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Kia Orana from the Cook Islands – a 
South Pacific paradise that appears on 
most maps (but not all), where the sun 
is radiant and the views are so beautiful 
they still stir your soul even if you have 
seen them every day.

   As Prime Minister of this country, I am 
proud to show off our beautiful little para-
dise and when visitors praise our culture, 
or the beauty of our islands, I am remind-
ed of how blessed we truly are. I am also 
reminded that we have been intentional 
about protecting our beautiful paradise 
and what, to us, is priceless: the heritage 
that defines us and the environment that 
sustains us.  

   One of our most important values as 
Cook Islanders is guardianship, and the 
protection of our traditions, lifestyle, and 
islands. We refer to this as mana tiaki, a 
term that implies a sacred purpose. Our 
ancestors figured out a long time ago how 
to fish, hunt and plant, as well as how 
to give their resources room to breathe, 
recuperate and reproduce. They under-
stood that the earth and the sea need rest 
and balance, too. 

   Though much has changed since then, 
today we still observe some of their tra-
ditional practices, including the ra’ui – a 
ban on fishing, hunting or planting cer-
tain species for certain periods of time. 
Violating the ra’ui was once punishable 
by death, which gives you some idea of 
how much it mattered in those days to let 
the fish breed and the soil recover. We of 

course don’t impose sentences like that 
anymore, but it’s not hard to understand 
why our ancestors once did to protect our 
precious environment.

   In one of our Cook Islands dialects, the 
word for stream is the same word used 
for bloodstream. To me, this reflects the 
fact that our environment was, and is, 
our life stream. Today, on some of our is-
lands, there are still no supermarkets. For 
people in those communities, the ocean’s 

gifts are not delicacies; they are the neces-
sities for life.

   Because of our cultural heritage and 
lived reality, it’s easy for us to get behind 
modern systems of environmental man-
agement. In recent years, we have under-
taken ambitious conservation projects 
that catapulted our tiny nation onto the 
world stage. 

   In 2017, our community supported 
and our government legislated the plan-

et’s largest ma-
r i n e - p r o t e c t e d 
area, which cov-
ers more than 
700,000 square 
miles of ocean. 
This also incor-
porated certain 
zones for com-
mercial activity 
and a 50 nautical 
mile exclusion 
zone for no com-
mercial activity 
around all our 15 
islands. 

   We have also 
legislated sanc-
tuaries to pro-
tect whales and 
sharks because 

modern science has confirmed 
what our ancestors already knew: 
that protected areas effectively 
conserve resources. 

   In all of these endeavors we have 
joined other Pacific nations in sol-
idarity and mutual awareness that 
our oceans, corals, and sea life are 
at risk. It’s why we in the Cook Is-
lands have also prioritized wean-
ing our islands off of fossil fuels. 
Though our national contribution 
to climate change is microscopic, 
we recognize the urgency of collec-
tive change with 9 of our 12 inhabit-
ed islands now deriving their pow-
er entirely from renewable sources, 
and the others steadily working 
towards our national goal of 100% 
clean energy by 2020.

   Islands are microcosms of the 
larger world; here, it is easy to see 
the impact of waste and to under-
stand why resource management 
is important on a global scale. We 

invite you to come and learn about why 
conservation matters to us, and should 
also matter to the rest of the world. 

   We would be delighted to welcome you 
to our little paradise and thankfully it is so 
easy to get here. Every Saturday evening 
a direct, non-stop flight operated by Air 
New Zealand departs Los Angeles for our 
lagoon-side airport on Rarotonga with a 
weekly return flight, arriving in Los Ange-
les every Saturday.    

   We take great pleasure in sharing our 
paradise with our visitors.  All we ask in 
return  is that you consider our sacred 
purpose, our mana tiaki, and help us look 
after the environment that looks after us 
and provides a little paradise that we can 
share with the world. 

Kia Manuia,

Henry Tuakeu Puna
Prime Minister of the Cook Islands 

Henry Tuakeu Puna 
Prime Minister of the Cook Islands

The Cook 
Islands’ Marae 
Moana policy 
protects a ma-
rine area 700k 
square miles 
in size. The 
legislation 
also creates 
multiple 
no-fishing 
zones within 
50 nautical 
miles from 
each island.

Kia Manuia – A Cook Islands expression, meaning 
“Best wishes,” or “Good luck!”

One of Cook 
Islanders’ 
most 
important 
values is 
mana tiaki, 
or, sacred 
purpose – a 
feeling of 
guardianship 
over the land 
and waters 
they inhabit.
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Protecting our Environment
A message from the Prime Minister of the Cook Islands

Kia Orana – A Cook Islands greeting and blessing, meaning “May you live a long life.”


