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The Ocean in our blood

“We are the sea, we are the ocean, we must wake up to this ancient truth” 
- ‘Epeli Hau’ofa

The Pacific Ocean is the largest and deepest ocean on the Earth. Writer ‘Epeli 
Hau‘ofa described how Pacific people in the past did not think of themselves as 
living on small islands in a big sea that kept them apart from each other. Instead, 
they saw themselves as all connected to each other by a big ocean. 

Through legends and oral traditions, Pacific people have talked about the 
surrounding ocean, the heavens above, and the fiery underground beneath 
them. They talked of gods and heroes and they named stars. The people used 
the stars to guide their voyages across the big ocean. As Hau‘ofa said, the Pacific 
is not “islands in a sea” but rather, it is a vast “sea of islands”.  It is all a matter of 
your perspective! 

The world of our Pacific ancestors was as big as the ocean. They had many 
places to explore and they developed skills to navigate the waters. They had 
great courage and skill to travel large distances by sea from one island to the 
next. They were mighty seafarers and adventurers. This is all connected to our 
cultural identity as Pacific Islanders. 

Poet Teresia Teaiwa once wrote “We sweat and cry salt water, so we know that 
the ocean is really in our blood.” 

The well-being of Pacific Island people and the ocean are connected. 
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Once, the islands of Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, Niue, Rotuma, Tokelau, Tuvalu, Futuna, 
and Uvea were part of a large exchange community. The people regularly 
travelled between these islands and circulated their wealth, skills and arts. 

There were no borders and no passports in those days, and the sea provided 
many opportunities to travel. Relationships were formed between people as 
they got together. Because of the sea that connected them, sometimes people 
from different islands got married and new kinships were formed. 

The sea is very significant to Pacific people. It has historical, ecological, spiritual 
and cultural significance for us. Our interactions with the sea have shaped the 
diverse cultures within the Pacific region today. The sea forms a core part of our 
identity. The sea is in us. 

As Pacific Island people we have been living with the ocean for thousands of 
years. We have a responsibility to look after it. This will honour our ancestors 
who took care of it for us, and it will make sure that we take can pass it on to  
future generations in a healthy state too.  
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The animals that call the Pacific Ocean their home

People are not alone in living with and in the ocean. The animals of the ocean and 
the reef all have a role to play in the ocean and reef ecosystem. An ecosystem is 
a community of plants and animals and non-living things that interact together. 

The coral reef is home to many animals, and is especially important. It supports 
about 25% of  all  sea life,  including  over  4,000  species  of  fish. Many animals 
use the coral reef for spawning, as a nursery for their young, as refuge from 
predators and for feeding. 

There are many kinds of animals that live in the Pacific Ocean and which play 
an important part in our lives in the Pacific. Some sea animals have special 
significance in the Pacific for cultural reasons. The connection between people 
and ocean animals has shaped Pacific histories.

We will now learn about some of the interesting animals that live in the Pacific 
Ocean. They have been an important part of the cultures of the people from the 
Pacific for a very long time.
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Sharks
 
Sharks are fish. Fish are a group of animals that live in the water and have cold 
blood. They also use gills to breathe. Sharks are culturally very significant in 
the Pacific. Later in this book we will learn about some of the Pacific cultural 
traditions associated with sharks. But first, here are some interesting facts about 
sharks:

•  The shark is the largest type of fish in the sea.

•  Sharks have to move continuously so that they can breathe. If they stop 
    swimming and moving then they will stop breathing and die! 

•  Sharks do not make a home in one place – they keep moving.

•  Most shark species hatch from eggs while inside the mother shark’s body. The 
    shark then gives birth to live young.

•  When the baby sharks are born, they are ready to take care of themselves 
    straight away.

•  Sharks can be very fast swimmers. The Mako shark normally swims at 35 
    kilometres an hour and can reach 80 kilometres an hour in fast bursts.

•  Sharks are migratory and travel all over the world. 

•  Scientists overseas tell us that sharks have been on Earth for over 400 
    million years.
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Although sharks can be found all over the world, there are many species of shark 
that live in the Pacific Ocean.  In many Pacific countries the shark is revered, 
and rightfully so - they are amazing creatures! 

Sharks are very important for the health of the ocean. They are the top predators . 
Being a top predator means that they have few natural predators themselves 
(not many creatures eat them) and they feed on many of the animals below 
them in the food web. A food web is about ‘what eats what’ in the ocean. Food 
webs work through links between organisms in particular environments. 

There is, however, one thing that eats sharks. It is people! People also eat the 
fish that sharks need to eat too. Do people in your country eat sharks?

Sadly, many sharks are now becoming endangered. When an animal is 
endangered it means that it is in danger of disappearing for ever because 
there are no more of them left on the Earth. If an animal disappears forever it is 
considered extinct. 

If nothing eats the shark, why are so many shark species now endangered? There 
are many reasons. Most of them relate to the way that humans are interacting 
with the ocean in modern day life. 

Here are some of the most common causes of sharks being endangered: 
-  Humans are polluting the sea with plastic and other waste, which degrades 
    the ocean and sea-life that the shark needs in order to survive. 
-  Humans are damaging the coral reefs. The coral reef is important for breeding 
    and survival of the fish that the shark needs to eat. 
-  Sharks gets caught up in nylon fishing nets from commercial fisheries. 
-  Sharks are being overfished by people for their fins and meat. 

Everything in the ocean is connected. 
Top predators like sharks help keep the balance of fish in the ecosystem just right. 
Without sharks, other large predatory fish who feed on plant-eating fish begin 
to dominate the ecosystem. With the plant eating fish gone, algae expands and 
takes over the coral. This causes a decline in coral reefs, which are the nurseries 
for young fish and contain a lot of different sea life. This then has many more 
connected effects. 
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The shark also has strong cultural meaning and symbolism for people in the 
Pacific. If sharks became extinct it would mean that we would also lose an 
important cultural symbol and the source of many traditions. For example, shark 
noosing was a tradition and sacred ritual practised by people in Tonga. Here’s 
how this practice was done in Tonga’s past. 

No’o’anga (shark noosing) 

Shark noosing was only done by people from certain islands. It was traditional 
for the people of the islands of ‘Eueiki and Mo’unga’one. Shark noosing was a 
sacred ritual and the whole village community was involved. The technique was 
so dangerous that the villagers held a ritual kava ceremony in the fale siu (fishing 
house) beforehand to prepare. The attitudes of the men in the fale siu must be 
honourable and pure before the fishing party went to sea. Preparations were 
made, including food for the fishermen and the shark noose. The canoes had to 
be prepared with care, and no fighting or arguments were allowed. 

The shark noose was called fangongo no’o. As well as the noose, the other 
materials required were leipua (a sweet smelling flower garland) and bait such 
as pork. The fangongo was made out of coconut shells attached to a stick which 
could be bent to form a ring. When shaken under water, they make a sound which 
attracted the sharks. The fishermen called this ring the necklace of the goddess 
Hina. They called for her to awaken and come and wear it as a celebration in her 
honour.  

If the sharks did not come then a fisherman was ordered to go into the water 
with the bait to attract the sharks. The first shark to appear would then be given a 
flower garland and sometimes kava as a sign of great respect. It would be called 
Hina or the queen of the sharks. Once Hina returned, the toutai (head fisherman) 
would call repeatedly for the rest of the sharks  to come. Bait was then thrown 
around the boat when the sharks approached. A noose made of woven coconut 
husk was then placed around the bait in the water. When a shark swam through 
the noose then it was pulled on board the boat. Because it is forbidden to shed 
the blood of the shark, the fishermen would kill it with a mallet. 

When the fishermen approached the shore, conch shells were blown to announce 
the successful fishing trip. The catch was then distributed to the village, with the 
largest portion given to the royal compound.
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This ancient ritual of shark fishing is part of the cultural identity of the people 
from the islands of ‘Eueiki and Mo’unga’one. It is an example of the sacred 
relationship between the people and the sea. In the past, sharks were not 
endangered. Pacific Islanders gave sharks special status and lived respectfully 
with sharks for thousands of years. 

Sharks have lived on Earth much longer than humans. When humans show them 
respect and do not overfish or hurt their environment, they remain healthy. They 
can then continue to play their important part in the ocean ecosystem, and help 
the ocean and its creatures and reefs stay healthy as well. This is sustainable 
living with the ocean.

Sea turtles

The sea turtle is a reptile. Reptiles are a group of animals with special 
characteristics. They have cold blood, lay eggs and are usually covered in 
scales or scutes (a thick plate like the turtle’s shell). Sea turtles live in the sea. 
There are many different species of sea turtles such as the green, hawksbill and 
loggerhead turtles. 

What species of turtles live in the ocean near you?
Do you know of any legends or stories about sea turtles in your culture? 
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Sea turtles face many threats to their lives and most species of sea turtles are 
now endangered. In the open ocean the baby turtles may get eaten by birds, 
sharks and big fish. But it is humans who are causing the biggest problems 
for sea turtles . Here are some ways human activities affect turtles:
-  There have been many sea turtles caught by humans for their meat, eggs, 
    leather and shells. 
-  Water pollution is also harming the sea turtles. Chemicals and rubbish are 
    eaten by turtles, especially plastic bags which get mistaken for jellyfish.
-  Turtles get caught up in fishing nets, which hurts them and stops them coming 
    to the surface of the sea to breathe air.
-  Development in coastal areas with lighting interrupts the turtle’s nesting habits 
    by making the mother turtles confused, afraid and lost. 
-  Boats can run over turtles who are often floating just below the surface of the 
    water. 

If we lose sea turtles forever it will be very sad. Sea turtles are part of the 
important biodiversity of the ocean and reefs. They form part of the ecosystems 
and maintain healthy seagrass beds and coral reefs. They balance marine food 
webs. Also, when turtles lay their eggs on the sand, the eggshells and unhatched 
eggs left behind provide important nutrients that feed the plants and grasses 
on the beach. These plants help prevent erosion. In nature, everything works 
together for the good of the whole. In a community of living and non–living 
things, everything has a role to play. 
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Sea turtles also have an importance for cultural reasons. Sea turtles have high 
cultural significance in the Pacific. If turtles die out, then the special place they 
hold for people of the Pacific will be just a memory. Pacific people have always 
known how important sea turtles are. They had special practices in place to 
protect them and make sure that they were not over-harvested or exploited. 

In many Polynesian Pacific countries, the sea turtle had such high value that 
there were taboos placed on eating it. This means that sea turtles were only 
eaten at special ceremonies and only the chiefs and priests were allowed to eat 
them. It was dangerous for any other person to eat one without the appropriate 
ceremonial practices. The sea turtle symbolised prestige in the region. 

Whales

Whales are mammals , which means they have warm blood, breathe air through 
their lungs and give birth to live young. They also nurse their young with milk 
and they do this under water! Humpback whales are one of the most common 
whale species found in the Pacific waters. 

Humpbacks are migratory. That means they travel thousands of kilometres in 
the ocean. They feed in Antarctica and come to the tropical protected reefs and 
atolls in the Pacific region to reproduce, give birth and nurse their young. Baby 
whales are called calves. Tonga is a well known calving ground for them. The 
whales pass through Niue on their way to Tonga and rest there. 
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Whales have high cultural significance in the Pacific region. There are many 
stories across the Pacific of whales as guardians or even as ancestors. 
What local custom stories have you heard about whales? 

Traditionally, whales have been used for their meat when they stranded. Their 
teeth were collected by chiefs and religious figures for carved necklaces and 
pendants. They were also used as dart heads and breastplates. But Pacific 
people did not kill a lot of whales, so they were safe from humans. Sadly, this did 
not last for long. 

When Europeans came to the Pacific, whales began to be hunted commercially . 
North American whaling fleets went to Tonga in the 1890s. Whaling fleets 
targeted the mothers and their calves. In the 19th Century the whaling industry 
had killed so many whales that there were not many left. Many of the species of 
whales that live in the Pacific became endangered. 

Fortunately, people noticed it was happening and they took action to protect 
the whales. The humpback whale nearly became extinct, but since it became 
protected under law, most populations of humpback whales are recovering. 

Now, countries like Tonga offer tourists the chance to watch and even swim with 
the whales. This is called ecotourism. People like to see these majestic animals 
and marvel at their size and beauty. 

But, there is also concern that the boats might be chasing the whales and 
frightening the mother whales when they should be able to rest and feed their 
calf and get ready for the long journey back to Antarctica. 

Once again, this shows how important it is to balance human needs and 
nature’s needs .
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Here are some more interesting facts about the humpback whale:

•  Humpback whales do not actually have a hump on their back. They get their 
    name from the hump that forms when they arch their backs to dive into the 
    ocean.
•  Humpback whales grow to a huge size of about 40 tons. This is about the 
    same size as a bus!
•  They sing long and complex songs that can last for up to 30 minutes. Their 
    songs include high-pitched squeals, whistles and low rumbling gurgles that 
    can be heard from 30 km away. Sometimes they sing songs for hours.
•  They are powerful swimmers and use their massive tail fin to leap from the 
    water and land with a big splash. This is called breaching.
•  They have special overlapping plates hanging down from their upper jaw,
    called baleen plates. These baleen plates filter the water for food (small krill 
    and plankton). The water is then expelled through the blowholes. 
•  A female humpback whale has a baby ever 2-3 years and nurses their babies 
    for almost a year. 



 - 
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Traditional uses of the reef and ocean by people in the Pacific Islands 

The reef and the ocean have always been very important to Pacific people for 
fishing and other cultural activities. The relationship with the sea involved the 
whole community. There were traditional roles for men and women in activities 
involving the sea. These roles became part of their cultural identity. 

In the Pacific there are values guiding the interaction with the ocean and reef. 
These include respect and honour. In traditional sustainable fishing practices,  
the people saw and understood the signs of how healthy or unhealthy the ocean 
ecosystems were.  

If the ocean ecosystems showed damage or lack of balance, then places were 
set aside for no fishing or harvesting for a period of time. This gave nature 
time for regeneration. The number, size and age of the species harvested was 
controlled, as was the time of the year that harvesting occurred. These practices 
allowed species to breed and to grow the population again, so that people would 
have enough to eat or use in the future.

Traditional fishing practices in Tonga

In Tonga, traditional fishing methods reflected deeply held values that shape 
how people should think and behave for the success of society. These values 
included respect (faka‘apa‘apa), humility (lototo), nurturing relationships (tauhi 
vaa) and loyalty (mamahi‘i me‘a). 

With these values guiding action, it meant that the ocean would thrive and not 
become depleted. The sea was respected. Humility was shown through asking 
permission from the ocean to take the fish. Loyalty to the village meant that you 
did not fish selfishly, as everyone needed the fish for future survival. 

Nurturing relationships included the relationship with nature. For example, 
special chants were sung before fishing began as a way of saying to the ocean 
that you come in peace and will not destroy the natural habitat. 
 
Here are some traditional fishing practices from Tonga.
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Uloa, Pola (Herding the fish by using coconut leaves and pola)

This method of fishing required a lot of people – sometimes even the whole 
community. It required lots of preparation. Everyone had to work together for 
the good of the community to provide food. The people would split hundreds of 
green coconut leaves and tie them to a rope made of coconut husk that was 1 
to 2 kilometres in length! 
When the toutai (head fisherman) gave the order, everyone would take the line 
of coconut leaves (pola) out to sea. Then, they would move in towards the shore, 
herding the fish in a semi-circular fashion. The fish would become trapped and 
unable to swim back out to sea, and the people could then catch the fish.
Uloa fishing is slightly different. With this fishing the line of coconut leaves is set 
up in a circle with no opening. Fish get trapped inside and a tuki (a big strong 
basket which was  made of coconut husk) was used to catch them. 

Kupenga (Net fishing) 

One of the main roles of men in the old days was to cast nets that had been 
made from fau (beach hibiscus) or coconut leaves. These nets were used to 
trap a variety of sea animals such as turtles and certain species of inshore fish. 
These nets are not used today. Instead, people use fishing nets made of plastic 
that can cause a lot of damage. When modern nylon fishing nets get lost or 
discarded at sea, they can get stuck on reefs. The fish and other reef animals get 
caught up in them and get hurt or die. Sadly, animals that need to breathe air, 
like turtles or dolphins, can get caught in these nets and drown. 

Fish trap

This kind of trap was made for fish who eat plants, such as the parrot fish. Algae 
are attached to traps and the fish get caught when trying to eat the algae. 
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Traditional fishing and bird catching practices in Tuvalu 

Tuvalu is a group of nine coral islands. Most of the islands have small lagoons. 
The islands are surrounded by reefs on which big ocean waves break. 

The gathering of seafood on the reefs is mostly the role of women, who are 
helped by children. On Nukufetau, the women and children collected sea snails 
and mussels. This kind of activity could be done all year around. 

The men would dive for pearl shells. They used the shells for making fishing 
hooks and they also ate the flesh.  They used a stick out of hard wood for opening 
shellfish like clams and mussels. The stick was sharpened at either end and the 
men could open the shell with one movement. 

Seabirds were also caught and eaten in Tuvalu by both men and boys. This was 
done with special nets called pulou. The nets were made from rolled coconut 
fibre. A seabird called the gogo (brown noddy) was caught on moonlit nights 
when there was a strong wind. The birds would not be alarmed by the men 
climbing the palm trees which were already swaying. Normally, one man could 
only catch one bird before the rest would fly away in alarm. Snares were also 
used to catch seabirds. 
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Traditional fishing practices in Niue 

Niue is a raised coral atoll. Traditionally, each district on the island has owned 
its own portion of the coast and everyone in the district has equal access for 
fishing.  

In Niue, people traditionally gathered lots of shellfish and crabs from the reef. This 
practice is called fagota. Niuean people can identify at least 27 different kinds of 
shell fish and 16 sea crabs. Small crayfish and limu (edible seaweed) were also 
gathered and eaten. This work was mostly done by women and children in small 
family groups. It was a community activity, with everyone participating. People 
still do this activity. 

Between January and March everyone would co-operate in catching migrating 
fish like the kalooma (sprat), the atule (herring) and the aheu. These fish would 
come through the waters in Niue in sequence and people would catch them 
with their hands or with small lines and hooks. At this time there was a ban 
(called fono) on reef activities. 

Between June and July, the seeds of the ebony tree ripened and would be bashed 
to a pulp. The bashed seeds would be put in a basket and dragged through the 
waters. This would stun the fish, who could then be easily caught.  
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On most occasions, however, the making of equipment for reef fishing would be 
the job of men. Men made nets and spears for fishing. Nets called kupega were 
made from the fibre of the nettle tree. Spears called tao-hoka-ika were used 
for spearing fish trapped in the many small pools on the coast line. Men fished 
from canoes with hooks and lines. Hooks were made from wood and lines were 
made from plant fibres. 

Men would not be allowed to eat fish or meat before going fishing. After fishing, 
they would have to bathe in sea water. Prayers were also offered and formal 
rituals were performed. This is another example of how the people’s relationship 
with the ocean was sacred.

On nights when the moon was low, a flaming torch was secured to the bow of 
the canoe, several men would paddle and one man would hold a long handled 
net. Flying fish (hahave) would fly toward the flame and into the net. Women 
traditionally did not have any contact with canoes and canoe fishing. 



Threats to healthy oceans and reefs

As we have learned, in the past the people of the Pacific relied on subsistence 
fishing, which did not harm the ocean environment. This was a reciprocal 
relationship - involving give and take. 

When we eat fish, we become part of the ocean food web! Traditionally, Pacific 
island people knew the importance of respecting the food web by not taking 
more than they needed. They allowed the ocean to replenish and regenerate. 
They respected its rhythms and the life cycles of the living creatures. 

However, today, we are taking too many fish from the ocean and upsetting the 
balance of the food web. This is called over-fishing, and it causes the food web 
to become unbalanced. 

Over-fishing often happens because people want to sell the fish for money. The 
numbers of fish being caught are too many. They are being caught much faster 
than they can replenish themselves by reproducing. 

This often happens due to modern 
methods of fishing where very many 
fish can be easily caught. 

Sadly, these fishing practices can 
also kill hundreds of thousands of 
sea turtles, dolphins and other sea 
creatures as by-catch at the same 
time. 

By-catch is the name for accidental 
capture of these animals in nets when 
the people were aiming to catch 
another species.

Discarded nets (called ghost nets) 
and plastic rubbish is also hurting 
animal life in the ocean. 

17
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Sea animals like turtles, dolphins, seals, sharks, birds and whales get caught in 
nets and fishing lines and other rubbish thrown in the sea. It is not fair for sea 
animals to die in pain or get injured because of careless human behaviour.

In the past, people who fished were highly skilled and brave people. Fishing 
was a special and often sacred skill that was passed on from generation to 
generation. Usually, the fish caught would just be enough to feed the family and 
share with the village.

Today, anyone can buy fishing nets and go fishing. Many do not understand 
the sea or know how to take care of the ocean’s health. Today, people feel free 
to take as much as they like from the sea without thinking of the ocean, other 
people, or of the future.  They take more than they need. This kind of behaviour 
can cause fish species to decline and become extinct. It is not sustainable.

This change in how people fish, and why they fish, has had an effect on people’s 
diet too. In the past, Pacific people ate mostly healthy seafood, and were very 



active in catching and preparing it. This kept them fit, strong and healthy. 

People in the Pacific now rely a lot more on imported food to supplement their 
diets, instead of healthy and organic natural food from the ocean and land. This 
is causing humans to become unhealthy and develop sicknesses like diabetes 
and heart disease.

What can we do? What can you do?

You can make a start by keeping plastic out of the ocean!
With your classmates and teacher, families and communities, come up with 
plans for actions that can help to keep plastic out of the ocean. Here are some 
examples: 
- organise regular rubbish cleanups at your nearest beach to remove (and 
properly dispose of ) any plastics washed up or discarded on the shore.
- make good choices in what you buy and how you dispose of it if it is made of 
plastic. Find out what your government is doing to protect reefs and support it.
- think of ways to respectfully share what you know about the damaging effect 
of plastic waste on the ocean, and encourage others to make changes in their 
daily purchasing choices and their waste disposal behaviours.
- ask elders in your family to describe what they used before plastics. Find out 
how you and your family can learn how to make and use these things again!
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