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Environmental issues on Pacific Islands: Samoa
Located halfway between Hawai‘i and New Zealand in the Polynesian region of the Pacific Ocean. Samoa is made up of two large and eight small islands. 

The world’s attention focussed on Samoa in September 2009 when its shoreline was inundated by a tsunami, killing around 200 people and causing widespread damage to coastal areas.
Apart from this direct and devastating impact, Samoa’s environment also faces some insidious threats common to many Pacific Island countries.
Faleafaga Toni Tipamaa, Assistant CEO of the Division of Environment & Conservation in the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, discussed some of these threats at the forum on ecosystem-based management held for senior managers in the Cook Islands in January. 
“Invasive species are a major issue for Samoa, on the land and in the sea,” he said. 

On land, Indian Myna birds attack banana and other food crops. They nest in houses, creating a health hazard for the human inhabitants, and out-compete the native bird population for food and territory. In the forests, merremia vine (merremia peltata) smother trees, and the two Albezia tree species pervasive in some areas. 

At sea, two invasive algal species have been found to be smothering Samoa’s reefs, reducing the coral’s ability to grow and sustain life as well as competing with other native species and eventually wiping them out completely. The algae is not palatable to reef fish so there is no natural mechanism to reduce its spread. 

These issues, coupled with increased focus on the potential impacts of climate change, have increased Samoans’ awareness of the need for biodiversity conservation, according to Mr Faleafaga. 

“Conservation efforts are well supported by the community,” he said.

“Over the last 10 years, Samoa has been learning about best practice in environmental management, and we are managing our resources in a more sustainable way.”

He cited the success of two Marine Protected Areas as an example. 
“In both the Aleipata and Safata MPAs, in-shore fish stocks have increased with people no longer needing to go to deeper waters to get a good catch. Marine species such as edible sea cucumbers and palolo are also coming back.”

Other issues which threaten delicate coastal and marine environments of  Pacific island countries identified at the forum included sea level rise and coastal engineering; availability of resources and data; population and socioeconomic change; greenhouse gases and climate change; land-based pollution; food and land security; sustaining fish stocks;  outdated and conflicting policies and regulations; and enforcement.
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