. The following passages, place the generalization above in context with the overall state of 

the environment in the Cook Islands, the socio-economic situation and an overview of the 

policy, institutional and legal standpoints. From that appraisal the specific causes of land 

degradation will be summarized. This will place in context the planned objectives of the MSP, 

and the intended outcomes and outputs. 

Environmental context 

Physical characteristics 

12. Over 70 % of the land in the Cook Islands is not suited to agriculture or urban 

development use due to steep slopes, marginal soils, escarpments, wetlands or drainage. The 

volcanic based southern islands typically have very steep and incised central escarpments, 

with very narrow coastal plains at the base of the mountains. The coastal plains accommodate 

villages, subsistence and intensive agriculture, infrastructure, urban centres and industry. The 

central marginal lands with their native biodiversity however do play a significant part in the 

ground water retention and the hydrological cycle. The northern island groups are dominated 

by lower lying atolls, often a series of interconnected islets about a lagoon. Land and soils are 

extremely limited. 

13. Over the years, improper and mostly uncontrolled development has occurred in 

environmentally sensitive areas such as the immediate foreshores, sloping lands and wetlands. 

As land space is at a premium, pressures on these more sensitive areas has heightened to the 

point where it is resulting in increased incidents of human health impacts and stress on natural 

ecosystems. There is mounting community and government concern about the increasing risks 

of land degradation as a result of unchecked development, including, inter alia, tourism, 

housing, infrastructure, and transfer of inappropriate soils types and rocks to other areas 

(National Assessment Report for BPOA+10, 2003). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The Geography of Rarotonga 

 



 

14. Increasing soil erosion is evident, especially around the foreshore and slopes where 

development is concentrated. Over the last four years, 31% of developments on Rarotonga 

were along the foreshore, with 36% on steep sloping lands (NES). One in three public 

complaints received by the Environment Service concerns uncontrolled development. 

 

15. As the tourism industry develops there are a growing number of of larger resorts and 

ancillary services/businesses along the coastal strip. The foreshore areas are very sensitive to 

change from years of sand and coral mining. Strip forms of development have direct impact 

on the stability of lands, but there are also indirect effects on land resources. Tourism led 

development raises the value of coastal strip lands, effectively displacing much of the local 

population, who in turn seek new areas for affordable housing in the steeper in-land areas. 

Additionally continued subdivision of private land has resulted in housing land unit sizes 

becoming too small to support adequate sewage treatment systems. Where people seek out 

inland areas for housing, productive agricultural lands are reduced. Farmers either seek 

marginal lands to compensate or rely on heavy fertilization and chemical use to produce food. 

This in turn affects the quality of runoff and creates a pollution stream back to the lagoons and 

coastal waters. 

16. Development along the coastal foreshore in strip fashion, accounts for 64% of the 

development in Cooks Islands. This level of activity concentrated along the coast which 

provides an important cultural connect between land and sea, has triggered community 

concerns about loss of public access and pathways to the beaches as a result of óprivateô 

foreshore development. With this has come growing tension relating to the land tenure system 

and the distribution of benefits from land-related developments. 

17. Cook Islands relies heavily on its tourism industry, which in turn relies heavily on the 

beaches and lagoons. The ecological and economic risks posed by lagoon pollution and beach 

degradation are therefore significant. The health of the lagoons, their fringing reefs and the 

stability of the coastline are also significant in terms of reducing islandsô high vulnerabilities 

to extreme weather events and variations to climate. Better planning, monitoring and 

management of current development as well as the projected growth is needed urgently. The 

stresses and impacts from largely uncontrolled development are not limited to the island of 

Rarotonga. Unchecked tourism development on the island of Aitutaki highlights deficiencies 

nationally in land use planning, the compliance and enforcement of the building code, health 

regulations regarding septic tanks, and the enforcement of the Environment Act 2003. 

18. Appendix 1 contains a summary of the physical features of the various islands that make 

up the Cook Islands. 

Soils and Landscape Change 

19. Soil degradation and deleterious landscape change problems have been brought about by a 

fast growing agricultural sector based on improving yields and unit per output of cash crops 

such as taro, yam, banana, coco, citrus, water melons and cabbage. Hydroponics use is 

growing but still accounts for a very small percentage of production. From the 1970s to 1980s, 

land was predominantly used subsistently to grow crops for families with excess used to 

sustain the local emerging tourism market. Subsequently, as tourism boomed, land clearance 

exacerbated and soil fertility declined in a bid to support the thriving tourism economy. The 

traditional subsistence farming was replaced by more modern methods that included extensive 

use of chemicals and fertilizers. The effects of uncontrollable use of these chemicals and 

fertilizers were the subsequent change to soil properties. Their stability and fertility are such 

that they now require frequent replenishment of nutrients via the use of nitrate-phosphorous 



 

fertilizers. Problems associated with land clearing, changes to the landscape, soil dynamics 

and properties ï have never before been addressed strategically from the national level. 

20. Coastal erosion and coral bleaching is linked to inland deforestation. Sedimentation 

caused from changed runoff regimes, occurs in rivers and tributaries to the adjacent lagoons.  

The matrix of corals that act as a primary breaker for waves are smothered by sediments and 

as a consequence, high energy waves are able to pass through and dissipate directly onto 

coasts causing severe coastal erosion in some areas. In the outer islands, this becomes life 

threatening for coral cays and low lying atolls, as significant amount of sand and soil are 

eroded away. 

21. With the removal of forests and the excavation of wetlands, retention time of nutrient rich 

freshwater is greatly diminished. Greater volumes of nutrient and pollutant rich water enters 

the lagoons - placing more stress on an already stressed coral reef ecosystem. 

22. Land under tillage has increased over the last 5 years as local subsistence farmers strive to 

fill food demands by the large tourist resorts (4-5% since 2001), and to reduce the reliance on 

imported foodstuffs. 

23. With the growing demand for productive agricultural land, given the pressures from 

reducing supply of land as detailed above, farmers are inhibited by lack of data on capabilities 

and suitabilities of soils. The ability to distinguish land suitability for other uses is also absent. 

 

Table 1: Summary of Land areas and useage, Cook Islands. 

 

24. The soil types of the Cook Islands have been mapped in part by the New Zealand Institute 

of Geological & Nuclear Sciences Ltd (GNS) in association with NZ Landcare Research. The 

GIS facility in the Ministry of Works (MOW) does contain comprehensive information on 

topography, infrastructure, soils descriptions, and cadastre. However much work is needed to 

link these physical layers within the Governmentôs GIS, but also to enhance the utility of the 

information by cross-seeding with socio-economic dimensions. 

 



 

25. With the current information type, nature and linkages ï the capacity to define the extent 

of land degradation and to quantify associated effects does not exist. 

26. It is important that a systems approach to land use planning and resource management is 

taken, where biophysoical information is supported by social and economic information ï and 

work is underpinned by inclusive participation of farmers and local landholders. 

Water Resources 

27. In the southern volcanic island groups, including the capital island Rarotonga, the streams 

are numerous and drain rapidly outwards from the steep interior, which rises to peaks of more 

than 600 meters above sea level. Only during high rainfall events does any volume of natural 

water flow in the streambeds across the coastal plain to the lagoon. During normal and low 

flows many of the natural streams have no surface flow where they cross the coastal plain. In 

these areas, water seeps into the streambed alluvium as subsurface flow. Problematic local 

flows on the coastal plains are from concentration of run-off from development. 

28. Most rain falls in the summer months, and accounts for about two thirds of the average 

annual rainfall of between 1255 mm and 2122 mm. The summer period is also the cyclone 

season, which brings with it torrential rainfall. This often has an adverse impact on water 

supply, and causes damage to filterbeds (placed on water intakes), scours disturbed draingage 

lines causing high turbidity in the water, or concentrates debri to form blockages of streams 

from disturbed catchments. 

29. According to the National MDGs report, access of Rarotongaôs population to safe drinking 
water declined slightly from 100% to 99.25% between 1991 and 2001. The proportion of the 

outer islands population with access to safe drinking water increased from 71% in 1991 to 

87% in 2001, an increase of 16%.  Despite the nominated improvements in access, there is 

still critical concern over the quality and security of water supply. Water security problems 

were highlighted in the aftermath of the 2005 cyclone season with critical water shortages 

experienced on Pukapuka and Nassau. After most large rainfall events there are threats of 

sewage entering water supply pipes, and there are regular outbreaks of typhoid are not 

uncommon in extreme events. 

30. Aitutaki and some of the sister islands are facing salt water intrusion and contamination of 

ground water sources. This is aggregated by high demand and rising sea level 

31. On Rarotonga, the biggest challenge facing government is the growing demand for water. 

It is expected that with current growth in the economy and the large Vaimaanga hotel 

becoming operational soon, daily demands for water within the current network system on 

Rarotonga will be seriously tested. 

32. The water supply at present is totally dependent on surface runoff, with the exception of a 

few shallow wells in private ownership, that have limited use for gardening and agriculture. 

Water from stream flows during the wet summer season is adequate to meet demand. But the 

water supply is very vulnerable in the dry winter months where there can be losses as high as 

50% varying from one catchment to another. 

33. The water supply of Rarotonga is currently met entirely from such surface water sources. 

It is not treated with any kind of chemical, and the water is piped directly from the stream in 

its raw state, through a rapid filter system and then into the distribution network. The 

Department of Water Works (MoW), estimate a current yield of about 10,000 m
3
/day. The 

network has been developed ï as funds permitted ï in a sporadic manner over the past 40 

years, with minimal to no maintenance. Estimates of waste from leakage vary from 50% to 



 

over 70%. The result is a network that is hydraulically unsound, where location of services is 

often not known, with water of questionable quality at the peaks of climatic conditions. 

34. During the 1990s rationalization of government, the transition of the public sector lead to 

an increase in agricultural activities, which has become the major source of livelihood for the 

domestic sector of the community.  This increase in agriculture has placed extra pressure on 

the islandôs water supply system in two ways.  Agricultural demand is estimated by the 

Department to be similar to the potable demand and the estimated total demand is anticipated 

to exceed 15,000 m
3
/day. Extension of agricultural uses on marginal lands threatens the water 

catchment areas, reducing yield and affecting quality. 

35. A rapid increase in tourist numbers has also placed unanticipated pressure on the water 

resources. The extra water supply required to meet this demand, particularly in drought 

conditions, has not been totally accounted, but observations from MoW are that the continued 

demands will have to be met from a source other than surface water.  It is anticipated that 

groundwater will be this source, however to date little yield analysis has been done. 

36. The quality of water for human consumption remains a major concern, as the fecal 

coliform counts have been recorded as high as 300 ppm. The Department of Water Works in 

the Ministry of Public Works, in conjunction with the Ministry of Health, regularly 

disseminate this information to the public with an advisory to boil water intended for human 

consumption. 

37. Uncontrolled land use development, rural development activities and poor supply 

networks contribute to the problems with water quality.  The extensive cultivation of sloping 

lands and burning of fern-land escarpments has resulted in severe soil erosion, turbid waters at 

intage areas, and the blockage of usual hydro-geological flows. 

38. Unchecked development of wetland areas is causing the flow of streams, and storm water 

drainages to be altered. Blockages are leading to flooding of low-lying areas and other 

environmental problems along the foreshore and lagoon as a result of the loss of wetland 

functions. 

39. ADBôs recent work, The Legal and Institutional Strengthening of Environmental 
Management in the Cook Islands (de Romilly et al, 2005) recommends the following with 

regard to water resources: 

o undertake a comprehensive assessment of all freshwater resources (surface 

and underground), with a view towards the formulation of plans, policies, 

programmes and projects to ensure that freshwater resources are available to 

facilitate the sustainable development of the country; 

o establish legal measures to protect water catchment areas and ground water 

lenses, by inter-alia, expanding the network of community-based water 

resource management plans similar to that which has been supported under 

the IWP project in the Takuvaine area; 

40. There is limited land space, increasing construction of new roads, more clearing of 

vegetation, and building of new residential houses ï all causing siltation from soil erosion 

within the fringes of water catchment zones. PWD and others has stressed the importance for 

Government establish community based management plans to address this situation. However 

to successfully give such plans legal force and effect in a customary land tenure system, a 

coinciding integrated land use planning system would need to be developed with the 

community. 

 



 

Natural Forests & Biodiversity 

41. The Cook Islands has an endemnism rate of 10%: 173 flowering plants recorded, of which 

18 are endemic. The homalium and cloud forest of Rarotonga (400-600+ metres) are most 

important due to their uniqueness in the country and in the Pacific region. The inland forest 

supports about 105 native species, 10 of which are Polynesia endemics, with 15 unique to 

Rarotonga. The cloud forest covers less than 3% of the total land area of Rarotonga but 

supports 9 species of flowering plants not found elsewhere in the Cook Islands. Four (4) 

species are not found anywhere else in the world. Twelve ferns are restricted to the cloud 

forest, two of which are endemic to Rarotonga. 

42. The Natural Heritage Trust with the assistance of the NBSAP-Add On project continues to 

update the National Biodiversity Database of over 3,700 species as new species are found. 

The database has been a significant achievement for the country and is readily available to 

schools and the general public via the internet. The NES and TCA continues to support the 

annual population survey of the endangered Kakerori bird (Rarotongan Flycatcher). A second 

Kakerori population colony was established on Atiu in 2003 . The current population now 

stands at 282 birds according to the 2005 survey results - down from 293 in 2004.  Previous 

estimates of an additional 30 birds were affected by the cyclone damage in the conservation 

area in 2005. 

43. Preparations are also under way to reintroduce the Rimatara Lorikeet into the country 

from French Polynesia. Meanwhile, TIS is assessing the feasibility of eradication of mynar 

birds on Mangaia because these introduced birds are threatening the long term survival of the 

Mangaian kingfisher, an endemic species. 

44. Following the completion of the NBSAP in 2002, NES has continued with the following 

endeavours: a survey of practices and measures to conserve rare ñVairakauò (traditional 

medicinal) plants; assessment of the impact of invasive alien species on Rarotonga, Aitutaki, 

Mauke, Atiu and Mitiaro and an assessment of the Protected Natural Areas (PNAs) in the 

Cook Islands within a proposed national system. 

45. It is the inland forest and cloud forest that are relied on for watershed protection, as water 

only flows consistently in these higher parts of the volcanic islands. However land use 

change, invasive weed investations and disturbance from residential and infrastructure 

development, as well as tourist trecking. 

46. The introduction and spread of notorious invasive species such as Parasariensis falcataria 

(albizia), the invasive vine plants (Merremia tuberosa), Mile a Minute, (Mikania micrantha), 

Merremia peltata) and nitrogen fixing plants (Acacia mangium, Acacia crassicarpa, Acacia 

auroculoformis, Parasariensis falcataria) has been causing much concern to farmers and 

local land owners ï oer the last five (5) years. According to Manarangi (2004), many 

introduced species were brought into the Cook Islands by accident (Sand fly in Mitiaro and 

Aitutaki) or intentionally (Wood rose Merremia tuberosa) as ornamental and Wedelia 

trilobata as ground cover).  Many dominant invasive species have been introduced as garden 

ornamentals because of their showy flowers (Merremia tuburosa) or leaves.  Others were 

introduced as food sources (for pigs) and for timber or agro-forestation (Acacia mangium, A. 

auroculoformis, Parasariensis falcataria). 

47. Since Manarangiôs study and report a number of community projects on Mauke, Mangaia, 
Aitutaki and Mitiaro have been focussed on eliminating Passiflora rubra (Pokutekute), 

Mimosa invisa (Pikikaa atupaka) and Mimosa pudica (Pikikaa) on these islands. 



 

48. However efforts have been stifled by a lack of knowledge of the extent of invasives, and 

the physiographic circumstances of their location, and interaction with natural and human 

activities. 

49. The NBSAP follow-on activities would be greatly assisted by the improvement in 

physiographic and bio-physical information assembled through the advancement of the 

national GIS base. The areas of biodiversity sensitivity coincide much with the water 

catchment conservation areas. Characterizing the extent of invasive infestation by species, 

geographic conditions and ecosystem function and service ï would greatly enhance planned 

actions to stem the degradation of land. 

50. Additionally, responses to catchment management, biodiversity conservation and invasive 

species management ï all require that conservation management approaches are conducive to 

land use planning and customary land tenure processes. The project has an ability to both fix a gap in 

information via working on catchments, as well as to provide a policy and institutional framework 

(community based integrated planning approach) to ensure the success of separate specific endeavours. 

Marine resources 

51. In 1991, the concerns of Government with the declining lagoon fisheries in the Southern Group 

of islands rose to the level where Cabinet asked for specific actions. The possible contributing 

influence of conventional agricultural practices (e.g. the extensive use of synthetic chemicals) on marine 

pollution and other environmental/health-related problems was conveyed. 

52. Dahl (1976) and others (Kirk, 1980, 1991; Lewis et al, 1980; Dorrel & Kirk, 1983; TMP, 1991) 

strongly suggest that inshore reefs and lagoons surrounding Rarotonga and, to a lesser extent, Aitutaki 

are seriously degraded and the lagoon fisheries impoverished. Even then there was doubt about their 

regeneration capacity to ensure sustainable use. All reports pointed to the deleterious impact of land 

based activities on coastal ecosystems as the primary cause of low quality of the lagoons and poor 

fishery productivity. In the absence proper management provisions and the subsequent and 

widespread use of destructive fishing practices the depletion of fish stock over time has accelerated. 

53. Since the early 1990s several environmental factors continue to affect the well being and 

sustainability of inshore marine resources. In Rarotonga, these factors include extensive coastal 

development and the eutrophication of lagoons by sewage from humans and stock (particularly pig 

farming close to creeks). The high population density of 182 people per square km exacerbates these 

factors. The marine ecosystem in lagoons in the east and south of Rarotonga (Muri and Titikaveka 

lagoon areas) are under extreme stress where the density of tourist accommodation and commercial 

piggeries is particularly high. Present serious issues relating to pollution in Titikaveka have 

highlighted this problem and the need for urgent action. 

54. Discharges of nutrients from sewage, soil erosion, old landfills, and agricultural chemical and 

farming wastes are suspected of causing pollution of streams and coastal waters. There has been an 

extended period of ciguatera fish poisoning on Rarotonga, averaging 189 reported cases per year 

(estimated to be 10% of total poisoning cases- Raumea, 1998) from 1992 to 2000. This shows that 

algal blooms in the lagoon, which are host to dinoflagellates carrying ciguatera toxins, could be 

sustained by factors other than climate influences. 

55. As far back as 1994 the Department of Fisheries reported on the effects of marine poisoning 

caused by the improper application of chemicals and fertilizers on arable farmland near river channels. 

Their conclusions were that nutrients from eroded soils and fertilizers were causing eutrophication in 

the lagoons. Water quality varied significantly with potentially toxic levels of ammonia nitrogen being 

measured in one stream. The parameters measured were higher than recommended for healthy coral 

reefs. Other than serious health risks the combined effects have been an ecological imbalance in the 

marine ecosystem of the surrounding lagoons. Subsequently the Health Department in conjunction 

with the National Environment Service issued warning of fish poisoning throughout the surrounding 

lagoons of Rarotonga. 

 



 

Extent of Land Degradation 

56. A lack of quality spatial information means that the full extent of degraded land and water systems 

in the Cook Islands cannot yet be ascertained. While the extent of the problem is not known, land 

resources depletion and land degradation are recognized as major problems confronting the Cook 

Islands (GoCI National Assessment Report to the WSSD, May 2002, National Assessment Report for 

BPOA+10, December 2003). The gap in data and knowledge provides a strong rationale for the project 

to assist in strengthening the use of GIS, requiring capital and human resource investment via ongoing 

training.  Improving spatially related data assists in empowering locals, and provides a medium to 

ascertain more confidently the cause and effect of land degradation and the eutrophication of the 

lagoons such as Muri and Titikaveka. 

Socio-economic context 

57. The 2003 population for the Cook Islands was 18,027. Residents made up 13,900 people of these. 

Total resident population had decreased from 18,800 in 1996. The population numbers have been in 

stready decline since 1965, assisted by islanders holding New Zealand passports from birth. 

Government restructuring in the early to mid 1990s affected the income base of many families. The 

intent for government workers to switch to private enterprise did not eventuate, as the óeconomies of 

scaleô and general remoteness of the island group were not consistent with what the situation the 

designers of the programmes understood (donor agencies from developed countries). 

58. While the national population numbers have dropped, the population of the capital island 

Rarotonga has continued to increase. This represents a form of urbanization from the outer islands to 

the capital island, consistent with a number of Pacific island countries. This has placed stresses on land 

resources which are in limited supply (as described previously). 

59. Cook Islands like Niue, is therefore unique - as environmental degradation continues to grow in a 

climate of reduced population. Both countries have felt the brunt of dominant western style 

development practices over the last few decades. This has occurred in a situation where arable land 

that is suitable for urban development is in very short supply. Without land use controls and 

coordinated environmental management systems the pressures for change are often outside the human 

and technical capacity of the communities and government. 

60. The social structure of communities varies slightly about the country but there are constant 

characteristics to traditional Polynesian cultures: 

i. Prominence of the subsistence economy and lifestyle; 

ii.  Community bonds, loyalty extending beyond the immediate family; 

iii.  Local, village and family loyalties dominant over national and regional loyalties; 

iv. Relationships based on reciprocation, sharing and respect; 

v. A strong association and attachment to the land. 

61. The current socio-economic situation in the Cook Islands is summarized in the 

comparative social and economic indicators for the Cook Islands provided in Appendix 2. 

Land Tenure and Resources 

62. Cook Islands land tenure is based on communal or multiple land ownership. All land is customary 

or native land owned by persons of Cook Island decent, and cannot be alienated (i.e. bought by 

outsiders). The inheritance of land is based on family ties. There are extremely strong associations and 

attachment to land and its resources. 

63. An interest in land can be achieved through lease-hold (60 year leases are common) however there 

are strict requirements in the percentage maintained as majority by Cook islanders. The development 

of land needs to takes place through the customary ownership system involving family units. 



 

64. Foreign businesses or persons who wish to carry on business in the Cook Islands must firstly have 

the approval of the Development Investment Board. They must have a local partner, and are still only 

allowed to lease the land. With the recent passage of the Unit Titles Act 2005, foreigners are able to 

own a ófreehold titleô of immovable property located on any land, despite the fact they will not possess 

freehold title to the land on which that immovable property is located. This does bring about some 

legal difficulties in the enforcement of environmental standards for example with controls on sewage, 

the form of ongoing development and activities, land use location and abandonment of uses. 

65. The Land Court and the Leases Approval Committee are the sole adjudicators for administering 

the complex land tenure system and must take cognizance of the intricate weave of custom law and 

practice in relation to land on the majority of islands.
1
 

66. Land is often subject to multiple ownership and lands are parceled into small areas. This often 

leads to ócompetitionô for the rights to develop the land, and often developments are incompatible with 

adjacent land uses. The recent extreme of this scenario is land clearance on steep slopes that cause 

major erosion problems and sedimentation, on other peopleôs lands. 

67. The situation has exacerbated land dispute claims in court. Disputed land is often left for long 

periods of time, placing pressure on the limited supply, as well as becoming seed bases for invasive 

species. They can also be used as dumping spots causing health problems. Arable land that is disputed 

often results in landowners seeking alternate gardens (for subsistence food) and cropping areas on 

marginal lands or steep slopes. The general insecurity of land tenure also affects the certainty required 

for good investment in land by the family or others. There are major implications for ópoverty of 

opportunityô
2 

68. Traditional land use practices have in the past included successful forms of resource management. 

Among the practices is the óRaôuiô- a form of traditional resource management control for the 

conservation of species or communities (i.e. coconut and other food resources in the northern Cook 

islands). The extent of the use of the Raôui varies about the islands. In Pukapuka and Nassau, there is 

raôuiô on most resources of the land. On Manihiki and Rakahanga, the raôuôi is less strict but still 

observed. 

 

The Significance of Land Resources 

69. Land and environmental resources play an important role in the economic well-being of 

communities as they are directly dependent upon natural resources for their subsistence living. The 

countryôs major industry ï tourism ï is also heavily reliant on the natural resource and the agricultural 

use of land. The nationôs main sources of revenues are therefore natural resources-based. Maintaining 

the sustainability of the natural resource base, protecting sensitive habitats and increasing the 

resilience of land resources is therefore important for providing a sound platform for economic 

development. 

 

70. Tourism is crucial to the Cook Islands economy. It contributes directly to economic growth 

through increased visitor and industry related expenditures. It is also a major driving force in the 

expansion of the entire domestic economy (e.g., the expanded range of services and number of 

businesses in the service sector, increased business opportunities in agriculture and fisheries to 

meet  the needs of  tour ism, increased tax revenue base for  Government, etc). Strategies 

aimed at maximising the benefits from tourism must obviously include provision for careful 

management of the coastal zones, including the land resources. Failure to ensure the environmental 

integrity of this zone could lead to a dramatic contracting tourist industry, with serious ramifications 

throughout the entire economy. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Land Courts jurisdiction does not extend to the islands of Mangaia, Pukapuka and Mitiaro 
2
 Pacific Island communities often refer to ópoverty of opportunityô as they feel their customary bases and 

subsistence agriculture enables them to feed themselves and keep relatively healthy, as compared to the very 

poor African nations. 



 

Farming practices and land use change 

71. Where families are reliant on land resources for their subsistence, increased pressures from: 

population growth; land development along the coast and steep lands; increased land dispute and 

marginalization of land ï impinge on their quality of life. Those striving to farm for cash, to cover 

their lifestyles costs (food, health, education) are faced with limited access to land. Rotational farming 

is often dropped, and foreign farming practices are used to increase yield. Some of these practices are 

extensive slash and burn, mechanized clearing, reduced fallow, reliance on fertilizer, and the extension 

of farming into marginal areas. 

72. Urbanization along with development of the tourism industry has compounded problems brought 

about by a fast growing agricultural sector based on improving yields and unit per output of cash crops 

such as taro, yam, banana, coco, citrus, water melons, cabbage including hydroponics. Prior to 1980 

land was predominantly used to grow crops to sustain the local small but emerging tourism market. 

Subsequently with a thriving tourism economy, land clearance exacerbated, and over-use of soils 

proliferated leading to declining soil fertility. Traditional farming practices were ignored and replaced 

by more modern methods that included extensive utilization of chemicals and fertilizers. The effects of 

uncontrolled use of these chemicals and fertilizers lead to changes in soil properties. Most arable soils 

now require frequent replenishment of nutrients via the use of nitrate-phosphorous fertilizers. 

73. Where there have been attempts to resurrect traditional approaches and practices, they have been 

unable to cope with the anthropogenic and natural stresses on the natural resource base caused by: 

changes to the bio-physical systems, loss of soil fertility; rampant invasive species and diseases, and 

conflict over resource access.  Landowners in a society that is geared more toward individualism and 

economic return are allowing large-scale land development projects, tourism development, natural 

resource extraction or intensive agriculture not suited to the capabilities of the soils. This conversion of 

land use often takes place with little planning or consideration of the wider and longer-term impacts on 

land, cultural and marine resources. The communities have no method of reconciling immediate needs, 

competing development initiatives or account the immediate benefits of development against the 

longer term costs to the environment, health and well being of the community. Traditional methods 

where they are still employed are not effective enough to contend with the severity and scope of 

stresses and impacts. However these traditional practices are important socially and culturally and can 

still prove to be useful when they are melded with more contemporary SLM practices. 

Policy, institutional and legal context 

74. The Cook Islands gained its independence through the Cook Islands Constitution Act 1964 and the 

Cook Islands Constitution Amendment Act 1965, though it is still in ñfree associationò with New 

Zealand
3
.  Prior to independence, Cook Islands maintained their own form of traditional government.  

In the southern group, this was a hierarchal chiefly system (Ariki ï high chief, Mataiapo ï chief and 

Rangitira ï sub chief, and in the northern islands).  With the advent of Christianity, and then 

colonialism by Britain then New Zealand the traditional ruling system was gradually replaced by 

western style control, and the country now has a Westminster style parliamentary government. 

75. The authority of the traditional chiefs was eroded considerably through the colonial period. Since 

independence the base has been further weakened inadvertently by a myriad of central government 

laws. The Government has made moves to stem this erosion of authority by allowing the traditional 

leaders to maintain an advisory role to Government through the establishment of the House of Ariki, a 

formalized group of high Chiefs (Ariki), and the Koutu Nui, consisting  of chiefs and sub-chiefs 

(Mataiapo and Rangatira). 

76. Recently, the Koutu Nui (Advisory body of Chiefs to the House of Ariki) has reasserted the 

traditional leaders role in environmental management, by initiating the reintroduction of the Raôui 

(similar to the tapu or taboo system elsewhere). The most recent use of the Raôui was around the 

Rarotonga lagoon, in an attempt to address the health and environmental problems now associated 

with the lagoon. This has met with some success, and the initiative needs to be supported wherever 

                                                 
3
 In this context, free association means that the Cook Islands government is responsible for its internal and 

international affairs while New Zealand provides assistance with defense and aspects of international relations.   



 

possible. The re-empowerment of the Aronga Mana (village elders) may be a worthy base for the the 

successful establishment of a community based integrated land use planning and resource management 

system - that meshes customary tenure and western style governance. 

 

National Level Policy Direction 

77. The GoCI produced the National Environment Strategic Action Framework 2005-2009 in 

December 2004 to give guidance in achieving ñsustainable social and economic progress through the 

utilization of natural resources and the environmentò. The mandate for developing the National 

Environment Strategic Action Framework (NESAF) was given by the Environment Act 2003, and was 

formulated with recommendations from the national preparations for the WSSD and BPOA+10 

International Meeting. The purpose was to make international obligations under MEAs meaningful and 

applicable at the national and community levels. 

78. The Office of Prime Minister has recently completed the National Sustainable Development Plan 

(NSDP) which has been circulated (February 2007) for comment before its final making.  The primary 

objective of the NSDP is: ñTo build a sustainable future that meets our economic and social needs in 

partnership with government, the private sector and local, regional and international stakeholders, 

without compromising prudent economic management, environmental integrity, social stability and the 

needs of future generations.ò 

79. There were nine (9) sustainable development goals set out in the NSDP as follows: 

1) Well-managed private sector-led economic development: macroeconomic  

     management and private sector development. 

2)  Well-educated, healthy and productive people: education, health, human resource  

     development, youth, gender, social welfare and sports. 

3)  Sustainable use and management of our natural resources and environment: marine,  

     land, agriculture, environment, waste and water. 

4)  Strengthened and affordable basic infrastructure, transport and utilities to support national  

     economic development: information, communication and technology, energy, road, sea  

     and air transport, airports and harbors. 

5)  A society built on law and order and good governance at all levels of government, private  

     sector and local communities: parliamentary and whole of government governance, outer  

     island development, public finance governance, law and order. 

6) Strengthened national coordination and information system for development planning,  

     monitoring and evaluation: information systems and statistics, institutional coordination. 

7)  A society that treasures cultural heritage, values and identity while respecting cultural  

     diversity: history, culture, language, heritage sites, traditional knowledge and practices. 

8)  An effective foreign affairs policy that meets the needs and aspirations of the Cook Islands:  

     international relations, aid effectiveness, Council of Regional Organizations (CROP)  

     effectiveness. 

9)  A safe, secure and resilient Cook Islands: all hazard risk management, immigration and  

      border control, transnational security. 

 

80. For each goal the NSDP: 

(i) provides key baseline indicators, 

(ii) sets out a series of strategies and 

(iii) provides key outcome targets for 2006-2010. 

81. The NESAF provides the necessary link between sector and thematic policy arenas and the 

National Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP), which will incorporate the Millenium Development 

Goals (MDGs). It effectively replaced the National Environmental Management Strategy, 1993, as the 

key environmental policy framework for the country. 



 

82. The National Environment Council (NEC), created under the Environment Act, 2003 will be 

responsible for implementing the NESAF, in close collaboration with the island administrations, island 

environmental authorities, village councils, the prvate sector, community groups, NGOs and relevant 

government departments. One of the initial challenges of the NEC is the extension of the Environment 

Act, to the outlying islands
4
. 

83. The NESAF focuses on three Target Programmes: 

a. Management of Natural Resources 

b. Pollution Prevention and Waste Management 

c. Climate Change, Variability, Adaptability and Mitigation 

84. There are cross-cutting components which include: institutional support mechanisms, 

Implementation and monitoring programmes. Among the target programmes are four strategic goals: 

 

85. A key component of the Management of Natural Resources (Target Programme) is Land Use and 

Resources Management. Its prominence was driven by the concern about the increasing risks of land 

degradation as a result of unchecked development such as coastal strip development, land fills, 

clearing on steep slopes and inappropriate transfer of soils and rocks to other areas.  Increasing soil 

erosion about foreshores and steep lands, as well as sedimentation of drainage lines were seen as 

priority concerns. 

 

86. The NESAF identified the following as immediate and short-term Key Strategic Actions for Land 

Use and Resource Management: 

 

Key Strategic Actions - Immediate Priorities 

a. Strengthen the enforcement of regulations and legislations and educational 

programmes for the protection, management and promotion of land use or zoning 

activities, cultural values of our historical sites, Marae, burial sites and significant 

landmarks. 

b. Revise and update the Land Use Act and land zoning regulations to cover land 

development activities not reflected in the Environment Act. 

c. Development and adoption of a Land Tenure Systems Act and management plans 

which includes recognising Island bylaws and traditional land tenure systems. 

Short Term Priorities 

 The application of good traditional practices on land use must be encouraged. 

These practices include annual planting of trees for replacement of ageing trees, 

especially coconut, tamanu, and other valuable timber trees. 

 Assessment of the impact of clay soils, sand, and gravel fill around foreshore 

areas, wetlands, and other areas where the fill does not match the siteôs natural soil 

environment and the monitoring of such activities. 

 Adoption of regulatory provisions aimed at all developments along the foreshore 

to facilitate public access to beaches and the foreshore area 

 In support of these priorities the NESAF noted threats to freshwater systems:  

ñthrough clearing, infrastructure development, extensive and intensive agriculture 

                                                 
4
 Like its predecessor (Rarotonga Act, 1995), the Environment Act 2003 is only applicable to Rarotonga and 

other southern islands of the group.  

Goal 1: Enhance the management, protection and sustainable use of our natural resources. 

Goal 2: Reduction and prevention of environmental degradation from waste and all forms of 

pollution. 

Goal 3: Increase resilience by strengthening national capacities for climate change, 

variability, adaptation and mitigation 

Goal 4: Improve our institutional support and implementation mechanisms to manage our 

environment in a sustainable manner 



 

on steep lands, new dwellings etc causing soil erosion, nutrient flows and 

sedimentation of natural drainage areas. Sedimentation and blockage of natural 

flow directly from coastal developments was causing flooding, storm water 

blockages, high nutrient yields to coastal waters and redirection of waters in 

streams and wetlands. The root cause was seen as the ñdisjointed activities and 

coordination processes for development, forestry, water catchments, wetlands, 

lagoon environments, water supply, waste water management, and solid waste 

disposal.ò 

 

 

The Outer Islands 

87. The Outer Islands Local Government Act 1988 establishes local government on the Outer Islands.  

Local Government consists of democratically elected Island Councils who have included in their 

mandate the authority to enact environmental management by-laws. However, the current system of 

enacting by-laws is extremely time-consuming, foreign to outer island administrators and this 

combined with the Island Councilôs lack of knowledge on procedures - has resulted in very few 

environmental bylaws being established in recent times. 

88. A capacity development initiative that worked directly with communities to reveal the importance 

of a sound legal base (which could include meshings with traditional law) may be advantageous. 

Reviews of legislative platforms produced recently by the IWP Project and the ADB Legal and 

Institutional Capacity Review (2005) will be revisited with Outer island administrations to seek a 

simpler means for codification of land use, development and environmental laws. The options need to 

be suited to the acceptable local administrative processes. Laws and institutional systems themselves 

do not create the environment for implementation. Information that is accepted and trusted by locals 

often is the key ingredient to local law making and satisfactory implementation of measures. 

 

Key Government Institutions 

89. Appendix 3 summarizes key government institutions and their mandates as it may relate to SLM. 

90. The Ministry of Works has an expressed interest in the project, due mainly to its responsibility 

with infrastructure planning, water supply and resource protection, land titling and information 

management. They wish to be active partners in the project implementation. The Ministry of 

Agriculture also has a strong interest in the project, as they recognize that adhoc development, and 

socio-economic pressures to change traditional farming methods have combined threaten the limited 

soil resources on the islands. Both Ministries have programmes and projects that can assist and run 

parallel to the SLM project. 

91. The Ministry of Works incorporates the Water Works Department, the Lands Title and Survey and 

Land Planning units. While their interest in land management and planning is obvious, they also 

identify a need for a systems approach to deal with land development/use conflicts in order to protect 

water catchments. The Department of Agriculture has for some years expressed concern that 

uncontrolled land use change has diminished the availability of good agricultural lands, has provided 

extra pressure for changes to farming practices, with pressures compounding through the use of 

unsuitable areas for subsistence and cash cropping (steep slopes, marginal soils). 

 

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) 

92. In addition to the UNCCD ratified on the 21
st
 August 1998, GoCI addresses numerous multi-

lateral environmental agreements (MEAs) and conventions (see Appendix 4). 

93. The Cook Islands was a signatory to the Convention on Biological Diverstiy at the Earth 

Summit in 1992, and followed with ratification on 20
th
 April 1993. The National Biodiverstiy 

Strategic Action Plan (NBSAP) commenced in 2001 and was completed in 2002 Natural 

Heritage Trust funding from GEF. 



 

94. There are some consistent arguments with the UNCCD work for capacity development: 

legal & policy frameworks for the integration of environment and development planning; 

need to address specific environmental management objectives, inclusive of land degradations 

(biodiversity, conservation of natural resources, land degradation, coastal management and 

marine resources); systemic and institutional capacity development to assist with 

implementation of biodiversity objectives. 

95. The Government has maintained focus on the UNFCCC through the early appointment of 

the NES Climate Change Technical and Research Officer, and the National Climate Change 

Country Team (NCCCT). They have progressed reporting and assessments consistent with the 

UNFCCC and relevant COP decisions; have produced the Climate Change Adaptation Policy 

and Action Plan (to be formalized as their National Implementation Strategy), and are 

working toward the National Mitigation Policy. 

96. The GoCI have noted the need to concentrate on the implementation of ñadaptationô 
measures, and see as an urgent priority action the integration of climate change considerations 

in all development activities. To this end they see the need for the development of a physical 

planning system. This system and its application, including the incorporation of better EIA 

processes, could be assisted by advancement of UNFCCC initiatives: climate modeling; 

vulnerability atlas; inventories of water resources etc. 

Policy Development 

97. The Cook Islands NEMS (1992) and the accompanying State of the Environment Report 

(SOE, 1993) did capture the significance of related issues for sustainable land management: 

the need to protect and conserve areas of important biodiversity; need to respect customary 

land tenure; serious lack of environmental information; lack of institutional capacities; need 

for devolution of powers and functions for environmental management to the outer islands; 

impacts of marine resources and systems from land degradation and land based development; 

soil degradation the major constraint for sustainable agriculture (soil loss through 

erosion/landslip, soil fertility decline, soil compaction, loss of forest nutrient cycling). Despite 

the helpful information and suggested directions for action, there were some shortcomings in 

the NEMS process: the extent of community involvement; capacities in and outside 

government at the time; and the lack of actions on systemic and institutional matters. 

98. The NESAF provides a more encompassing framework, which has been assisted by much 

consultation, and being able to be fed from the other environmental efforts in biodiversity, 

climate change, international waters, POPs etc. The National Assessment Reports on 

Sustainable Development for the WSSD (2002) and the Mauritius International Meeting 

(2005) successfully draw together information since NEMS; places this within the broader 

framework of governance; and highlights the importance of land resources in providing 

natural capital for development. 

99. Since the NESAF was commenced in 2003 there have been two other initiatives that have 

succeeded in providing information and arguing direction for environmental governance 

related to land. Firstly the National Capacity Self Assessment (NCSA) GEF project 

commenced, and produced the National Stocktake Report in August 2005. This covered 

UNCCD related issues and highlighted in detail some of the gaps in capacity across the 

MEAs. 

100. Secondly, corresponding in time with this work was a broader assessment of the state 

of environmental governance through the ADB Technical Assistance Project óLegal and 

Institutional Strengthening of Environmental Manamagent in the Cook Islandsô (ADB & ors, 

2005). This work covered a broader assessment than the three key MEAs, and concentrated on 



 

systemic issues, status and gaps, and possible directions for action. This work made a number 

of recommendations of relevance to the SLM project: 

a) Need for a balanced land and resource management framework that does 

not undermine the rights of traditional land owners; traditional conservation 

practices, customs and the tenure system; 

b) A need for a sound basis for physical planning and resource management: 

including adequate information bases (noted lack of resource inventories) 

for development within carrying capacities of limited resources; and a 

systemic means to rationalize conflicting demands by resource users; 

c) A system that ñfocuses on managing human activities in sensitive areas so 

as to ensure development does not cause harm to human health and the 

environmentò. 

101. The country has yet to develop its intended National Sustainable Development Plan 

(NSDP), although the initiative has commenced. While there has been useful progress in 

policy development and integration since the WSSD, there are also frustrations in which way 

to proceed. This status may prove useful for the outcomes of the SLM project, as it would 

allow work to dovetail into national level policy integration. 

 

Legislation 

102. As a reflection of history and the sometimes periodic efforts in environmental 

management and development ï there is a patchwork of legislative platforms, policy and 

plans, at the national and Outer Island levels. 

103. There are a large number of legislative provisions in place that cover environmental 

issues and issues of sustainable development, however the work of ADB and ors (2005) 

suggest that there is much confusion, repetition, wasted efforts and gaps in cohesion. 

Assessments such as these however suggest that the existing legal and institutional structure 

should be enhanced or strengthened rather than laws redrafted. 

104. Research and policy review for MEAs or more generally for SD have identified that a 

number of agencies are involved in different aspects associated with development, resource 

management, and planning. There is also much duplication or disjointed effort. 

105. Additionally, the review of sectoral legislation and institutions (see Volume 2, ADB & 

ors 20052) has identified gaps or deficiencies in the existing legals frameworks for 

environmental management (e.g. land planning, environmental impact assessment, pollution 

control and waste management, the management of dangerous and hazardous substances, 

water resource management, coastal zone management, and biodiversity conservation). 

 

Land Use Planning 

106. The Land Use Act 1969 continues to lie dormant and has never been enforced. The 

responsibilities for land use planning are therefore shared by several authorities, including the 

central government exercising its powers under the 1915 Cook Islands Act, the Ministry of 

Works as caretaker of infrastructure, survey and maps, and the Land Court Division of the 

High Court.  There is no specific department dealing with land use planning and there are no 

known national land use planning policies. 



 

107. The Environment Act 2003 recognises the uniqueness of each islandôs traditions and 

traditional resource management practices. It attempts to manage special areas of concern, and 

regulate development in such areas (foreshore areas, Cook Island waters, wetlands, and 

sloping areas). The Act is currently only effective for the islands of Rarotonga, Aitutaki, Atiu 

and Mitiaro. It does require all development activities to first receive consent from the Island 

Environment Authorities. Applications are made to the National Environment Service which 

determines whether the development or activity causes or is likely to cause significant 

environmental impacts. Conditions can be imposed on any approval granted. While this has 

been a commendable advancement in the absence of a workable land use planning platform ï 

it does have its draw-backs. It relies on the interpretation of ósignificant impactô, and doesnôt 

cater for the incremental impacts of ósmallô development e.g. badly located minor 

development. It becomes a reactionary system of decision-making which is expensive to 

maintain, and doesnôt allow the community to set aside areas for best possible future uses. 

108. The work of the NCSA and ADB & ors provide the most definitive set of 

recommendations to strengthen systemic and institutional capacity. Provided below is a 

synthesis of the recommendations, that are pertinent to the SLM project: 

d) institutional development should clarify and rationalize the roles of agencies, 

networks and institutions to maximise efficiency and accountability in 

managing the environment and natural resources, and to reduce duplication 

and maximise cost effectiveness; 

e) create or strengthen existing national agencies. The National Environment 

Service and other resource management agencies need to strengthen their 

collective capacity to effectively manage the islandôs ecosystems in an 

integrated manner (i.e. land development, coastal zone, water resources, and 

biodiversity); 

f) the capacity of non-governmental and community-based organisations 

involved in environmental management should be supported or enhanced ï 

particularly relating to on-the-ground activities; 

g) Create and strengthen existing legal and institutional frameworks that allow 

for the effective participation of the community in environmental 

management and sustainable development; 

h) Streamline the process concerning the development and promulgation of by-

laws for Outer Islands ï make less bureaucratic and time-consuming; 

i) adopt a balanced land and resource management framework that will not 

undermine the rights of traditional land owners, traditional conservation 

practices, island customs and the land tenure system; 

j) In view of the failure of the Land Use Act 1969, establish an effective regime 

to regulate development, closely meshed with the Environment Act 2003 and 

incorporating EIA processes as part of the systems of development 

assessment; 

k) set in motion the development of a comprehensive inventory of natural 

resources and development conditions (a Geographic Information System 

[GIS]) to provide a consistent base for integrated physical planning, coastal 

area management, biodiversity conservation and water resource 

management) 



 

109. With regard to the last points there is considerable overlap of jurisdiction and a lack of 

clarity in the management of natural resources and in the control of physical development. 

There are no established mechanisms to rationalize conflicting demands by resource users. 

Environmental impact assessments undertaken under the Environment Act 2003 are not based 

on any sound inventory of natural resources, or the pressures upon those resources. 

110. Many of the laws that exist are outdated and do not reflect current approaches towards 

integrated resource planning and management. Existing resource management laws are 

sectoral in nature, and do not establish the co-ordination and collaboration necessary to ensure 

that all resources are managed in a sustainable manner. 

111. The promulgation of an integrated resource use (physical) planning system should be 

based on contemporary law styles that mesh customary, economic investment and 

environmental management approaches. It should accommodate in a systemic form: the 

involvement of the community in decision-making; the generation of resource inventories to 

support decision-making; the linking of national and Outer Island levels of administration and 

focus on the control of land uses in sensitve areas. 

 

Environmental Monitoring 

112. Policy documents have fortified the argument for better resource inventories for planning and 

environmental management. Consistent with this need, it is necessary to record and monitor 

environmental trends over time (as well as socio-economic pressures) for sound environmental and 

resource management, as well as performance appraisal. Efforts should be made for a systems based 

form of National State of the Environment Reporting process. This SOE system could be developed 

with the intended databases for MDGs and the social statistics work of SPC and national statistic 

offices. It should be instigated to reduce the burden of reporting to various MEAs and other 

international agreements or key meetings (e.g. CSD, WSSD, WRI, OECD, GEF etc).  International 

Development Goals were again agreed in 2006 (see UNEP Governing Council, Feb 2006), and should 

be used as the basis for national level tailoring and synthesis of work on biodiversity, climate change 

and land degradation. 

113. A collaborative effort would be required of resource use planning and management agencies, 

with the National Environment Service acting as coordinator. The types of information to be 

aggregated and monitored have been subject to discussions. The following elements featured: 

distribution of key resources; use of natural resources; quality and extent of natural forests; location of 

sensitive ecosystems; degraded lands; information on water quality and quantity; productivity of 

agricultural areas; statistics on quality of life; presence and effects of pollutants; and, location and 

effects of natural and human induced disasters. 

Traditional and Local Knowledge & Practices 

114. Customary law and practice needs to be accommodated in the advancement of resource use 

planning and management initiatives. Strengthening the role of customary practices in environmental 

management presents a particular opportunity for harnessing community and land-owner participation 

in such areas as sustainable resource use and conservation. The possibilities afforded through the 

integration of customary practices in environmental management has been clearly demonstrated in 

recent times through the expanding use of the Raôui (customary resource management practice), which 

has received considerable publicity since the Koutu Nui revived the practice in 1998 to assist with 

water quality problems in Rarotongaôs lagoon. 

115. As in other Pacific Island Countries, the introduction of central based legislation and 

legislative authorities, for example the Island Council and Environment Service to regulate protected 

areas, weakens the authority of the Aronga Mana to affect the Raôui. While this may be a perceived 

watering of authority, it is the respect of the elders that often ensures the success of these traditional 



 

measures. A careful balance needs to be struck between the national level guidance that is often 

required and the need for local traditional implementation.  Where quick legislative responses have 

occurred this has created confusion over the roles and jurisdiction of various entities, in particular the 

island council and national government. The principle of subsidiarity dictates that decisions should be 

made at the lowest level at which to ensure effectiveness, and maintaining a strong role for traditional 

governance at the local levels accords with this.The majority of protected areas in the Cook Islands 

consist largely of areas not covered by legislation, so maintaining and strengthening the use of the 

Raôui should be targeted in capacity building. 

116. The Aronga Mana have called for assistance in effecting the Raôui through better monitoring, 

surveillance of use and controls over such use. The increased poaching in some Raôui areas reveals 

that the communities are under pressure and lack the capacity to prevent over-harvesting in these 

areas. 

117. The SLM project shall respect the need for the Raôui as a traditional practice in resource 

management. The project design shall incorporate education and awareness components to target 

continued community support for the Raôui. Along with this the following principles shall be noted for 

project design and implementation: 

l) Assisting wherever possible the House of Ariki or Koutu Nui to strengthen 

and maintain the use of the Raôui including through a ñRegisterò of Raôui 

that have been designated according to customary practices; 

m) Ensure capacity work assists with improving capacities for monitoring, and 

enforcing compliance with the Raôui; 

n) Ensuring any institutional change (policy, institutions and laws) enhances 

opportunities for local level ócustomaryô decision-making and conflict 

resolutions, wherever practicable; 

o) Ensuring connectivity between customary processes and formal 

governance processes including use of arbitration systems. 

 

Human Resource Capacity 

118. The ADB óLegal and Institutional Strengthening of Environmental Managementô 
Project (2005) confirms that there is a lack of capacity in both in both NES and the MoW for 

integrated land use planning suited for SLM. Besides conservation, policy and planning 

shortfalls the following spheres of training were seen as necessary: environmental engineering 

responses to land degradation; natural resource management approaches; environmental 

impact assessment (including SEA); ecological approaches to resource use planning; 

vulnerability assessments integrated with LU planning; soil and water management 

techniques; and mitigation & adaptation incorporated in development planning. 

119. The NCSA should assist in identifying and aggregation the institutional, systemic and 

individual capacity shortfalls and constraints so they can be addressed in a strategic manner.  

While the National Action Programme (NAP) under the UNCCD is yet to be completed, the 

preparatory work has been instigated and the ties between the NCSA and this MSP have been 

made. 

120. Institutional and systemic capacity development initiatives have in part failed in the 

past from the lack of understanding of the significance and influence of, the system of 

customary land ownership.  Environmental and resource use actions need to be driven from 

the local landowning community, working with the Aronga Mana and Koutu Nui, in 

partnership with the national and Outer Island government administrations. Village Councils 

and Outer Island government adminstrations are often far-better placed to support and endear 



 

community ownership of initiatives than the national government. A local-community-driven 

planning approach requires commitment and know-how on the part of village communities 

and Outer Island administrations. National capacity has to also occur to assist with 

coordination, policy integration, aggregation of information and the institution of consistent 

legal frameworks to ensure horizontal and vertical linkages in governance.  Community based 

training and guidance may be needed in mapping, inventorying, identification and delineation 

of sensitive areas, evaluating appropriate ózoningô and preparation of integrated management 

plans. 

 

Causes of land degradation 

Key Threats 

121. Consultations and evaluations for the UNCCD reporting (2003), the ADB legal and 

institutional review (2005), the National Capacity Self Assessment (NCSA) project (2006) 

and this MSP design (PID) - have confirmed the issues, pressures and challenges surrounding 

the land resources of the Cook Islands, as canvassed above. 

122. Primary factors causing land and coastal degradation are as a result of human induced 

activities: 

 Coastal development: beach mining (now controlled), wave deflection and 

reclamation works; wetland filling; 

 Urbanisation, tourist and commercial development of the coastal strip: changed 

physiography, sewage and polluted runoff; 

 Inland area developments/activities, other than agriculture: urbanization and 

residential development on steep lands; cut and fill; poor infrastructure location; 

 Agricultural practices: overuse of pesticides, inorganic fertilizers; poor land 

systems management; invasive species. 

 

Pressures 

123. There are many driving forces behind land degradation and its impacts, as alluded 

above.  Most of them are derived from compounding óroot causeô elements: increasing 

population; poor location of existing development; intensive agricultural practices resulting in 

massive land clearance, improper use of agricultural inputs, inappropriate farming practices; 

unsuited cropping types and patterns; improper water management; land shortage; insecure 

tenancy; overexploitation of resources, physical changes to catchments; expansion of physical 

infra-structure into rural areas; and encroachment of development into marginal forests and 

hill -slopes. 

124. For the sake of this MSP design the óroot causesô of land and coastal degradation can be 
divided into two broad groups: 

 Population growth and distribution 

An expanding tourism industry leads to an increased population growth especially in 

Rarotonga and Aitutaki - being the primary visitor destinations. Waste stream 

management, foreshore revetments and physical changes, sewage and poor quality 

runoff are cause for concern. Erosion from disturbance to the steeper lands 



 

surrounding the coastal strip, sees sedimentation and the transfer of pollutants to 

streams and the lagoons. 

 Increasing demands on limited natural resources 

As tourism expands and the population is concentrated, so too does the intensity of 

land use change, as pressures grow to develop more accommodation, housing and 

infrastructure on the coastal margins. In terms of social impact, this will in turn raises 

the value of land beyond the localsô means, forcing new housing developments to 

encroach on the inland arable agricultural land, or on steeper lands of suspect 

stability. It also reduces arable land forcing farmers to adapt unsustainable farming 

practices (reduced fallow; heavy reliance on fertilizer etc) or use marginal lands that 

are erosion-prone. Under such circumstances the likelihood of aggravating soil 

erosion, nutrient loss, instability of hillslopes etc will be heightened. There will be 

increased environmental impact on land, water and coastal ecosystems and resources. 

 

Responses 

125. The barriers to addressing the driving forces or root causes are also inter-connected: 

poor performing socio-economic conditions and pressures (see socio-economic context, 

above); lack of integrated land and resource use policy and legal platforms; limited use of land 

use planning systems; poor environmental and resource capacity information; lack of national 

policy direction; lack of resources and capacity (institutional, technical and human) for 

implementation of sustainable land management measures. 

126. In-order to respond effectively, addressing land degradation and their problematic root 

causes and barriers together must take place in-order for the SLM project to make an strategic 

impact. This will be done through either reversing the existing land degradation trend within 

the Cook Islands by employing science-based researched intervention or improve capacity of 

people and institutions through knowledge sharing, training, technical capabilities, suitable 

SLM practices including policy reform to support the full integration of SLM practices into 

national policy and plans.  At the highest level for consideration are the socio-economic 

pressures of urbanization which places immense stress on land resources which are already in 

limited supply. As such, land degradation are compounded by the current situation of little or 

no land use controls including ill-coordinated environmental management systems that often 

press for change that the present human and technical capacities of the communities and 

Government are unable to handle. Moreover, the current land tenureship normally brings 

difficulties in enforcing environmental standards such as sewage controls, land use location 

and abandonment of uses. Many times, re-dressing and mitigation are weakened due to the 

arduous and prolonged nature of court cases. 

127. The lack of integrated land and resource use policy and legal platforms gives rise to 

the uncontrollable and unsustainable development that has taken place in the last 2 decades. 

As a direct result, increasing demands on limited natural resources are now beginning to show 

their environmental impacts with significant effects on the marine resources such as ócigutera 

fish poisoningô from eutrophication of the lagoon-supplied by the high eroding stream banks. 

Tourism has resulted in severe social impact arising from high land valuation which is often 

beyond the localôs means and thus forces new housing developments to encroach on marginal 

lands and pristine forestry areas. 

128. Limited land use planning systems and poor environmental baseline information are 

blamed for the limited policy direction which in turn sideline the need for building 

institutional capacity and ultimately failing to leverage both internal and external resources to 



 

implement SLM practices. In the wake of increasing national GDP and Government revenue 

from a thriving tourism industry, many resorts and other tourist accommodations are built 

with very little consideration for impacts arising from unsustainable land management 

practices. 

129. Perhaps the most appropriate approach for addressing the issues, impacts 
and pressures raised above would be to consider a three-prong plan of action. 

 There is a definite need to promulgate a coastal management system that 
focuses on the current state of the reefs, lagoons and foreshores ï and delivers 
specific management frameworks and responses to contend with current and 
emerging problems; 

 There is a need to institute an integrated land use approach which melds with 
the Environment Act (and its endeavours) and the customary system of 
tenure. This systems approach should guide land use change, tourism and 
urban development and associated infrastructure. It should concentrate on 
promoting the development and adoption of 'low-health risk and 
environmentally-friendly' physical development practices. It should feature 
nurtured development and implementation, and be based on information and 
knowledge development ï in partnership with the community; 

 Action is needed to assist farmers deal with the pressures of land use change 
by filling the gap in information on land capabilities and suitabilities, to assist 
with the promotion of sustainable agricultural practices. 

130. The problem of declining lagoon, foreshore or inshore fisheries quality is, to a 
large extent, the consequence of an environmentally sick lagoon and reef ecosystem no 
longer able to sustain normal yields. Agricultural chemicals are merely one of many 
factors known to be harmful to marine life and to cause general degradation of coastal 
ecosystems. Poor land use choice, location or design ï is another. Erosion, sedimentation, 
land cover and catchment change ï is a third dimension. There are many interconnections 
and multiple cause-and-effect relationships between these dimensions. The problems 
associated with these relationships are especially magnified in island settings. 

131. For the Cook Islands, coastal zone management (CZM) and integrated land use 
planning are the keys to a productive inshore fisheries, healthy waterways and lagoons and 
sustainable tourism development. The first should target the management of systems as they 
are (the status quo), where the later should guide development based on ecosystems capability 
and land use suitability. While the two approaches could come together as a simple integrated 
planning and management system, embryonic work may require separate but linked actions. 

 

Gender Implication Statement 

132. It is important to consider effects of the SLM project on women and men. Therefore, 

the MSP will consider undertaking a gender analysis that addresses that both women and menôs 

perspectives,  needs, experiences, views, and as a user of land is captured throughout the MSP process, 

in particular paying specific attention to promoting gender balance in the Committee, workshops, etc.  

Noting the role that women and men play a part in capacity building at the community level and 

national, the MSP will take into account best ways to maximize gender role and responsibilities in-

order to achieve the project outcomes. Lastly, the project may examine how benefits are derived and 

distributed between women and men given their differences in needs and decisions. 
 

133. It should be mentioned that the quality of information that is required to undertake a gender 
analysis would determine if such an analysis can be done. Given that the analysis is intended to inform 
how activities of the MSP could address gender issues and benefits to men and women, it is imperative 
to ascertain from the start of the MSP whether sufficient and updated information is available before 
proceeding with the analysis. In the situation whether information is not readily available, the MSP 
will continue to adopt the participatory approach where all men and women interests are addressed 



 

including equal representation throughout the whole implementation process. 

PART II:  PROJECT STRATEGY  

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

Baseline course of action 

134. The UNDP-GEF Portfolio project offers the GoCI and communities an opportunity to 

address land degradation and pursue sustainable land management at the national policy level, 

local village and at Outer Island levels. Opportunities to address institutional, systemic and 

individual capacity development to assist with the mainstreaming of SLM and use of 

integrated land use planning should occur at each of these levels. The following provides a 

description of the current baselines in terms of each of these capacity development elements. 

 

Policy: Systemic capacity building and mainstreaming of the SLM 

135. In the past there has been limited recognition (and therefore low commitment) within 

national planning and resource use sectors of the important base that land and biodiversity 

resources provide for sustainable economic development. The importance of the environment 

has now been articulated in the NESAF, thanks to formative work from the WSSD and the 

implementation of the Environment Act, 2003. 

136. In the absence of a national sustainable development strategy (NSDS, WSSD 2002) 

the baseline for mainstreaming the environment in national and sub-national development 

processes is limited to the NESAF. This shortcoming is being addressed in part by the Office 

of Prime Minister, who are developing a National Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP). 

The production of the NAP for UNCCD will assist in ensuring land management is 

adequately covered in the NSDP. The NAP and this MSP can use this foundation to ensure 

that SLM is mainstreamed in sustainable development policy and broader governance 

mechanisms. The NAP process will feed directly into the existing NESAF framework while 

awaiting full integration into the NSDP. Institutional and systemic capacity building actions 

recommended by the NAP will support key priority activities of the SLM Medium Size 

Project, in particular outcome 3. MSP will support the mainstreaming of the NAP through 

identification of specific on-the-ground investments required in the medium to long term in-

order to implement the NAP. Furthermore, the MSP will endeavor to develop a mid-term 

investment plan to mobilize financial, technical and human resources required by the 

Government of Cook Islands for implementation, in particular, developing an integrated land 

use planning system to integrate SLM into the NSDP and other sectoral plans and policies. 

This will ensure sustainability of SLM goals and activities after the MSP project. 

 

Institutional and Individual Capacities 

137. While key national institutions covering environment, conservation, forestry, 

agriculture, land management, rural development and information exists, there are very weak 

horizontal (intra-government) linkages in policy, charters and differentiation of roles, 

operational and practice laws, information, corporate planning and implementation practices. 

Consistent with many PICs there is a profusion of structural, operational, thematic and sector 

based laws; a patchwork efforts in data assembly; problems with the integrity, relevance and 

consistency of information; lack of synthesis in administrative processes; and limited 

opportunities for consistent human resources development. Adding to this, there are very poor 



 

vertical (inter-government) linkages between the same elements and mechanisms at the 

Village Vaka and Outer Island government level. 

138. Systems of customary tenure and resource access, common in the Pacific, require that 

environmental governance, planning and management, be driven by local communities. 

Community-led planning processes for sustainable land management can provide a balance to 

economic development initiatives driven from the national level. They cater for local 

community empowerment and decentralized decision-making, which is very important in a 

country where over 95% of the land is held in customary tenure. 

 

Legal Frameworks 

139. There have been some advances institutionally for environmental and resource 

management through the enactment of the Environment Act, 2003. However there continues 

to be poor coordination mechanisms at both intra-govermnental (between national agencies) 

and inter-governmental (between national and Outer Island government) levels which 

continue to thwart attempts to institute integrated decision-making. Disparate initiatives in the 

past have tended to take the centrist top-down approach. A dearth of quality socio-economic 

and spatial information on patterns of natural resources, land resource characteristics, 

population dynamics, resource demands and risks confounds the situation and contributes to 

inconsistent and poorly founded decision-making. 

140. The environmental impact assessment provisions of the Environment Act, 2003 do 

provide an opportunity to control inappropriate developments that may affect resource 

conservation. However by the nature of the legislation it cannot be used to target general 

development control, often needed to reduce pressures on ecosystems. There is an opportunity 

to form synergies between this legislation and the revised/replaced Town and Country 

Planning Act 1969. Without this there will continue to be a lack of cohesion in relevant 

legislations related to development processes. 

 

Human resource development 

141. The baseline for enhancing human resource skills and experience in SLM is limited to  

land management and limited GIS expertise in the MoW, water engineering (Water Works), 

agricultural extension, food security and crops in the Department of Agricuture, and 

environmental assessment and conservation withing the NES. Formal and informal training 

and skills development of national and community level personnel for SLM-Land 

Degradation will cover - resource use planning methods, techniques, approaches and systems; 

GIS development; resource inventory methods; multi-criteria and objective based planning; 

ecosystems approaches to land use planning; land capability/suitability methods; and, 

integrated catchment and coastal zone approaches.  There should be sustainable farming 

practices training and capacity building through the FAO Food Security project, as well as the 

extension of the EU Development of Sustainable Agriculture in the Pacific (DSAP) 

programme. Links to this human resource capacity building would be in order. 

142. Supplementary training will include workshops on sustainable agricultural practices for 

agricultural extension agents and NGOs. CBOs representing local resource users and NGOs need 

training and assistance in the development of project proposals to allow them to better access available 

funding (from UNDP/GEF Small Grants, UNEP, EU, FAO etc) for natural resource 

management/SLM. Training is needed for government planners in the integration of LIS and SLM 

guidelines into planning at the local and national levels. Training in the application of 

environmental/natural resource economics to the analysis of existing land use systems and in the 



 

identification of economically and financially viable land management alternatives is needed in 

government planning bodies and at the university level. 

 

Technical capacities and Knowledge Management 

143. To mainstream SLM into key national policy and to integrate it into decision-making 

through national level and village based mechanisms ï it is essential to have accurate and 

reliable information on land resources linked with other bio-physical parameters. Community 

driven prioritization and resource management will rely on simple but targeted information 

being provided at the village level. There is currently poor access to relevant scientific-based 

and local information on the capacities and suitability of soils and catchments to suit land use 

decisions from current development pressures. 

144. Special attention must also be paid to the need for capacity building to include analyses of 

ecosystem functionality and services. This will pave the way for assessing ecological sustainability of 

the present land use systems on terrestrial and marine ecosystems and services. Land use systems need 

to be economically and/or financially viable. For lands managed by the private sector, land use 

systems must be financially viable otherwise, it will be abandoned. SLM incentives need to be 

developed and made operation for both private land owners and Government. The knowledge 

management system should include economic and financial analyses of the present land use systems 

and the use of these tools for identifying/developing new systems that are viable and needed. Best 

practices and lessons learned need to be synthesized and diffused. A status report of land 

degradation/SLM should be developed and must clearly demonstrate how capacity building has 

resulted in the safeguarding or improvement of the overall ecosystem functionality and services. Land 

owners/natural resource users needs to be made aware of these results. Key policy options need to be 

identified and presented in a suitable form to authorities and decision-makers. 

 

145. Land information systems need to be further developed and used for the challenges of 

identifying sustainable land management systems, for planning SLM development, for monitoring the 

sustainability of land uses and for monitoring SLM and the application of SLM laws and legislation. 

 

146. Like many PICs there has been some assessment work on geological and soil 

landscapes in the southern islands of the Cook Islands. However little of this information has 

been enhanced for contemporary resource use and land use decision-making. Its enhancement 

would also assist agriculture extension and food security work of the DoA. There is little data 

available on the extent and character of land degradation in the Cook Islands. The project 

should aim to address this shortfall. 

Capacity and mainstreaming for SLM ïScoping needs 

147. The situation analysis beforehand summarized the present situation in terms of 

environmental management and development. In preparing the preparatory funding request 

and in consultations for the preparation of this MSP, assisted by the NCSA Stock-take, the 

following were identified as capacity needs for SLM by stakeholders: 

a. improving the information baseline on the state of land degradation and its 

 impact; 

b. developing information systems for national and local monitoring and 

 assessment of land-use change and options for SLM; 

c. improving means for local communities to convey their natural resource and 

 development problems and needs to government and donor agencies; 

d. raising awareness of options for SLM and land use planning and decision-

 making at all levels; 



 

e. follow-up land use planning options with development of know-how on 

 sustainable catchment and farming practices (e.g. techniques and systems) 

f. use enhanced information and know-how at all levels to enable better 

enforcement of legal requirements for forestry, agricultural development and              

natural resource management; 

g. enhance participation methods to ensure village/local community views on 

 long term land investment scenarios are incorporated early in decision-

 making processes; 

h. improving individual knowledge and skills on information systems, land use 

 planning, SLM techniques and rehabilitation methods; 

i. improving institutional structures and processes to maximize coordination  and 

collaboration; 

j. ensuring tools and approaches respect the status of customary land tenure  and 

systems; 

k. recognising and embracing local, community and traditional knowledge;  and, 

l. mainstreaming SLM into national policies, plans and decisions. 

148. In consultative meetings for the MSP, a community and information led land use 

planning approach was mooted as a means to provide a capacity development framework for 

SLM, offering the following prospects: 

m. Promotion/awareness of the need for SLM through integrated land use 

planning approaches, preferably using pilot areas and actions at the community 

level; 

n. Improve information on land resource capabilities/suitability: balancing 

national GIS work with local community derived information; 

o. Targeting human resource development (HRD) for NES, the MoW and the 

Department of Agriculture - to pursue skills beyond óextension workô toward 

areas such as information management, land use planning approaches, land 

capability-suitability analysis/mapping, integrated catch-ment approaches, GIS 

as well as cross-cutting skills development in ecosystem function analysis, 

 sustainable agriculture and the tie with land use thresholds/limitations; 

p. Institutional development: both the capacity development of the NES, MoW 

and DoA, other agencies involved in sectors related to SLM; and the 

institutional linkages between national government, local government and 

Outer Island administrations. 

 

149. In consultations and review of information and current practices it became apparent 

that the geographic gap in regard to capacity shortfalls was primarily over the lowland areas 

between the coastal strip and the forested central escarpment areas. For the former area the 

ósignificant impactô classification of major coastal development would trigger forms of 

development control under the Environment Act, 2003. Village Council processes along the 

coastal strip would also enable some form of debate over large development matters. This 

coastal area has been earmarked for an integrated coastal zone management project (supported 

by NZAID). For the latter, MoW have commenced the identification and institution of 

catchment protection areas. These areas are also less likely to suffer from agricultural 



 

expansion or urban development due to the steepness of the land.  The low lying areas 

between these two extremes are where current development pressures are being felt. They 

contain the flatter more capable agricultural areas, as well as the formative parts of natural 

drainage systems. For these areas there are limited means to use existing laws, policy or 

administrative processes to control development or encourage good location, design and 

management of activities.  The area of concern is best reflected in the schematic of Figure 4 

below (bright green). 

 

Figure 4: Schematic of broad geographic ómanagement unitsô 

150. For reasons above it is the low-lying coastal areas that will be targeted for 

representative catchment and field work for this MSP. 

151. Appendix 5 contains further rationale for a community based planning approach 

intended to provide the basis for capacity development. 

152. The components of the project have been structured to address the capacity needs 

summarized above. The challenge was to find a way for this MSP to meld with the other 

endeavors (integrated coastal zone management, water catchment protection areas) in a 

manner that addresses the identified critical capacity gaps.  A further challenge was to find an 

approach that could balance the much needed national capacity development (e.g. MoWs, 

Dept of Agriculture) with that of Village council and local community development. While it 

is important to address the last two arenas it is critical to have strong national capacity for 

planning and the mainstreaming of SLM in governance. 

 

153. As a direct support to the Government of the Cook Islands, UNDP would operate 

within an environment-economic-governance nexus. It would seek to demonstrate MDG 

impact through an integrated and coordinated approach to sustainable environmental 

management. To do this, UNDP and the Government of the Cook Islands will foster and 



 

promote synergies that increase the likelihood of a coherent formulation and implementation 

of sustainable land management activities within the context of the SLM medium size project. 

The nearly completed NCSA project will link its findings in identifying capacity gaps to 

fulfill the Governmentôs obligations under the United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification. Moreover, the UNDP/GEF Enabling Activity for the Stockholm Convention 

on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) that is currently pipelined with the GEF will produce 

the first ever National Implementation Plan (NIP) for managing the use of POPs in-country. 

This shall be particularly important on lands where the use of pesticides and the other 

agricultural chemicals will further exacerbate the degradation of soil and land quality.. In 

connection with this, attention shall be paid to agricultural lands and marine resources also. It 

is envisaged that once SLM principles is integrated and mainstreamed into national 

development strategies, further funds may be sourced to sustain the projectôs outcomes and 

key activities. 

 

Project rationale and objective 

154. The Goal of the Medium Sized Project (MSP) under the UNDP-GEF Portfolio 

Approach has been established as follows: 

óContribute to maintaining and improving ecosystem stability, integrity, functions and 

services while enhancing sustainable livelihoods by building the capacity to implement 

sustainable land management into all levels of decision-making.ô 

155. The objective of the MSP is to strengthen human, institutional and systemic capacity 

for Sustainable Land Management (SLM). 

Expected project outcomes, and outputs 

156. The following project outcomes, outputs and broad activities should address gaps in 

capacity for sustainable land management, recognizing the information forwarded and 

recommendations made by stakeholders. The consistent call was for information led 

initiatives to assist community planning and the linkage of outcomes to Villages Vakas, Outer 

Island administrations and the National government. 

 

Outcome 1: Knowledge and awareness of land degradation and the importance of 

sustainable land management increased. 

Output 1.1: Awareness raising materials and social marketing plan. 

Output 1.2: Awareness raising activities for local communities, the public, government 

agencies and schools. Demonstration activities to engage communities and landowners to 

better understand the issues and be aware of choices in future actions. 

Output 1.3: Nationwide land degradation assessment. Information systems to enable the 

aggregation and characterization of data and information on terrestrial resource systems and to 

define the extent of land degradation. 

 

Outcome 2: Technical, individual and institutional capacities for SLM enhanced. 

Output 2.1: Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and knowledge management systems for 

use in cross-sector land use planning and natural resource management. 



 

Output 2.2: Local community mapping and appraisal of representative catchment/s of the 

identified priority problem areas for land degradation. 

Output 2.3: National, local village and Outer Island governance structures and functions for 

land and bio-physical information development and resource use planning. 

Output 2.4: National institutional structures and functions to address SLM. 

Output 2.5: Community-based mentoring network of resource owners and technocrats on 

SLM practice(s). 

 

Outcome 3: Systemic capacity building and mainstreaming of SLM principles and 

objectives achieved. 

Output 3.1: Resource Mobilization for NAP. 

Output 3.2: Mainstreaming SLM into national plans and policies. 

Output 3.3: Medium-term Investment Plan developed to secure long-term support. 

Output 3.4: Options for medium-long term development of an integrated land use planning 

system to (among other matters) integrate SLM into local and national development 

processes. 

 

Outcome 4: Technical support at the local, Outer Island and national levels to assist with 

mainstreaming and integrated decision-making enhanced. 

Output 4.1: Tools, guidelines and manuals for different approaches to capacity development, 

mainstreaming with policy platforms and integrated land use planning options. 

Output 4.2: Linkages between Regional, National and Local knowledge management 

networks. 

Output 4.3: Effective mapping systems (GIS): with monitoring, evaluation & prioritizing 

systems in place. 

Output 4.4: Local and traditional management approaches into community-led integrated land 

use planning systems. 

 

Outcome 5: Project Management Unit and Coordination and Management mechanisms. 

Output 5.1: Effective PMU established 

Output 5.2: Effective Monitoring and Evaluation Systems in place 

 

Rationale for the Outcomes and Outputs 

The following parts provide the rationale behind the Outcomes and the expected Outputs 

Outcome 1: Increased knowledge and awareness of land degradation and the 

importance of sustainable land management. 

 

 



 

Rationale: 

157. The public awareness and profile of the importance of sustainable land management 

and the need to combat land degradation, needs to be raised. Communications will be 

achieved at two levels: through national based media and knowledge networking; and through 

local community based mentoring networks ï for practical knowledge transfer and 

information provision. 

158. The first is important to maintain profile across the broader community and 

government, while the second will assist with knowledge sharing between farmers, 

landowners and communities. Both dimensions will require guidance and this will be 

achieved through the generation of a social marketing plan early in the project. If the pilot 

areas for on-the-ground work are to be located in Rarotonga or another nearby southern 

island, communication/knowledge transfer networking to other Outer islands will be critical. 

Some capital costs will be required to support existing customary based communications 

networks. 

159. Land management, natural resource management, access and benefit sharing are 

inextricably linked, especially in customary societies such as in the Cook Islands. Due to 

complexities of tenure and resource access, information is essential and often a tool for 

dispensing with conflict. Natural resource inventories are important, and little coordinated 

efforts have progressed over the last decade, to benefit governance and planning at each level 

(landowners/locals, villages, community, Outer Island, national). The MSP is seen as a 

positive means to address the shortfalls in information. This information in turn will affect 

programming, and assist with raising awareness of the SLM issues. 

 

Scope: 

160. Knowledge and awareness activities will be country-wide, however local based 

knowledge transfer will concentrate on representative catchments (in contrast to pilot village 

sites). It is important that ideas and lessons are exchanged between villages, landowners and 

farmers within project areas as well to other communities in each of the Outer islands. For 

national based communication and awareness, an umbrella NGO (such as CIANGO) will 

assist with actions. Other NGOs practiced in community activities (such as the 

Taporoporo'anga Ipukarea Society Inc (TIS)) will take the lead in local knowledge transfer 

events and actions as part of the local community mentoring network. 

 

Inputs: 

Á Social Marketing (Communications) Specialist ï 3 months initially; 1 month per year 

subsequently 

Á Production of materials 

Á Facilitators to assist in Awareness workshop/s 

Á Workshop costs, including transport and catering 

 

 

 

 



 

Outcome 2: Enhanced technical, individual and institutional capacities for SLM. 

 

Rationale: 

Local and Outer Island level Capacity Development 

161. A local community-based framework for land and bio-physical information 

development and resource use planning will follow a participatory technical development 

approach. There are numerous models, one developed originally in Australia is commonly 

known as Landcare. Emphasis on representative catchments, community engagement and 

farmer/landowner ownership of actions will ensure empowerment and ownership of follow-up 

actions. Human resource capacity development of Outer Island staff and supporting NGOs 

will be very important for advisory and technical back-up throughout and beyond the life of 

the project. Information based community planning systems are consistent with the subsidiary 

principle
5
, and many PICsô desire to decentralize decision-making where often more than 90% 

of the land is held in customary tenure. Communities will be empowered to consider land use 

and farming practice choices to deal with the increasing pressures of population growth and 

strip development. They can use their generated products to work with business, tourism and 

the development industry, on the best locations for intensive development, how this will link 

with their land uses, and planning for the future best use of disturbed lands. 

162. A participatory approach using the Landcare model has been successful in the 

Philippines, among other developing countries. It has proven successful in communities 

adapting to maintain their food security, by responding to pressures in a pro-active manner, or 

diverting those pressures, many of which are created or exacerbated by poor land use choices. 

163. Community planning systems will also enable communities to be more directly 

involved in decision-making with regard to large scale rural development (tourist 

accommodation and and intensive agriculture) and enable them to plan collectively, with 

fuller knowledge and understanding of key constraints and opportunities.  There will also be 

indirect benefits. Land tenure and resource access disputes in Pacific Island Countries are 

often caused by lack of understanding between community members; development decisions 

being made by outside parties; and a lack of participation in decision-making. Disputes are 

exacerbated by non-traditional adjudication which locals find intimidating and traumatic. 

Land disputes fuel pressures from high population growth, resulting in families using 

marginal and steep land to avoid conflict. Community planning approaches led by locally 

derived information systems should internalize disputes and in many cases actually reduce 

disputes by the identification, sharing and dissemination of collective knowledge [Appendix 6 

contains more information on the Landcare approach]. 

164. Enhancement of local community planning and decision-making may require 

corresponding changes to National and Outer Island government laws, administrative 

processes and inter-government linkages (vertical links between national and Outer Island 

governments). 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Often considered a corollary of the principle of the common good, subsidiarity requires those in positions of 

authority to recognize that individuals have a right to participate in decisions that directly affect them, in accord 

with their dignity and with their responsibility to the common good. Decisions should be made at the most 

appropriate level in a society or organization, that is, one should not withdraw those decisions or choices that 

rightly belong to individuals or smaller groups and assign them to a higher authority. 

http://www.ascensionhealth.org/ethics/public/key_principles/common_good.asp
http://www.ascensionhealth.org/ethics/public/key_principles/human_dignity.asp


 

National Capacity Development 

165. While community-based decision making is important, there will still be a need for 

governmental human, institutional and technical development. Community based planning 

approaches will initially require the use of GIS to improve availability and access to land 

resources information. Mentioned above is the need for Vaka (village Council) and Outer 

Island government capacity development to back-stop the representative catchment based 

community work. There will continue to be a need for advisory and technical support from the 

responsible national agencies, namely the NES, Ministry of Works and Department of 

Agriculture. 

166. The roles, functions and administrative processes of the national agencies responsible 

for sustainable land management will need to be reviewed and adjusted in light of the outputs 

and key lessons learned from the community level outputs. The project will review charters, 

corporate plans, legislations and policies, and suggest adaptations to enhance coordination in 

decision-making and the strengthening of vertical linkages with Outer Island level 

government. 

167. The project will train national, village and Outer Island staff in GIS and land use 

approaches. This will be facilitated through the the DoWs Land Information Office in 

collaboration with NES. Technical support will be shared between the two. The capacity of 

the policy/planning unit of NES, the DoWôs Land Information Office, and the Department of 

Agriculture will be initially targeted. Involvement of the National Planners within the Office 

of Prime Minister will also be critical. 

 

Scope: 

168. Technical, individual and institutional capacity development will be at two interlinked 

levels: the local community-Outer Island level and the national level. A representative 

catchment on Rarotonga will be selected on the basis of best linkages to current initiatives and 

priority to contend with land degradation and population pressures. A Landcare approach will 

be piloted for community based activities and this will provide the opportunity to enhance 

basic human resources and village capacity. Lessons from the representative catchment work 

will be conveyed to other outer islands through training and technical capacity development 

via separate training workshops and demonstration activities. Initiatives will be linked with 

those planned for the FAO Food Security pilots. 

 

Inputs: 

Á IT/GIS hardware and software 

Á Aerial photography and satellite imagery (DoW and/or SOPAC) 

Á Landcare Adviser (Landscape approaches) 

Á Land Use Planner 

Á Soil Science (Conservation) Adviser [optional] 

Á Agriculture Adviser (from DAL) [optional] 

Á GIS / Mapping Specialist [limited] 

Á Traditional knowledge Adviser [optional] 

Á Governance Planning Adviser [optional] 



 

 

Outcome 3: Systemic capacity building and mainstreaming of SLM principles and 

objectives 

Rationale: 

Policy Development- 

169. As a CCD member, the GoCI must prepare a National Action Programme (NAP) to 

address Land Degradation. The GoCI and UNDP considered it wise to instigate the generation 

of the NAP concurrently with the development of this SLM project, as there are obvious 

synergies. The NAP may be a component of other policy platforms, but will need to be 

produced in a manner that satisfies the UNCCD. 

170. It will be advantageous to connect the development of the NAP to the work on the 

National Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP). Tying with this national policy framework, 

shall present a good means to ensure SLM is mainstreamed in national governance processes. 

 

Medium Term Investment Plan 

171. The project will confirm options for rural community development, and SLM through 

improved land use planning. Components of this work will need to be advanced beyond the 

life and funding of the project. Accordingly, the project will generate a Medium Term 

Investment Plan and initiate resource mobilization for follow up actions. The Investment Plan 

will also cover other land degradation priorities and knowledge needs identified in the Cook 

Islandsô NAP, and the NCSA. 

 

Legislative Frameworks 

172. The need for integrated environmental law frameworks to ensure synthesis between 

physical planning, environmental impact assessment and development management was 

mooted as far back as the 1992 NEMS. While some advance has been made with the 

enactment of the Environment Act 2003, there is still some dislocation between relevant 

platforms such as the Planning Act, 1969, the Outer Island Local Government Act 1987, the 

Land Survey Ordinances. There is also the Building Contols and Standards Ordinance and 

other Ordinances/bylaws that impact on land development, and may need to be reviewed. 

173. An assessment of legislative frameworks has been undertaken recently (Legal and 

Institutional Strengthening of Environmental Managmeent in the Cook Islands, ADB TA 

4273-COO). The outputs of this project will be used to follow up recommendations, with the 

view to seek out opportunities for mainstreaming SLM in development policy and decision-

making processes. Other opportunities to assist in providing better land use and development 

decision-making for sustainable development will be confirmed with stakeholders and 

actioned accordingly. 

 

Scope: 

174. This work will be national based, with field and desk work occurring in Rarotonga, but 

drawing on participatory workshops involving Outer Island commuities to agree on the 

lessons learned, prior outcomes and outputs from the local community activities, and 

prospects for the future. 



 

 

Inputs: 

Á Legal Adviser 

Á Land Use Planner 

Á Policy Adviser [optional] 

Á Governance-Planning Adviser [optional] 

 

 

Outcome 4: Enhanced technical support at the local, Outer Island and national levels to 

assist with mainstreaming and integrated decision-making. 

Rationale: 

Technical Support and Backstopping 

175. Within the existing legislative, policy, technical and institutional development 

frameworks there will be a need to provide tools, guidelines and manuals for sustainable land 

management and land use planning, targeting the community and each level of government. 

This technical capacity development will cover options for community based planning, 

assembly of information on traditional farming practices, ecosystem approaches to 

development, resource economics and its use in decision-making, GIS and GPS manuals 

(output from human resource training ), EIA guides and factsheets etc. It is also likely that 

administrative guidelines will need to be produced in terms of mainstreaming SLM in policy 

and incorporating its consideration into development approval and EIA decision-making 

processes. 

176. Project personnel will be required at the national level, but with input from óextensionô 
officers and NGOs to provide specialist technical and advisory backstopping to community 

project teams. This may take the form of information gathering e.g. historic land use 

information, or specialist advice and one-on-one training. Specialist support may be needed in 

the following areas: GIS development and management, land capability/suitability models; 

alternative crop rotation/legume contours; soil and water management techniques; 

composting; effluent re-use methods; catchment/slope classification techniques; nutrient yield 

analysis; water run-off modelling; socio-economic/demographic data gathering; assistance in 

generating a community land use plan/natural resource management plan. 

 

177. The PMU will also be responsible for reporting on the status of land degradation and 

the implementation of UNCCD to international and regional stakeholders. From time to time 

there will be a need to generate policy briefs on SLM for decision-makers. 

 

Scope: 

178. National, and local, but with a focus on nationally-based support. 

 

Inputs: 

Á Operational funds for PMU 



 

Á Operational funds for the Project Steering Committee; local community planning 

committee; and the SLM Technical Working Committee. 

Á Office equipment including IT and telcoms. 

Á Staff engagement / secondment: Project Coordinator, Resource Planning Officer (GoCI), 

Project Officer (GoCI) and Administrative Assistant. 

Á Technical Advisers input, as necessary 

Future Scenario without GEF Funding 

179. There are no current initiatives that specifically address land degradation and SLM in 

the Cook Islands. Where attempts have been made in the past they have been stymied by 

piecemeal and ineffective policy platforms, weak institutions and poorly integrated legislative 

frameworks. Existing policies and plans are primarily focused on individual sectors, or do not 

adequately consider the significance of sustainable land resources for economic and social 

development. The caliber of laws for land use planning and associated natural resources 

management - are weak thereby affecting enforcement. Each of these elements of capacity 

development require sound and consistent information on resources and natural systems that 

affect them. Information on land resources is still poor despite some good efforts to rectify the 

situation. Many development projectsô reliance on óexisting dataô over the last decade has 

meant that some important information for good SLM is lacking or is very rudimentary. 

180. The GEF funding is therefore essential for capacity building to address land 

degradation and instigate SLM in the Cook Islands. If successful the project will provide the 

capacity for longer term investments to ensure the protection of ecosystem functions of land 

and marine resources. The present planned investment activities and programmes in the rural 

development, sustainable agriculture and environmental management do not provide for 

adequate and nurtured capacity building for mainstreaming sustainable land management in 

key policy platforms, nor the development of a community based resource use planning 

system. 

181. With environment and resource use institutions lacking capacity and sufficient budget 

allocations, and a shortfall in strong and consistent policy standings on environmental 

sustainability, short term economic options will prevail. The depletion of the natural resource 

base will continue to seriously affect food security and sustainable livelihoods. 

Key assumptions 

182. The following outlines some key assumptions that underpin the project design: 

Á National, village and Outer Island agencies and institutions are willing to collaborate on 

integrated approaches for sustainable land management; 

Á Governments will remain committed to mainstreaming SLM in government development 

plans, legislations, sector and cross-cutting policy; 

Á National, Village and Outer Island agencies and institutions are willing to allow access to 

geographic and other land resource and information systems; 

Á Agencies and Institutions will assist with the medium term investment plan to ensure 

resources continue to be committed beyond the life of the project, 

Á That efforts in monitoring and evaluation (systems) are amalgamated or adapted to assist 

with measuring land degradation and the implementation of SLM; 



 

Á That all stakeholders maintain a team approach for a strategic approach to SLM and not be 

guided by short term project or donor biases. 

Project Direction 

183. Many of the prior development initiatives have documented the pressures from 

population, tourism development and inland housing on soil fertility decline, invasive species, 

food security and polluted run-off to the lagoons. It would seem prudent to work with local 

communities based on the outcomes of these efforts, to assess the local soil and landscape 

capacities/ suitabilities prior to or alongside the pursuit of the food production options, or 

tourism development described in emerging project concepts. This has been a consistent 

message from stakeholders consulted. 

 

Project Scope 

184. The scope of the project shall be directed by: 

Á the fact that the MSP needs to tackle ócapacity buildingô actions (for longer term 
actions/investments); 

Á that there are time and financial constraints of the GEF project,three(3) to four(4) years; 

Á that there are other initiatives aimed at NGO capacity development; coastal zone 

management, food security and product development (supply chain and markets analysis); 

Á that it can use and draw on like activities related to addressing agriculture development: 

e.g. FAO & EU initiatives; 

Á that the critical ósystemsô capacity shortfall (GEF interest) is in planning (land use/ 
resource use) at the national and Outer Island level, requiring elements of nurtured 

technical, institutional, systemic and individual capacity development. 

185. Introducing a participatory technical development approach at the community level, 

such as the mooted Landcare model, would be best if pilots could be instigated in each Island. 

However given the high costs of such an endeavour, the relatively limited budget, short 

project timeframe (three-four years) and the severe lack of individual capacity, this would be 

beyond the scope of this MSP. The design proposes to use a representative catchment in 

Rarotonga which has accommodated recent initiatives with landholders working together to 

address coastal zone management and improving the ecosystems of the lagoons. 

186. A óLandcareô type approach is introduced as a means for communities to ramp-up 

efforts themselves. If other communities accept the philosophical and practical approach, the 

MSP could provide technical backstopping support to enable these other communities to take-

up the approach. It may be that communities accommodating small pilot and demonstration 

projects through existing or intended initiatives (e.g. FAO small landholders; FAO food 

security) would like to scale-up efforts to the broader community. This type of approach can 

accommodates this. 

187. The MSP preparation work has confirmed the four key threats to sustainable land 

management (SLM) as being: uncontrolled inland housing development, strip tourism and 

commercial development, poorly located infrastructure development and changes to farming 

practices. 

188. The proposed representative catchment about the Titikaveka Village will enable the 

local communities to consider each of these threats in the resource assessments and planning 

appraisal processes. 



 

189. Appendix 5 (previously referred) provides further rationale for the community 

planning approach to implement SLM through integrated decision making. This substantiates 

further the argument for the proposed project direction, scoping of activities, sequencing and 

merging of outputs to reach the intended outcomes and project objective. 

Project Scheduling 

190. The MSP project will be completed over a number of phases. The following provides a 

brief description of these and intended actions. 

 

Phase I 

191. The first phase of the project will involve the elaboration of Cook Islandsô National 

Action Programme (NAP) to address Land Degradation as required under the UNCCD. 

Parallel funding will be used for this production. The activity will utilize the parallel 

production of the National Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP) to meld efforts to produce 

a strong guiding policy and action statement. The NAP will be a key subsidiary component of 

the NSDP, and a companion of the NESAF - to ensure that environmental management and 

sustainable development are appropriately addressed in the countryôs key policies and 

development activities. 

192. Coinciding with this work will be the commencement of communication activities to 

help with awareness and profile raising of SLM and to maintain momentum in combined 

efforts. The óLandcareô type approach will be introduced as a philosophical and practical 

method for community engagement and empowerment. 

193. Natural resource inventories are important for introducing community based resource 

use planning for SLM. There had been little coordinated efforts over the last decade, to fill the 

data void with regards to land resources to benefit planning and resource management. The 

Dept of Works has commenced some invaluable work in the base GIS and the MSP project 

shall build on this. The NES GIS has recently evolved and the corporate aim is to link it to the 

efforts of the Department of Works. More combined efforts are required to achieve the level 

of land resources mapping (base layer development) and capability assessments required to 

assist SLM, environmental management mapping and integrated land use planning. 

194. At the national level the agreed priority is to aggregate, assimilate and reproduce the 

land resource information into the GIS base. Continued technical development and training 

will be facilitated through the MSP project in unison with the EU/SOPAC EDF 9 project 

óReducing Vulnerability of the Pacific ACP Statesô which has been targeting hazards and 

vulnerability. That project has a GIS component which aims to set up a Geospatial Contents 

Management System (GEOCMS). The SOPAC project is accounted as part of the Baseline 

that will directly assist with the objectives of the MSP, thereby qualifying as co-funding. 

195. Involving communities in representative catchment mapping, appraisal and planning 

will fill t he important gap in local and traditional knowledge. Additionally it will allow 

stakeholders contend with previous barriers to information collection and characterization: 

local ownership, affinity and access. A óLandcareô type participatory technical development 

approach will be used in the pilot area to engage the communities. The outputs/lessons from 

this work will guide the form of the national based GIS development in terms of identifying 

the priority thematic layers for land resources mapping and assessment. It will also be used to 

target individual capacity training (national, village and Outer Island personnel) and 

knowledge network development. 



 

196. Training will commence to cover resource information collection, model óLandcareô 
approaches and the melding of land use practices toward SLM objectives. The scope of 

training will vary between national, village and Outer Island audiences. 

 

Phase II 

197. Having set the scene in Phase I, efforts in Phase II will aim to assess and analyze 

findings that ï have come out of past initiatives; will come out of communications in Phase I; 

or that have been revealed in community efforts through the introduction of a óLandcareô type 

approach, especially the assembly of land resources related data. 

198. Policy and technical assessments will commence in this phase. Review of legislative, 

administrative and policy platforms at the national and Outer Island level will aim to confirm 

gaps, capacity needs, duplications, confusions and poor cohesion ï as they may relate to SLM. 

Suggested changes to laws, institutional charters and policy shall be argued to improve the 

linkages between local village Councils, Outer Island administrations and national 

government. The synthesizing of the functions and services of the Environment Act 2003, the 

Land Use Act, 1969, Land Titling and Survey Ordinances and national planning legislative 

frameworks will be the focus. From the lessons and options concluded the MSP will propose a 

community led land use planning model to assist with integrated decision making. 

199. Training will continue but with more advancement on resource information systems 

(GIS and GPS use), land-use and environmental planning approaches, integrated catchment 

management, links to sustainable farming, resource use policy and environmental law. 

Curricula assembly and enhancement will commence with the involvement of local USP 

campus. 

 

Phase III 

200. By the completion of Phase II most of the ingredients for change would have 

been canvassed and debated through extensive consultations. The success of the óLandcareô 

type approach should now be evident and lessons can appraised for scaling up efforts. 

201. Institutional, legal and administrative reviews and appraisals need to be 

brought to a head with an agreed road-map for longer-term development. The resource 

information work should have concluded with lessons and guidance for national GIS 

development to incorporate land resources, land capabilities and resource characteristic 

mapping. A working model of an integrated catchment/resource plan, incorporating a state of 

the present environment (SOE) would have been generated by the community. Consideration 

of this product by village Councils, Outer Island administrations and national stakeholders 

could be used to fine-tune proposed legal, institutional and administrative changes for the 

implementation of an integrated land use system. Work on supportive tools, guidelines and 

manuals can be concluded (e.g. EIA methods, strategic EIA, environmental criteria, resource 

management standards, development standards etc). 

202. From the participatory technical development work in the field and the policy 

and technical reviews -  longer term needs would have become evident (informal training, 

formal education and higher education, GIS development, communication conduits, 

catchment methods and research). 

203. Work on the Medium Term Investment Plan to address these needs for post-

project development can commence and conclude with circulation to all stakeholders. 



 

Negotiations with the international community for longer term financial support can 

commence. 

Global and local benefits 

204. The principal global benefits that are envisaged as an outcome of this project 

are: 

Á maintenance of soil and land productivity for long term food security and poverty 

reduction; 

Á viable ecosystems enhanced through ecologically based sustainable land management; 

Á wise use of land within itôs capabilities and suitability which in turn will protect functions 
and services provided by healthy ecosystems and biodiversity (including advantages for 

climate change and climate variability, protection of international waters from from 

transboundary effects); 

Á enhanced biodiversity conservation through reduced deforestation, reduced sedimentation 

of waterways  and reduced pollutant loadings to coastal waters, lagoons and coral reefs; 

Á enhanced protection of remaining forests to assist with customary livelihoods and carbon 

sequestration. 

205. The principal local and national benefits, in addition to those above, are: 

Á Enhanced crop production through improved soil fertility and maintenance of invasive 

species; 

Á enhanced economic and financial sustainability of the agricultural and forest resource use 

systems; 

Á Integrated use of forest, agricultural lands and coastal lands to improve livelihoods and 

economic investment; 

Á Improved resilience of land and coasts to climate change and climate variability, drought 

and natural hazards; 

Á Enhanced lon term success of sustainable Toursim initiatives through the protection of 

lagoons and beaches; 

Á Enhanced local governance through participatory approaches and local community 

empowerment. 

Linkages to IA activities and programs 

206. Sustainable development is an expressed priority of the GoCI. It is one of the 

key objectives of the UNDP Multi-Country Programme (in the stead of the UNDAF for Cook 

Islands), and the expected work and outcomes of this MSP are consistent with the UNDPôs 

focal areas. The promotion of both compliance with UN conventions and declarations and the 

sustainable use of natural resources are key components of the UNDP mission for the country.  

The MSPôs efforts to strengthen SLM and conserve land resources through community 

engagement and management will fully support UNDPôs overall objective of reducing the 

incidence of poverty in the country. It will also contribute to MDG goal 7. The UNDP 

Programme refers to the need to improve governance by enhancing community participation, 

in decisions affecting their lives. 

207. The proposed MSP reflects these priorities. It supports the kind of reorientation 

sought in governance, working from the local community, Outer Island level and up to the 



 

national policy level. The converse to this is the top-down approaches that have in part failed 

in the past. This project aims, as a significant part, to empower local communities to develop 

their own sustainable land management plans, as well as to strengthen capacity to institute an 

integrated land use planning approach. It will involve a participatory technical development 

approach (Landcare) to work with communities to raise awareness of the importance of SLM 

and build their knowledge of ways to maintain productive landscapes. In doing so it will aim 

to meld suited traditional knowledge and practices and western methods to contend with new 

and emerging pressures driven by population growth, tourism development, and the transition 

to a more market dominated society. By linking local community efforts with the review and 

strengthening of national mechanisms the MSP will development systems to enable some 

longevity and legitimacy to the local community initiatives and plans. 

208. Actions to date have succeeded in linking MSP preparations with the UNDP 

GEF NCSA work in the Cook Islands. The preliminary NAP literature research and 

consultations, the NCSA, and the documentation of the situation analysis for this MSP design, 

have enabled the sieving of much argument to address land degradation. The project 

implementation mechanism includes links with the NCSA framework. The continued NCSA 

process will provide mutual opportunities for mainstreaming SLM and exposing capacity 

shortfalls. 

209. The project will work with, and build upon all ongoing and planned projects, 

programmes and initiatives of the UNDP in the areas of conservation and natural resource 

management. Working closely with the following key MEA and GEF activities will ensure 

synergies are maximized and duplication is minimized: 

Á Climate Change National Adaptation Plan of Action project formulation and the UNFCCC 

Second National Communication; 

Á National Biosafety Framework (biodiversity) 

Á International Waters Projectï coastal waters and integrated catchments (follow-up) 

210.                It is the intention of this MSP to work closely with the future projects 

formulated under GEF Pacific Alliance for Sustainability once it is rolled out in 2008. The 

MSP may address areas of complementarities in projects relating to Climate Change, 

Biodiversity and Persistent Organic Pollutants. Consultation, coordination and collaboration 

between GEF Implementing Agencies and UNDP will be highly desirable in-order to 

maximize the strategic impact of the MSP. 

Stakeholder Involvement Plan 

211. The key Stakeholders identified in this project include: 

Á National government institutions, headed primarily by the NES, Department of Works, 

Department of Agriculture and the Office of Prime Minister; 

Á House of Ariki, Mataiapo, Rangatiri, Village Councils (Kumiti Oire) and Aronga Mana; 

Á Outer Island administrations, through the House of Ariki, the Koutu Nui, Outer Island 

Councils unit (Outer Islands Local Government Act 1988); 

Á NGOs and Civil society groups; 

Á local landowners and farmers associations. 

212. A Stakeholder Involvement appraisal, including justification and expected 

roles is provided in Appendix 7. 



 

213. There will be three distinct categories of beneficiaries. Firstly, the landowners 

and communities involved in the representative catchment appraisal and pilot activities, who 

will benefit from enhanced knowledge of the problems and possible solutions for their 

catchments. The work aims to empower communities with a better means to communicate 

these problems and needs to national government. They will become key players in 

environmental governance and improved land use planning and resource management. 

Safeguarding the long-term sustainability of the natural resource base should improve social 

and economic opportunities for these communities. Through training in local area land use 

assessment and planning techniques the local community will develop skills in resource 

surveys to identify opportunities and monitor progress. Other local communities will be 

interested in protecting their natural assets, through raising awareness of the need for resource 

management, and providing them with tested frameworks for decision-making and 

management. They may elect to adapt these products to suit local conditions. This transfer of 

awareness, knowledge and skills will be guided by a óLandcareô type approach. 

214. Secondly the Village Council and Outer Island administrations will be 

beneficiaries, through training and support to members and officers responsible for 

implementing agriculture extension, land use planning, conservation and resource 

management. The project will equip them with supporting legal and policy guidance. 

Knowledge and skill transfer will occur through training and demonstration events that will be 

tied to other project initiatives wherever possible. 

215. Thirdly, the national government will be beneficiaries through the 

strengthening of the capacity of the planning divisions of the NES, MoW, Department of 

Agriculture and the Office of Prime Minister. Policy mainstreaming and support to local 

decision-making will be the focus, with technical training in rural land use planning, GIS and 

GPS, soil and water management, policy development and implementation. Reviews of the 

legal platforms related to resource use and management will seek out the areas that need 

synthesis to improve the links between national direction and local implementation. 

 

Partnership Strategy 

216. Building effective partnerships will be a critical element in the successful 

implementation of this project and the project team with assistance from the UNDP will 

consult and work collaboratively with all relevant stakeholders in the implementation of this 

project. 

217. The project will actively seek synergies with the activities of a number of 

NGOs who have been involved in community-based projects and programmes. These would 

include ï 

Á The Cooks Islands Association of Non-Government Organisations Inc (CIAGO); 

Á The Avana Muri Marine Action Group (AMMAG); 

Á The Takitaumu Conservation Area (TCA); 

Á Taporoporoanga Ipukarea Society Inc. (TIS); 

Á Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF Cook Islands). 

218. The inception phase will target melding objectives, activities and roles of the 

various NGOs, with the view to confirming the partners to the GEF MSP. 

219. There have been a number of collaborations with various NGOs and 

community groups working through ócooperative agreementsô. Benefits and savings soon 



 

become evident in the teaming of efforts for rural capacity efforts: in dialogue, awareness 

programmes, use and work by womenôs groups, and the organizing of education and 

awareness tours to communities. The aim of this MSP as with the cooperative agreements, is 

to collaborate with existing networks wherever possible, brokered through CIANGO for 

general coordination. 

220. For training and informal demonstration events where field work is not 

required, the Cook Islandôs University of the South Pacific (USP) campus will be utilized. 

They shall be involved in running courses related to SLM, knowledge exchange through local 

training workshops and demonstrations, tailoring short courses for SLM, preparing curricula 

for formal modules etc. óTrain ïthe- trainerô type approaches will be employed, to ensure 

knowledge and skills transfer occurs close to the communities concerned. 

221. Various NGOs will be actively involved in project components, brokered 

through the CIANGO. This will include the drafting, review and finalization of critical 

documents and instruments: the NAP, the NCSA, and SLM legal outputs, and related policy 

etc. They will contribute to traditional knowledge sharing in workshops, demonstration 

events, meetings and policy formulation. It is expected that CIANGO will champion the 

óLandcareô type approach of the project to assist in coordinating the transfer of knowledge, 

awareness and skills. 

 

FINANCIAL PLAN  

Incremental Costs Assessment & Baseline activities that qualify as Co-financing: 

222. The baseline for many components of the MSP are minimal or non-existent.  

There are a number of parallel activities that do not contribute directly to the objectives and 

expected activities of this MSP, but would provide some support and grounding for the 

outcomes and outputs. These would include Lands and Survey programs and projects, general 

Agricultural extension programs/projects and national policy work of the Office of Prime 

Minister. 

223. For a number of other initiatives there will be clear ties between their 

objectives and outcomes, with that of this MSP. Some of these projects are embryonic and/or 

contain multi-thematic components, some which relate directly to the MSP and some which 

do not. This section canvasses those projects and initiatives that do include components that 

can directly contribute to this MSP. As such they are able to be accounted as co-financing. 

FAO Regional Food Security Programme:  

224. The Regional Programme on Food Security (FAO) project managed by FAO, 

Apia, was funded by the Italian Government to the tune of USD4.5m. It is a regional umbrella 

project which has set aside funds for each participating PIC for individual projects over a 3-4 

year period. Cook Islands has submitted project profiles to initiate the process. While they 

have chosen to address agriculture sustainability in southern island groups, there will be 

opportunities to work with that team managed by DAFF. An area of synergy will be the work 

on strategic rural land use ï with the main intent being to map out and evaluate remnant 

agricultural land on Rarotonga that may need protection from encroaching óurbanô 

development. 

225. Component 1 of the regional project targets enhancing food production and 

enables activities in improved husbandry practices, appropriate and adequate use of modern 



 

technologies, efficient irrigation and water management and farming techniques with minimal 

mechanization. Component 2 of the regional project targets regional trade related matters. 

226. The objectives under Component 1 of the projects is to address low 

productivity, gaps in technology, and institutional and individual capacity gaps in research, 

HRD, extension and policy. There is therefore a chance to provide synergies also with the 

institutional and individual capacity development components of the SLM MSP. 

227. Cook Islands Marine Resources Institutional Strengthening Project 
(NZAID lead agency with AusAID sponsorship). The NES and Department of Marine 

Resources commenced the above project with NZAID & AusAID support in 2006. It has a 3 

year life, however will most likely be extended for a further 2 years. The project aims to instill 

a community based integrated coastal zone management strategy. The key end focus will be 

on the pressures on the coastal resources, however it is designed to incorporate consideration 

of terrestrial land use, activities and processes as they influence the lagoon systems. As such 

the project teams work will also consider matters such as uncontrolled development, erosion 

and sedimentation, effluent from piggeries. The project centres on ecosystem conservation 

and management ï and therefore offers great opportunities for synergies and joint working 

programmes. The SLM MSP project, which will offer sound information bases as well as an 

institutional foundation on which to base the Strategy. A majority of the funds earmarked for 

this project can be accounted as co-financing for this reason. The geographic scope of the 

CIMRIS coincides with the SLM MSP. 

228. National Action Programme for UNCCD: The generation of the NAP has 

been tied directly to the implementation of this MSP. While co-financing will be used for the 

actual NAP, MSP component activities will be useful in the elaboration of the NAP and the 

steerage of out-flow work on SLM once it has been made by the GoCI. Funds availed for the 

making of the NAP are in the order of USD8,000. These shall be sourced from the UNDP 

Pacific Governance Project (PacGov), with distribution managed by SPREP. 

229. Development of Sustainable Agriculture in the Pacific (DSAP): The DSAP 

project (EU through SPC) focuses on the identification of problems and the testing of 

technologies to improve traditional agricultural systems. The emphasis has moved from 

research to identification and promotion of promising technologies including: improved crop 

varieties, pest and disease management, land conservation and agro-forestry technologies. 

DSAP also includes a óextension communication componentô which promotes and aims to 

enhance national capabilities in extension communications methods: e.g. radio, posters, 

handbooks, brochures and videos. The DSAP project is delivered as part of the Agriculture 

and Forestry Programme of SPC. The regional project objectives are to support the 

development of national capacities in agriculture extension, including the promotion of 

sustainable agriculture, improved food security and rural livelihoods. Outcomes of this work 

will prove to be invaluable inputs to regular updates to the NAP once produced. There are 

strong linkages between this initiative and the MSP Project as designed. Given the use of 

demonstration sites that could be linked to those of the MSP, it is reasonable to assume that 

approximately USD 546,249 would directly link to efforts under the MSP. This would qualify 

as baseline work and funds would qualify as co-financing. 

230. Cook Islands, EU/SOPAC EDF9 Project Reducing the Vulnerability of 

Pacific ACP States. As mentioned previously this regional based project aims to consider the 

vulnerabilities of islands, concentrating on aggregates, water and hazards. Much of the first 

phase of this work is centred on GIS development. Whereas this project will concentrate on 

the technical setup of databases and links with cadastral systems, the MSP will concentrate on 



 

the enhanced use of GIS in assessments and decision support. There are strong links and 

synergies with objectives, intended outcomes and outputs. 

231. The strengthening of the national GIS base to cover land resources information 

and catchment characteristics is seen as a valuable contribution the MSP may bring to this 

project. Conversely the SLM project may reveal a number of lessons for the EDF 9 SOPAC 

sponsored project: agreed priority areas of degradation and links to vulnerabilities; community 

derived information to assist risk assessments and vulnerability appraisals etc. 

Project Budget 

232. Project Budget: A budget summary by outcome and by source of financing is 

present below. A full, detailed activity budget is presented in the Section II: Strategic Results 

Frameworks.  Table 1 below summarizes the project budget by Outcome and Output, 

with an indication of the broad source of funding. Table 2 subsequently indicates the 

estimated co-financing sources. 

 

The request for GEF funding is USD 475,000 excluding preparatory assistance for the 

LDC-SIDS Umbrella Project. The Government of the Cook Islands will contribute 

USD 546,249 as in-kind co-financing. 

 

Table 1: Project Budget Summary by Outcome 

Outcome GEF Co finance Total 

  GoCKI  

1. Increased Knowledge and Awareness 35,000 43,000 78,000 

2. Enhanced Technical, Individual and Institutional Capacities 165,000 111,400 276,400 

3. Systemic Capacity Building and Mainstreaming 65,000 57,500 122,500 

4. Enhanced Technical Support 115,000 35,000 150,000 

5. Adaptive Management 50,000 279,349 329,349 

M&E 45,000 20,000 75,000 

Total 475,000 546,249 1,021,249 
 

Table 2. Detailed description of estimated co-financing sources 

Co-financing Sources     

Name of Co-financer (source) Classification Type Amount (US$) Status 

GoCKI Government In-kind 546,249 Committed 

Total Co-financing   546,249  
 

Table 3.  Project management Budget/cost 

Component 

Estimated 

Consultant 

Weeks 

GEF 

($) 

GoCKI  Project total 

($) 

Locally recruited 

consultants 

208 
50,000 

140,000 
190,000 

Office 

Supplies/Facilities/ 

Miscellaneous 

 

0 

129,349 

129,349 

Travel 
 

 
10,000 

10,000 

Total 208 50,000 279,349 329,349 



 

Note:   This component includes the salary of the project coordinator and all other additional supporting staff 

such as administrative support to the MSP. 

 

* Local and international consultants in this table are those who are hired for functions related to the 

management of project.  For those consultants who are hired to do a special task, they would be referred 

to as consultants providing technical assistance. 

Table 4. Consultants working for technical assistance components: 

Component 

Estimated 

Consultant 

Weeks 

GEF($) GoCKI  Project total 

($) 

Local consultants 250 105,000 20,000 125,000 

International 

Consultants 

60 
125,000 

20,000 
145,000 

Total 310 230,000 40,000 270,000 

 

Budget Notes 

 

233. Under the National Execution modality, the MSP will provide 

opportunities for building capacity of local expertise in the field of GIS and remote 

sensing. This will ensure ownership but more importantly, expert knowledge provided 

by the MSP will be transferred and made available locally even after the project is 

completed. Therefore, it is essential that local expertise is recruited to support the 

primary international consultant on the GIS mapping and local community and land 

appraisal exercises. 

 

234. Travel will be strictly in-country, but required in order to provide training 

to rural communities and other key sites to be determined in the course of 

implementation. All office expenditures will be supplemented by the National Service 

budget for travel within Rarotonga. 

 

235. International Consultants will provide support in the following areas: 

review of policy and regulatory frameworks in order to identify and define gaps, 

mechanisms, and harmonization requirements to make SLM mainstreaming effective 

at the national level, training in integrated land information systems/GIS/ remote 

sensing, and development of LIS; undertake nation wide land degradation assessment, 

Consultant to prepare GIS maps and remote sensing for identifying degraded lands 

both in Rarotonga and outer islands; local community mapping and appraisal work 

through the course of 3 years and establish a GIS unit/depository and network link 

between MoW and NES for easy access and update of information; proposition of best 

options for remediation of degraded terrestrial and marine ecosystems; and training in 

natural resource economics. 
 

Explanation for deviations from criteria and norms 

236. Cook Islands has a relatively moderate density of people, however arable and 

moderately sloped land, is only about 15-20 % of the total land mass in most of the 

islands. As such land is a very scarce resource. The countryôs economic base relies heavily 

on Tourism, with the attraction being the sandy beaches and lagoons. Tourism 



 

development has occurred on the narrow coastal strip and this concentration plus the 

pressure for housing to be relocated further in land on steep marginal land ï has 

exacerbated erosion and polluted water flows to the coastal waters. Conservation, 

sustainable and efficient utilization of land is therefore very important. The degradation 

pressures and drivers for adverse change are diverse, and in view of the special 

circumstances as a LDC and a SIDS located in a remote part of the Pacific, there is much 

work to be done to retain environmental attributes needed to meet the basic livelihood 

needs of the population. 

237. Land related projects have been undertaken in the past by various donors but the 

land degradation issues have not been adequately or directly addressed. This will be the 

first time that capacity development specifically targets land degradation for SLM. 

Information and data on land resources, the status of land degradation and characteristics 

of driving pressures is very low. The success of the project requires that information and 

knowledge management, community engagement, village governance and capacity for 

monitoring and evaluation ï be enhanced considerably. The level of investments in these 

critical elements is required to ensure the critical mass is achieved to ensure sustainable 

impact of the project. 

238. The focus therefore of the project design is dominated by technical enhancements at 

the sub-national level, with national policy mainstreaming being seen as an important, but 

needing less impetus, given parallel programmes. 

PART III:  MANAGEMENT ARRANGEMENTS  

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS 

Institutional framework and project implementation arrangements 

239. General Framework: The project will be implemented over a period of four (4) 

years commencing in June 2007. The implementation agency for the project will be the 

UNDP Multi-Country Office (Cook Islands, Niue and Tokelau) based in Apia Samoa.  

The project will be executed under UNDP National Execution (NEX) procedures. The 

lead executing agency for the project will be the National Environment Service (NES), in 

conjunction with the Department of Works. The Department of Agriculture will be a 

collaborating agency and will be directly involved in pilot and demonstration activities 

while the AID Management Unit is responsible for all financial delivery and reporting of 

the project expenses.  NES will be responsible for day-day management of the project and 

the timely delivery of inputs, outputs and activities as well as the coordination and 

collaboration with other stakeholders such as the Outer Island administrations. 

240. The project will receive high-level guidance and oversight from the Cook Islands 

National Sustainable Development Plan committee, managed by the Office of the Prime 

Minister, acting as the national steering committee (NSC). This committee which 

incorporates NGO and civil society representation, will be able to advise the Head of 

Ministries (HOM) committee which includes members of all relevant key stakeholders at 

the higher level of Government (Ministries, Corporations, Agencies and Offices). The 

HOM will normally meet at least once a month. Use of the National Sustainable 

Development Strategy committee will assist with objectives to mainstream SLM. 

241. The National project committee (NPC) shall be headed by the Director of the NES. 

It will include the UNCCD National Focal Point, as well as the GEF Focal Point , the 

MSP Project Coordinator and a representative of the NCSA UNCCD Thematic Working 



 

Group (TWG) and the AID Management Unit.. This NPC can also act as the National 

Coordination Body (NCB) under the UNCCD, as the UNCCD Focal Point is clearly 

visible within the management framework. 

242. The Project Management Unit (PMU) will be established with the NES, headed by 

the Project Coordinator (PC). The PMU will also include one senior member from the 

the AID Management Unit, DoW and DoA, as well as an Administrative Assistant. The 

PC will be responsible to the Director of NES, and through him the NPC. 

243. This NCSA UNCCD TWG will act as the technical advisory group (TAG) for 

technical support to the project committee. It will be composed of individuals from the 

relevant government agencies, NGO representatives and Outer Island representatives ï as 

they are available. Both the NPC and TWG/TAG will meet at least bi-monthly to monitor 

progress of the project and coordinate technical inputs. The timing will enable joint 

meetings, and respect the difficulties in time management given the remoteness of some of 

the outer islands. The TWG/TAG will also be charged with coordinating technical links 

between national and province based stakeholders.  To maintain close collaboration 

between the co-financiers and key stakeholders the OPM will be a member of the NSC 

and will be an observer of the TWG/TAG through its role in the NCSA. 

244. Appendix 11-13 provides the Terms of Reference (TORs) for the management 

arrangements and committees. 

245. The institutional arrangements to manage the MSP have been formulated to 

accommodate the NAP formulation and elaboration, and link efforts with the NCSA 

process. The MSP design has appreciated the need to, as far as practicable, utilize existing 

management mechanisms. Cook Islands like many PICs have seen a proliferation of 

committees and project teams dealing with environment and development assistance 

projects. This scenario often places burdens on whole of government approaches, and 

often aggravates discordant actions rather than relieving them. 

246. Vaka or Village Council project committee (VPC): Initially there will be one 

VPC based in Rarotonga to service the representative catchment appraisal and pilot work 

using a Landcare approach centred on the catchments about Titikaveka. The national 

based project coordinator with the Office for Outer Island Affairs representative will 

provide the management link between the national, village and Outer Island 

administrations.  The VPC will comprise representatives from the Council areas, 

Community groups and church groups. The VPC will be responsible for the following: 

 ensure that broad stakeholder participation is maintained, 

 assist with coordination of landowner and farmer inputs; 

 collaborate with MSP advisers; 

 ensure synthesis of activities with existing projects and active NGOs; 

 ensure village governance customs are respected; 

 guide national project committee on specific needs, problems and solution areas. 

 Maintain information and knowledge dissemination. 

 

 

 



 

Figure 1 below depicts the management arrangements 

 

Figure 1: MSP Management Arrangements 

247. Local Project Committee (LPC): There is accommodation in the project 

design for a targeted village Council, to establish a Local project committee for the 

MSP.  Each community involved in the pilot work (will commence with one) will have a 

local resource management committee, most likely derived from an existing sub-

committee of the village fono (Council or committee). This group will be responsible for 

encouraging community-based activities, facilitating local implementation and advising 

on community level activities and customs.  The LPC will: 

Á advise on community protocol with respect to project activities; 

Á exchange information within and between the community/ies; 

Á exchange information with the project coordinator and MSP advisers; 

Á secure community resources (such as manpower) to implement project pilot work and                                         

be involved in activities; 

Á identify issues of community significance that may affect the project and its 

 sustainability; 

Á recommend changes to the project during its implementation; 

Á identify any lessons learned from previous activities or the project during 

 implementation; and, 

Á promote awareness and encourage participation. 

248. Initially the VPC and LPC will meet together at least on a bi-monthly basis. 

249. Project management and operations: A Project Coordinator will oversee the 

day-to-day operations of the Project, and will be based in the NES. There will be close 



 

liaison between the Project Coordinator, the Director of NES and the UNDP Cook 

Islands Environment Programme Manager (Apia, Samoa). Terms of Reference for the 

Project Coordinator (PC) are at Appendix 14. The PC will work under the direction of 

the Director of NES,and the International MEA Coordinator. He/she will be responsible 

for the application of all UNDP technical and administrative functions and accountable 

for financial reporting and procedures for the use of UNDP/GEF funds. 

250. Regional Project Management Linkages: UNDP Apia will have 

responsibilities with administering GEF funds to the Implementing Partner, namely NES 

through Aid Management Unit in Treasury Department. The National Project 

Committee will manage all contracts with local and international service providers in 

unison with UNDP. The PC will manage the GoCI funds for the functioning of the NPC. 

UNDP will advance funds by quarter for the functioning of the NPC. Justification for 

expenditure at each quarter will be to the satisfaction of UNDP before each quarterly 

advancement. 

251. Model criteria and procedures for performance-based contracts will be 

developed between the PC and UNDP for service providers and contracted NGOs. 

Funds for performance-based contracts, will be held by UNDP subject to the satisfactory 

delivery of products and services as agreed between the PC, chair of the NPC and the 

UNDP. 

252. In order to accord proper acknowledgement to GEF for providing funds, a GEF 

logo should appear alongside the UNDP logo on all relevant GEF project publications, 

including among others, project hardware and vehicles purchased with GEF funds. Any 

citation on publications regarding projects funded by GEF should also accord proper 

acknowledgment to GEF. 

PART IV: MONITORING AND EVALUATION  

Monitoring and Evaluation Plan 

253. Project monitoring and evaluation will be conducted consistent with 

established UNDP and GEF procedures and guided by the Monitoring and Evaluation 

Tool Kit provided by the Global Support Unit (GSU) on behalf of UNDP GEF in New 

York. Reporting in the first instance will be provided by the National Project Committee 

(NPC) with support from the UNDP Multi-Country Office (UNDP-CO) and the 

UNDP/GEF Global Support Unit.  The PC through the NPC will have lead 

responsibility for reporting requirements to UNDP. 

254. The Logical Framework Matrix in Table 4 Section II below provides the 

baseline and performance indicators for project implementation along with their 

corresponding sources of verification, key risks and assumptions. 

255. The NPC will also complete and supply the UNDP MCO with a National MSP 

Annual Project Review Form. This will be submitted to UNDP MCO by 1
st
 July 

annually for review and subsequent transmission to the GSU by the 15
th
 July.  The APR 

Form will outline project identifiers, monitoring impact and performance, including 

monitoring project processes, adaptive management and lessons learnt. The project 

identifiers covers the basic background data of the project. Questions in this section have 

to be completed by the Project Coordinator. 

256. The Monitoring Impact and Performance section will report on whether the 

impacts and performance of the project so far have resulted in an increased or strengthen 



 

capacity for sustainable land management. The project impact will report on the 

progress of achieving the national MSP project objective while the project performance 

measures the progress towards achieving the four (4) MSP outcomes. Furthermore, this 

section will elaborate on how the project activities are meeting GEF requirements and 

principles. 

257. Overall, there are twenty-eight (28) compulsory questions in the APR form that 

must be completed by the Project Coordinator. There are ninety three (93) optional 

indicators to which national MSP teams shall select the most appropriate indicators for 

their project. In some cases, the optional indicators may require modifying/adapting to 

the in-country situation. Otherwise, the Project Coordinator in consultation with the 

National Steering Committee may be inspired by the optional indicator, but may choose 

to design a superior, related indicator. Data related to optional indicators shall be 

submitted to the UNDP CO. There is a very long list of optional indicators that the 

project manager should select to setup a small inventory appropriate for Cook Islands. 

258. Lastly, the Monitoring Project Processes, Adaptive Management and Lessons 

Learnt section will provide data and process related to how key decisions are made 

including reporting on challenges and factors limiting the success of the project. This 

will provide the basis for identifying lessons learnt. 

Project Inception Phase 

259. A Project Inception Workshop (IW) will be conducted with the full project 

team, relevant government counterparts, co-financing partners, the UNDP-MCO and 

representation from the UNDP-GEF Regional Coordinating Unit as appropriate. A 

fundamental objective of this Inception Workshop will be to assist the project team to 

understand and take ownership of the projectôs goals and objectives, as well as finalize 

preparation of the project's first annual work plan on the basis of the project's logframe 

matrix. This will include reviewing the logframe (indicators, means of verification, 

baseline, targets, assumptions), imparting additional detail as needed, and on the basis of 

this exercise finalize the Annual Work Plan (AWP) with precise and measurable 

performance indicators, and in a manner consistent with the expected outcomes for the 

project. 

260. Additionally, the purpose and objective of the Inception Workshop (IW) will 

be to: 

Á introduce project staff to the UNDP-GEF team which will support the project 

during its implementation, namely the CO and responsible Regional 

Coordinating Unit staff; 

Á detail the roles, support services and complementary responsibilities of UNDP-

CO and RCU staff vis à vis the project team; 

Á provide a detailed overview of UNDP-GEF reporting and monitoring and 

evaluation (M&E) requirements, with particular emphasis on the Annual 

Project Implementation Reviews (PIRs) and related documentation; the Annual 

Project Report (APR);  Tripartite Review Meetings, as well as the Mid-Term 

Review; 

Á provide an opportunity to inform the project team on UNDP project related 

budgetary planning, budget reviews, and mandatory budget rephasings. 



 

261. The IW will also provide an opportunity for all parties to understand their 

roles, functions, and responsibilities within the project's decision-making structures, 

including reporting and communication lines, and conflict resolution mechanisms. The 

Terms of Reference for project staff and decision-making structures will be discussed 

again, as needed, in order to clarify for all, each partyôs responsibilities during the 

project's implementation phase. 

262. A project Inception Report (IR) will be prepared immediately following the 

Inception Workshop, but not later than 3 months after the starting date of project 

implementation. It will include a detailed First Year/ Annual Work Plan (AWP) divided 

in quarterly time-frames detailing the activities and progress indicators that will guide 

implementation during the first year of the project. This AWP would include the dates of 

specific field visits, support missions from the UNDP-CO or the Regional Coordinating 

Unit (RCU) or consultants, as well as time frames for meetings of the project's decision-

making structures.  The Report will also include the detailed project budget for the first 

full year of implementation, prepared on the basis of the AWP, and including any 

monitoring and evaluation requirements to effectively measure project performance 

during the first 12 months time frame. 

263. The IR will include a more detailed narrative on the institutional roles, 

responsibilities, coordinating actions and feedback mechanisms of project related 

partners.  In addition, a section will be included on progress to date on project 

establishment and start-up activities and an update of any changed external conditions 

that may effect project implementation. 

264. When finalized the report will be circulated to project counterparts who will be 

given a period of one calendar month in which to respond with comments or queries.  

Prior to circulation of the IR, the UNDP Multi-Country Office and UNDP-GEFôs 

Regional Coordinating Unit will review the document. 

 

Monitoring Responsibilities and Events 

265. The Inception Report will incorporate an agreed schedule of key monitoring and 

coordination events: 

Á tentative time frames for Tripartite Reviews, Steering Committee Meetings, 

TWG/Technical Advisory Group (TAG) meetings; and 

Á project related Monitoring and Evaluation activities. 

266. Day to day monitoring of implementation progress will be the responsibility of 

the Project Coordinator (depending on the established project structure) based on the 

project's Annual Work Plan and its indicators. The Project Coordinator will inform the 

UNDP-CO of any delays or difficulties faced during implementation so that the adaptive 

management is applied through appropriate support and/or corrective measures are 

adopted in a timely and remedial fashion to ensure that the success and progress of the 

project is not hindered unnecessarily or delay furthered. 

267. The Project Coordinator will fine-tune the progress and performance/impact 

indicators of the project in consultation with National Project and Steering Committee. 

Targets and indicators for subsequent years would be defined annually as part of the 

internal evaluation and planning processes undertaken by the project team. 



 

268. Measurement of impact indicators related to global benefits will occur 

according to the schedules defined in the Inception Report and tentatively outlined in the 

indicative Impact Measurement Template. The measurement, of these will be 

undertaken through subcontracts, and/or collaborative efforts with the CIMRIS. Where 

there is insufficient capacity to measure, these shortcomings will be highlighted in the 

NCSA and other related capacity assessments, and be covered in the NAP and the 

Investment strategy as action requiring urgent attention. 

269. Annual Monitoring by the highest level of parties directly involved in project 

implementation will occur through the Tripartite Review (TPR) to be held at least once 

every year.  The TPR meeting will be held within the first twelve months of the start of 

the project. An Annual Project Report (APR) will be prepared and based on findings of 

Quarterly Progress Reports throughout the year (the APR will incorporate every 4
th
 

Quarterly Progress Report ï see below). These will be submitted to the UNDP-MCO in 

Apia, the NPC, the NSC and the UNDP-GEF regional office at least two weeks prior to 

the TPR for review and comments. . The Project Cooridinator is responsible for writing 

the APR and including quarterly progress reports to UNDP MCO in Apia. 

270. The NPC through the Project Coordinator will present the APR to the TPR, 

highlighting policy issues and recommendations for the decision of the TPR participants.  

The TPR will also be advised of any agreement reached by stakeholders during the APR 

preparation on how to resolve operational issues. Separate specific reviews of project 

components may also be conducted if necessary. 

271. Terminal Tripartite Review (TTPR) The terminal tripartite review is to be held 

in the last month of project operations. The NPC through the Project Coordinatior is 

responsible for preparing the Terminal Report and submitting it to the UNDP-CO and 

the GEF Regional Coordinating Unit. It shall be prepared in draft at least two months in 

advance of the TTPR in order to allow review, and will serve as the basis for discussions 

in the meeting. The terminal tripartite review considers the implementation of the 

project as a whole, paying particular attention to whether the project has achieved its 

stated objectives and contributed to the broader environmental objective. It decides 

whether any actions are still necessary, particularly in relation to sustainability of project 

results, and acts as a vehicle through which lessons learnt can be captured to feed into 

other projects under implementation or formulation. 

 

272. Quarterly Progress Reports Quarterly Progress Reports outlining main updates 

in project progress will be provided quarterly to the local UNDP Country Office and the 

UNDP-GEF regional office by the project team, after vetting by the NPC and NSC. 

 

273. Technical Reports (project specific- optional) Technical Reports are detailed 

documents covering specific areas of analysis or scientific specializations within the 

overall project. As part of the Inception Report, the project team will prepare a draft 

Reports List, detailing the technical reports that are expected to be prepared on key areas 

of activity during the course of the Project, and tentative due dates.  Where necessary 

this Reports List will be revised and updated, and included in subsequent APRs. 

Technical Reports may also be prepared by external consultants and should be 

comprehensive, specialized analyses of clearly defined areas of research within the 

framework of the project and its sites. These technical reports will represent, as 

appropriate, the project's substantive contribution to specific areas, and will be used in 

 
 

 

 

 

 




