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1. Introduction

Approach and Criteria

The Key Biodiversity Areas and Important Bird Areas (KBA's & IBA's) approach is a simple, effective means of
implementing the protected areas elements of the Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD). KBAs and IBAs are places of
international importance for the conservation of biological diversity through protected areas and other governance
mechanisms.

Sites are selected based on criteria that account for the distribution of (apparently viable) populations of species
requiring conservation. These criteria are:

1. Al Globally threatened species — based on the presence of species with high probability of extinction in
accordance with the IUCN Red List classification. Such sites must have a regular occurrence of one or more
critically endangered, endangered or vulnerable species. Provision thresholds are: for critically endangered and
endangered, 1 individual; for vulnerable, 10 pairs or 30 individuals

2. A2 Restricted range species — based on the presence of populations of species that are geographically
concentrated. They depend on a network of irreplaceable sites within at least part of their range or life cycle.
Sites must have regular occurrence of one or more restricted range species. Provisional threshold: 5% of global
population of restricted range species (<50,000km?)

3. A3 Bioregionally-restricted species assemblages — sites holding a significant proportion of the group of species
whose distributions are restricted to a biome or subdivision of it.

4. A4 Globally significant congregations — sites holding large proportions of the global population of a species at a
given time e.g. breeding colonies, foraging and roosting sites, bottleneck sites. Provisional threshold: 1% of the
global population of the congregatory species

Identifying and Delineating KBAs and IBAs in Cook Islands

In 2010, with the assistance of Conservation International and the Critical Ecosystems Partnership Fund, Birdlife
International in partnership with the Cook Islands environmental NGO Te Ipukarea Society commenced a project to
identify and delineate KBAs and IBAs in the Cook Islands. A Project Steering Committee was established which together
with international biodiversity experts from Birdlife International and Conservation International, forms an expert
network. The first task was to identify species in the Cook Islands listed on the IUCN Red List as critically endangered,
endangered or vulnerable. Endemic species listed in the Cook Islands National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan
(NBSAP, 2002) were added to this list because they meet the restricted range criterion. In the Cook Islands, seabirds are
known to be most likely to meet the criterion of globally significant congregations. Sites that qualify for this criterion
must have at least 1% of the global population of seabirds or at least 10,000 pairs on a regular basis. One percent
thresholds are tabulated in Appendix 3 for species that may lead to IBA designation in the Cook Islands. Bottleneck sites
must have threshold numbers of migratory species. With the assistance of the Packard Foundation, population
estimates were made of seabirds on islands most likely to meet IBA criteria and for which population numbers have not
recently been assessed (Karika, 2011). The Cook Islands do not qualify under the criterion of bioregionally-restricted
species assemblages.

Except for Rarotonga, the small size of the islands (100ha to 5,200ha) and the widespread distribution of some species
on each island mean that it is sensible to make the entire island a KBA/IBA. Such delineation is important considering
that each island must be managed as a single unit where the introduction of invasive species can have a devastating
effect on the biodiversity.

For the Rarotonga Marine KBA, delineation is seawards to the greatest depth where the species listed can be found (450
feet or 151m). The entire reef area that encircles Rarotonga is delineated as the KBA (1600ha).



Cook Islands Natural Heritage Database

The Cook Islands benefit significantly from a biodiversity database developed by the Cook Islands Natural Heritage
project, a 21 year project to record the species, biogeography, local names and uses of all plants and animals in the Cook
Islands. The database is used by schools, government agencies, researchers and members of the public to find
information on Cook Islands biodiversity. The database has more than 100 fields of data for more than 4,300 species. It
is available online http://cookislands.bishopmuseum.org. The database was used extensively throughout the
development of this publication.

Monitoring KBAs and IBAs

To measure progress towards the objective of safeguarding all KBAs the following indicators have been adopted:
1. Change in percentage of KBAs with official protection status
2. Change in percentage of KBAs with governance structures in place
3. Change in percentage of KBAs with management plans in place
4. Change in percentage of KBAs with required infrastructure in place as identified in a management plan

Through monitoring trends in these key indicators, the ability to communicate conservation successes and failures to
government agencies, investment bodies, industry and society as a whole is strengthened, thereby informing future
decisions regarding strategic planning and investment within KBAs, and also influencing conservation policy more
broadly.

Figure 1: Ngaputoru Pandanus (Pandanus arapepe), Mauke (J.Evans)
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3. Main Findings and Recommendations

This analysis has revealed many gaps in information that can be used to plan focussed research that will help
conservation in the long term. The analysis has also highlighted species that are important to an area, that were
previously not considered in conservation planning. For example, the Takitumu Conservation Area was established for
the purpose of protecting the Rarotonga Flycatcher (Pomarea dimidiata), yet there are many other species in the
Takitumu Conservation Area that benefit from protected area establishment.

Islands have high numbers of endemic species and for this reason several places in the Cook Islands have either qualified
as a KBA, IBA or both. There are nine terrestrial Key Biodiversity Areas, four marine Key Biodiversity Areas, one
terrestrial Candidate Key Biodiversity Area and two marine Candidate Key Biodiversity Areas.

It is the lack of data and not necessarily the absence of restricted range species that caused some islands not to qualify
(Rakahanga, Nassau, Manuae). Data on the presence and abundance of marine species in particular is sparse. Data is
also needed on the specific distribution of inshore marine species around each island to enhance information available
when making management decisions.

Takuvaine Water Catchment (229ha) has an endemic landsnail Partula assimilis identified by W.H. Pease in 1868. The
catchment was the focus of a community-based catchment management project under the SPREP International Waters
Programme. The catchment is therefore identified as a Candidate KBA until more field research is done to determine the
extent of Partula assimilis.

The Avana Passage rocky shore has a rare and endemic spider Paratheuma ramseyae discovered in 1988. A subsequent
search for the spider did not relocate it but more extensive searches are needed before the spider can be classified as
extinct. Until it is demonstrated the spider still exists, this site will not be listed as a Candidate KBA.

In searching for Cook Islands species on the IUCN Red List, the Goulds Petrel (Pterodroma leucoptera; vulnerable) is
listed as present in the Cook Islands and the Collared Petrel (Pterodroma brevipes; vulnerable) has been observed
nesting in the Takitumu Conservation Area. There is insufficient information on numbers or distribution of these species
for them to be used as trigger species. They are therefore Candidate Species. The Bristle Thighed Curlew (Numenius
tahitiensis; vulnerable) has been recorded as present on most of the Cook Islands but there has been no documentation
of numbers of individuals in any of these islands. This bird is therefore a Candidate Species.

The Polynesian Tree Snail (Partula hyalina; vulnerable) present on Mangaia and Mauke also requires further field work
to estimate numbers. Partula hyalina is therefore a Candidate Species. The Micronesian skink (Emoia adspersa;
endangered) is listed as present in the northern Cook Islands but it is unknown on which of these islands it is present.
Therefore, the Micronesian skink is also a Candidate Species requiring further research. The Polynesian Nesoluma
(Nesoluma polynesicum; vulnerable) is a Candidate Species for the same reason. A survey is needed to find the number
of plants of this species in Mangaia. Three coral reef species also have insufficient data and require field research. These
are the Giant Grouper (Epinephelus lanceolatus; vulnerable), the Black Saddled Grouper (Plectropomus laevis;
vulnerable) and the Giant Reef Ray (Taeniura meyeni; vulnerable).

Some threatened pelagic marine species are Candidate Species due to insufficient information on their population size
and the difficulty of assigning a location for them due to their pelagic nature. These include the Whale Shark (Rhincodon
typus), Oceanic Whitetip Shark (Carcharhinus longimanus), Shortfin Mako (Isurus oxyrinchus), Pelagic Thresher Shark
(Alopias pelagicus), Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus), and Sperm Whale (Physeter macrocephalus). Defining
boundaries for a Key Biodiversity Area for pelagic marine trigger species was problematic.
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While 25 coral species are listed on the IUCN Red List as being present in the Cook Islands, only four of these species
have any data on their distribution within the Cook Islands. The paucity of information on the distribution and
abundance of marine species demonstrates the need for particular effort to be made to survey and inventory Cook
Islands marine threatened species.

Until their identification is confirmed, Malacanthus sp. Boyle, Parapercis n.sp. Boyle, Cirrhilabrus n.sp. Boyle, Cirrhilabrus
n.sp. Randall2 and the new subspecies of Pseudocheilinus ocellatus have been flagged as Candidate Species on the basis
of them being new to science and restricted in range to Rarotonga’s coral reef (16km?) until they may be discovered
elsewhere. The same applies for Lepidium n.sp Sykes.

Of the endemic species listed in the Cook Islands NBSAP report, the plants Acrophorus leucorhachis and
Pseudophegopteris paludosa are now considered Polynesian endemics and so are not listed as trigger species. This is
also the case for the Latticed Goby Stiphodon n.sp. The Barchin Scorpionfish (Sebastapistes nachalis) listed in the NBSAP
report is also not endemic to the Cook Islands. The Mitiaro Daisy (Tetramolopium mitiaroense) was unlisted in the
NBSAP report but was noted by the Mitiaro community during the IBA/KBA workshop on Mitiaro. It is listed as endemic
to the Cook Islands in the Cook Islands Natural Heritage Database.

Suwarrow and Takutea qualify as IBAs through the A4 criterion (globally significant congregations of species). This is
likely because they are uninhabited and provide suitable habitat for congregations of seabirds. For this reason, they are
extremely fragile and sensitive to changes in the habitat. Any proposed development activity must be carefully
considered in these cases and attempts to populate the islands, as has been proposed for Suwarrow once in the past, is
best avoided.

4, Conclusion

The Cook Islands KBAs and IBAs demonstrate where conservation efforts should be prioritised. They also highlight
species that are sometimes overlooked when planning conservation on these islands. The analysis revealed that
particular effort must be made to collect more data on the presence and distribution of species, with marine species
requiring significant attention.
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CRITICAL\ ECOSYSTEM

PARTNERSHIP FUND

TE IPUKAREA SOCIETY

Caring for our Environment

COOK ISLANDS
NATURAL HERITAGE
TRUST

NATIONAL ENVIRONMENT SERVICE
TU'ANGA TAPOROPORO
COOK ISLANDS



