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The natural environment

Our natural environment is made up of all the living and non-living things that 
occur naturally in the world around us. 

Humans, animals and plants are living beings that are part of the natural 
environment. Living beings are also called organisms .  

Living organisms have special characteristics. They move and breathe and they 
have senses to detect changes in the environment. Living things need food and 
they excrete waste. They also grow and they reproduce (have babies or multiply 
in other ways). 

The natural environment also includes non-living things such as rivers, sea, sand, 
rocks, sun and soil.  The weather and climate are part of the natural environment 
as well. What non-living natural environment features are there where you live?
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Ecosystems

An ecosystem is a group of living and non-living things that form a community 
in the natural environment. There are many different kinds of ecosystems and 
they all contain a range of life. The bush (or forest) is an ecosystem. There are 
many living and non-living things in the bush, such as birds, bats, crabs, insects, 
soil, plants, rocks and water. Can you name some more? They all play a part in 
the ecosystem. 

Interdependence

Interdependence is about how the living and non-living things depend on each 
other and affect each other. In an ecosystem all organisms depend on each 
other. For example, fruit bats rely on the fruits of certain trees for their food and 
homes. In turn, the trees depend on the bats to spread their seeds. 

Humans also depend on other living and non-living things for survival. We need 
ecosystems to be healthy because we rely on the natural resources they provide.
Is there a bush ecosystem near where you live? 
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Natural resources

A natural resource is something that is found in nature and is used by people. 
It can be a material, a substance or an organism. In the Pacific, people have 
traditionally relied on natural resources to provide food, clothes and shelter, as 
well as to trade. The natural environment also provided what people needed to 
use to make tools and vessels as well as monuments, medicine, art and music. 

Can you name a traditional musical instrument? What natural resources was it 
made from? Do people still make them today? Do they use the same resources?

Renewable and non-renewable resources

In the environment around us there are renewable and non-renewable natural 
resources.

A renewable resource is something that cannot be used up because it can 
keep regenerating. Examples of renewable resources include sunlight, water, 
plants, air and wind.  What does ‘regenerating’ mean?

A non-renewable resource is something that cannot be replaced in nature 
once it has been all used up. Examples of non-renewable resources include oil, 
natural gas, coal and nuclear energy.
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Look carefully at this picture. 

What are the renewable natural resources in this picture? 
What non-renewable resources can you see as well?

How can the renewable natural resources be renewed and protected so that 
there will be enough for the future generations too? 

What should we do today? What should we not do?
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People and the natural environment

The relationship between the natural environment and Pacific people

     Hina e mo Sinilau              Oh! Hina and Sinilau
     Ui a mu’a ho’omo fanau             Please call in your children
     Ke faka’ali’ali e fa’ahita’u             For a display of the seasons
     Kuonga mu’a ia mo ‘ene lau            The olden days and their ways
     —Manu Faupula

Across the Pacific region people have learned to live in harmony with the land 
and ocean for thousands of years, paying attention to the cycles of life in nature. 
They learned how to care for the natural environment and to show respect for 
the plants and animals living there, as well as the non-living things. 

Because there are many different kinds of environments across the Pacific, 
people had to work closely with the land to develop a special understanding 
of each environment and how to live in it. This allowed them to use the natural 
resources in those environments to survive and live healthy lives. Over thousands 
of years, Pacific people learned a lot about their local environment and how to 
use natural resources wisely and for the good of their people. 

But they also knew that it was important to protect , preserve and renew those 
natural resources. This made sure that the natural resources were not used 
up or ruined by human activities and that there was enough left for the next 
generations to use. They also had to learn how to share resources that were 
scarce and try to solve problems about sharing. All this knowledge enabled them 
to have enough for today, but also to protect and renew the natural resources 
in their environment for tomorrow. Living and developing in this way is called 
sustainable living. 

Pacific people were also mindful of spiritual matters and believed in a strong 
link between the natural world and the spirit world. In Niue, for example, people 
believed that the land houses the spirits of those who have gone before us. 
Because of this, people have to be very respectful of the land and be quiet in 
forest areas so as not to disturb its sacred space. In many cases, certain trees 
cannot be cut down because they were planted by an ancestor.
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In the past, Pacific people passed this special understanding of the environment 
and natural resources in it down through the generations .

Sometimes they did this in stories, poems, legends or songs. Sometimes older 
people taught younger people and showed them how to do things. The young 
people would then practise this until they were skilled and knowledgeable. 
When they grew up, they taught their own children to look after their natural 
environment. 

Is there an elder in your family, community, town or village who knows about  
traditional farming, looking after the land and soil and growing healthy food?

Is there someone who knows about traditional medicines and what plants to 
grow and use for medicine?

Is there an older person who knows about the weather, what to do during and 
after a cyclone, or if there is no rain for a long time? 

Why is it important to know these things?

How will knowing these things help us to 
live sustainably in our modern world?

How can elders continue to pass this 
knowledge on to the next generations?



How people interact with the natural environment

Case study 1: Taro in Tonga, Niue and Tuvalu

In Niue, Tuvalu and the Kingdom of Tonga, people have been interacting with 
the natural environment for farming root crops like taro for a long time. 

Each of these environments has a type of taro that grows best there, and the 
people farm it using methods that suit that crop and that environment. Their 
methods of farming made sure that the natural resources like soil stayed 
healthy and productive, so that taro could be grown year after year on the 
islands.

The people learned ways of cooking and eating the taro and using different 
parts of the plant. They learned what other natural resources were needed to 
grow it well. They learned what to do when there was bad weather (cyclones, 
too much rain or too little rain) to protect the crop and make sure that the people 
still had food to eat all year around. 

How do you know that there will be food to eat all year round? How much food  
made overseas do you buy from the shops? If that food comes to the shop on 
boats or planes from overseas, what would happen if the boats and planes that 
bring that food did not arrive? 

The taro helped the people grow strong and healthy and have energy. It did not 
make them unhealthy in their bodies or teeth. Also, by growing it on their own 
land and looking after their plantations each week, the people did not have to 
spend money to buy much extra food. If they grew too much, they could look 
after and share it with their relatives, and they could sell or trade any extra crops 
for other things they needed. 

The humble taro plant and the natural resources in the environment that are 
needed to grow it, have played a very important role in Niue, Tuvalu and Tonga.  
Because taro was a daily food, farmers worked hard to produce the best crops all 
year round. People valued the land and the plants that sustained them. Because 
they relied on the crops, they respected and conserved their environment. 
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Niue

The main food crops in Niue that are grown include taro, sweet potato, yams, 
cassava, watermelon and other local varieties of vegetables such as Niue 
spinach. Taro is the main staple and there are at least 70 different types of taro 
that are grown on Niue! Some of these types are native to the island. Can you 
name some different types?

Most  families in Niue still have plantations to grow taro. A survey in 2009 found 
that 87% of households were actively involved in agriculture. Do you think it is 
still that way today? 

Taro is a staple crop in Niue and there are many naturally occurring varieties 
including pink taro or “ talo Niue”.  Taro has high cultural significance for Niue. 
However, now pink taro is not just grown for the family to eat. Taro is grown as a 
cash crop to be exported and sold in markets such as New Zealand. Niue also 
exports vanilla, nonu (a medicinal tree), honey and coconuts.
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Tuvalu

Crops grown in Tuvalu include pandanus, breadfruit, coconut, banana, fig trees, 
pawpaw and ferns. Traditionally in Tuvalu the pulaka plant has been a staple 
part of the diet alongside fish.  Pulaka is a giant swamp taro that was introduced 
to Tuvalu by travellers from Kiribati. People eat the part of the pulaka called the 
corm. 

Pulaka is grown in large pits of composted soil below water. Water, soil and 
compost are natural resources needed for this crop. Knowledge of how to 
prepare pulaka pits with compost has been passed down through generations. 
It is very important cultural knowledge. 

Pulaka is used in daily life and cultural events such as gift-giving at important 
social gatherings. The pulaka plant has many uses. The leaves may be used as 
food wrappers, drinking bowls, umbrellas and parts of dancing skirts, making 
rope, string or mat weaving. A delicious traditional food called taufagogo is made 
from small pieces of pulaka cooked with coconut cream inside a green coconut 
shell in an earth oven. It can also be used as a children’s toy (the green petiole 
is shaped like a small canoe). 

What other uses do you or your family members know of for the pulaka plant?
 

But the pulaka plant is vulnerable 
and under threat from changes 
to the environment caused by 
climate change. 

Long droughts, heavy rains and 
salt water under the ground can 
all cause the pulaka plants to die.

What would happen if all the 
pulaka plants died and there 
were none left?
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Tonga 

In the Kingdom of Tonga people also grow a variety of crops including taro, 
cassava, sweet potato and yams. Coconut, banana, mangoes, pawpaw, 
pineapples, watermelon, peanuts, and vegetables are also grown for family use 
and selling.

A popular type of local taro is called ‘talo-Tonga’.  People use multicropping with 
taro and interplant it with yams and bananas. What other kinds of taro can you 
name?

Taro can be boiled, roasted, cooked in the earth oven. The leaves of certain types 
of taro plants are wrapped around meat and onions like a parcel and cooked in 
the earth oven. Both the root and also the leaves can be made into two different 
types of a dessert with a sweet caramel coconut sauce called faikakai.

In Tonga semi-subsistence farming is now practiced. This means that people 
supplement their diet with food that they buy from the shop. They may also sell 
the food they grow at the market or export it. What other foods do people now 
eat every day instead of taro?
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How people interact with the natural environment

Case study 2: The amazing coconut tree

According to a South Pacific proverb: “He who plants a coconut tree plants food 
and drink, vessels and clothing, a habitation for himself and a heritage for his 
children”. 

The coconut palm is a natural resource in the 
Pacific and it plays a very important part of the lives 
of people in Niue, Tuvalu and Kingdom of Tonga. It 
can provide all the necessities of life including: food, 
drink, oil, medicine, fibre, timber, thatch, mats, fuel, 
crafts and domestic utensils (tools and containers 
for household use). This is why the coconut tree is 
often called the ‘tree of life’. 

How many uses for all the different parts of the 
coconut tree can you list? How many of these do 
you and your family use at home?

Coconut fruit are amazing voyagers of the sea 
because the fibre on the shells is thick, light and 
watertight, so that they can float well on the water.  
They also have lots of food inside (white pulp and 
liquid) of the seed to feed on. They can travel on the 
sea for up to 110 days and still grow into a new palm 
(germinate) once they have landed in a new place!

Coconut trees need lots of warm air, sunlight and 
moisture to produce fruit. They are well adapted to 
life in the tropics , with tall and flexible trunks that 
can bend but not break in strong winds. It can grow 
up to 30 to 50 feet high, which is very tall. The palm 
leaves are V-shaped, which allows water to funnel 
down the centre and the trunk to the roots. 
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The coconut tree produces regular bunches of 20-30 large fruit all year round. 
The coconut is actually not a nut. It is called a drupe - a fruit that has a skin and 
flesh inside that contains a seed. In the Pacific region coconut water is a healthy 
and delicious drink. 

Coconut milk is made from mixing coconut water with the flesh and pressing 
it. Coconut oil and coconut copra are also products made from the inside of 
the coconut. Copra is the dried white coconut flesh. Coconut oil is squeezed 
from the copra and is used in cooking and to make soap, shampoo, and other 
cosmetics (beauty products) for the hair and skin. Dried copra and tinned 
coconut milk and cream is often exported from Pacific islands. 

Did your grandparents or other elders in your family take part in making copra? 
Ask them to tell you about it. How was it made and what was their role? What 
did they use the money from copra for? Why do they not make copra now?

The outside of the coconut is called a husk and it is hard. The fibres in the husk 
of the shell can be twisted into rope or twine.  Coconut shells can be polished 
and shaped into vessels for drinking.  
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Coconuts in Tuvalu

The sap from the coconut palm is used for making toddy in Tuvalu. In Tuvalu 
traditional red toddy is used for drinking and making food. It is sweet like honey. 
It is used as a substitute for sugar when making bread. In Tuvalu, many traditional 
dishes use coconut ingredients such as toddy and coconut milk. One recipe is 
fekei utanu, which is mashed coconut sprouts mixed with flour and toddy and 
wrapped in banana leaves and cooked.  

Traditional foods made from local ingredients 
are healthier and more sustainable for the 
environment. They do not rely on the use of 
fossil fuels (in petrol, diesel and oil) for transport 
to bring them into Tuvalu. They also do not use 
plastics, and can be wrapped in leaves. Why 
are leaves a renewable natural resource? Why 
is fossil fuel a non-renewable resource?
 
Toddy can also  be used to produce bioethanol. 
Bioethanol can be used instead of petrol 
for road vehicles! Bioethanol is a renewable 
liquid also known as biofuel. It is possible that 
biofuels like bioethanol could replace about 
31% of the nation’s petrol. 

Compared to fossil fuels, biofuels have clear 
environmental benefits. When they are burned 
for fuel, biofuels only release the carbon that the 
plant source absorbed when it was growing. 
So there are no net emissions associated with 
their use. 

It is also renewable, so we do not use up the 
Earth’s natural resources. However, it needs 
to be produced sustainably, without the use of 
fertilisers or pesticides and the overuse of land. 
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Coconuts in Niue 

The name “Niue” can be broken down to Niu (coconut) and e (here) which 
comes together to mean ‘behold the coconut’ - this is what people arriving on 
canoes from the ocean would have been happy to see!  

Like most Pacific countries, coconuts are very important in Niue. The coconut 
midrib is used to make fans and table mats. The coconut leaf is used to make 
bags and baskets. Rope made from the coconut fibre was used in the past for 
the lashings of canoes. Is it still used in any way today?

Coconuts are not just important to people in 
Niue. The uga (coconut crab) sometimes likes 
to climb the coconut tree and knock down the 
ripe fruit at the top. Uga like to eat coconuts 
and will cut holes in them with their strong 
claws. It might take them a few days to get the 
coconut open, but there is a feast inside! They 
also climb up the coconut trees to get away 
from predators . So coconut trees provide food 
as well as safe shelter for the uga.

Coconuts in Tonga

Traditional Tongan science has a classification system for the coconut which 
recognizes fourteen different stages! People in Tonga have traditionally used 
coconuts for the variety of purposes similar to other Pacific countries - food, 
fuel, shelter, utensils, brooms. Kava is still drunk from these traditional cups 
today. How many different types and stages of coconut growth can you name?

Fragrant coconut oil is made by infusing it with flowers 
and scented leaves. In the past, coconut was used as 
the first food (namoa) for a newborn baby. The mother 
would chew some very ripe coconut flesh and wrap it 
in unpainted barkcloth (tapa) for the baby to suck the 
coconut milk from. This would clear their stomach, ready 
for healthy feeding from their mother. So the coconut 
played a part in people’s lives right from birth!



Living sustainably in our natural environment

Plants like the coconut tree and taro plant are natural resources that are 
important for all aspects of life. It is our responsibility to use these natural 
renewable resources wisely and sustainably. By doing so, we demonstrate 
respect for the environment. It also means that we are thinking about future 
generations and making sure that there is enough for everyone. 

How people farmed sustainably in the past

Traditional farming systems were based on sound knowledge of the local climate, 
soil type and rainfall. The traditional farming systems in Tonga, Niue and Tuvalu 
are good examples of how people in the Pacific lived off the land in the past. 

Up until one hundred and fifty years ago, agriculture in Tonga, Niue and Tuvalu 
was based on subsistence, shifting cultivation and fallowing. These practices 
are based on good scientific thinking. 

Subsistence means that people only grow what they need for their family and 
village to eat. People did not grow food just for selling at the market like they do 
today. 

Shifting cultivation means that the farmer moves to a new piece of land every 
year. This land would be family-owned and inherited through generations. Often 
the new land was covered in forest but would be cleared by slash and burn 
method. 

Fallowing means that after the crop was harvested, the land would be left to 
renew itself for the maximum time possible. That would be enough time for the 
forest to regenerate. This process allowed the soil to recover nutrients so it 
could support future crops. 

Shifting cultivation works well for subsistence farming because not too much 
pressure is placed on the land to keep producing crops, and it has time to 
regenerate. It usually takes between 8-10 years for the land to fully regenerate! 
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How people are hurting the natural environment today

Although Pacific Island people have been living sustainably for many thousands 
of years, things are changing. There are current threats which are damaging the 
land and degrading the natural environment.

Unsustainable modern farming methods
Modern farming practices have been introduced from overseas. In many ways 
they make farming easier and more profitable. But some of these practices can 
also have a negative effect on the environment and its sustainability. 

As people in overseas nations want more crops from the Pacific, people try to 
grow more, faster, in order to meet demand and make money. This puts pressure 
on the land, especially if the land is not left fallow to regenerate for long enough. 
These days, land is often left to lie fallow for less than five years. This is not long 
enough for the soil to replenish naturally. So food will not grow there well, and 
it will not be good quality food for our bodies.

This leads farmers to use artificial chemical fertilizers . These may give crops 
a boost but, over time, they leave the soil in a bad condition. Farmers are also 
using insecticides to kill animal pests on their crops. They are effective for killing 
pests, but they also kill other helpful insects like bees. This is bad for the local 
ecosystems which need lots of different insects to be healthy. 
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Another negative effect is cutting 
down forests for crop production that 
is sold nationally and internationally. 

Farmers are also more likely to 
grow monocrops rather than 
multicropping. Multicropping is 
better for the environment because it 
is more similar to a natural ecosystem 
and promotes biodiversity. 

Multicropping is a traditional type of farming where complementary plants and 
trees are planted alongside each other - more like they would be in a natural 
ecosystem community. This supports the health of the soil and the plants 
growing there. Without a variety of plants growing, the soil becomes depleted 
and is unable to produce so much food. 

Waste disposal

Nowadays many people get their food from the local shop. Some of it is unhealthy, 
with lots of fat and sugar.  It has often travelled a long distance to get to the 
Pacific Islands. It is usually wrapped in packaging such as plastic, which is then 
sometimes thrown onto the ground or ends up in landfill. This can harm the 
natural environment. Dumping rubbish in the bush is a bad problem in many 
parts of the Pacific! Is this a problem on your island home? How does it affect 
the soil, plants, animals and people now? How will it affect future generations?
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What can we do? What can you do?

We need to find a good balance. We know that our Pacific natural environments 
are beautiful, complex, and full of renewable and non-renewable natural 
resources for us. Each generation must wisely look after our natural 
environments on land, so that there will be enough resources for them and 
for future generations too.

Our ancestors did that by using traditional knowledge and culture to live 
sustainably on the land. But this knowledge is being forgotten and not passed 
down to newer generations. Our world is changing fast, and our climate is 
changing too. We like modern and convenient food, transport, goods, and 
methods of farming. Modern technology can provide useful solutions, if we 
design it well. We want to grow our economy and develop our countries. But 
we also know that many of the changes of modern life are affecting our Pacific 
natural land environment in negative ways.

Continuing to act without thinking about the impact our choices have on our 
natural environments will risk damaging or ruining them for us and for future 
generations! We must now learn to balance our daily living needs, economic 
needs, social and cultural needs with the needs of the natural world around 
us . We cannot survive without it! It is time to look around us, see the problems 
and act together to solve them.

So, for your country and your future, what will you do?
It is best to work together as a team and address issues relevant to your area. 
Elders, teachers, religious leaders, community members and family may help 
you to identify issues. Once you have identified an issue (such as waste, or loss 
of native bush for animals to make a home) you can think about actions to take. 

Perhaps there are areas that have lots of rubbish lying in the bush? Talk with your 
teacher and classmates about fortnightly clean ups. Maybe you could write a 
letter with your classmates to the government asking if they can install recycling 
bins in areas that have a lot of recyclable rubbish? 

You could talk to elders in your village or school community about planting trees 
to support wildlife and biodiversity in your area. Learn more about traditional 
uses of these trees for food, medicine and building, and the wildlife they support. 






