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ABSTRACT 

 

While climate change leads to unprecedented alterations throughout the world in the 

way we live our lives, its effects particularly on the sociocultural aspects of our lives are very 

little known. This master‘s thesis draws examples from a small sinking village called Tafitoala 

in Sāmoa to illuminate the invisible, intangible, and immeasurable effects of climate change 

from the perspective of the local people who have often been overshadowed by and 

undervalued because of the ‗more important things‘ and ‗bigger problems‘ that seem to 

concern the world‘s mainstream today. This is the ‗human‘ side of the story, beyond 

numbers and scientific facts. More specifically, this thesis explores how climate change 

affects the lives, minds, and hearts of the victims, how it disrupts indigenous culture and its 

continuation in this age of globalization, and how such a disruption influences the overall 

wellbeing of the affected peoples as the rising waves of change make their way ad infinitum 

to the shores of Tafitoala.  
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PREFACE 

MY MALAGA 

 
I am a byproduct of highly globalized societies. Due to generations of somewhat 

Americanized upbringings in my family, I as a child always longed to go to ‗America‘—a site 

familiar to my family, but to me a whole new place of opportunity, possibility, and dreams. 

Life in ‗America‘ seemed so free and flamboyant, whereas my life in a strict Japanese 

Catholic school felt restricted and narrow-minded. So I left Japan at the age of 16 to study in 

the ‗America‘ I had always dreamed of in order to advance myself, to immerse myself in an 

international environment, and to get better access to opportunities, all of which I 

achieved—only I got something else that had never really occurred to me until then. It was 

the realization of a renewed appreciation for my country, my culture, and my people; the 

longer I stayed in America, the more affection and respect I came to feel for my country. At 

the same time, however, I increasingly realized what we had lost or sacrificed in the course 

of becoming one of the biggest economies in the world.  

Western capitalism did not always agree with the traditional ways or philosophy of 

Japan. While Western ways surely improved some aspects of our society, some deteriorated. 

The exact extent of influence is unclear, as is whether or not it was always favorable. Some 

aspects of society remained rather traditional while others conformed slightly or virtually 

entirely. Some were a combination of the good of both parties while others contrary. 

Despite the globalized, capitalism-oriented society my country has become, our culture is 

more or less still at the root of our whole self, identity, and ethos. However, it is also true 

that during our journey to economic development and to an advanced standard of living, 

many of our indigenous ways—such as our cultural values, traditions, aesthetics, philosophy, 
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epistemology, and ethics—were jeopardized. Their transformation is reflected in the way we 

think, see, and behave today.  

Growing up in a country that became one of the biggest economies of the world, I 

gradually came to question the direction in which my country was headed. A man known as 

the ‗Barefoot Economist,‘ Manfred Max-Neef, once stated, ―For every society there seems 

to be a period in which economic growth brings about an improvement in the quality of life, 

but only up to a point—the threshold point—beyond which, if there is more economic 

growth, quality of life may begin to deteriorate.‖1 In my eyes, my home had reached or even 

passed this ‗threshold point.‘ It seems as though our society confuses the benchmark of 

happiness or contentedness as ‗standard of living‘ instead of ‗quality of life.‘ There was 

certainly a time in our modern history when increased ‗standard of living‘ automatically 

meant increased ‗quality of life‘; however, this notion is much less relevant in today‘s 

Japanese society. It appeared to me that many, frantically pursuing monetary and 

materialistic affluence in search of ‗happiness,‘ found themselves rather exhausted and 

unfulfilled in the end, still searching for what they lack or have yet to possess.  

Over time, these dilemmas and questions became the catalyst for me to aspire to 

travel to foreign places. Exposure to other cultures was always inspiring as well as eye-

opening and allowed me to be flexible and open to new and different schools of thought, 

ideologies, and diversities. My passion for backpacking has always been that it always 

positively betrayed my presumptuous expectations and deconstructed what I thought was 

‗common sense‘ or ‗common knowledge,‘ bringing a kind of epiphany to my world. I have 

always traveled alone for this reason. In 2004, having just graduated from college, I spent 

nine months traveling before my job contract began. The original destination was Southeast 

                                                 
1 Manfred Max-Neef, ―Economic Growth and Quality of Life: A Threashold Hypothesis,‖ Ecological Economics 
15 (1995): 115-118.117.  
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Asia; yet, through a coincidence that was coincidentally intertwined with another coincidence 

(which in retrospect was a necessity), I found myself in Sāmoa.  

One thing led to another: I came to know a family, who had just started a small 

beach accommodation business in the traditional rural Samoan village of Tafitoala, and I 

ended up staying there for a few months. As I was the only customer for the entire time I 

was there, I became very close and largely involved with the family. Quickly, I became 

fascinated with their way of life. I found their idea of relationships based on mutual respect 

and appreciation among human beings, the natural environment, and all other living and 

even spiritual beings to be something universally vital for all living things, yet lacking in the 

world today. Though the family‘s lifestyle was no longer entirely self-sustaining, it still relied 

heavily on subsistence, and the wisdom pertaining to their natural approach to living 

nurtured by generations of their ancestors was still deeply rooted in their lifestyle. In these 

things, I thought I saw what my country had once had in the past but is rapidly disappearing 

today. I projected the ‗good old Japan,‘ which I dearly adore, on Sāmoa. As arrogant as that 

was, it was my first honest reaction. A year later, I returned to Tafitoala to see the family‘s 

newborn baby and discovered that I had become a namesake not only for the baby but also 

for two cows. Year after year, my visits became more and more frequent, and longer and 

longer, while my attachment to Sāmoa, Tafitoala, and the family grew only stronger and 

more intimate.  

The more time I spent in the village, the more changes I noticed making a difference 

in people‘s lives in Tafitoala. Even in only seven years‘ time, changes observed included the 

introduction of, and increased access to, such modern technologies as cell phones and even a 

few iPods; an increased number of motor vehicles; a change in housing style; an increased 

prevalence of imported Asian products and foodstuffs and a subsequent change in diet; and 
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Figure 1  Cyclones uprooting coconut trees in Tafitoala (2005) 

so on. However, among the most shocking changes was the beach erosion. A change of 

scenery from 2004 to 2005 was profound, as five tropical cyclones that hit Sāmoa in 2005—

Lola, Meena, Nancy, Olaf, and Percy, the latter two being Class 5, or major hurricanes—

significantly aggravated beach erosion, uprooting dozens of coconut trees into the ocean. 

The trees‘ large roots getting dragged by the current destroyed the coral and left denuded 

sandy trails underneath.  

People of the village shared serious concerns about these phenomena, which they 

had been experiencing for years. With a significant drop in fish catch, they worried that they 

might run out of things to eat. Witnessing a whale washed up on the shore, which hardly 

ever occurred in the past, they wondered if the lack of food had reached the end of the food 

chain. They were highly confused as to what was causing these phenomena and what kind of 

future awaited them. When I thought about the possibility of them someday losing these 

ancestral lands, my heart sank. This drove me to change my career path from being a 

corporate management consultant to proceeding into research study of climate change 

impacts on this 

particular village. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1 
 

RISING WAVES OF CHANGE 

 

 
On December 11, 2009, a news article titled ―Ross Garnaut Writes off Pacific States 

on Climate Change‖ provoked controversy throughout the Pacific and beyond. According to 

the article, Garnaut, an eminent economist and former climate change adviser to the 

Australian government, said in an interview with Australia Network: 

I‘m not sure [Pacific Islands are] very powerful actors, well I am sure they are not 
very powerful actors on the world scene. It‘s good to have attention drawn to that 
dimension of the problem, proportionately they might be more deeply affected than 
others, but that is actually a small part of the world problem. The South Pacific 
countries will end up having their populations relocated to Australia or New Zealand 
and the rest of the world expects that and in the end, we‘re likely to accommodate 
that so there‘s a solution there. Much more worrying is low-lying populations in 
some of the large and densely [populated] parts of the world, especially the great 
river valleys of Asia.2 
 

Many deplore the way not only Garnaut but also some of the world‘s leaders and decision-

makers occasionally speak very systematically of societal or country-wide climate change–

induced relocation as though it is a simple transplantation of human settlement and society. 

Clearly, such a perspective takes humanity, human values, and human rights out of context 

and is a testament to the speakers‘ lack of understanding of and attention to the realities that 

the victims of climate change face today. The real struggle and sufferings experienced by 

victims in the Pacific, as well as their strenuous effort to survive and escape the worst-case 

scenario, are largely underestimated. The dismissive attitude also disregards the significance 

from a cultural perspective of indigenous peoples losing their ancestral lands by both 

                                                 
2 ABC Radio Australia, ―Ross Garnaut Writes off Pacific States on Climate Change‖ (Melbourne, Australia), 
http://www.radioaustralia.net.au/pacbeat/stories/200912/s2769583.htm <accessed December 11, 2009>. 



2 
 

inundation and relocation. And yet, there is a substantial lack of opportunities for indigenous 

voices to be heard, a frustrating factor for various indigenous groups. 

Today, we live in a world of drastic changes. While climate change has led, and 

continues to lead, to unprecedented changes throughout the world in the way we live our 

lives, its effects on the sociocultural aspects of our lives are very little known. It may not be 

visible to our eyes, but, just like the glacier that melts day by day and minute by minute, 

indigenous cultures all over the world that associate with the natural environment are in peril 

of melting away. Climate change itself may be a physical phenomenon, but its effects (direct 

and indirect) are so multifaceted it is followed by not only physical/environmental, 

economic, and political impacts but also social, cultural, epistemological, spiritual, and 

psychological implications. At one of the global meetings on climate change, Papua New 

Guinea‘s Special Envoy for the Environment, Kevin Conrad, stressed that climate change is 

not ―theoretical…[nor] purely about statistics,‖ but is for the victims a reality; and ―it is 

about people.‖3 Extensive research has been conducted on the mechanisms and science 

behind climate change as well as on the phenomenon‘s past, present, and future 

physical/environmental effects. The politics of climate change and its economic/financial 

repercussions are among the most discussed in the field. Global discussions of climate 

change by the world‘s leaders and decision-makers also predominantly concern the physical, 

political, and economic aspects. However, though these topics are absolutely important, 

from the perspective of the victims, they do not necessarily tell the whole story of the 

experiences and realities that people face.  

Thus, in this master‘s thesis, I aim to draw examples from the case of a little sinking 

village called Tafitoala in Sāmoa to illuminate the invisible, intangible, and immeasurable 

                                                 
3 Samisoni Pareti, ―Climate Change is about People, PNG Tells World Forum,‖ Pacific Magazine (Poznan, 
Poland, 2008), <accessed December 4, 2008>. 
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effects of climate change that have often been overshadowed by and undervalued because of 

the ‗more important things‘ and ‗bigger problems‘ that seem to concern the world‘s 

mainstream today. I argue that the effects of climate change on the ‗human‘ dimension are 

often oversimplified and underestimated. More attention is due to victims‘ perceptions of 

climate change, as this perspective is crucial to comprehensively grasping how complex a 

phenomenon climate change actually is with its multifaceted effects. This is the ‗human‘ side 

of the story, beyond numbers and scientific facts. More specifically, this thesis explores how 

climate change affects the lives, minds, and hearts of the victims, how it disrupts indigenous 

culture and its continuation in this age of globalization, and how such a disruption influences 

the overall wellbeing of the affected peoples as the rising waves of change make their way ad 

infinitum to the shores of Tafitoala.  

Tafitoala is a traditional village of 400 residents on the southern coast of Upolu 

Island, Independent State of Sāmoa, in what is contemporarily known as Polynesia in the 

South Pacific (see Figure 2 & Figure 3). It is situated at the junction of the main body of 

Upolu and the very narrow Vaie‗e peninsula in the district of Sāfata (see Figure 4). On the 

peninsula, which stretches across approximately 4.2km, there once existed four villages—

Vaie‗e, Fusi, Fāusaga, and Tafitoala. Over time, a large portion of this land was swallowed by 

the rising sea, eroding the beach by approximately one meter per year according to the 

government of Sāmoa.4 As a result, 60 years before today, half of Tafitoala and the entire 

settlements of its three neighboring villages relocated inland, making Tafitoala the only 

village on the peninsula today. For the people of Tafitoala, whose lives, livelihood, and 

lifestyle are largely compromised by the adverse effects of climate change, their ‗reality‘ and  

                                                 
4 Government of Samoa, Coastal Infrastructure Management Plan: Plan Development - Safata District (Apia, Samoa, 
2002), 56. 
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Figure 3  Map of Sāmoa showing location of Sāfata district 
(Source: http://www.infoplease.com/atlas/country/samoa.html. March 12, 2011) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 4  Sāfata district and its villages 
(Source: Google Earth. April 24, 2010) 
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 experience are truly heartbreaking and deserve recognition and remembering. In the past 

century, they not only lost such physical things as their ancestral lands, their ancestors‘ 

graves, and the neighboring villages where their families and friends lived, but also an 

abstract whole that was washed away with them including their history, memories, lifestyle, 

culture, and a life that was peaceful and content. And this little-known village is about to go 

under without the world recognizing its glorious past—as if their land, history, and lives 

never existed. 

In this thesis, I first address local people‘s perception of climate change, sharing the 

untold ‗human‘ side of this sinking village‘s stories by conveying people‘s memories, 

experiences, and journey as faithfully as possible. I then explore their sacred relationship 

with and intimate connection to their ancestral land in order to portray what it actually 

means for Samoan people to lose these lands. An understanding of this should help explain 

why it is problematic for discussants in global talks to so very lightly throw around the idea 

of relocation as a ‗solution,‘ especially when the possible outcomes of climate change-

induced relocation are very little known or researched. This worldview of ‗land‘ as intimately 

connected to the people is at the heart of the stories I am about to tell, and, it is also at the 

core of the sociocultural impacts that climate change has on the indigenous peoples as it is 

the root from which Samoan culture flowers. The sociocultural implications of climate 

change in Tafitoala cannot be discussed without mentioning the inseparable relationship 

between climate change and globalization. In this highly modernized and globalized world, 

culture is often one of the initial victims of deprivation. In the case of Sāmoa, primarily at 

fault was the long history of missionary activities, subsequent colonization, and 

consequential westernization of methodologies, lifestyle, and mentality, whose vestiges still 
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prevail. And today, climate change is increasingly becoming another obstacle that threatens 

and interferes with cultural continuity.  

In this thesis, I highlight the importance of cultural continuation and traditional 

values for the enhancement of people‘s overall future wellbeing. Culture is not only what 

one is born into and subconsciously grows up learning and knowing, but also the source of 

the beliefs and code of behavior that one lives his/her life by in a particular society or ethnic 

group. It is the accumulation of generations of knowledge and wisdom that have been 

cultivated throughout hundreds or even thousands of years of history; thus, it represents 

where one comes from and is hence a strong source of identity. Furthermore, it has been 

established that the lifestyle and ecological management based on the values of fa„asāmoa 

(Samoan custom, traditions, and way of life) had not only been by and large sustainable but 

also helped make Samoan societies more resilient to changes in climate and in the natural 

environment in the past.5 Therefore, this thesis considers the potential of reevaluating the 

validity of indigenous ecological knowledge not only to integrate it into practical adaptation 

strategies for coping with climate change at a community level but also as a way to revisit 

traditional ecological values in order to re-promote sustainable methods of environmental 

management as advocated by fa„asāmoa.  

I reiterate that this is the ‗human‘ side of the story, in which ‗people‘ are the focus 

because they are the nucleus of a society. Climate change is a large-scale, global 

phenomenon—one that has significant influence at the global, regional, country, district, 

village, community, and individual levels. Tafitoala may be a little place, but I believe that 

this case study addresses bigger issues that may be shared by other indigenous communities 

                                                 
5 Cherelle Jackson, ―Paradigm shift, needed in climate change adaptation in Samoa,‖ Envirnoment Weekly, 2009, 
http://environmentweekly.webnode.com/news/paradigm-shift-needed-in-climate-change-adaptation-in-
samoa-/, <accessed October 4, 2010>. 
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affected by this phenomenon. It is my humble hope that this work will help foster a deeper 

understanding of how profoundly climate change affects indigenous peoples and that it will 

serve as an opportunity to contemplate the complex implications climate change and climate 

change–induced relocation may have on indigenous communities. 

Global Climate Change 

 

In order to fully comprehend the possible ramifications of climate change as a whole, 

it is essential to understand just how ‗urgent‘ global climate change actually is, especially for 

the most affected areas like the Pacific Island states. 2010 was a year of extreme climate 

events more severe than the world has seen in its modern history. The National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) reported that 2010 tied with 2005 as the hottest year 

for the northern hemisphere‘s combined global land and ocean surface temperature since 

record keeping began in 1880, melting Arctic sea ice to its thinnest state in June.6 Eighteen 

countries broke their records for the hottest day in documented history (see Figure 5), with 

Pakistan hitting the highest temperature ever recorded in the history of Asia at 53.7oC. 

Russia was amongst the worst hit by the climate anomalies that summer, ―with at least 

15,000 deaths . . . attributed to the heat‖ according to NOAA, and other sources citing a toll 

as high as 700 deaths per day.7 Further, 26,000 wildfires destroyed 26% of the wheat crops 

and shaved approximately $15 billion off the economy, pushing thousands of farmers to the 

verge of bankruptcy.8 These devastations, described by one Russian as ―the end of the world,‖ 

were followed by concerns over higher suicide rates, alcohol abuse, conflicts, and other 

                                                 
6 NOAA National Climatic Data Center, ―State of the Climate Global Analysis Annual 2010‖, 2011, 
http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/global/2010/13, <accessed January 12, 2011>. 
7 Oxfam International, Now More Than Ever: Climate Talks that Work for Those who Need Them Most, Oxfam 
International Media Briefing November 2010, 2010. 3 
8 Darya Korsunskaya, ―Putin Ponders Climate Change in Arctic Russia,‖ Reuters (Samoilovsky Island, Russia, 
2010), http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE67M3G920100823, <accessed August 23, 2010>. 
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social problems.9 Unprecedented catastrophic flooding submerged 20% of Pakistan, killing 

approximately 2,000 people and destroying or damaging approximately 2 million houses.10  

Eastern Europe, India, and China also suffered severe floods, while Britain and Israel 

struggled with their longest and worst droughts since the 1920s.11 Starting with a large El 

Nino that was later followed by a strong La Nina, an unusual beginning, the year ended with 

the worst flood in Australia‘s history, with winter tornadoes sweeping across America, and 

with a series of brutal cold waves and blizzards nicknamed Snowmageddon paralyzing 

                                                 
9 Stuff.co.nz, ―The Year the Earth Struck Back: 2010 Disasters,‖ http://www.stuff.co.nz/world/4477972/The-
year-the-earth-struck-back-2010-disasters, <accessed December 20, 2010>.  
10 Oxfam International, Now More Than Ever: Climate Talks that Work for Those who Need Them Most. 3 
11 Alina Selyukh, ―World Simmers in Hottest Year So Far,‖ Reuters (Washington), 
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE66F4SF20100716, <accessed July 16, 2010>. 

Figure 5  Heat records of 2010 
(Source: http://climateprogress.org/2010/10/18/noaa-2010-hottest-year-on-record-zambia-national-all-time-

record/. October 19, 2010) 
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various parts of the northern hemisphere.12 In the first 9 months of 2010 alone, over 700 

extreme weather events occurred back-to-back, killing over 21,000 people worldwide—more 

than double the number of casualties throughout the whole year of 2009.13 Furthermore, the 

2010 Global Climate Risk Index reported that in the past two decades, from 1990 to 2008, 

600,000 people died as a direct consequence of extreme weather events.14 It is now a matter 

of world security. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the world‘s leading 

international body for the assessment of climate change, forecasts that the global surface 

temperature is likely to increase by about 1.1 to 6.4°C (2.0 to 11.5°F) by 2100, and the global 

sea levels will likely rise 18 to 59cm15 (or 90 to 160cm if one takes into account possible 

polar melting)16. It is a significant temperature increase considering that the change since the 

last ice age (which ended approximately 10,000 years ago) is said to have been about 3 to 

6°C (5 to 9°F).17 Furthermore, if the global temperature rises by 2oC (3.6oF), up to 30% of all 

animals and plants on the planet would likely face an increased risk of extinction.18 The 

atmospheric concentration of methane in 2005 exceeded by far the natural range of the last 

650,000 years; in fact, IPCC reasons with ―very high confidence‖ (meaning at least a 90% 

chance of being correct) that the global averaged net effect of human activities and man-

made greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions did contribute to the warming of the globe and 

                                                 
12 Stuff.co.nz, ―The Year the Earth Struck Back: 2010 Disasters.‖ 
13 Oxfam International, Now More Than Ever: Climate Talks that Work for Those who Need Them Most. 
14 Sven Harmeling, Global Climate Risk Index 2010 (Bonn, Germany, 2010). 
15 IPCC, Summary for Policymakers, Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to 
the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge, United Kingdom and New 
York, NY, USA, 2007), 13. 
John Turner et al., Antarctic Climate Change and the Environment, International Journal of Climatology, 2009, xxiii. 
16 Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme, Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in the Arctic, Water Resources 
Research, vol. 90 (Oslo, Norway, 2011), 11. 
17 Nick Hopwood and Jordan Cohen, Greenhouse Gases and Society, Middle East, 2008, 16. 
18 Elisabeth Rosenthal, ―An Amazon Culture Withers as Food Dries Up,‖ The New York Times (New York, 
U.S.), http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/25/science/earth/25tribe.html?pagewanted=1&_r=4&hp, 
<accessed July 25, 2009>. 
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intensifying extreme climate events as well as natural disasters (see Figure 6).19 Research by 

the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences claims that even if CO2 emissions 

were to completely cease today, the climate changes induced by the already emitted CO2 

would be ―largely irreversible‖ for at least 1,000 years.20 This means that while mitigation 

efforts are absolutely essential, the earth will not be able to escape the adverse effects of 

climate change unless we ‗adapt‘ to the changing climate.  

 

Surrounded by the world‘s largest body of water, the Pacific Islands region is one of 

the most vulnerable regions in the world in terms of susceptibility to the impacts of climate 

change and sea-level rise because of its space and resource limitations, its socio-economic 

conditions, the concentration of settlements on the coastal areas, and a dependency on 

marine resources for subsistence. Ironically, many coastal residents of the Pacific Islands—

the ones who barely have had any relation to the cause, most of them contributing less than 

0.1% of global emissions—are now becoming the first victims of the adverse effects of 

                                                 
19 Ibid, 3.  
20 Susan Solomon et al., ―Irreversible Climate Change Due to Carbon Dioxide Emissions,‖ Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 106, no. 6 (February 2009): 1704-9, 1. 

Figure 6  Comparison of change in CO2 concentration and global temperature  
(Source: http://www.pacifichydro.com.au/Classroom/ClimateChange/tabid/95/Default.aspx. May 11, 2007) 
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climate change, paying a disproportionate amount of the costs. Most Pacific Island countries 

are already experiencing disruptive changes that are consistent with many of the anticipated 

consequences of climate change, such as increases in temperature, frequent extreme rainfall, 

―extensive coastal erosion, droughts, coral bleaching, more widespread and frequent 

occurrence of mosquito-borne diseases, and higher sea levels making some soils too saline 

for cultivation of traditional crops.‖21 With the exception of some Melanesian islands, most 

settlements in the Pacific—urban and rural—are in coastal locations. Most Pacific Island 

countries each have one primary, port-based urban center, where the country‘s main 

infrastructure, government offices, international airport, and/or major commercial activities 

are concentrated.22 The IPCC reports that under these conditions, much of the infrastructure 

in urban areas as well as the lives in the rural coastal settlements would be ―at serious risk 

from inundation, flooding and physical damage associated with coastal land loss.‖23 In the 

case of Sāmoa, for example, the entire Mulinu‗u Peninsula, where the Parliament House is 

located, could be inundated with a 1.5m rise in sea level; moreover, its international airport, 

The Faleolo Airport, is at even further risk, standing only about 1m above sea level.24 

It is a generally accepted fact that the most profoundly affected are the ones with 

fewer resources and lower GDPs, primarily Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and Least 

Developed Countries (LDCs). The distribution of costs appears to be uneven and unjust; 

while the industrialized nations, representing less than 20% of the world‘s population, have 

been responsible for nearly 90% of annual GHG emissions over the last century, developing 

                                                 
21John E Hay et al., Climate Variability and Change and Sea-level Rise in the Pacific Islands Region: A Resource Book for 
Policy and Decision Makers, Educators and Other Stakeholders (Apia, Samoa, 2003), vi. 
22 Ibid, 42. 
23 Nobuo Mimura et al., Small Islands, Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of 
Working Group II to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (Cambridge, UK, 
2007), 702-703. 
24Robert Chase and Joeli Veitayaki, Implications of Climate Change and Sea Level Rise for Western Samoa (Apia, Samoa, 
1992, 21.   
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countries are expected to bear between 75–80% of the costs of harmful climate change.25 It 

has been reported that US$70–100 billion will be needed annually for developing countries 

to adapt to climate change between 2010 and 2050.26 Adaptation is a costly process, but the 

price that the humankind will have to pay for the potential aftermaths of climate change 

would be much larger without it in the end, as ―every dollar spent on adaptation could save 

about $60 in avoided losses‖ in the future.27 As the world continues to suffer from the 

extreme climate events and temperature increases that aggravate every decade, the world is 

more than ever aware of and alerted to the urgency and importance of mitigating and 

adapting to the impacts of climate change. Nonetheless, while the world‘s leaders (especially 

those of the industrialized countries) are preoccupied with climate politics, the reality is that 

the first victims of climate change are simply running out of time to sit around and wait for 

the world to make up its mind and reach a consensus.  

One of the major costs of climate change is the community- and country-wide 

relocation of the most affected peoples. On May 1, 2009, the Pacific Islands Development 

Program of the East-West Center in Honolulu, Hawai‗i, released a news article titled, 

―Carteret Islanders Become First Climate Refugees.‖ Because the sea is swamping their 

islands, 3,320 Carteret Islanders of Papua New Guinea now have no choice but to explore 

the unfavorable but unavoidable reality of leaving their ancestral land and undergoing the 

world‘s first organized, government-funded evacuation and relocation of the entire islands in 

response to rising sea levels.28 Tuvalu, on the other hand, is a Pacific Island nation whose 

whole country comprised of reef islands and atolls is at risk of total physical extinction; in 

                                                 
25 David G. Hallman, ―Globalization and Climate Change,‖ World Council of Churches, 2002, 
http://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/justice-diakonia-and-responsibility-for-
creation/climate-change-water/globalization-and-climate-change.html, <accessed October 28, 2010>. 
26 Oxfam International, Now More Than Ever: Climate Talks that Work for Those who Need Them Most. 5. 
27 Ibid.  
28 Nelson K. Philip, ―Carteret Islanders to be Relocated to Tinputz,‖ Pacific Peopls' Partnership, <accessed 
November 21, 2010>. 
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fact, during the 1990s, the United Nations announced that Tuvalu will possibly be the first 

country in the world ever to be submerged in its entirety due to the effects of global climate 

change. While the residents somewhat recognize the inevitable need for an eventual 

relocation, there are a number of people, especially the elders, who firmly refuse to leave 

their ancestral homeland and have their hearts set on making Tuvalu their final home 

regardless of what its circumstances may be. Already, many uninhabited atolls have 

soundlessly disappeared into the ocean without the world noticing, never having had their 

histories told. It is an infuriating and unfair irony that the ones who have contributed the 

least to climate change are now its primary victims, while the ones most responsible for it are 

neither at the frontline of its adverse effects nor taking rightful responsibility for it. 

Globalization & Transformation in the Way of Life in Sāmoa 

 

Before introducing the changes Tafitoala has undergone as a result of climate change 

in the age of globalization, a brief discussion of Sāmoa‘s contemporary history is in order, as 

sociocultural changes of any kind in a Samoan society cannot be discussed without first 

discussing the impacts the West has had on the area. Ever since proto-Polynesian ocean 

voyagers arrived in the Samoan archipelago through the Western Pacific from Southeast Asia 

some 3,000 years ago, Sāmoa had cultivated a unique, distinct, and rich culture and way of 

life as known as fa„asāmoa.29 Fa„asāmoa not only ―embodied a worldview, lifestyle, and 

language‖ but also ―was a sacred trust and the basis of the Samoan claim to autochthony 

within the islands and, indeed, within the Pacific.‖30 For millennia, despite the geographically 

isolated nature of the islands, Sāmoa maintained close contact with its Pacific neighbors 

                                                 
29 Cluny Macpherson, ―Transnationalism and Transformation in Samoan Society,‖ in Globalization and Culture 
Change in the Pacific Islands, ed. Victoria S. Lockwood (New Jersey, U.S.A. Pearson Education, Inc., 2004), 
165-181, 165. 
30 Ibid. 
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(mostly voluntarily, though it was forced at times as a result of conflicts), and the people 

shared with these neighbors their own knowledge and materials and incorporated what was 

brought back from other cultures into their own. Names of things—such as those of 

Samoan traditional medicinal plants like the „ava fiti, „ava toga, and „ava niukini (Piper 

methysticum from Fiji, Tonga, and Papua New Guinea, respectively)—suggest such pre-

European linkages within the Pacific.31  

However, major external challenges to their culture emerged when the Europeans 

arrived in Sāmoa. Ever since Dutch navigator Jacob Roggeveen discovered the country in 

1722, Sāmoa has been exposed to western ways by a long line of followers. First came the 

beachcombers, then the missionaries, whose activities thrived mostly between 1830 and 1850 

in an attempt to deconstruct the polytheistic worldview of Sāmoa‘s indigenous religion and 

convert the Samoan people to Christianity.32 The commercial and geopolitical interests of 

the West soon followed, leading to the eventual colonization of Sāmoa. In pursuit of cheap 

land and labor, outsiders quickly turned Sāmoa into a producer of cotton, copra, and cocoa, 

introducing the concepts of capitalism and consumerism for the first time in the islands. 

After Germany, Britain, and the United States fought over the two Sāmoas (what are today 

the Independent State of Sāmoa and American Sāmoa), the Germans gained sole control of 

the western part of the archipelago and the Americans of the eastern part. ‗German Sāmoa‘ 

existed between 1900 and 1914, during which time thousands of indentured laborers were 

brought in from China and parts of Melanesia. Its administration was later handed over to 

New Zealand for a much longer occupation, from 1918 under the post–World War I Treaty 

                                                 
31 Cluny Macpherson and La'avasa Macpherson, Samoan Medical Belief and Practice (Auckland, New Zealand: 
Auckland University Press, 1990), 71. 
32 Graeme Lay et al., Samoa - Pacific Pride (Auckland, New Zealand: Pasifika Press Ltd., 2000), 46. 
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of Versailles settlement until Sāmoa finally gained political, constitutional, and administrative 

independence in 1962.  

These colonial rules did not persist without resistance by the Samoan people. The 

most notable movement was the Mau a le Pule (Mau Movement); established in 1908, it was 

the first organized independence movement and represented a body of opinion that was 

critical of colonial authorities.33 In opposition to colonial administrations‘ attempts to limit 

Samoan autonomy and to impose Western governance and philosophy, Samoan people 

insisted on their right to self-government and maintained their traditional way of life as 

much as they could under the circumstances. At the time of independence, Samoans 

controlled 87% of the country‘s land, and their ―distinctive language and worldview were 

enacted and reflected in their social, economic, and political organization‖ and were taught 

formally in the nation‘s schools.34 Despite nearly 300 years of European contact, Samoans 

proved their cultural resilience, commitment, and pride as well as their ability to adapt 

without completely succumbing to external influences.  

Nonetheless, most significant changes manifested themselves after independence 

during the modern age of globalization in contemporary Sāmoa. As economic growth and 

development quickly took place around the Pacific Rim, a large number of Samoans left 

home in order to pursue job opportunities in such places as New Zealand, Australia, 

American Sāmoa, Hawai‗i, and the Pacific coast of the United States. As Pacific scholar 

Cluny Macpherson described, ―kin corporations, formerly concentrated in a single village, 

were now effectively transnationalized, with ‗centers‘ in the village of origin and ‗nodes‘ in 

one or more overseas enclaves,‖ thus leading to a rapid influx into rural Sāmoa of 

                                                 
33 Ibid, 58. 
34 Macpherson, "Transnationalism and Transformation in Samoan Society," 166. 
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remittances in cash and commodities and of imported information, ideologies, and 

technologies while interests in the outside world grew larger and larger within the villages.35 

The more the world‘s economy expanded and globalized, the more Sāmoa‘s small yet open 

economy became integrated within the global economy. This has been especially the case 

since the 1990s when the government pursued a comprehensive program of macroeconomic 

reform, pouring a sense of capitalism, materialism, and consumerism into the villages and 

households of Sāmoa.36 Accelerated by the global technological innovations that enabled 

globalization to take place in the most convenient, efficient, and effective ways possible, 

Sāmoa is now more globalized than ever. According to Cluny and La‗avasa Macpherson, 

these ―parallel processes‖ of Samoan diaspora—diversification of the domestic economy, 

integration into the global economy, and global technological innovation—are now a 

significant force in the transformation of Samoan society.37  

Today, while rural Samoans still maintain a rather large component of their 

traditional way of life and semi-subsistence living, changes in lifestyle and mentality are very 

much visible in local daily life. The following statistics on Tafitoala, the focal site of this 

study, may provide some insights into the effects of former missionary activities, 

colonization, and ongoing globalization that are interwoven into a somewhat retained 

traditional lifestyle in the village setting.38 While 99% of the 393 people in the village are of 

Samoan descent and 98% consider Samoan as their only language of fluency, 100% of them 

belong to some Christian denomination, with a vast majority being Christian (of the 

Congregational Christian Church) and Catholic. Among the 46 households in Tafitoala, 44 

                                                 
35 Ibid, 167. 
36 Cluny Macpherson and La'avasa Macpherson, The Warm Winds of Change - Globalisation in Contemporary Samoa 
(Auckland, New Zealand: Auckland University Press, 2009), 8. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Data is based on a survey which was conducted by Sāmoa Statistics Bureau in 2006. A complete data set is 
provided in the appendices of this thesis.  
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are on customary land while the other two are on what is considered church land. One 

would not typically imagine that in a rural, traditional village where 67% of the economically 

active population engages in subsistence living (for family use and/or sale), where 39% lives 

in traditional Samoan open fale, and where 93% uses wood (on its own or with another 

source of fuel) to cook, 76% of the population would own a cellular phone and 22% would 

even own a Playstation (see Figure 7). However, it is not unusual in today‘s rural Sāmoa to 

see a young man wearing nothing but his „ie lavalava (a piece of cloth) around his waist, 

carrying on his shoulder plentiful taros in two baskets made of coconut leaves with a tree 

branch skewed through them, and listening to a popular American Hip Hop song on his cell 

phone while walking from an inland plantation to his home where he will eat Chinese instant 

noodles and taro cooked with coconut cream for dinner and watch New Zealand news on 

TV. 

A European administrator, frustrated with Samoan society‘s resistance to external 

agencies, once compared its resilience to ―the ability of bamboo to withstand high winds.‖39 

In their book Warm Winds of Change, the Macphersons contended that as the power and pace 

of external forces intensified over time, Samoan social organization became increasingly 

―plural and less able or willing‖ to confront, to engage with, or to manage external 

influences—both the resilience and the flexibility the people once had have been diluted.40 

Of course, external influences and Sāmoa‘s adaptation to them have brought various 

positive outcomes to the country as well. However, in terms of the natural environment of 

Sāmoa, globalization has posed a great threat to the Samoan people‘s way of life, creating ―a 

higher vulnerability to life that is continuously exaggerated by climate change impacts.‖41 

                                                 
39 Ibid, 8-9. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Jackson, ―Paradigm shift, needed in climate change adaptation in Samoa.‖ 
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Figure 7  Statistics on Tafitoala based on survey conducted in 2006 
(Source: Created by the author based on data provided by Sāmoa Bureau of Statistics) 
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Methodology & Approach 

 

Positionality is such a complex, yet critical matter. Distinctions between researcher 

and researched, insider and outsider, and native and non-native are inevitable, and an 

approach to deal with this matter can be one of the determinants of the quality of one‘s 

research. Kirin Narayan indicates in her article, How Native is a “Native” Anthropologist?, that 

―[e]ven the most experienced of ‗native‘ anthropologists cannot know everything about his 

or her own society.‖42 This statement is not meant to underestimate the range or quality of 

indigenous scholars‘ knowledge, but to demonstrate how it is extremely difficult, if not 

impossible, for a non-native anthropologist or ethnographer to understand a foreign culture. 

However, does that mean non-native outside scholars should never conduct research on 

cultures that are not their own? I hope that it is not the case. Instead, non-native researchers 

must understand that they will not even get close to understanding a culture unless they have 

actually lived the culture (as opposed to ‗having lived in the culture‘); that they are always 

running the risk of having elements lost in translation (not necessarily simply due to the 

language itself); and that anyone who welcomes them into a home—whether it be a family, 

village, or culture—deserves all the respect one can possibly give. Having said that, I do 

believe that, with the right intentions, purpose, and methodology, a person who is of a 

completely different race, background, and environment can sometimes offer unexpectedly 

innovative or enlightening perspectives. 

Vilsoni Hereniko once pointed out that ―[t]heory that is appropriate illuminates; 

when this happens, we are better informed and the quest for knowledge is advanced‖; 

                                                 
42 Kirin Narayan, ―How Native is a Native Anthropologist?,‖ American Anthropologist1 95, no. 3 (1993): 671-686, 
678. 
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however, theory that is otherwise distorts truth.43 In search of a critical and effective 

ethnographic methodology that ‗illuminates,‘ especially as a non-native outside researcher, I 

felt the need to go back to basics and ask myself a fundamental question: Whom or what is an 

ethnographic/anthropological study contributing to? In answering this question, I found myself very 

much in agreement with Katerina Teaiwa‘s idea of anthropology as the ―study for the 

indigenous people‖ as opposed to the conventional unilateral view as the ―study of the 

indigenous people.‖44 In the field of the Pacific Islands Studies, one research methodology 

that allows for this idea as being for the indigenous people is ‗Vanua Research,‘ a concept 

introduced by Unaisi Nabobo-baba, which I employ in this master‘s thesis. Vanua research is 

an approach to conducting ethnographic research that benefits the vanua (simply translated 

as ‗land‘ in the Fijian language but in this context also includes the whole worldview that the 

‗land‘ represents) and ensures that ―the love, support and resources given by the people are 

appropriately reciprocated.‖45 It means that the research follows the ―role played by the vanua 

in shaping the process and product of the study.‖46 More specifically, the researcher follows 

certain protocols and controls (and becomes responsible for) what is and is not documented 

in order to prevent damage to relationships. This process fundamentally entails profound 

involvement in the indigenous community, the establishment of a trust relationship (as 

opposed to purely academic) with the indigenous community, and, most importantly, an 

intent and commitment to benefit the vanua and its people.  

                                                 
43 Vilsoni Hereniko, ―Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,‖ in Remembrance of Pacific Pasts 
(Honolulu, Hawai'i: University of Hawai'i Press, 2000), 88. 
44 Katerina Martina Teaiwa, ―Multi-Sited Methodologies: ‗Homework‘ between Australia, Fiji, and Kiribati,‖ in 
Anthropologists in the Field, ed. Lynne Humme and Jane Mulcock (New York, U.S.A. Columbia University Press, 
2005). 
45 Unaisi Nabobo-Baba, Knowing & Learning - An Indigenous Fijian Approach (Suva, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies, 
University of South Pacific, 2004), 25. 
46 Ibid. 
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I conducted my field research while staying with the Samoan family I visit every time 

I travel to Tafitoala. With four years of my friendship and experience with the people of 

Tafitoala before the start of this study building a vital foundation for my research, I 

conducted my preliminary field research during two months in 2008 and engaged in more 

extensive research from May to August in 2009. For the majority of my interviews, I 

employed the form of talanoa, or talanoaga faasamasama noa—in other words, ―participatory, 

unstructured, casual interviews.‖47 In a Western sense, this may be similar to what is known 

as the ―deep hanging out‖ method, a concept posed by Geertz Clifford in On Ethnographic 

Authority.48 Although a questionnaire was produced for the sake of technical formality and as 

an outline of the key questions I had in mind, talanoa occasionally strayed from the list in 

order to keep the conversation, space, and ambience as open and free as possible. My 

decision to employ this methodology was also based on my past experience throughout the 

course of my graduate school education where having a list, a recorder, or a pen and a 

notebook out in an interview often overwhelmed the informants and prevented the 

communication from flowing naturally. For these reasons, my talanoa with the informants 

took place in such locations as their fale, a store, on the street, on the bus—whenever and 

wherever our conversation turned into something deeper. Some were directly related to this 

research, some were not. Some were planned, yet most were spontaneous. My research 

involved approximately 20 core informants; however, talanoa always ended up involving a 

whole lot of others, whoever was interested and jumped into the conversation. The core 

informants were male and female and ranged from 20 to 88 years of age (at the time of 

                                                 
47 Penehuro Fatu Lefale, Ua‟afa le Aso, 4. 
48 Sawa Kurotani, ―Multi-sited Transnational Ethnography and the Shifting Construction of Fieldwork,‖ in 
Anthropologists in the Field – Cases in Participant Observation, ed. Lynne Hume and Jane Mulcock (New York, U.S.A. 
Columbia University Press, 2004), 210. 
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research), from student to pastor, and from untitled persons to the highest chief of the 

village.  

Aside from ethnography, my field research also entailed attending conferences, 

sitting in on a number of meetings, and simply talking with various people who work with 

climate change–related matters. Attending the May 2009 Workshop on Climate Change 

Related Migration—co-hosted by the United Nations Educational Scientific Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO), the Asia Pacific Migration Research Network (APMRN), and the 

University of the South Pacific (USP)—surely provided valuable insights on Pacific Islander 

academics‘ perspectives on climate change–induced relocation. While in Sāmoa, I was also 

given the opportunity to observe the SPREP/UNDP/Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change 

(PACC) Project Inception Meeting held at the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional 

Environment Programme (SPREP). There, I was able to gain perspective on the practical 

side of each Pacific Island state‘s actual efforts toward and struggle in coping with climate 

change, information that is not always accessible to a student simply raiding the library and 

the internet. Via contacts I was fortunate to have, I was able to speak on different aspects of 

the topic with a whole range of people, including people from several divisions at Sāmoa‘s 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MNRE), Sāmoa Bureau of Statistics, 

SPREP, GEF, UNDP, UNESCO, USP, the National University of Sāmoa (NUS), the 

Oceania University of Medicine (OUM), and the Sāmoa Water Authority (SWA). It is 

because of these people whose kindness guided me to other people and places, some of 

whom/which I did not anticipate to reach at first, I was able to see things that I did not see 

before but that were important for me to see. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

CLIMATE CHANGE AND TAFITOALA – THEN & NOW 

 

 
The morning after one utterly silent, raven, new moon night in June was an eventful 

one. The village awoke to overexcited children and the boisterous sound of raging winds and 

waves attacking the faleo„o (ordinary dwelling houses) on the coast (See Figure 8). The waves 

had flowed over the street and submerged fale on the other side. Some faleo„o were severely 

damaged while others were completely uprooted. The beach was largely washed away, 

exposing roots. However, this was not the only such event that year. The following new 

moon descended with even bigger waves—the highest at the time recorded as 1.55prs(m) in 

Apia, Upolu.49 Both occasions followed a combination of high tides and days with strong  

                                                 
49 UNESCO‘s Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) measured the month‘s highest tide at 
1.443prs(m)—id est, water level height in meters measured with a pressure sensor—at 07:03 (Sāmoa Time 
Zone) on 6/23/2009 and 1.550prs(m) at 06:58 on 7/22/2009 at a tide gauge in Apia, Upolu, Sāmoa. *Data 
provided by UNESCO/IOC‘s Sea Level Station Monitoring Facility at http://www.ioc-
sealevelmonitoring.org/ (accessed May 23, 2010). 

Figure 8  High tide in Tafitoala on June 22, 2009 



25 
 

Figure 9  High tide in Tafitoala on June 22, 2009 
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 winds and heavy rains flooding the river and accelerating the current, hence making the 

waves turbulent. Such a phenomenon hardly ever occurred in the past. The people of 

Tafitoala, however, lamented that it has drastically increased both in frequency and severity 

over the years.  

Tafitoala is today one of the most vulnerable villages in Sāmoa because of global 

climate change. Although the vast majority of the people of Tafitoala are now familiar with 

the term ‗climate change,‘ most do not fully understand the full picture, especially the 

mechanism and science behind climate change, the cause of subsequent impacts, and the 

possible future implications for their life in the village. However, people of the village are 

very much aware of the changes in their own natural environment; it is actually surprising 

how clearly and in vivid detail the elders of the village remember almost a century‘s worth of 

changes. The major relocations of Tafitoala and its nearby villages began approximately 60 

years ago. There are only a few still living today who were old enough at the time of 

relocation to fully understand the cause and circumstance behind it. In spite of this, many of 

them still have a clear memory of the events and their experiences. Fortunately, I was able to 

find five elders in Tafitoala who were able to share their stories on this topic: four women 

and a man aged between 71 and 88 years at the time of my field research.  

No documents, to my knowledge, record exactly when and why these villages 

relocated. While some of the elders I talked to said that the primary reason for relocation 

was the loss of residential lands to the sea, others said that relocation occurred because of 

the construction of the Main South Coast Road (hereafter referred to as the ‗main road‘). 

Both reasons are most likely true. From what I gathered, the relocation did not occur in one 

phase; the first extensive relocation took place in 1951 and continued throughout 1952. For 

whatever reason, the main road was slated to be moved inland, and a survey for the new 
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road was certified in 1954; some 

may have decided to relocate later 

on for the convenience of 

transportation and to reunite with 

the rest of their community. The 

1961 map of Tafitoala displayed 

in Figure 10 reveals that the 

relocation had not been 

completed by then, with the 

exception of Vaie‗e, as it shows Fusi and Fāusaga as being both on the peninsula and 

inland.50 However, the last wave of relocation seems to have occurred after the destructive 

cyclone of 1966 severely aggravated land erosion—even those who had insisted on sticking 

to their ancestral lands for as long as they could were forced off of the peninsula.  

Surrounded by the muddied, dark, cold remnants of old settlements forgotten and 

hidden in piles of vegetation, one cannot help but wonder what these vacant, desolate lands 

offered when people once led lives here. This chapter first explores the ruins of old 

settlements left behind by the relocated villages and briefly illustrates what they used to be 

before relocation. This first section comprises storytelling, while the analysis and discussions 

are presented in later chapters. Here, I include a number of photographs, as I believe that 

some photographs portray reality more eloquently than verbal description.51 The journeys 

                                                 
50 Village name ending with ‗-tai‘ means seaward portion of the village while ones ending with ‗-uta‘ means 
inland or mountain side. ‗Fou‘ in Samoan means ‗new‘ and is a suffix which appears to have been used for 
villages, most or all of whose residents relocated to a new location whether from the ocean side to the 
mountain side or vice versa as in Fusi-fou and Sā‗aga-fou. Vaie‗e on the other hand had Vaie‗e-tai as shown in a 
map of the eastern section of Vaie‗e Peninsula from 1887, and Vaie‗e-uta inland, which was later renamed 
Vaie‗e as its people relocated entirely from Vaie‗e-tai to Vaie‗e-uta. (Kramer, ―The Sāmoa Islands Volume I‖, 
1994, 416)  
51 Photographs included in this thesis are taken and provided by the author unless stated otherwise. 

Figure 10  Sāfata on a map of Sāmoa from 1961 
(Source: United Nations, Map No. 1293, provided by the Sāmoa 
Public Library) 
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and experiences of the people of Tafitoala are worthy of remembering for the sake of both 

the children of Tafitoala and the world, as these are representations of what economic 

advancement of the industrial countries cost vulnerable indigenous communities. These 

perspectives give valuable insights to our understanding of the impacts of climate change 

and add humanity to the facts, which then become the truth in the eyes of the victims.  

The second section discusses changes in Tafitoala‘s natural environment as 

experienced by the people of the village. The scientific studies and documentation of 

environmental changes in Tafitoala by the government of Sāmoa and by environmental 

institutions provide useful information and confirm local people‘s observations. However, 

such studies began only recently and are limited. Many physical scientists view local people‘s 

observations and knowledge of environmental changes as subjective and unreliable. 

However, this information can offer much more than anecdotes. In some cases, local 

knowledge runs ahead of scientific corroboration when, because their livelihood depends on 

the natural environment around them, local people are able to observe the changes and 

details that computer models fail to address. Their observations and knowledge over time 

are also valuable and sought by scientists when there is no substantial historical data on 

record, just like in the case of Tafitoala.52 I, therefore, take into account both scientific 

documentation and local observations of the environmental degradation in the village. While 

the first section discusses the past and the second section bridges the past and present, the 

last section goes on to illustrate the social problems (secondary impacts of climate change) 

that currently revolve around and are caused by environmental degradation distressing 

people of Tafitoala today.  

                                                 
52 Barbara Fraser, ―Climate Change Equals Culture Change in the Andes - Melting Sacred Glaciers and Other 
Fundamental Changes Confront the Andes's Quechua-Speaking Farmers,‖ Scientific American, 
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=andes-climate-change-glacieramaru-agriculture, <accessed 
November 12, 2010> 
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Once Were Villages  

 

The elders in Tafitoala all sparkle their eyes when they talk about Fāusaga, Fusi, and 

Vaie‗e-tai, for they were by far the most beautiful villages they had seen. Large white sand 

beaches, which Tafitoala longed for, dazzled day and night. The people all lived in traditional 

thatched open fale that were meticulously built using ‗afa (coir sennit—plaited cord made 

from coconut husks) and without nails, and they were beautiful because no tin roofing or 

cement was used. Alongside the old main road was adorned neatly with yellow-green grass. 

The villages were full of people at all times, and their lives were vibrant with so much 

energy—a picture impossible to envision in what seems now like a ghost town . . .  

Towards the tip of the peninsula, past Tafitoala, lie the former settlements of the 

relocated villages—Fāusaga, Fusi, and Vaie‗e-tai—which are today informally referred to as 

‗tuā‘ (a term generally referring to the back area) now that the remnants of the former 

communities are covered by thick vegetation. Directly adjacent to Tafitoala was a small 

village, Fāusaga. The only pathway to this abandoned settlement is the old main road, which 

once ran from Tanumalala village of Lefaga district to Poutasi village of Faleālili district, 

transecting the peninsula and a river between Tafitoala and Mulivai.53 This road once 

flourished with people coming and going throughout the day; however, trees with exposed 

roots are now the only things saving the road from complete submersion, and there is no 

sense that this was once the old main road that bustled with hundreds of commuters every 

day (see Figure 11).  

                                                 
53 Proclaimed road under Sec. 345 Sāmoa Act 1921 by Western Sāmoa Gazette 25-10-49 p.35 – constructed 
and used as a main road and known as the Southern portion of the Cross Island Road, and the South Coast 
Road, commencing at the southern boundary of the New Zealand Reparation Estates land at Tanumalala 
curving generally South and East to Poutasi in Faleāli‗i. Warrant given on August 26, 1949.  
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Entering the village, the peninsula gets narrower and narrower towards the bend, 

which used to be the center of the village; here, the water from the estuary nearly cuts across 

the peninsula in some places (see Figure 12).  Just after the entrance to old Fāusaga soon 

appears an old graveyard. Many of the graves are marked with rocks that most likely form 

each grave‘s border, but there is one large, solid grave with a tombstone indicating the name 

of a high chief who died in 1887. The waves now ruthlessly reach right up to the graves at 

high tides; they may be inundated during cyclones or king tides. In fact, one woman over 40 

years old remembers occasionally finding bones getting washed away when she was a child. 

It is uncertain how many graves have already been lost to the sea. Past the graveyard is what 

seems to be an old residential area with at least a dozen rock foundations of what were once 

traditional Samoan fale still partly visible, though covered with soil, plants, and trees. Higher 

and more meticulously built foundations (which may have belonged to high chiefs) are 

relatively easier to find (see Figure 13). Suddenly emerging out of a deep forest is an old 

church, which can only be spotted from just a few steps away (see Figure 14). With the 

unkempt trees shutting out sunlight, this desolate forest hides the remains of the old 

settlement and makes the space seem as if nobody ever lived here; the place is awfully quiet 

Figure 11  Left – Old main south coast road in old Fāusaga (2009)  
Figure 12  Right – Water from the estuary nearly crosscutting the peninsula in old Fāusaga (2009) 
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Figure 13  Foundations of old fale at old Fāusaga (2009) 
 



32 
 

Figure 14  The ruin of an old church at old Fāusaga (2009) 
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Figure 15  Red ginger plants opening a path for old Fusi (2009) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 16  A large open area in old Fusi (2009) 
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and dark, and even gives one the chills at times. Not many willingly approach the area today. 

The place appears sorrowfully forgotten and detached. 

Walking past corpse after corpse of coconut trees along an eroded old main road, 

one comes to the end of Fāusaga and the beginning of the next village, Fusi. One would be 

greeted at the entrance to Fusi with lights and colors as the bush gradually opens up to a 

path surrounded by red ginger plants (see Figure 15). The red ginger path quickly leads to a 

large open grass area adorned with many lovely flowers whose colors subtly brighten the 

atmosphere (see Figure 16). It is a beautiful space—quiet, peaceful, and serene. Although 

not many remnants of old residential houses are found in this area, except for a newly built 

simple Samoan fale and some graves, this village has remained in much better condition than 

Fāusaga. Coconut leaves neatly placed on top of one of the graves hint that it has been 

visited recently. The beach, on the other hand, is a long line of denuded coconut tree roots 

quietly yet powerfully telling the story of why the people of Fusi inevitably left such a 

picturesque and charming land (see Figure 17). It is evident that the people of Fusi still visit 

this place. Men and little boys canoe across the estuary from present Fusi to old Fusi in 

search of timber and firewood or to go fishing. Around a rotting dock serenely overlooking 

the present-day Fusi, the sea inundates the ground with knee-deep water at high tides, 

covering over a third of the peninsula‘s width (see Figure 18). 

It gets darker and darker as one approaches Vaie‗e-tai. Vaie‗e-tai was most likely the 

first village to have entirely evacuated the peninsula, which may explain why the vegetation 

in this area seems much thicker and less touched than that in old Fusi and old Fāusaga. 

Dense shrubs make it difficult even to walk, as if the land itself is wordlessly warning people 

to stay away. Shores are lined with dead or dying trees that now stand in the water portraying 

the bizarre scenery. Many rock/concrete fale foundations rest silently buried under the soil. A 
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Figure 17  Beach erosion and dead coconut trees on the coast of old Fusi (2009)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 18  Different times at the dock in old Fusi. Left: low tide on 7/4/2009. Right: high tide on 7/28/2008. 
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church ruin now stands only a few meters away from the sea, and much of the old main road 

is already submerged. A graveyard located away from the residential area appears to have  

been visited, though not much else seems to have been tended to for a while. From what 

one can see today, it is almost impossible to envision this place as having been part of a 

village with a seat of government of Sāfata where district meetings took place.54  

The old main road, which connects Vaie‗e-tai, Fusi, Fāusaga, and Tafitoala, hardly 

remains intact today; yet, as mentioned above, the road was once filled with a number of 

people coming and going every day. As there was no well in Fāusaga, villagers walked this 

road to Tafitoala or to Fusi each day just to fetch water. They walked this road to go to work 

in the inland plantations. Going to the Catholic church on Sundays was apparently quite the 

physical activity for the people of Vaie‗e-tai; as the church in Mulivai was then the only 

                                                 
54 Augustin Kramer, The Samoa Islands: Volume I - Constitution, Pedigrees, and Traditions (Honolulu, HI: University 
of Hawai'i Press, 1994), 303. 

Figure 19  Ruins of church and fale at old Vaie„e-tai (2009) 
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Catholic church in the region, 

Catholic people from Tafitoala, 

Fāusaga, Fusi, and Vaie‗e-tai 

walked this road all the way to 

Mulivai, crossing the river and 

soaking their church clothes, (see 

Figure 20). Sometimes they 

walked carrying their babies or 

young children in baskets made of 

coconut leaves—one in front and another in the back—just like they carry taro or coconuts 

today. Both their physical strength and their faith for the religion were much stronger in 

those days, whereas people are ―weak and spoiled today,‖ said an 88-year-old lady. For 

people in Fāusaga, Fusi, and Vaie‗e-tai who desired to travel to Apia, going through Tafitoala 

was the only way to the road, ‗auala sopo, that crossed the mountains to the capital city of 

Apia.55 People hardly ever went to Apia because of the lack of convenient means of 

transportation and the fact that the market in Apia did not exist at the time. They did 

occasionally travel ‗auala sopo, though, to visit extended families in Apia to share gifts, to take 

ill persons to a hospital in Apia, or to bring a family member‘s corpse back to the village.  

Up until 1947, the only shop on the peninsula was Nelesone (Nelson‘s) store in Fusi; 

thus, everybody from Mulivai to Vaie‗e often walked there to sell dried coconuts and/or 

Samoan cacao in exchange for imported goods such as sugar and rice. In those days, every 

other family had an „ogāumu (oven) or taopopo (stone oven to cook copra) for this reason. 

Although people were poor, as selling coconuts and cacao was the only means to earn 

                                                 
55 Ibid, 302. 

Figure 20  Old Catholic church in old settlement of Mulivai (2009) 
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money, things were a lot cheaper then—two coconuts (whether husked or not) for a 

cigarette and four coconuts for a bar of soap or for bag of sugar or rice, for instance. In 

Tafitoala, there were two Nelesone stores—one at the junction of the peninsula and another 

on a very small point between Tafitoala and Mulivai that becomes completely submerged 

during high tides today. Later on, Pīpī (Burns Philp Co., Ltd.) opened a store in front of the 

Catholic Church in Tafitoala. Coconuts and other things sold by the villagers were collected 

at these stores, picked up by small cargo ships that arrived at the small lagoon at the junction 

of the peninsula, and transported to Apia or elsewhere.  

There were ―teeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeele tagata‖ (maaaaaaaaaaany people) in Tafitoala, said 

the elders. Ships coming from Apia and overseas parked in the lagoon, and large numbers of 

New Zealanders were often seen in the village. If those three villages and the relocated 

people of Tafitoala had never left the peninsula, there would be at least a thousand more 

people using the old main road today. In fact, children who were listening to an elderly lady‘s 

stories by my side asked, ―Was Tafitoala Apia?‖ thinking that Tafitoala may have been the 

country‘s capital or one of its major towns—an impression given by the stories of how lively, 

active, and crowded Tafitoala used to be.  

As there were no vehicles available at the time of relocation, they all packed their 

belongings in boats and simply traveled across the estuary to the other side. Elders of 

Tafitoala remember that the people who chose to relocate experienced a combination of a 

slight hope and apprehension about life in a new place, as well as sorrow over their 

inevitable destiny due to unfortunate circumstances beyond their control. Having to observe 

the majority of three nearby villages as well as much of their own leave, it was not just the 

relocated ones who faced painful misery, but also the ones who remained behind. The place 

looked awfully empty all of the sudden, and they missed their friends and families. Tears 
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shone in the eyes of one 88-year-old Tafitoala woman as she told her story with a sense of 

nostalgia for the past and sorrow for the present: 

In the past, the village was like a town. It was a beautiful place! In those days, most 
of the villagers lived on the beach. It was a very beautiful place with the moonlight 
during the night and sunshine during the day. The beach used to be beautifully white; 
now it is a dirty gray color. What used to be a road is now a beach. Throughout the 
coast used to be coconuts and small taro patches. There were a school and several 
stores on the shore; now they‘re all completely covered by the sea. Some concrete 
posts of the shops still remain standing till this day.  
 
Ali‗i ma Faipule (the village council) maintained peace and prosperity in the village. 
The whole village lived in accordance with the Christian beliefs. Health was seldom 
the problem in the past as most people relied on traditional food. In fact eating 
Samoan food is the main reason people reach 70 years of age and are still active. All 
of these changes are now affecting the foundation of the village. And change in 
lifestyle is also worrying as they are having a lot of impacts on the younger 
generation. It is no longer the same in terms of happiness of people. Tafitoala‘s 
beauty is gone. Tafitoala‘s beauty is gone…56  
 

In the 88 years of her life, the sea has swallowed a school, a church, a road, a committee 

house, at least 3 stores, and many coconut plantations and taro patches, not to mention her 

families‘ and ancestors‘ graves and a countless number of fale. The concrete foundations of 

these buildings remain in the ocean and regretfully manifest themselves at low tides. It was 

more than just buildings, physical space, pleasant weather, and plentiful natural resources 

that they lost; attached to and founded on those submerged lands was a whole dynamic of 

invisible, irreplaceable elements that entail the history, culture, memories and footprints of 

the generations and generations of people who once lived there. As Richard Katz stated, 

sometimes ‗the unseen‘ is the very ―reality of our lives‖ and possesses a substantial power, 

while ‗the seen‘ is often an ―illusion.‖57 

 

                                                 
56 In talanoa with Su‗esu‗e. 
57 Richard Katz, ―The Straight Path: A Story of Healing and Transformation in Fiji,‖ American Anthropologist 96, 
no. 3 (September 1994): 757-758, doi:10.1525/aa.1994.96.3.02a00590, 294. 
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Tafitoala‟s Environment Today 

 

While we walked along the inundated coast where neighboring villages used to be, a 

friend in the village told me, ―You know, I think sami (the ocean) is the king of the world. 

It‘s the strongest of all. No matter how much people try, nobody can stop or beat sami. I 

think this is the end of the world.‖58 Many of Tafitoala‘s people described the ramifications 

of environmental changes that they had faced as ‗the end of the world,‘ an expression that 

demonstrates a sense of human beings‘ helplessness against nature and contains a great sense 

of awe of the power of the almighty—the ocean. The younger generations seemed to feel 

that they had succumbed to the great ocean that rises and submerges more and more of their 

land every year. Meanwhile, older generations seemed to use the expression for slightly 

different aspects, as they had seen, experienced, and survived worse. The first incident that 

the elders thought was ‗the end of the world‘ was the horrific massive cyclone that ravaged 

Tafitoala in 1966; according to one 71-year old woman, this was the first time Tafitoala had 

seen a storm-like rain in her lifetime.59 However, their conception of ‗the end of the world‘ 

was repainted when the even larger cyclones Val and Ofa hit the islands in 1990 and 1991, 

sweeping the village away and denuding its coconut trees, which did not grow back for two 

years. They thought that these were in fact ‗the end of the world.‘  

The natural environment of the peninsula today is completely different from how 

the elders of the village remember it. Shifts in weather patterns were among the significant 

changes people of Tafitoala observed. Back in the day, the sun was warm but never too hot, 

and it shone all year long with only light showers interrupting perhaps one hour a day or one 

day a week to cool the land to a perfect degree. An elderly man explained that working on 

                                                 
58 In talanoa with Fotu. 
59 In talanoa with Lina.  
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the plantation has become more and more challenging in recent years even for younger 

workers because the intense heat and related dehydration caused by rising temperature is too 

physically stressful. Furthermore, today, stormy weather and heavy rain persist for 

consecutive days or sometimes even weeks in what is supposed to be the dry season (June 

through August). In these events, men are often held captive on the plantations, trapped for 

days on the other side of the flooded river and shivering in soaking-wet, wind-damaged 

humble Samoan fale until the rain weakens (see Figure 21).  

Additionally, though it was not an issue in the past, under these circumstances tap 

water gets polluted. The current water system in Tafitoala utilizes the intake solely from the 

river—which also feeds its neighbor, Mulivai—with a very basic coco wire screening system 

set up inside the intake structures; though this system prevents solid rubbish, debris, and 

large sized particles from entering the supply, the water remains untreated and unpurified. 

Figure 21  (LEFT) A humble fale in the plantation 
in which farmers are trapped in case of heavy 
rain and flood (2009) 
 

Figure 22  (RIGHT) Photograph displaying 
quality of water in Tafitoala after approx. 3-hour 
precipitation inland (2009) 
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Therefore, the quality of the village‘s tap water depends on the climate in the mountain. 

After hours of heavy rain in the mountain (even if the rainfall does not reach the seaward 

side), the tap water becomes turbid with soil and sediments as displayed in Figure 22. Under 

this condition, if the rain does not subside for weeks, people have no choice but to boil the 

turbid water for drinking and cooking and to shower with muddy water that leaves 

sediments in the hair. The government of Sāmoa agrees that ―the water resources of Sāmoa 

have encountered many disastrous and difficult situations as a direct result of climate change‖ 

and that its vulnerability is an ―extremely high risk.‖60 The government also pointed out that 

sea level rise and natural beach erosion aggravate the water quality as well by accelerating 

seawater intrusion into underground water aquifers. In fact, seawater intrusion reached the 

village‘s underground water system as early as four decades ago. Some of the wells that once 

provided the village and its neighbors with an abundance of drinking water are now polluted 

with seaweed.  

A decline in the size of fish catches has been one of the primary concerns for the 

people of Tafitoala. On this point, a comprehensive assessment of Sāfata district conducted 

by the government in 2001–2002 notes structural damage to the reefs in the lagoons as well 

as significant reductions in large breeding fish, small fish, and shellfish populations, and it 

points to natural causes like climate change as one of the factors compromising the marine 

resources.61 According to the people, in the old days, men used to go out fishing and return 

with more than enough fish to feed the whole family while women cooked. Food was never 

an issue regardless of how poor they were. Today, it takes at least a few hours in the middle 

of the night to catch the amount of fish needed to feed a family (see Figure 23). There was 

                                                 
60 Ministry of Natural Resources Environment and Meteorology, National Adaptation Programme of Action: Samoa 
(Apia, Samoa, 2005), 24. 
61 Pulea Ifopo et al., Project Reports from the 2002 Pacific Island Community-Based Conservation Course (IAS Technical 
Report No. 2002/12) (Suva, Fiji, 2002). 
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once an abundance of fe„e (octopus) 

under the rocks; malau (small red 

squirrel fish), which people often 

roasted directly on fire and ate; and 

even occasional sapatū (barracuda) in 

the region. The Samoan delicacy palolo 

(sea-annelid worms) and igaga 

(whitebaits), arriving right after palolo 

season, have also declined significantly. The government report also noted the disappearance 

of giant clams and an overabundance of sea urchins and crown-of-thorns starfish that poses 

a concern for bio-erosion in the district.62 Back in the day, an elderly person said, fish and 

shellfish were what they ate, and this made them strong and healthy. However, because fish 

catches are decreasing in size and are therefore often not worth the time and energy spent 

procuring them, fishing has certainly decreased in the village. Lack of food source has been 

increasingly substituted with imported foods. Two separate reports (one in 1993 and another 

in 2002) concluded that if no strategic management plan is implemented, there will soon no 

longer be sufficient marine resources to support the livelihood of future generations in the 

region. 

The most significant change of all, however, is the beach erosion. Unanimously, 

elders of the village claimed that the beach used to be immense. It was large enough several 

decades ago that village boys often played rugby there; there is no such space today. 

Approximately half a century ago, there was a coconut plantation a good distance out to sea 

from where the current shore lies; today, it is buried under the ocean. Some seemed to think 

                                                 
62 Ibid. 

Figure 23  Fish caught in Tafitoala after hours of 
nighttime fishing (2009) 
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that the destruction of the coconut plantation may have expedited the process of beach 

erosion, as waves dug up the roots and left large holes in the ground that indeed allowed 

even further sea intrusion into the land. The land loss of Vaie‗e Peninsula is evident in aerial 

photographs. According to MNRE‘s Mapping Division, areas of dark rocks along the 

peninsula‘s southern coast most likely used to be dry land; if that is the case, the peninsula 

may have looked quite different in the past, as illustrated in Figure 24. This illustration is 

also based on the original German survey of Sāfata Harbor conducted over 120 years ago 

(see Figure 25). It only shows a tip of the peninsula, yet the change in its morphology seems 

to be substantial. Although the accuracy of the map is presumably less than that of the aerial 

photograph, as the survey was done by hand, the dissimilarity between these two images 

seems far too large to be entirely attributed to inaccuracy by the hand survey. 

Many in Tafitoala have noted that shoreline erosions have worsened in recent years. 

People in their 40s and 50s seemed to think that the shoreline used to be at least 10–20 

meters away from where it is now, while elders in their 70s and 80s seem to think it was 

much farther. One of the old ladies in her 70s shared a story from her childhood. 

Traditionally, toilets were set up on the tip of a pier that went out over the ocean. As a child, 

she hated going to the bathroom at night because she had to run her legs off all the way 

from her fale, across the street, and through the wide beach to the tip of the pier in order to 

make it in time. She reckons that the distance from the street to the ocean, which is now 

around 10–15 meters, was approximately 70–100 meters back in the day. I at first speculated 

that this may have been a slight, unintentional overstatement given that she was much 

smaller at the time and may have had a different sense of distance. However, her estimate is 

not entirely impossible if the beach really was continuously eroded by approximately one 

meter per year as the government of Sāmoa indicated in its Coastal Infrastructure Management  
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Figure 24  Aerial photograph taken in 1999 overlaying what Vaie„e Peninsula may have been shaped 
like in the past according to old maps and MNRE 
(Source: MNRE Mapping Division, red dotted lines overlaid by the author) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 25  Original German survey from 1887 
(Source: John Mayor) 
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Plan (CIM Plan).63 In fact, when two aerial photographs from 1954 and 1999 are overlaid 

and compared, there is an evident erosion of 30–85 meters (see Figure 26). As the ocean 

approached more and more, her family moved the fale closer and closer to the street, then to 

the other side of the street, and eventually further inland to their current location. At this 

point, they can no longer push farther back, as the seawater from the estuary at the opposite 

side of the peninsula intrudes. Around the narrowest section of the peninsula, the waves at 

times cut all the way across, through residents‘ fale, and flow into the estuary. In fact, 

according to the CIM Plan, about half of Tafitoala‘s development along the coast—―16 

village houses, 2 palagi-style houses, and a church,‖ to be exact—is today located in the 

Coastal Erosion Hazard Zone (CEHZ) and the Coastal Flood Hazard Zone (CFHZ), which 

                                                 
63 Government of Samoa, Coastal Infrastructure Management Plan: Plan Development - Safata District, 56. 

 

Figure 26  A map of Tafitoala showing the shoreline erosion from 1954 to 1999 
(Source: MNRE Mapping Division. Aerial photographs of Tafitoala from 1954 and 1999 overlaid and geo-
referenced by Batistino P. Mponzi. Original photographs provided in the appendices of this thesis.) 
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are ―at high risk‖ with low existing resilience.64 The submersion of fale has become more 

frequent and intense—pounded by the waves, some fale are sometimes entirely destroyed. 

When such events occur, entire mornings are spent fixing the damaged faleo„o and picking up 

and sweeping the litter and sediments that arrive with the waves. These extreme events are 

becoming increasingly costly in terms of the time, money, and resources spent on mending 

the damages caused by the calamity as well as reinforcing infrastructure to adapt to these 

extreme climatic events.  

The 1993 report by the SPREP confirmed that Cyclone Ofa in 1990 in particular 

contributed to severe erosion of the vegetation and sandy beaches at the seaward side of the 

Vaie‗e Peninsula.65 Tafitoala was originally endowed with a highly resilient physical and 

biological coastal system undergoing ―natural processes of deposition from river sources 

maintaining a balance with erosion‖ as long as natural or human-induced changes to the 

coastal environment are not to exceed its capacity to adjust .66 However, this balance has 

been distorted and its adaptability exceeded; the report predicted that Tafitoala‘s future 

coastal vulnerability would likely be ‗extremely high,‘ as ―even gradual sea-level rise could 

significantly affect the morphology of the Vaie‗e Peninsula, leading to acceleration of beach 

erosion which would in turn affect coastal currents and depositional patterns,‖ making its 

biodiversity and ecosystems ―extremely vulnerable‖ if no management strategies are 

implemented.67  

 

                                                 
64 Ibid. 56. 
65 R.C. Kay, F. M. Elisara-Laulu, and R.G. Cole, Integrated Coastal Zone Management Programme for Western Samoa 
and Fiji Islands: Assessment of Coastal Vulnerability and Resilience to Sea-Level Rise and Climate Change - Phase I (Apia, 
Samoa, 1993).  
66 Ibid. 38-39. 
67 Ibid.  
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Social Dilemma 

 

Determining a cause of environmental degradation is a complex matter; it is often 

environmental, political, economical, or sociocultural if not mixture of all. The cause and 

effects of climate change, adaptive methodologies, and their subsequent implications are also 

multifaceted. The previous sections in this chapter established that environmental 

degradation as a result of direct impacts from climate change has been increasingly 

problematic and adversely affects the lives of people in Tafitoala. This problem is apparent 

not only in Tafitoala but also in many other villages throughout Sāmoa, though the severity 

varies. The government of Sāmoa is very much aware of the situation and has launched 

various projects aimed at ensuring a safe and resourceful environment so that the current 

and future generations of Sāmoa can sustain their livelihood and lifestyle with a combination 

of a Western-introduced cash economy and traditional semi-subsistence methods based on 

philosophies and principles of Christianity and fa„asāmoa. These initiatives are highly 

important and necessary as well as effective and helpful for future generations. Nonetheless, 

the enforcement of all ongoing projects combined may collectively be placing some burden 

and economic pressure on the lives of the people in Tafitoala. 

As a solution to the degradation of the vulnerable marine environment in the village 

as well as in neighboring villages, the whole district of Sāfata was designated as a Marine 

Protected Area (MPA). Sāfata MPA is an inclusive, culturally sensitive, tradition- and 

community-based project that is managed by local communities with the help of government 

committees that are comprised of chiefs from each of the 9 villages who ensure that 

management is carried out in accordance with fa„aSāmoa and respect for Christian values. In 

order to minimize anthropogenic degradation of the marine environment, the project 
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banned the ―removal of any plant, animal or other material, either living or dead‖ from the 

strict no-take zones that cover the coastal length of each villages‘ land unless approved by 

Sāfata MPA for research purposes (see Figure 27).68 As noteworthy and inspiring as the 

project‘s intentions and efforts are, this ban on fishing in the no-take zones—in an ocean 

with an already declining volume of marine resources—as well as the resulting punishment 

for violations are placing economic stress on the people of the village. Every month, a 

number of people were caught fishing within the no-take zone and were obliged to pay the 

fine—monetary and/or customary items such as sows, boxes of tin fish, and taro depending 

on the severity of the violation. In some cases, the fono (village council) made an exception 

and excused low-income families from paying the fine. The lowest-income group of 

economically active persons in Tafitoala generate between nothing and SAT417 (USD143) 

                                                 
68 Pulea Ifopo, Safata Marine Protected Area: Management Plan 2008-2010 (Apia, Samoa, 2008), 22. 

Figure 27  Map of Marine Protected Area (MPA) in Safata District 
(Source: MNRE Marine Conservation Section of Environment Conservation Division) 



50 
 

per month. For these families, the rate of dependence on marine resources is much higher 

than that of families with higher income. They simply cannot always afford to abide by MPA 

rules in order to feed their family. 

As for the deteriorating water quality and availability as well as possible ramifications 

for people‘s health, under the government‘s initiative, the Sāmoa Water Authority (SWA) 

constructed a new water purifying system in the village‘s inland plantation area in order to 

provide filtered and treated water to a number of villages on the island‘s southern coast. As 

much as having access to quality water is likely to be necessary and beneficial in the coming 

years, the installation of the new water system has been causing some confusion and 

controversy within the village, as the water will be metered once the new water system takes 

over. With the new system, each household in Tafitoala is estimated to be charged on 

average at least SAT94 per month, which is at least a quarter of the monthly salary of the 

lowest income-earning households in Tafitoala.69 This is more than what they can afford 

given current financial circumstances. The rates applied to commercial entities are even 

higher. A small-scale family-owned beach accommodation (typically known as beach fale) in 

Tafitoala claimed that the new fees would be a major economic burden, especially since 

unpredictable rains and storms are increasingly driving tourists away. 

These dilemmas, which have led to tensions between the government and the people 

of Tafitoala, revolve around the differences between how each party understands the natural 

environment and its resources. For years, the ali„i ma faipule (village chiefs) of Tafitoala and 

the SWA repeatedly exchanged letters, conversations, and visits with one another. While the 

                                                 
69 According to the SWA, the average consumption of water per person in Sāmoa is approximately 240 liters 
per day. Given an average household size in Tafitoala of approximately 8.5 persons, monthly water 
consumption per household is estimated at 61,513 liters. The domestic rates used to calculate these figures 
(provided by the SWA at the time of research) are SAT0.5/m3 for 0-15m3, SAT1.4/m3 for 16-40m3, and 
SAT2.4/m3 for 41m3 and above. 
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SWA occasionally visited the village to explain the advantages and necessity of having access 

to purified water, the ali„i ma faipule repeatedly claimed that they should not have to pay for 

water that belongs, and has always belonged, to them and their ancestors. However, the 

Water Resource Management at MNRE claimed that after the country‘s independence, the 

rivers did not technically belong to the village (which will be further discussed in Chapter 4). 

Such knowledge was not prevalent in the village. 

Another issue with the water improvement project was that the sand used to build 

the water tank and purification facility was mined from the coast of Tafitoala, a site where 

mining was not allowed under the government‘s preliminary environment assessment and 

the MPA rules. This mining is apparent in Figure 28, as it shows three large holes in the 

ocean and two in the beach in the photograph taken in 2009 but not in the one taken in 

2004. Tafitoala has always been the ―hot spot‖ for commercial sand mining because of its 

black, volcanically derived sand and accumulated sediments from the rivers, which, 

Figure 28  Sand mining in Tafitoala - Before (2004) & After (2009) 

(Source: Google Earth) 
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according to the MNRE‘s Division of Land Management, has led to a history of commercial 

sand mining—legal and illegal—in the district. It is unclear how the permit was granted 

when sand mining itself is banned in the village by MPA rules. The project fortunately was 

stopped by the MNRE‘s Division of Environment and Conservation before the operator 

was able to complete the mining of all 800m3 and was moved to another location in the 

southwestern part of the island. However, approximately 100m3 of sand was mined at the 

western end of the village for the construction of the water tanks and was sold to 

commercial mining operators for about SAT100/m3.  

This has resulted in disagreements between the landowners involved, as some were 

willing to sell sand while others were not. Those whose lands are situated in the vicinity of 

the mined areas are highly concerned about future impacts and implications such as 

exacerbated beach erosion in their own lands because of their neighbors‘ decision to allow 

sand mining. They have been discussing this issue at the monthly fono as well as in private 

settings. Despite this, they had not reached a consensus as of August 2009. One way or 

another, commercial sand mining needs to cease or at least be strictly regulated by law 

enforcement. It leads to a significant loss of land and for a price that is ―highly unfair,‖ 

―undervalued,‖ and even a ―rip-off,‖ as the perpetual value of food production, housing, and 

coastal protection would fundamentally exceed the commercial value of the sand extracted.70 

It is a price that certainly does not cover what is needed to cope with the eventual loss of 

land. It is a payment that does not at all compensate for the actual cost of the continuous 

loss of land to erosion and of subsequent damage to people‘s lives, livelihood, and overall 

wellbeing. It may provide brief financial relief to the sellers, but the land is forever gone once 

lost. 

                                                 
70 Sue Miller and Pulea Ifopo, Sand: Value and Associated Issues (Apia, Samoa, 2008), 2. 
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In order to avoid the inundation of village properties, in 2002 the CIM Plan 

proposed replanting vegetation, raising building floors, developing a seawall, managing 

domestic sand mining, upgrading the work road, and eventually and gradually relocating.71 

However, the government has no responsibility to implement the CIM Plan, and most of 

Tafitoala‘s residents are not aware of this.72 Needless to say, Tafitoala has neither the 

capacity nor sufficient resource in terms of finance, leadership, technology, and knowledge 

to singlehandedly implement the CIM Plan. Furthermore, the proposed relocation site does 

not yet have the infrastructure necessary to support new residents, such as electricity and 

potable water. There is also no paved road, no work road, nor any road for that matter; it is 

only accessible by foot through the bush, as the farthest site is 5km inland. In addition to the 

preparation of public infrastructure, the cost of actual moving—including building materials 

and transportation—will need to be supplied even if the cost of labor is to be covered by the 

relocatees themselves. The question of who will be responsible for the costs of constructing 

the necessary infrastructure is a major issue. Thus, problems remain unresolved. 

Here‘s the irony: in order to adapt to aggravated water quality, a new water tank had 

to be constructed to provide Tafitoala with access to purified water. To build the water tank, 

Tafitoala ended up giving up some sand for the project, risking accelerated beach erosion 

and making them even more vulnerable to sea level rise, king tides, and storm surges. 

Tafitoala‘s sand was also mined in the past in order to provide seawalls for other villages 

near Apia that are vulnerable to impacts of climate change, while Tafitoala itself—being just 

as, if not more, vulnerable—has yet to build a seawall of its own. Now they find themselves 

without sand to protect their land and with quality water that they cannot afford. And along 

the way, commercial businesses like sand mining operators have become wealthy, while the 

                                                 
71 Government of Samoa, Coastal Infrastructure Management Plan: Plan Development - Safata District. 
72 Interview with PUMA, MNRE. 
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village has suffered. Status quo could have aggravated or depleted the natural resources in 

the coming age. Nonetheless, the current situation unfortunately reveals that, in an attempt 

to cope with environmental degradation, the village now faces economic pressure (see 

Figure 29). MPA and water projects are all much needed initiatives. The question, however, 

is whether it is feasible given the existing capacity of the village and implemented at a pace 

that traditional rural villages can adapt to. Perhaps a more gradual approach to climate 

change adaptation should be considered. As discussed thus far, Tafitoala has undergone a 

major transformation as a community due to both direct and indirect consequences of 

climate change, a phenomenon that affect all aspects of society, from the physical, 

environmental, economic, and political to the social, cultural, and psychological. The 

following chapter will take a closer look at the sociocultural aspects of this transformation, 

with particular consideration of globalization‘s role as a contributing factor affecting the way 

of life in Tafitoala.  
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Figure 29  A diagram illustrating matters which revolve around climate change in Tafitoala. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE, GLOBALIZATION, & SOCIOCULTURAL 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

 

IPCC addresses the concern for the implications of globalization in relation to 

adverse effects of climate change as follows: 

Globalisation is . . . a major stress, though it has been argued that it is nothing new 
for many small islands, since most have had a long history of colonialism and, more 
latterly, experience of some of the rounds of transformation of global capitalism 
(Pelling and Uitto, 2001). Nevertheless, in the last few years, the rate of change and 
growth of ‗internationalisation‘ have increased, and small islands have had to 
contend with new forms of extra-territorial economic, political and social forces such 
as multinational corporations, transnational social movement, international 
regulatory agencies, and global communication networks. In the present context, 
these factors take on a new relevance, as they may influence the vulnerability of small 
islands and their adaptive capacity (Pelling and Uitto, 2001; Adger et al., 2003a).73 
 

This statement is correct in that globalization is not a new phenomenon in small island states 

in the Pacific, as briefly discussed in Chapter 1. However, it is also correct in that the rate of 

change has risen in recent years and its effects are becoming more and more apparent in the 

changes in the way of life, especially in rural Sāmoa. This chapter first explores how climate 

change and the introduction of Western ways correlatively work together to intricately affect 

the environment and the culture of Tafitoala. This is increasingly problematic, as Samoan 

cultural practices have always helped make Samoan societies more resilient to changes of 

climate and natural environment in the past, according to Climate Change Officer Peniamina 

Pipi Leavai of the UNDP in Sāmoa.74 The chapter then discusses how the history of 

Tafitoala is getting washed away along with the increasingly submerged lands, highlighting 

the role of globalization and westernization in accelerating the decay of traditional measures 

                                                 
73 Mimura et al., ―Small Islands.‖ 693p. 
74 Jackson, ―Paradigm shift, needed in climate change adaptation in Samoa.‖ 
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to perpetuate these cultural elements. Today, it is feared that there will be a wave of cultural 

extinction of indigenous groups throughout the world due to the effects of climate change in 

this age of globalization. If not rituals and traditions, the loss may be of indigenous ways of 

life, philosophies, epistemologies, arts or even languages, all of which are built upon a 

cultural foundation. While some of these cultural impacts are short-term or temporary, long-

term effects may be difficult to discern because the changes are gradual. Just as the loss of 

glaciers means the loss of culture, traditions, and the way of life for the people of the Andes, 

so does the loss of land mean such cultural loss for the people of Tafitoala and for many 

others in the Pacific as they face ―the end of history.‖75  

Interrelation between Climate Change & Globalization 

 

Globalization and climate change have such an intricately intertwined correlation, 

both in their causal relationship with environmental degradation and in terms of their impact 

on indigenous culture. The first example is a case in which the introduction of western ways 

and climate change together directly led to environmental aggravation. Take the degradation 

of Tafitoala‘s marine environment for instance: while climate change severely affected the 

marine environment as described in the previous chapter, unsustainable resource 

management also played a role. Dynamite fishing was introduced by the western world and 

is believed to have led to considerable destruction of corals, which perhaps contributed to a 

decrease in the fish stock in Tafitoala‘s ocean. Sand mining is another factor that exacerbates 

beach erosion. While traditional thatched houses, fale Sāmoa, became more and more 

vulnerable to cyclones that significantly increased and intensified as a result of adverse 

                                                 
75 Reuters, ―Islands Fear ‗End of History‘ Due To Climate Changes‖ (Cancun, Mexico), 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2010/11/30/us-climate-islands-idUSTRE6AT0KW20101130, <accessed 30 
November 2010> 
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effects of climate change, the introduction of cement certainly enabled the construction of 

more solid Western-style concrete houses, fale pālagi, making them more resilient to 

destructive cyclones. As a consequence, however, the use of sand to make cement 

accelerated the erosion of Tafitoala‘s land, which was already under threat of erosion by the 

rising sea.  

What lie behind these phenomena are an increased need for financial assets and a 

subsequent change of mentality bolstered by the gradual shift from subsistence living to 

participation in the cash economy. People of Tafitoala in the past have always managed 

natural resources by taking into account its availability for future generations. However, 

today, some people can no longer afford to do so for their own survival, as expressed by 

concerned elders of Tafitoala. Increased financial stress from the postmodern consuming 

society and a natural decline in the volume and quality of marine resources have pushed the 

environment even farther towards the edge through overexploitation. Change of mentality 

was another component of their concerns regarding this issue. According to the people of 

Tafitoala, this modern-day, market-based economy has introduced a sense of ‗ownership‘ 

and ‗individualism,‘ something that never existed before, and people have become more 

possessive of their belongings. This increasing detachment from traditional values, especially 

among younger generations, can be seen in the way people now sell sand from their own 

property to fulfill their temporary capitalistic needs and wants but risk the erosion of not 

only their land but also that of the whole surrounding area.  

Another factor that has contributed to this shift in mentality from communal to 

individualistic thinking is the introduction of fale pālagi, according to the elders. In addition 

to the environmental degradation caused by sand extraction, the cultural implications of the 

new house design had significant impacts on the way of life in the village, altering the way in 
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which people interacted with each other both within and beyond families. ―Fale pālagi was 

the death of Sāmoa,‖ one of the elders said, ―it was the end of Sāmoa and start of pālagi way 

when fale had walls.‖ Once there were walls, there were boundaries, and the village shifted 

from being one large collective family to being a cluster of separate households. ―People 

helped each other and stayed together back then, but the culture of ‗sharing‘ is disappearing,‖ 

lamented the elder. The introduction of fale pālagi, of course, is not the only factor but one of 

many that led to the gradual fading of the culture of ‗sharing.‘ Collaboration and communal 

living within society have given Samoan societies great strength in coping with 

environmental crises throughout history. As Leavai points out, an ―economical way of living‖ 

and a shift from ―communalism to individualism‖ further contribute to a decay in the 

cultural practices of traditional sustainable ways of life, posing a substantial threat to Samoan 

society.76  

Unfortunately, this is only the beginning of a long chain of cultural changes that 

follow, one that spreads out in many directions, each link diverging to make new branches, 

and the cycle repeats while globalization continues to play an influential role all along the 

chain. Let us pursue the branch of degradation of the marine environment, for instance. It 

has been established that the introduction of Western technologies, a subsequent change in 

mentality, increased financial stress from participation in the capitalistic market economy, 

and climate change have altogether aggravated the marine environment. Poor marine 

resource conditions led to a decrease in the size of fish catches and created demand for 

alternative food sources. This coincided with increasing introduction of imported foodstuffs 

and drove people to depend more on the consumption of processed foods like canned 

goods and junk food—a common emblem of globalization. Not only does this add financial 

                                                 
76 Jackson, ―Paradigm shift, needed in climate change adaptation in Samoa.‖ 
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stress because their primary source of income, the natural environment, has been 

compromised, it also puts the continuation of their traditional fishing methods at risk and 

alters their traditional diet. It is only in recent years that Chinese instant noodles have made 

their way onto the daily table in rural Tafitoala.  

Elders of the village are knowledgeable in traditional disaster reduction measures, 

such as traditional food storage/preservation, which have been practiced by a long line of 

ancestors. When there was a food surplus, they often made masi, which is made of ripe 

breadfruits fermented in the ground, flattened, wrapped in banana leaves, and cooked in an 

umu (earth oven), to be consumed in times of scarcity. Samilolo—coconut flesh fermented 

with seawater and cooked in a package with taro leaves—is another example. However, 

today, such methods have been almost entirely replaced by the consumption of cheap, 

imported preserved foods. The disappearance of one particular traditional dish may not 

seem to be significant to some. However, it is often followed by a loss of culture and the 

philosophies associated with it. His Highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‗isi Efi spoke of 

Samoan indigenous tradition pertaining to samilolo. The ritual of making sami lolo was once 

performed in preparation for a long ocean voyage in order to celebrate ―the coming together 

of the tapu of the sea and the tapu of the flesh of the coconut,‖ stated His Highness.77 That is, 

to celebrate the spiritual connection between the tree and the earth, the coconut and the sea, 

and, lastly, the coconut and the man. Within these celebrations, tapu of the land, the sea, and 

the man, as well as the legend of Tuna and Sina,78 are remembered and celebrated. In this 

                                                 
77 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta'isi Efi, ―Water and the Samoan Indigenous Reference,‖ in “Te Au o te Moana: 
Across Oceania” Symposium (Le Auva'a, Samoa, 2008). 
78 The legend of Tuna and Sina tells a story of the origin of the coconut tree. It is also ―a story about 
unrequited love where in the end the eel (Tuna) who pines for Sina without avail, eventually wills himself to 
death.  His parting words to his beloved were: ‗When I die cut my head off and bury it in the earth and it will 
grow into a tree whose leaves will weave mats and shutters; whose milk will sustain your thirst; and whose flesh 
will give you food.  Every time you dehusk the nuts from this tree you and your descendants will see my 
face.  And every time you drink the milk from my mouth it will be an act of my undying love.‘‖ Still today, the 
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sense, His Highness stated, eating samilolo is equivalent to taking communion in a Christian 

ritual.79 Thus, it is not only a dish but also a traditional form of resilience to changes in the 

environment. The disappearance of a dish may mean the disappearance of a cultural practice 

with a significant meaning into which Samoan philosophy, epistemology, history, knowledge, 

and wisdom are woven.  

A report by the SPREP stressed that ―economic hardship resulting from the diverse 

but collective impacts of climate variability and change may well become one of the key 

factors exacerbating and perpetuating impacts on human health.‖80 Increased dependence on 

imported processed foods due to a lack of traditional food sources is one example of this, as 

an increase in ma„i pālagi (introduced illnesses) such as ma„i suka (diabetes) as well as obesity 

is a major issues not only in Tafitoala but also throughout Sāmoa and beyond. In fact, 

international health authorities have recently ranked the Pacific as the fattest region in the 

world, and weight-related diseases are now responsible for three-quarters of Pacific deaths, a 

phenomenon that, according to World Health Organization nutritionist Temo Waqanivalu, 

is blamed on the shift from traditional diet to imported processed food.81 While ―the air, 

land, sea, and the plant and animal life in them‖ were once considered all that was needed 

for a ―complete and balanced existence‖ in the past, this is no longer the case because of the 

constantly changing climate. Substituting a lack of traditional food sources with imported 

                                                                                                                                                 
coconut tree is ―an essential feature of Samoan agriculture and core to Samoan spirituality.‖ http://www.head-
of-state-samoa.ws/pages/speech_water.html (accessed March 22, 2011). 
79 Ibid. 
80 Hay et al., Climate Variability and Change and Sea-level Rise in the Pacific Islands Region: A Resource Book for Policy and 
Decision Makers, Educators and Other Stakeholders, 27. 
81 Pacific Islands News Association, ―Pacific Ranked Fattest Region in the World‖ (Melbourne, Australia), 
http://www.pina.com.fj/?p=pacnews&m=read&o=13685704984dae4a5278b6e631ca64, <accessed 21 April 
2011> 
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foods also seems to have led to a transformation in the perception of good health as a result 

of increased separation from a lifestyle that is in harmony with nature.82  

Further exposure to ma„i pālagi may also affect Samoan traditional medical practices 

and knowledge. In contemporary Sāmoa, the indigenous and introduced medical paradigms 

have coexisted in terms of medical practices, beliefs, and public health programs; in fact 

Western-trained doctors today refer to or encourage patients to seek the assistance of fofō 

(Samoan traditional healers), and vice versa, depending on the type of illnesses: ma„i Sāmoa 

(illnesses that are indigenous to Sāmoa) or ma„i pālagi.83 However, if cases of ma„i pālagi are to 

exceedingly increase in the future along with the aggravated climate and increased 

consumption of imported foodstuffs, rural local populations may someday become more 

familiar with the Western medical paradigm and gradually shift from having been almost 

entirely reliant on local fofō in the past to predominantly counting on Western-trained 

doctors, somewhat threatening and diluting the role and importance of local fofō and their 

knowledge. The range of fofō‘s knowledge varies from one fofō to another and is usually 

passed on within a family to young children who are naturally endowed with the technical 

competence and personal qualities that are essential to becoming a fofō. There is no 

generalized, standardized, or institutionalized school of thought in traditional healing in the 

form of written educational texts; in fact, generational transfer of indigenous medical 

knowledge is highly oral, occurs predominately through observation, and depends largely on 

memorization. For these reasons, the knowledge and wisdom of each fofō are almost like a 

sacred family legacy and are incredibly valuable. Of course, change of diet as a result of 

climate change and globalization does not directly translate into the sudden extinction of 

                                                 
82 Macpherson and Macpherson, Samoan Medical Belief and Practice, 149. 
83 Ibid. 
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indigenous traditional medical knowledge; however, gradual changes are extremely difficult 

to discern, and it is important to be aware of various possibilities.  

As has been described throughout this section, globalization and climate change have 

a complicated interrelation with one another with regards to their impact on the natural 

environment as well as on culture (see Figure 30). The earlier example of the decrease in 

fish catch size and its possible effects as discussed thus far is summarized in the diagram 

below (see Figure 31). Globalization not only plays a role in environmental degradation, 

which makes the village more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, but also 

continues to take part in the development of an adaptive capacity and methodology for 

coping with the impacts of environmental degradation. However, how adaptation to climate 

change can possibly promote globalization (the dotted arrow in Figure 30) is yet to be 

sufficiently researched., Future implications for culture (and what revolves around it), which 

can be a key factor in achieving overall wellbeing and maintaining social harmony and 

cohesion within a Samoan society, will significantly vary depending on whether societies 

include traditional measures in their adaptive methodology or adapt with purely Western 

methodologies that rely on imported goods and philosophies. This is further explored in 

Chapter 5. ―Living for each day, to ensure there is food on the table and the whole family is 

fed, is how the majority of Samoans operate. But such an attitude may need a little shift with 

the visible impacts of climate change albeit gradual in [its] appearance,‖ states Leavai.84 He 

further points out that thorough planning is increasingly necessary in order to adapt to 

climate change, and it not only involves reactive and long-term planning for the anticipated 

                                                 
84 Jackson, ―Paradigm shift, needed in climate change adaptation in Samoa.‖ 
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physical impacts, but also must consider the ―post modern society forms such as 

globalization and capitalism.‖85 

 

 

                                                 
85 Ibid. 
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History Washed Away 

 

Not only have fale pālagi changed the way in which people think, behave, and interact 

with one other, as briefly discussed in the previous section, they have also changed the way 

in which history is nurtured, passed on, and perpetuated. According to the elders of Tafitoala, 

when people lived in fale Sāmoa (traditional-style thatched housing), the whole family sat 

around the fire—the only light in the fale—during the night, and grandparents would tell 

stories that taught the younger generations Samoan mythology, history, customs, 

epistemology, and cosmology. In the absence of modern entertainment such as TV, radio, 

videogames and cell phones, these bedtime stories were the only nighttime entertainment for 

children and teenagers; in fact, they found the stories so amusing and interesting that nobody 

went to tafao (roam around) in the village at night like they do today. According to one 

woman, grandparents kept telling the stories even after they heard the children snore. Today, 

due to the changes in lifestyle and mentality in the age of globalization, these oral traditions 

are less and less talked about. Younger generations of the village are less and less familiar 

with their own genealogies, legends, and stories of the past. 

Samoan indigenous history is a ―story of tulaga vae, or turangawaewae, footprints in the 

sands of time,‖ states his highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‗isi Efi.86 For Samoan 

culture is an oral one traditionally without a written language, these footprints were recorded 

in ―rituals, dances, chants, songs, honorifics, family genealogies and names of places, peoples 

and events,‖ which themselves were the ―language or communication medium transferring 

knowledge and history between generations.‖87 Today, however, the perpetuation of these 

‗languages‘—hence their history—is being challenged amid the age of globalization. Possibly 

                                                 
86 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‘isi Efi, ―Clutter in Indigenous Knowledge, Research and History: A Samoan 
Perspective,‖ Social Policy Journal of New Zealand, no. 25 (2005): 61-69, 62. 
87 Ibid. 
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a more fatal challenge is that the land—whose name symbolizes and tells the history of the 

place as well as the reason for its existence—itself is disappearing.  

My talanoa with the elders of the village turned out to include many other family 

members and neighbors of various generations—from little children and teenagers to young 

adults and older adults who ranged from 40 to 50 years old—because the elders‘ stories were 

so fascinating. As for stories symbolic of the origin of the land (whether it be the village, the 

district, or the morphology of the peninsula), old people remember them to the tiniest detail 

as though reading a history book in their mind, but younger generations‘ memories of these 

stories are largely fragmentary and ambiguous. Furthermore, many of the stories of the 

recent past, such as the ones briefly told in Chapter 2, were new to most; in fact, not many 

of the younger generations knew of the relocation of their neighboring villages, let alone the 

lives people once led when those villages still existed on the peninsula. The tracing of 

historical events through these stories and folk tales has become more and more difficult. 

Knowledge and wisdom are rapidly lost. 

Tafitoala, Vaie‗e Peninsula, and the district of Sāfata hold such a rich and intriguing 

history, however. Legends about the origin of Sāfata district and of Vaie‗e Peninsula as well 

as the story of Tamālelagi, who was born in Sāfata, are just a few examples of well-known 

stories from its history (various versions of which are mentioned in some early accounts) 

that people of the region take pride in. Vestiges of these stories are everywhere throughout 

Tafitoala, Sāfata, and beyond. For example, the estuary holds an anecdote of modern history 

that has perhaps never been documented or shared with the world. During the early 1900s, 

the small lagoon on the eastern side of Tafitoala was often used as a port for New Zealand 

ships. Amid the Mau movement, one of the high chiefs of Tafitoala, a supporter of the Mau 

Movement, used to hide the Mau warriors behind his fale. One day, New Zealand soldiers 
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came to look for them, and the chief notified the Mau warriors who then hid as usual 

beneath the muddy estuary through which the New Zealand soldiers could not see. However, 

there was one Mau warrior who could not hold his breath any longer and raised his head 

above the surface. It was then that he was shot in between his eyebrows and killed. This is 

merely one of the many stories that only a few people of the village remember. Places like 

this, full of rich history, are the ones going under. I illustrated in the previous chapter how 

vibrant and flourishing Tafitoala once was before the submersion of the neighboring villages. 

Some of these lands that are currently under threat of submersion will surely sink, taking 

with them pieces of history that may never again be known.  

Not limited to Tafitoala, this phenomenon is increasingly occurring throughout rural 

villages of Sāmoa. On this point, his highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‗isi Efi highlights 

the need to make an extra effort in order to pass on as well as to perpetuate traditional 

knowledge as follows:  

[T]he socio-political structure of Samoa has changed. The influence of Christianity, 
Western democracy and global capitalism on Samoa‘s indigenous socio- political 
structure has been profound. The need to lift the tapu over certain knowledges 
emerges as our indigenous knowledges and histories become lost with the passing 
away of traditional custodians.88  
 

Elders of the village are very much aware of and concerned about this phenomenon and 

seem to agree with the view of His Highness. In fact, some asked to document the stories 

they shared with me so that the younger generations will have something to refer to for they 

feared that they would grow without knowing their origin and identity as the loss of the 

region‘s histories gradually but surely becomes a regrettable reality. If one day the land were 

to disappear into the sea without these stories having been passed on, it would be as though 

the land and its history had never existed. Tafitoala is today very much at stake. 

                                                 
88 Ibid, 63. 
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Despite the elders‘ request to document the oral traditions of the village, I do 

concern the possibility of generalization of history if documented. In Sāmoa, every family 

has its own version of history—or the truth—that is the accumulation of generations of 

storytelling by those who sincerely cherished the past and treasured the history woven by 

their ancestors. Truth is multi-faceted. It is also ―flexible and negotiable‖ as eminent Pacific 

scholar Epeli Hau‗ofa states.89 The existence of a written history text runs the risk of fixating 

the truth, but not the whole truth, focusing extensively on when, where, and how what 

happened. Oratory allows room for different people‘s perceptions of, feelings about, 

reactions to, and experiences with the truth, not to mention the knowledge and wisdom 

cultivated through it—id est, the real human journey and transformation in history. The 

valuing of the written word over and above oratory is merely a Western philosophy, and 

according to Vilsoni Hereniko, when it is applied, ―indigenous ways of being are 

marginalized.‖90  

  

                                                 
89 Epeil Hau'ofa, ―Pasts to Remember,‖ in Remembrance of Pacific Pasts (Suva, Fiji: Center for Pacific Studies, 
University of Auckland and Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, 2000), 453-473, 
doi:DU28.3.R45 2000, 454. 
90 Hereniko, ―Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,‖ 84. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

WORLDVIEW OF FANUA 

 

 

Chapter 1 established that there is a prevailing lack of understanding of just how 

significant it is for the people of the Pacific Islands to lose their ancestral lands. To gain a 

deeper perspective, comprehension of the indigenous perception of land is crucial. The gap 

between Western and Pacific perceptions of land lies in the ―principle difference between 

custom and the market.‖91 As opposed to the Western perception of land as simply ‗physical 

space,‘ ‗property,‘ or a ‗financial asset‘ and its association with the concept of ‗ownership,‘ in 

many parts of the Pacific, land is not only a physical being but also a source of life, genealogy, 

history, tradition, privilege, responsibility, beliefs, philosophy, and space that is spiritual and 

sacred, which are embedded in relationships each of which is interconnected. The following 

poem by Fa‗autu Talapusi eloquently reflects such a personal, multifaceted relationship 

between a man and his land within the context of the Samoan worldview of fanua (meaning 

both ‗land‘ and ‗placenta‘ in the Samoan language). 

“I am the Fanua” 
 

I am the fanua 
The placenta buried in my ancestral land after childbirth 

I am the pute 
The umbilical cord buried and my link to my fanua 

 
I am the fanua 

The land which holds my history, my life, my death 
I am the fanua 

The land of my people, my ancestors, my descendents 
 

I am the fanua 
That which bonds me to the air, the earth, the sea 

I am the fanua 
That which binds me to the plants, the animals, the fish 

                                                 
91 Saleimoa Va'ai, Samoa Fa'amatai and the Rule of Law (Apia, Samoa: National University of Samoa, 1999), 47. 
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I am the fanua 

My mother's pain and joy in giving life 
I am the fanua 

Mother earth's pain and joy in giving life 
 

I am the fanua 
God's beautiful and unparalleled creation 

I am the fanua 
God's undying and steadfast love 

 
I am the fanua 

Wailing in despair at my self-destruction 
I am the fanua 

Dying of a slow suicide 
 

I am the fanua 
Expecting God's revelation 

I am the fanua 
Believing in God's promise 

 
I am the fanua 

You are the fanua 
We are the fanua.92 

 
The previous chapter touched on one aspect of the significance of loss of land in terms of 

the associated loss of history and knowledge due to the effects of both climate change and 

globalization. This chapter explores the multifaceted worldview of fanua in the Samoan 

context and refers to examples from Tafitoala to argue that the perception of land loss as a 

simple disappearance of physical space neglects its deeper implications and complexities. 

Such an intimate and sacred relationship between people and their land is demonstrated 

through references to the significance of ‗land‘ in the fa„asāmoa (Samoan tradition and 

customs), the fa„amatai (Samoan chiefly system), and the sense of belonging to and longing 

for one‘s ancestral land that have been observed in various occasions in Tafitoala.   

                                                 
92 Faautu Talapusi, ―I am Fanua‖, 2009, http://stranzdocs.blogspot.com/2008/08/poetic-meditaiton-on-
fanua-by-faautu.html, <accessed February 18, 2011>. 
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Fanua as Genealogy, History, and Identity 

 

Central to the Samoan way of life is the fundamental principle of ‗vā tapuia,‘ the 

sacred space and relationship between human beings and all other living things—an 

interconnection and interdependence among all levels of creation, states His Highness Tui 

Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‗isi Efi.93 The term implies that ―there exists a sacred essence, a life 

force beyond human reckoning‖ in relations among all things living and dead.94 More 

specifically, there are three types of vā tapuia: 1) vā tapuia between one person and another 

(such as between siblings, a parent and a child, a host and his guest, two people of either the 

same gender or different gender, and even between the dead and the living); 2) vā tapuia 

between a person and his/her environment (such as the fanua, sea, sky, and flora and fauna); 

and 3) vā tapuia between the creator and the created.95 His Highness explains that this 

interconnection and interdependence is divinely bestowed and equated and that the balance 

is sacred. ―The vā tapuia between the person and the environment has always been at the 

core of our existence,‖ says Tuala Tagaloa.96 And from the very elements of the cosmos are 

born the Samoan philosophy and attitude as well as the practice that maintain a balance with 

all aspects of life.  

Samoan children are born into the world of fa„asāmoa. In the tradition of Sāmoa, a 

child‘s afterbirth—the baby‘s source of life—is buried within the family land (as the dual-

meaning term itself suggests) in order to spiritually, culturally, and physically ―link the infant 

with place and community.‖97 Throughout the child‘s life, he will learn, experience, and 

                                                 
93 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta'isi Efi, ―Water and the Samoan Indigenous Reference.‖ 
94 Karlo Mila-schaaf, Regional Pacific Ethics of Knowledge Production Workshop (Wellington, New Zealand, 2008), 80-
81. 
95 Tuala Sale Tagaloa, ―Va Tapuia: An Environmental Vision,‖ Tourism: 3-5,‖ 4. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Lay et al., Samoa - Pacific Pride, 15. 
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nurture this direct inherent relationship with his fanua under the guidance of his „āiga (family), 

and after a lifetime of loyally fulfilling obligations to his „āiga, fanua, and community, he will 

be returned to the place of birth for burial. ―The strength of the family, the close family ties, 

fashion all aspects of the Samoan‘s life, protecting it from the cradle to the grave,‖ stated 

Kramer on this point.98 He also stressed that nothing was thought to be more repulsive than 

to remain unburied or to be buried in foreign soil; if someone died a violent death in a war, 

for example, his family went to the place where he had lost his life in order to ―catch his 

aimlessly roaming soul.‖99 Likewise, it is not unusual for parties of Samoan migrants to 

return from New Zealand with the body of a person who had died abroad in order to bury 

him/her in the family cemetery in the village of origin.100 Samoan people have buried their 

families in their native soil for generations, and this is considered of ―paramount 

significance‖; thus, the fanua in this sense is their ancestors‘ blood, sweat, and tears, which 

enabled their very existence.101  

Intimately associated with fanua is one‘s matai (chief) title. Aiono Tagaloa Dr Fanaafi 

refers to Samoan identity as the following: a) the matai title to which people are born; b) the 

land owned by the matai title (which will be discussed further in the next section); and c) the 

Gagana or Samoan language.102  In the tradition of Sāmoa, the matai title is existing evidence 

of ―the history of the family and their lands, the wars fought, the bloodlines and the alliances, 

and the family heritage.‖103 In the context of Tafitoala, a famous story of the war that broke 

out in Sāfata between Alataua (the eastern half of Sāfata) and Satunumafono (the western 

                                                 
98 Augustin Kramer, The Samoa Islands: Volume II - Material Culture (Honolulu, HI, U.S.A. University of Hawai'i 
Press, 1995).114-115. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Macpherson, ―Transnationalism and Transformation in Samoan Society,‖ 170. 
101 Kramer, The Samoa Islands: Volume II - Material Culture, 115. 
102 Peggy Fairbairn-Dunlop, ―Changing Perception of Land: Samoa 2000,‖ Continuing Education (2000): 63-71, 
64. 
103 Ibid. 
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half) and determined the government of the district is one example. With the help of Tupa‗i, 

who was ordered by Nafanua, Satunumafono was able to defeat Alataua, and afterwards a 

man from Tafitoala was sent to Satunumafono in order to restore peace.104 This man was 

then given the matai title into which this piece of history is woven, and his descendants have 

carried on the title to this day. The titleholder and his family take great pride in their 

forefathers‘ accomplishments, and the title is an eminent honor bestowed upon successors. 

Thus, fanua links an individual to his genealogy, and genealogy links him to knowledge of 

lineage, which serves as the ―blood arteries of Samoan society.‖105 This knowledge of lineage 

and history is embedded throughout the culture—in words and names, honorifics and 

fa„alupega, oral traditions like legends and mythology, chants and songs, and even dances.106 

While fa„alupega acknowledge characteristics and the hierarchies of villages, districts, and 

national matai entities, oral histories link individuals to the gods and are ―passionately 

guarded for they carry with them a wealth of titles and land.‖107 These family histories and 

genealogies are passed on to heirs not only through knowledge transfer but also through 

active participation in traditional activities, and it is almost a ―sacred obligation‖ to 

perpetuate the family memoirs within the „āiga.108 

Each village and district, like the „āiga, has a distinctive history and identity associated 

with its fanua. The story of the origin of Sāfata district is one example. Though there have 

been several theories as to the origin of Sāfata mentioned in early accounts, the following is 

one that makes the most sense to the people of Tafitoala. ―Ua malie toa, ua malie tau! ‗Ou te 

                                                 
104  Brother Fred Henry, Samoa: An Early History, 75. 
105 Va'ai, Samoa Fa'amatai and the Rule of Law, 37. 
106 A fa„alupega is the ceremonial style and address of a person or social group traditionally associated with a 
certain area. Such a style and address usually includes a specific reference to the most important titles or kin-
groups in strict order of precedence. (definition provided by Samoan dictionary by G. B. Milner) 
107 Vanya Taule'alo, Va Tapuia: Old Traditions Define New Identities, 2001, 98. 
108 Lay et al., Samoa - Pacific Pride, 22. 
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lē toe sau i le auliuli tau. ‗Ae ‗o le a ‗ou sau i le auliuli folau.‖ (―Great warriors. Well fought. 

When I return no longer will I come in the black clouds of war, but will come in the same 

clouds of sail.‖) This is a well-known speech, what orators refer to as the ‗Covenant of 

Tulatalā.‘ It was a speech of reconciliation and congratulations made by the king of Tonga, 

Tuitoga, to admire two brave Samoan warriors who ultimately defeated the Tongans and 

successfully put an end to centuries of cruel occupation. These two great warriors Tuitoga 

referred to were brothers, Tuna and Fata. Ironically, because they both coveted the very first 

Malietoa title, the brothers ended up killing each other, and the title was conferred on their 

eldest brother, Savea, who prayed over and resuscitated them. Fata then turned to the 

southern part of the island to establish a new clan, hence the name Sāfata. Sā, in the Samoan 

language, refers to a ―collective name of a kin-group of varying extension, the name of 

whose head immediately follows and takes the emphatic form.‖109 Thus, the people of Sāfata, 

in this sense, are the family of Fata, the great warrior who liberated the Samoan people from 

prolonged, brutal occupation. These great pieces of history and genealogy are woven into the 

name of each place and are directly associated with regional identity and pride.  

Fanua is identity and belonging. It is endowed at birth and is further nurtured 

throughout one‘s life. It is deeply rooted in the soil, rocks, rivers, old trees, the peninsula, the 

sea, and the environment that surrounds people. The very first page of the book Su„esu„e 

Manogi – In Search of Fragrance: Tui Atuia Tupua Tamasese Ta„isi and the Samoan Indigenous Reference 

contains the following phrase:  

Manogi le mosooi ma le lagaali, 
Faaoso e le sea ma le asi, 

Ma le sinago ua fenamua‗i‖ 
… 

The scent of the mosooi and the lagaali 

                                                 
109 G. B. Milner, Samoan Dictionary, ―Sā.‖ 
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Enhanced by the sea and the asi, 
And the sinago which adds to the aroma  

of many fragrances110 
 

Such is the sensation of sentiment evoked by the perfumes of a former residence that the 

famous Afoafouvale nostalgically and longingly adored in a solo (chanted song) while staying 

in a remote land. The people of Sāmoa, in special village affairs, weave a garland of flowers 

and plants found in the village and specifically picked for both their sweet aromas and their 

associations with people and place.111 The authors state that ―Fragrances of the land are so 

deeply embedded in our psychic and bodily memories that when separated from home . . . it 

is to these familiar aromas that one pines.‖112 The fact that Samoan people resonate their 

psyche with such small details from their natural environment illuminates the intimate 

relationship that exists between people and the fanua, the strength of their bond, and the 

depth of their alofa for their ancestral lands.  

Interdependence between Man and Fanua 

 

Fanua is the ‗source of life‘ for the people of Sāmoa. For the longest time, Samoan 

people lived purely based on a subsistence economy in harmony with nature. Even after 

centuries of Western contact, they still depend largely on subsistence living in rural Sāmoa, 

and the fanua provides the majority of what they consume. In Tafitoala, for instance, 44% of 

all economically active villagers engage in agriculture, 17% in the sale of homemade 

                                                 
110 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‘isi, Su'esu'e Manogi - In Search of Fragrance: Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta'isi and the 
Samoan Indigenous Reference, ed. Naomi Fuamatu Tamasa'ilau Suaalii-Sauni, I'uogafa Tuagalu, Tofilau Nina 
Kirifi0Alai (Lepapaigalagala, Samoa: The Center for Samoan Studies, National University of Samoa, 2008), 
doi:899.4628, iii. 
111 Tamasailau M. Suaalii-Sauni, I'uogafa Tuagalu, and Tofilau Nina Kirifi-Alai, ―Introduction,‖ in Su'esu'e 
Manogi - In Search of Fragrance (Lepapaigalagala, Samoa: The Centre for Samoan Studies, National University of 
Samoa, 2008), 1-13, 2. 
112 Ibid.  
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handicrafts or food, 6% in fishery, and 2% in all (see Figure 32).113 They eat the taro, 

bananas, and papayas born from the fanua, as well as chickens and pigs raised on coconuts 

and cows fed on the grass of the fanua. They drink the coconuts—the fanua‘s greatest 

creation—as well as lau moli (herbal tea using lime leaves) and vaitīpolo (juice squeezed from 

the Samoan lime), and water springs out of the fanua or flows from the mountain. The fanua 

and all that it bears provide everything: food and drinks, tools, household items, means of 

transportation, goods for sale and exchange, materials needed to build shelter, and so forth. 

In essence, the fanua is what enables life and its continuity. According to Asesela Ravuvu, 

―Land in this sense is thus an extension of the self; and conversely the people are an 

extension of the land.‖114

 

                                                 
113 Samoa Bureau of Statistics, ―Per-Village Information on Tafitoala Based on 2006 census‖ (Apia, Samoa, 
2009). 
114 Asesela Drekeivalu Ravuvu, Development or Dependence : The Pattern of Change in a Fijian Village (Suva, Fiji: 
Institute of Pacific Studies and Fiji Extension Centre, University of the South Pacific, 1988), 7. 

44%

17%

11%

8%

7%

6%

2% 2% 2%

1%
1%

1%

Agriculture

Handicrafts home made items or 
food for sale
Service

Machinery Facotry assembling

Professionals

Fishery

Agriculture Fishing Handicrafts

Technical/Associate Professionals

Clerical

Managers

Elementary occupations

N/S
Figure 32  Economic activities in Tafitoala by occupation 
(Source: Created by the author based on data provided by Sāmoa Bureau of Statistics) 
 



77 
 

What facilitates and enhances this ‗source of life‘ is the earnest caretaking by the 

custodians of the fanua. Tulāfale (talking chief or orators) usually refer to Sāmoa in the 

following way: ―‗O Sāmoa ‗ua ta‗oto, ‗a ‗o se i‗a mai moana, ‗auā ‗o le i‗a a Sāmoa ‗ua ‗uma 

ona ‗āisa‖ (literally, ―Samoa is like a deep sea fish divided into sections‖).115 This means that 

in Sāmoa every piece of land is allocated, and every person for all time knows his or her 

ownership of and responsibilities to the fanua.116 In the traditional land tenure system, each 

extended family owns both residential and agricultural lands, just as it owns the matai title; 

thus, the „āiga, or family and extended families, is the organizational base of both the Samoan 

matai system and its subsystem of land tenure. Every matai, elected by and within his „āiga, 

functions as the trustee and custodian of the family lands (not just as the owner of the 

‗property‘ in the simple Western sense) and is responsible to ―act in the family‘s best interest 

and to maintain family peace and harmony.‖117 The traditional power of matai is based on 

two complementary principles: pule and tautua. The first is the chief‘s ―authority over the 

extended family‘s land and labor,‖ and the latter is the ―service of the extended family 

members to their chief.‖118 It is therefore essential that „āiga fulfill its responsibility of 

caretaking and protecting the fanua, for it will sustain the livelihood as well as the land and 

titles of future generations and will enable family continuation.  

It is perhaps under these notions of fanua that people of rural villages like Tafitoala 

find it difficult to understand the government‘s definition and constitution regarding Samoan 

lands and their resources. The Taking of Land Act 1964, in a section of Part II titled Power to 

Take and What May be Taken, states that ―customary land and freehold land required for any 

                                                 
115 Malama Meleisea, Lagaga: A Short History of Western Samoa (Apia, Samoa: Samoai Extension Centre, 
University of the South Pacific, 1987), doi:DU 819 .A2 L3, 29. 
116 Tagaloa, ―Va Tapuia: An Environmental Vision,‖ 98. 
117 Tim O'meara, Samoan Planters - Tradition and Economic Development in Polynesia (Orlando, U.S.A. The Dryden 
Press, 1990), 141. 
118 Ibid, 162. 
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public purpose may be taken by the Head of State, acting on the advice of the Minister, 

under the provisions of this Act.‖119 The constitution also indicates that the Head of State 

has the right to take water from any lake or stream for any water supply or for other public 

purposes. This Western-inspired, post-colonial constitution contradicts the traditional 

worldview of fanua and seemingly triggered the social dilemma and unrest between Tafitoala 

and the government regarding government use of Tafitoala‘s waters, as described in Chapter 

2. The Sāmoa Water Authority explained on this point that while the government considers 

Sāmoa‘s well-endowed natural resources to belong to, and to be shared with, the entire 

population of Sāmoa, people of traditional rural villages contend that the natural resources 

that lie within the borders of their customary lands belong only to the title holders since their 

„āiga have been the caretakers of the fanua and its resources for hundreds of years.  

Another concern in the coming age is with regards to the ownership of land once it 

is inundated. The constitution of the Independent State of Western Sāmoa 1960 indicates 

that:  

(1) Subject to the provisions of any Act, all land lying below the line of high-water 
mark shall be public land. 
 
(2) For the purposes of this Article, the term "high-water mark" means the line of 
median high tide between the spring and neap tides.120 

 
Neither this constitution nor the perception of the land and its resources as technically able 

to become common land from time to time penetrated in Tafitoala. This information was 

new to almost the entire population of Tafitoala and was infuriating. They have already lost a 

significant portion of their coastal residential land to the sea, and the phenomenon has only 

intensified in recent years. Under this constitution, when Tafitoala‘s coastal land goes under 

                                                 
119 Government of Samoa, ―Consolidated Acts of Samoa - Taking of land Act 1964 Arrangement of Provisions‖ 
(Apia, Samoa, 1964), Part II: Power to Take and What May be Taken, Section 7.  
120 Government of Samoa, ―The Constitution of the Independent State of Western Samoa‖ (Apia, Samoa, 
1960),  Part IX: Land and Titles, Section 104. 
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the high-water mark, which perhaps will not be too far off if the current rate of inundation 

persists, the people of Tafitoala (and any other rural villages that are in peril of land erosion, 

for that matter) will be able to be expropriated from entitlement to all of their residential 

land. Land disputes over ownership and boundaries are nothing new in Sāmoa; however, 

this is an unprecedented situation and could create a wave of entirely new type of issues 

between the affected peoples and the Lands & Titles Court. 

Sense of Be/longing 

 

While the loss of ancestral lands to the sea has various social, cultural, economic, and 

political implications, it also comes with unimaginable psychological distress. To this day, 

elders of Tafitoala long for, daydream, and reminisce about the olden days while they 

continue to live with the sound of the roaring sea—in fear of someday sharing their 

neighbors‘ fate and having to desert their beloved ancestral lands. ―It is like a broken cup, 

my heart is broken because of what Tafitoala has become,‖ an 88-year-old lady said. As she 

gazed far off at the ocean with much feeling of melancholy, listing what the rising sea had 

taken in the 88 years of her life, it was as if she was actually seeing them in front of her eyes. 

Her husky, fragile voice shook a little, and she tightened her lips a bit. Every time a piece of 

their land was taken by the sea, bits and pieces of the people‘s hearts were washed away with 

it.  

Nonetheless, whenever the elders of Tafitoala spoke of what a content life they once 

had in the olden days, they always looked off to the distance as if they were taken back to 

those days in their minds, and their eyes sparkled with such innocent smiles, just like how 

they must have smiled as children in those days. Exceptionally extraordinary and proud was 

the way they expressed what a beauty the village once was. The pride is not a thing of the 



80 
 

past; it is still very much present, not only in their memories but also in their minds and 

hearts, today. ―My father was a great chief. So was my grandfather. I grew up here and this 

place represents me. This is what I know, this is all I know. How can I leave this place?‖ said 

an elderly lady who insists on never leaving the shore of Tafitoala. A similar sentiment is 

perhaps the reason why many Tuvaluan people, whose whole country is at risk of ceasing to 

physically exist in the future, demonstrate such 

strong resistance and refusal to relocate even in a 

situation harsher than that in Tafitoala. ―Those 

people leaving the peninsula was a bad idea,‖ said 

one spirited elderly Tafitoala woman, ―When 

there are people living on the land, it holds the 

land together and makes it difficult for the ocean 

to take over.‖ She continued, ―If somebody 

comes and tries to take my land away from me, 

I‘d have to fight them!‖ She smiled proudly and 

showed her shiny gold teeth.  

When she had to evacuate her coastal home—which she so stubbornly refused to 

leave after a deadly tsunami raided the coast of Tafitoala in 2009 and took 189 lives in 

Sāmoa, American Sāmoa, and Tonga—she felt inexpressibly heartbroken, among other 

things. Though it was fortunate that there were no casualties in Tafitoala, the killer waves left 

many injured. People were completely swept off their feet by the waves, tossed about like 

little pieces of rock, and smashed on the reefs. Everywhere, even grown men cried out loud 

and screamed madly, calling for help and looking for their children, parents, and other family 

members. It was nothing but a living hell for those who climbed up tall coconut trees for 

Figure 33  An old lady in Tafitoala (2009) 
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Figure 34  Destroyed fale and temporary shelter after the tsunami hit the shores of Tafitoala in 2009 
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survival and had to watch, utterly helpless, as children were taken by the waves in the blink 

of an eye. They were badly traumatized, especially the children. Afterwards, they all moved 

in with their relatives inland or in Apia, but adults would come back in the morning day after 

day and sit next to the debris of their demolished fale, awaiting aid packages from the 

government because they had lost most of their material possessions. Children refused to 

ever move back or even to go near it. As we walked the street, they cried their lungs out 

when the ocean came into view.  

One of the tsunami victims from a nearby village who had lost her sick mother, 

daughter-in-law, and a granddaughter spoke of the tragedy: ―The water dropped so fast, the 

great ocean was all gone in one moment. That‘s when the reef emerged all of a sudden and it 

was awfully red. It was like a big red mountain forming up and it kept rising. It was a 

terrifying picture. It was like a scene from the hell. The earth was rumbling, we heard the 

deep growling sounds from afar . . . and came the waves. Quickly my husband and I went to 

get my 84 year-old mother, carried her, and headed inland. My mother looked at the monster 

waves that were coming so fast, but she looked away and didn‘t react. She knew exactly what 

was going on. She was calm. She knew it was her time. Then the waves caught us . . . and we 

lost her.‖ She said this with a black eye, a head injury, and a body covered in bruises.  

Despite such a traumatic experience, she still chose to stay on her land without a 

second thought. ―I was born here, this is my land. My ancestors have lived here for a long 

time. And now my mother, my daughter, and my granddaughter are with them. I don‘t have 

much here now, even my house is gone. Only my husband and a tent. But I will not dare 

leave this place,‖ she said firmly. The coastal residents of Tafitoala, too, after a few months, 

had moved back to the beach to start their lives all over again. ―We missed the beach. You 

know, over here, we can always feel the ‗ocean breeze,‘‖ one man said peacefully as he 
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nostalgically gazed at the ocean he had always known, loved, and cherished—the same ocean 

that took his fale and all his material possessions and that continues to threaten his life with 

its rising sea level. Beginning the morning after the tsunami, villagers worked day and night 

with their injured bodies to collect the muddied clothes and things that the tsunami had 

scattered all over the bush, to sweep away the sediments and rocks that the waves had 

brought to their land, to cut and burn the leaves and trees that had died of salt infiltration, 

and to fix and rebuild the fale. This strenuous effort to restore the village to its original 

pleasant state as soon as possible in spite of the injuries and psychological trauma was 

symbolic of their strong commitment to and adoration of their land. 

At the COP14 held in Poznan, Poland, at the end of 2008, the former Executive 

Secretary of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 

Yvo de Boer, stated that ―this information from islands considering relocation depresses me 

so much, because what they are doing is giving up.‖121 Not only does his comment ―isolate 

vulnerable populations from the realities of their situations,‖ but most of all, de Boer could 

not be more wrong.122 Samoan and Pacific Islands people are certainly not giving up; in fact, 

giving up on their fanua would be the very last option for them. The Samoan worldview of 

fanua dictates that man is governed by his vā tapuia with the planet, which advocates 

―accommodation, balance and harmony with all creation.‖123 The tragic events have been but 

a mere disruption to this balance and harmony and to the interconnection between people 

and their land.  

As the rising sea continues to swallow their ancestral lands and as climate change and 

globalization together affect the ways in which history is told, nurtured, and passed on, the 

                                                 
121 Cherelle Jackson, ―UN's Top Climate Change Official Skeptical about Relocation,‖ Pacific Magazine (Poznan, 
Poland). 
122 Ibid. 
123 Mila-schaaf, Regional Pacific Ethics of Knowledge Production Workshop, 17. 
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people‘s ‗sacred obligation‘ to perpetuate their history, genealogy, and knowledge is 

increasingly challenging. Given that adaptation methodologies can also affect the culture and 

way of life in Sāmoa, what the alternative measures are there to cope with the current 

environmental disaster? Though climate change–induced relocation is arguably a result of 

the failure to adapt, the idea of eventual relocation is increasingly an inexorable yet realistic 

option for many island states throughout the world. Considering cultural values as well as 

the significance of ‗land‘ in the context of an indigenous worldview, what kinds of 

implications will future mass climate change–induced relocation have on the overall 

wellbeing of the affected peoples? What is the world‘s attitude toward and what would 

happen to those inundated islands or countries? Such questions remain as we proceed to the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

LOOK INTO THE PAST FOR THE FUTURE 

 

 
Throughout this master‘s thesis, I have discussed how environmental changes and 

their subsequent sociocultural effects have influenced the way of life in the village of 

Tafitoala as a direct and indirect result of climate change, how these changes are perceived in 

the eyes of the local people, and what it means for Samoan people to lose their ancestral 

lands. In doing so, I have drawn special attention to the value of culture, or fa„asāmoa, and 

the Samoan indigenous worldview of fanua, disruptions of which obviously have significant 

ramifications for the overall wellbeing of the rural Samoan people. Clearly, the threat to the 

Samoan culture and way of life posed by climate change in this age of globalization is 

substantial. Throughout the world, particularly in colonized (or formerly colonized) 

countries, indigenous culture has transformed into a somewhat more modern, westernized, 

and standardized version of itself, though it still largely reflects fundamental cultural 

characteristics. Western ways have become so prevalent and universal that they are now the 

‗mainstream‘ ways of thinking, seeing, and doing in various parts of the world. However, 

many advanced countries, after centuries of primarily focusing on capitalistic development, 

are finally beginning to realize the significance of what we have forgone and sacrificed in our 

pursuit of technological innovation and economic enhancement, much of which is 

irreversible and irreplaceable today. Efforts to reconsider and reevaluate the path we have so 

proudly and confidently walked (or ‗run,‘ as may be more appropriate) are observable. A 

recent study found that 81% of the population in the U.K., the 6th largest economy in the 

world, agreed that the government‘s primary objective should be to create happiness, not 
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wealth.124 And only recently is the concept of Gross National Happiness—an attempt to 

holistically define the quality of life within a country while promoting ―sustainable and 

equitable socio-economic development, conservation of the natural environment, 

preservation and promotion of cultural values, and establishment of good governance,‖—no 

longer just an object of ridicule.125 

What some people in these advanced countries are learning from their own 

experiences is that if a country‘s economic advancement overpowers or renders a low 

priority such factors as physical, environmental, societal, cultural, psychological, and spiritual 

wellbeing, it ultimately fails to address or ensure its citizens‘ quality of life (see Appendix 3). 

There is an increasing demand for a form of ‗advancement‘ that is region-specific, 

environmentally sustainable, and socioculturally appropriate and that best suits a country‘s 

characteristics. In search of this new, innovative form of ‗advancement,‘ many Pacific 

scholars have reiterated the need for decolonization and re-indigenization because there are 

―indigenous ways of self, being, seeing, thinking, and becoming that can be used to cope 

with the present and determine our future paths, with integrity, dignity, confidence, courage 

and inventiveness‖ as Albert Wendt stressed.126  

 ―I propose now to look into our past,‖ suggested Epeli Hau‗ofa.127 This of course 

does not mean that people need to deconstruct all that Sāmoa has developed in the recent 

past and simply return to a purely traditional lifestyle, but that they should ―take on board 

what was there from [their] ancestors that is relevant in [their] quest for direction for the 

                                                 
124 Mark Easton, ―Britain's Happiness in Decline,‖ BBC News (London, U.K., 2006), 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/happiness_formula/4771908.stm. 
125 United Nations Environment Programme, Sustainable Development Pathways, Sustainable Development, 2005. 
126 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‘isi, Su'esu'e Manogi - In Search of Fragrance: Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta'isi and the 
Samoan Indigenous Reference, ix. 
127 Hau'ofa, ―Pasts to Remember,‖ 454. 
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future.‖128 It means, in the context of dealing with environmental degradation in Sāmoa, to 

reevaluate indigenous ecological methodologies as part of their overall strategy for managing 

the natural environment, while at the same time taking advantage of western principles and 

technologies when they are considered necessary and appropriate. The IPCC reasoned that 

―attempts to impose adaptation models originally developed for Western economies without 

sufficient thought as to their applicability in traditional island settings‖ are highly 

inappropriate and questionable; hence, calling for region-specific methodologies.129  

Chapter 3 of this thesis discussed how culture (or changes in culture and mentality) 

plays a role not only in contributing to the cause but also in coping with the aftermath of 

environmental degradation; therefore, measures to manage and adapt to future stresses of 

climate change will be highly reflected in future changes to Samoan culture and ways of 

living. By generating a methodology that serves as an alternative to the conventional Western 

approach to climate change—one that integrates ―traditional knowledge and practice into 

more contemporary methodologies of climate observations, research, assessment and 

response‖—an affected community would be able to ‗choose‘ what is best for its long-term 

wellbeing and future rather than simply accepting whatever is provided or suggested as an 

adaptive methodology.130 According to Eileen Shea of the Climate Project Research Program 

at the East-West Center in Hawai‗i, now that there is a significant amount of discussion, 

research, and information available on the issue of climate change, the positioning of Pacific 

                                                 
128 Tagaloa, ―Va Tapuia: An Environmental Vision,‖ 4. 
129 Mimura et al., ―Small Islands,‖ 693. 
130 Eileen Shea, ―Integration of Traditional Knowledge and Practice,‖ Preparing for a Changing Climate – The 
Potential Consequences of Climate Variability and Change (Honolulu, HI: East West Center, 2001), 41. 
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Island nations has changed from them simply being the ―hopeless victims‖ to them being 

―informed planners‖ and decision-makers.131 

Incorporating Traditional Knowledge and Methodology 

 

Manmade climate change is a testament to human beings‘ separation and detachment 

from the natural world in both behavior and philosophy. For thousands of years, the Pacific 

has adapted to, responded to, and survived environmental changes and devastation, whereas 

today, after only a few centuries of the world conforming to Western economic models, the 

future of our mother earth and her children is at stake. This is in a way proof of the validity 

of indigenous ecological knowledge and wisdom as well as of a philosophy that advocates 

sustainable ways of living. Ever since their first settlement, Pacific Islanders have cultivated, 

nurtured, and forwarded extensive traditional knowledge of the natural environment in 

which they lived, and they used that knowledge and information based on experience and 

corroboration to gain valuable insights into how they should behave in order to coexist in 

harmony with their natural world. They depended on this knowledge to support daily 

decision-making, to predict changes in weather and climate, and to plan social and 

communal ecological activities like fishing, hunting, and feasting accordingly. A Rotuman 

scholar, Vilsoni Hereniko, illustrates Rotumans‘ indigenous knowledge of their natural 

environment as follows: 

The stars, the moon, the sunset, the behavior of birds and animals, the blossoming 
of certain flowers, and the direction of the wind (to mention only a few) 
communicated messages for human beings. No doubt these messages were based on 
proven patterns over many years. For example, very hot dry spells during December 
and January might be interpreted as signs of a developing hurricane. When low-flying 
frigate birds were seen flying toward the west, Rotumans would begin reinforcing the 
roofs of their houses and preparing for a storm. Incidents of rats devouring pillows 

                                                 
131 Eileen Shea, ―Living with a Climate in Transition: Pacific Communities Plan for Today and Tomorrow,‖ 
Asia Pacific Issues 66 (2003), 1. 
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were taken as a sign of imminent death, a ring around the moon signaled the time for 
harvesting sea urchins, and so on.132 
 

Samoans also read changes in their natural environment by observing the different faces of 

the sky, clouds, winds, animals, insects, and more.133 For the people of Sāmoa, their sense of 

time derives from the phases and cycles of the moon and the sun, and everything to do with 

food production, from planting to cultivation, was conducted taking into consideration the 

seasons these cycles bring, noted Tagaloa.134 Based on these environmental indicators, 

Samoans constructed their indigenous seasonal calendar (see Figure 35). Its accuracy used 

to astonish European visitors. Penehuro Lefale, who has undertaken extensive research on 

its practical applicability in order to enhance local resilience to ongoing environmental 

changes, believes that these indigenous observations and traditional knowledge can be used 

to help improve scientific understanding of the climate system and its effects in the region.  

Indigenous knowledge may perhaps be used not only in predicting climate but also in 

adapting to environmental changes and disasters. Pacific Islanders certainly did so prior to 

European arrival. John Campbell, in Traditional Disaster Reduction in the Pacific Island 

Communities, identifies four categories of traditional measures used to cope with natural 

disasters throughout the Pacific: 1) food security; 2) cooperation (intra- and inter-

community); 3) settlement characteristics; and 4) traditional knowledge systems.135 Chapter 3 

of this thesis introduced some examples of food preservation such as masi ulu and samilolo 

that were once practiced in Tafitoala. Fragmentation of agricultural locations and 

diversification of cultivars enabled the reduction of the risk of complete food source 

                                                 
132 Hereniko, ―Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,‖ 80-81. 
133 Penehuro Fatu Lefale, ―Ua‘afa le Aso Stormy Weather Today : Traditional Ecological Knowledge of 
Weather and Climate. The Samoa Experience,‖ Climatic Change (2010): 317-335. 
134 Tagaloa, ―Va Tapuia: An Environmental Vision,‖ 4. 
135 John R Campbell, ―Traditional Disaster Reduction in Pacific Island Communities,‖ GNS Science Report 038, 
no. November (2006), 11. 
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Figure 35 The Samoan seasonal calendar and its origins 

(Source: Pulea Ifopo, “Seasons in Sāmoa”) 
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dehydration that involved ―drying, smoking, baking, or salting; acidification by fermentation; 

sterilization; and the exclusion of air through close packaging.‖136 More severe hardships 

required the consumption of famine foods (things usually uneaten) and the control of food 

consumption in general.  

Such food security was achieved through cooperation within and beyond the 

community, the island, and the island group.137 None of these indigenous measures to 

enhance resilience to natural disasters would have been possible without extensive traditional 

knowledge, expertise, and thorough planning based on generations of observations as well as 

a precise understanding of the climate and the natural environment. As traditionally 

preserved foods are a great source of nutrition in times of scarcity and are much healthier 

than substituting with imported processed foodstuffs, they can be provided within their own 

environment and decrease reliance on external sources that place extravagant pressure on the 

community‘s financial condition. However, many of these practices have unfortunately 

disappeared over the years, and others are now practiced only partially, states Campbell. 

There is another practice in Tafitoala that enabled the village to survive a prolonged 

drought approximately half a century ago and earned it an appearance in SPC‘s Quarterly 

Bulletin in 1957. According to the bulletin, in order to work the most efficiently in ―a society 

that was too small,‖ the people of Tafitoala formed a group, the Tafitoala Planters Co-

operative Society Limited, to assist one another in plantation work that was found to be 

easier to do collectively by taking turns than independently.138 The Society started with only 

eleven men; yet soon after, the membership expanded to almost triple that number (see 

                                                 
136 Paul A. Geraghty and Linda Crowl, Science of Pacific Island Peoples: Fauna, Flora, Food and Medicine (Suva, Fiji: 
Institute of Pacific Studies, USP, 1994), 1-2. 
137 Campbell, ―Traditional Disaster Reduction in Pacific Island Communities,‖ 24. 
138 R. H. Boyan, ―Co-operative Trends in Western Samoa - Society That Was Too Small,‖ South Pacific 
Commission Quarterly 7, no. 1 (1957): 31-32, 32. 
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Figure 36). They then 

established their own retail 

store to serve their 

convenience and pockets, 

and they developed a 

marketing organization in 

which each member 

contributed a small 

monthly sum to a common 

fund over a period of several years. There were even arrangements to obtain stocks on credit, 

which was liquidated in 8 months‘ time through the accumulation of surpluses, and by a 

limited rebate and bonus distribution at Christmas. It is reported in the bulletin that the 

Tafitoala Society was the first of its kind to be registered in all of what was then Western 

Sāmoa.  

As Leavai pointed out, it is with proof that traditional ecological knowledge and 

methodologies made Samoan societies much more resilient to natural disasters and 

environmental changes in the past. Kipeni Su‘apa‘ia stressed that ―Sāmoa must preserve the 

best of the past, and build with wisdom for the future.‖139 Further incorporation of 

indigenous knowledge into practical adaptation measures may not only be a valid, sustainable 

and effective way to augment resilience, it may also help people to re-conceptualize natural 

conservation as an active part of their way of life (which is changing more and more each 

day) instead of just a solution to a contemporary crisis. Perhaps the current situation can be 

turned around and viewed as an opportunity to revitalize the indigenous cultural values and 

                                                 
139 Kipeni Su'apa'ia, Samoa, the Polynesian Paradise: An Introduction to Ancient and Modern Samoa and the Polynesian 
Triangle (New York: Exposition Press, 1962), 10 

Figure 36 Tafitoala Planters Co-operative Society Limited 

(Source: SPC Bulletin Vol.7 No.1 January 1957) 
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continuation that are in peril of erosion today, while simultaneously educating younger 

generations of traditional knowledge and philosophy.  

Oral histories, including those that pertain to ecology, are rich sources of traditional 

values, ethics, and knowledge, as are cosmologies, narratives, songs, chants, dances, rituals 

and other indigenous media in the Pacific. As Shea suggests, ―demonstration of these 

multisensory expressions of ancient wisdom by contemporary practitioners is a powerful 

testament to their survival over time, and underscores the claim that traditional knowledge 

was intended to continue forever.‖140 However, today, without practical application, 

indigenous ecological knowledge and the associated philosophy may gradually become 

diluted, cease to be living knowledge, and eventually become a thing of the past or merely a 

matter mentioned in texts. When the living legacies of indigenous knowledge and wisdom 

are no longer part of contemporary forms of indigenous expression, ―the depths of our 

indigenous cultures are lost,‖ His Highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‗isi Efi claimed.141 

As His Highness added, the challenge now is therefore ―to look carefully at what we have 

before we dismiss it, to search for meaning and substance within ourselves before going 

abroad, and to watch for the clutters of life that can unnecessarily impede our focus on what 

really matters. What matters in the pursuit of indigenous Pacific knowledges is that it 

survives – and survives because it gives us meaning and belonging. Everything else is 

clutter.‖142 

 As Tagaloa stressed, ―Aumaia le vā tapuia e fesoasoani i la tātou fāigamalaga o le 

meleniuma fou, e toe poupou a i ma lagolago i lo tatou fa‗amoemoe mo se siosiomaga 

talafeagai auā le soifua manuia o lo tatou atunu‗u.‖ ―Bring in the vā tapuia to help in our 

                                                 
140 Shea, ―Integration of Traditional Knowledge and Practice,‖ 41. 
141 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta‘isi Efi, ―Clutter in Indigenous Knowledge, Research and History: A Samoan 
Perspective,‖ 62. 
142 Ibid, 68. 
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journey through the new millennium to support our aspirations for an appropriate 

environment for the health and good fortune of our nation.‖143 He suggested that the 

adaptive process should reflect the traditional ―fundamental principle of vā tapuia or norms 

of behaviour giving rise to other principles such as vā fealoa„i or mutual respect, and tofa 

mamao ma le faautautaga loloto or wisdom in the exercise of authority‖—what lies at the heart 

of the fa„amatai (the Samoan system of social organization within the Samoan culture).144 As 

the influence of fa„asāmoa permeates throughout not only coastal resource use and 

management in rural Sāmoa but also every aspect of Samoan life and wellbeing, the future of 

Sāmoa, including that of environmental, infrastructural, and economic coastal systems, will 

be strongly influenced by cultural consideration, states SPREP.145 Still, none of these 

discussions are relevant if the people in the affected communities do not have an adequate 

understanding of the ongoing phenomena‘s dynamic as well as causal association with one 

another, the implications of this association, and the urgency of the situation, as these 

adaptive measures will be implemented through the ―traditional village decision-making 

framework‖ (though, this is not to say that extensive knowledge of the scientific mechanism 

of climate change or of environmental disasters of any kind is absolutely necessary).146 

Peniamina Leavai of UNDP Sāmoa indicates that although different people have 

different understandings, Samoan people by and large have a general idea of climate change 

to some extent.147 In the case of Tafitoala, the villagers are very much aware of the 

environmental degradation aspect because of their experiences and observations; however, 

knowledge as to the cause and its future implications is insufficient. On this point, Leavai 

                                                 
143 Tagaloa, ―Va Tapuia: An Environmental Vision,‖ 5. Translated by John Mayer.  
144 Ibid, 4. 
145 Kay, Elisara-Laulu, and Cole, Integrated Coastal Zone Management Programme for Western Samoa and Fiji Islands: 
Assessment of Coastal Vulnerability and Resilience to Sea-Level Rise and Climate Change - Phase I, 34. 
146 Ibid.  
147 Jackson, ―Paradigm shift, needed in climate change adaptation in Samoa.‖ 
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stresses that people actually have more trouble with the ways of addressing the impacts of 

climate change, as ―Samoan people (Pacific people) are not used to addressing such issues in 

the western paradigm of ‗systemisation.‘‖148 In any case, gaining a profound understanding is 

the first step before implementing any adaptation measure. It is key that those involved 

partake in constructive dialogue with external concerned parties in order to analyze what 

needs to be done, what they want to be done, and what can be done, and to make holistic, 

informed decisions that consider the long-term overall wellbeing of the village—thus 

enabling bottom-up decision-making in a real sense. It is also important for them to be able 

to rationalize the advantages and disadvantages of both the conventional, foreign ways and 

the indigenous ways in order to take advantage of the good of each. If this can be achieved, 

Western methodologies and philosophies may stop being an inevitable and unfortunate 

imposition and instead become a choice and a privilege.  

Communities, societies, and countries are constantly making choices, whether they 

recognize their future implications or not. As a consequence of these choices, indigenous 

cultural elements continue to be marginalized gradually but surely. Without strategic 

planning, people might look back one day and realize that some important things have been 

lost forever. In the process of re-introducing the indigenous ecological methodologies, 

younger generations may rediscover the accomplishments of and knowledge and wisdom 

nurtured and cultivated by their ancestors, and this may help re-place in their state of mind 

value and pride in their culture. This pride in their roots would help promote a sense of 

existing and belonging collectively to a place and space, inspire a society that is cohesive and 

in harmony, and encourage cooperation within the community. Lastly, by encouraging 

children to be knowledgeable about where they come from, the community will ensure that 

                                                 
148 Ibid. 
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the land does not sink without having been recognized for its past. Rather, the history of 

their ancestors and their land that are currently being washed away will be honored, 

celebrated, and relived in the way of life of their descendants. Their blood, sweat, and tears 

will be remembered, their memories and journey will be perpetuated, and the land and its 

people will continue living in the hearts of their descendants. Unshared knowledge of elderly 

people is forever gone once the person is no longer present; like my friend once said, ―Every 

time an old person dies in the island, you know there‘s something that‘s so big that goes 

away with them. We don‘t exactly know what it is yet, but we will find out eventually what 

we had unknowingly lost with them. And it is scary.‖149  

Forthcoming Concerns 

 

Today, our world is generating a new form of migration—one that is induced by 

environmental drivers as a direct or indirect result of the adverse effects of climate change. 

The relocation of Tafitoala‘s people and the neighboring villages was certainly a 

heartbreaking experience for them, and it was also one that resulted in various changes in 

their own way of life. John Campbell, in International Relocation from Pacific Island Countries: 

Adaptation Failure?, reports that ―[t]he social, cultural and economic costs of relocation 

increase with distance,‖ and ―[t]hey also increase when certain thresholds are exceeded such 

as crossing land tenure boundaries, island boundaries or national boundaries.‖150 However, 

throughout the Pacific, numerous communities and even countries that currently have no 

sufficient adaptive capacity to combat the adverse effects of the rising sea are lined up and 

                                                 
149 In a conversation with Edelene Osedil Uriarte. 
150 John R Campbell, International Relocation from Pacific Island Countries: Adaptation Failure?, International Conference 9-
11 October 2008 (Bonn, Germany, 2008), 8. 
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may sooner or later face the need to relocate, but they have yet to secure the necessary land, 

finances, infrastructure, or host to accommodate them.  

Predicting the timing and scale of future flows of climate migration is complex on 

account of uncertainties regarding the reliability of baseline scientific data and methodologies, 

the unpredictability of climate events, the quantity of future GHG emissions, and the 

shifting nature of political agendas.151 However, as early as 1990, the IPCC stated that ―the 

greatest single impact of climate change could be on human migration,‖ with possibly 200 

million people throughout the world having to relocate both within and between nations by 

2050.152 Furthermore, the Asian Development Bank recently estimated that the displacement 

would amount to 30 million people each in China and India, 15 million in Bangladesh, 14 

million in Egypt, 10 million in other delta areas and coastal zones, and 1 million in island 

states by 2050.153 It is an absolute truth that Asian countries are more populated, thus they 

are likely to have higher numbers of people affected than the Pacific Islands, even under the 

same conditions. However, that does not mean that the Pacific is any less important, that it 

is not worth saving, or that it is a ‗small part of the world problem,‘ and it certainly does not 

mean that the Pacific should be given up on and written off in order to focus on the ‗real 

problem‘—the geographically larger (in terms of land mass) and more densely populated 

Asia. 

Here, as international climate change–induced relocation is gradually becoming an 

inexorable reality rather than a possibility, I will introduce three major issues surrounding the 

relocation solution: 1) the international community‘s policy and attitude regarding relocation; 

2) the fact that relocation is being posed as a solution for escaping the adverse impacts of 

                                                 
151 International Organization for Migration, Migration and Climate Change (Geneva, Switzerland, 2008), 9. 
152 Ibid. 
153 David Fogarty, ―Asia-Pacific at Risk from Climate Migration: ADB,‖ Reuters (Singapore, 2011), <accessed 
February 9, 2011>. 
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climate change even though its complex implications are still in the dark; and 3) the ‗no 

island, no claim‘ law and the possible demise of sovereignty. There have been contested 

discussions as to how to describe the human mobility (whether voluntary or otherwise) as a 

result of the ramifications of climate change—is it migration, relocation, or displacement? 

Although their meanings etymologically overlap with each other, the connotations of these 

terms can in fact affect the international community‘s political attitude regarding, 

responsibility/obligation to, and decision-making on the issue. Among the most common 

terms for such peoples are ‗environmental migrant,‘ ‗environmental refugee,‘ and ‗climate 

refugee‘ (though the usage of the term ‗refugee‘ is often contested154), while the less 

frequently used are ‗forced environmental migrant,‘ ‗environmentally motivated migrant,‘ 

‗environmentally displaced person,‘ ‗environmental displacee,‘ ‗eco-refugee,‘ ‗ecologically 

displaced person,‘ and so on. Clearly, the world has yet to identify a definitive concept for 

these people.  

Whether or not to incorporate the climate ‗refugee‘ into the category of political 

refugee is an issue with even more real implications for the international community. As 

migration due to a changing environment or climate is not a new phenomenon on earth, 

these migration cases are so far seen as voluntary rather than forced, a perception advanced 

countries would like to believe in order to shirk their responsibilities on the issue.155 

According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), forced climate migrants 

currently ―fall through the cracks of international refugee and immigration policy,‖ and there 

                                                 
154 The United Nations Refugees Convention defines a ‗refugee‘ as ―a person, who, owning to a well founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is unwilling to return to his/her country.‖ However, people who are being forced to relocate 
as a result of climate change neither have a ‗fear of persecution‘ nor are they ‗unwilling to return;‘ instead they 
are being forced to move ―because there is no other place for them to live,‖ stressed a Tuvalu Government 
official. (Pacific Islands News Association, ―Tuvalu Prefers ‗Climate Change Resettlers‘ Instead of Climate 
Refugees,‖ http://www.pina.com.fj/?p=pacnews&m=read&o=4093029294dcc808d70ceac29c0a30, <accessed 
May 14, 2011>) 
155 International Organization for Migration, Migration and Climate Change. 
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is no ―structural capacity in the international system to provide‖ for them; because of this 

semantic technicality and its underlying political agenda, there is ―no ‗home‘ for forced 

climate migrants, either literally or figuratively‖ at present.156 There have been various 

discussions as to who will accommodate and provide for climate migrants. In fact, Indonesia 

announced in 2009 that it is considering renting some of its 10,000 islands to those whose 

island homes are being inundated.157 Likewise, East Timor, too, has expressed to the 

President of Kiribati that the country might be able to accommodate some I-Kiribati climate 

migrants.158 However, this discussion remains a major issue that is expected to exponentially 

intensify from here on out.  

Deeper insights into the true impacts of climate change on the ‗human‘ dimensions 

of a Samoan society as heretofore discussed should explain why it is problematic for the 

term ‗relocation‘ to be so very lightly thrown around in global talks as a ‗solution‘ for 

countries or islands whose lands are physically being submerged when possible outcomes of 

climate change–induced relocation are very little known or researched. The IOM states that 

―forced migration hinders development in at least four ways; by increasing pressure on urban 

infrastructure and services, by undermining economic growth, by increasing the risk of 

conflict and by leading to worse health, educational and social indicators among migrants 

themselves.‖159 Climate change–induced migration of this scale and urgency is relatively new 

in the recorded/researched history of forced migration in the Pacific; however, despite the 

world‘s general knowledge of it, forced population movement in general is nothing new. 

Whether by choice, need, or force, Pacific Islanders traveled within and beyond the Pacific 

                                                 
156 Ibid, 36. 
157 Pacific Islands Development Program, ―Indonesia May ‗Rent‘ Islands to Climate Refugees,‖ Pacific Islands 
Report (2009), <accessed June 4, 2009>  
158 Adam Morton, ―In Kiribati, a Way of Life is Being Washed Away,‖ The Age (2009), <accessed November 22, 
2009> 
159 International Organization for Migration, Migration and Climate Change, 10. 
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Ocean for thousands of years. They first arrived in the Pacific as seafarers and journeyed on 

to find better living environments or natural resources; to escape from wars, conflicts, or the 

spread of illnesses; to network and share knowledge and resources with each other; to 

colonize, marry, and promote political relations; and/or perhaps simply to satisfy their 

curiosity for the unknown and their hope for discovery. In more recent history, they were 

sometime forced by the wealthy nations or colonial administrators of the time or of the past 

to relocate in order to make way for battlefields, nuclear testing, the exploitation of natural 

resources, and economic exploration.  

Many of these cases of forced population movement in the Pacific (for instance, the 

Bikinian relocation due to nuclear testing and the Banaban relocation to Rabi Island of what 

is now part of Fiji) were often followed by all sorts of social and personal problems, such as 

psychological damage; the collapse of identity and self-esteem; the disruption of cultural 

continuation and cohesion within a traditional community; an inability to adapt to the new 

environment physically, socially, and economically; and the host community‘s dilemma with 

the unwelcome guests, which sometimes resulted in social conflicts. There is no reason why 

climate change–induced relocation would be an exception. Possible affects of international 

climate change–induced relocation on a person‘s physical, political, economic, social, cultural, 

spiritual, and psychological wellbeing are summarized in the following chart (Figure 37), 

which is based on literature reviews and the findings of my own research.  

Among the most significant concerns regarding the international relocation of an 

entire community would be the compatibility of the relocatees‘ way of life and their 

adaptability to the new living environment that is geologically, climatically, ecologically, 

culturally, socially, and philosophically different and unfamiliar. Campbell predicts that the 

international hosts will most likely be such countries as Australia and New Zealand, where 
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Category Possible Ramifications of International Climate Change-induced Relocation 

Physical 
Difficulty assimilating to a new physical environment; stress on health by change in diet 
and poverty 

Economic 
Cost of moving and establishing infrastructure to accommodate the new settlement; 
means of generating a new alternative source of income 

Political 
Deciding on a host country; management of relocation process; responsibility for cost 
of relocation; land rights; intervention in conflicts caused between the relocatees and 
the host community 

Social 

Difficulty in continuing societal cohesion and traditional structure as a community; 
change in means of livelihood; conflicts between the relocatees and the host 
community; increased social issues like crime, violence, and suicide as a result of 
extraneous stress imposed by the process of adaptation 

Cultural 
Stress on continuation of lifestyle, cultural practices, knowledge, epistemology, and 
identity in a new physical environment 

Spiritual 
Disruption of spiritual relationship and wellbeing due to separation from ancestral lands 
and existing in a place and space to which one does not innately and spiritually belong 

Psychological 
Sorrow over loss of ancestral lands; sense of longing and hope to return; disruption in 
self-confidence due to the difference in mentality and lifestyle of the host community 

Figure 37  Possible ramifications of international climate change-induced relocation 

 

land is owned in fee simple.160 In such a case, the shift in livelihood and lifestyle would be 

beyond the realm of collaborative, collective subsistence living, which would then probably 

be replaced by individual participation in the cash economy. Because relocatees‘ traditional 

knowledge pertaining to livelihood is no longer relevant or useful in a foreign land, what 

they excelled at in their former residence may not mean a thing in the new environment. In 

such a situation, as has been the case in some past forced relocations, they may feel insecure, 

inadequate, and incompetent, and because the original inhabitants of the new settlement may 

seem more skilled and advanced at the new tasks than they are, relocatees may experience an 

erosion of self-confidence, sense of pride, and identity. Thus, even if immigrants were to 

successfully adapt physically to the new environment (though this is unlikely), they would 

still be faced with the reality of existing in a place and space to which they do not 

                                                 
160 Campbell, John R, "International Relocation from Pacific Island Countries: Adaptation Failure?," 
International Conference 9-11 October 2008 (Bonn, Germany, 2008), 7. 
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traditionally belong. This runs the risk of creating major psychological stress for the 

relocated people and could lead to new social problems such as violence, crime, and suicide, 

which are already major concerns in Pacific communities in New Zealand. Social conflicts 

over land conferred to the relocatees are also possible and have already been observed in the 

history of forced migration in the Pacific. Campbell, who researched 86 examples of 

‗relocations‘ out of the 500 cases of population movement in the Pacific that have been 

entered into the bibliographic database, reported that in almost all cases of past forced 

relocations, relocatees found themselves in a ―state of discontent wishing to return to their 

homeland.‖161 This was observed in many Carteret Island women who had been relocated 

from an atoll to a large high island in Bougainville. On Sundays, they would walk through 

deep forest to reach the seashore and sit for hours, gazing longingly out to sea in the 

direction of their beloved home atoll.162 Ravuvu stated that for the relocatees, knowing that 

their land remains would at least provide some sense of security; however, in the future, such 

security may not be felt by those whose country of origin no longer physically exists.163 

What then would happen to those islands or nations made up entirely of low-lying 

atolls if they are left behind by their peoples due to the adverse effects of climate change? 

Cleo Paskal, the author of Global Warring: How Environmental, Economic, and Political Crises Will 

Redraw the World Map, claims that if the U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea fails to take 

into account this unprecedented global climate disaster and continues to apply the ‗no island, 

no claim‘ law, countries like Kiribati and Tuvalu could not only cease to exist as countries, 

thus losing their seats in the U.N., but also could lose their exclusive economic zones 

(EEZs), which are rich in fisheries and potential seabed resources, and their satellite launch 
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slots, rendering their residents stateless refugees.164 Kiribati may be a tiny country, but, 

because it is scattered across the Pacific Ocean, its EEZ is the size of India. There would be 

many rich nations interested in its potential resources, shipping lanes, and strategic 

geopolitical positioning. In a hypothetical situation in which Kiribati is completely 

submerged yet still able to hold onto entitlement to its waters, there may be offers from 

several wealthy countries to accommodate its displaced nationals in exchange for access to 

its waters, suggests Paskal. What is frightening about this arrangement, though, is that it 

could provoke a situation in which a nation state, even if it no longer physically exists, could 

not only be auctioned and negotiated over in terms of the administration of its sovereignty, 

but also be resold later to another country or even to a corporation.165 In such an event, 

being stateless implies having no permanent home, allowing rich countries to decide where 

citizens reside, and, in some cases, being thrown around among rich countries and possibly 

multinational corporations in the name of profits—as if the country were a product on sale, 

not a nation whose proud citizens nurtured their culture and built history for thousands of 

years.  

The ‗no island, no claim‘ policy needs to be reviewed and modified immediately in a 

way that ensures that the extinction of an entire sovereign state would not be possible. 

Paskal states that the revenue from leasing or selling EEZs could ―turn the refugees from 

being seen as economic liability on the host nation to being a benefit.‖166 This may be true 

from an economical perspective; however, from the relocatees‘ point of view, seeing their 

country evaluated in terms of financial value and not being able to see or set foot in their 

homeland ever again, nothing about this situation would be beneficial. With regards to the 
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(Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
165 Ibid. 
166 Ibid. 



104 
 

impacts of climate change on his country, an I-Kiribati university student expressed in an 

interview that ―[when I think about losing my country,] it gives me an idea that I‘m from 

nowhere. That [I‘m a] foreigner to this world. Because [I] don‘t have an identity.‖167 If this 

situation were to become a reality, people‘s sorrow, pain, anger, and many other mixed, 

inexpressible, complex feelings would be far beyond imagining, especially considering Pacific 

Islanders‘ strong, deeply engrained linkage with their ancestral lands.  

Victims of adverse effects of climate change are rapidly running out of time. 

Regardless of the global etymological argument over the distinction between ‗voluntary‘ and 

‗forced‘ relocation, even if the land still physically exists, if the land is made uninhabitable by 

either the intrusion of seawater into the groundwater or the damaging of crops due to 

occasional submersion, the residents would be not ‗voluntarily,‘ but ‗forced‘ to relocate. I 

reiterate that what I have illustrated throughout this thesis is certainly not a ‗small problem.‘ 

For the aforementioned reasons, relocation is not a simple solution; it is the worst-case 

scenario and should be the very last resort so long as there is potential adaptive effort to be 

made. What the Pacific is experiencing today is only the beginning of what is expected to 

happen. It is beyond our capabilities to control climate entirely; however, there is much that 

the different parties involved can do to determine the future of our mother earth. It is, 

needless to say, the absolute responsibility of the advanced countries, the ones primarily 

responsible for the cause, to do everything in their power to minimize damages by cutting 

down on GHG emissions and by assisting vulnerable developing countries, the least 

responsible, as they adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change and escape the worst-

case scenario. This would be merely the first step towards justice.  
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Nonetheless, it is likely that sooner or later relocation will be an inexorable fate for 

some of the most severely affected communities; thus, it is extremely crucial that relocation 

be strategically and thoroughly planned and managed in a way that is socially, culturally, 

economically, and environmentally appropriate; that the transition be as undamaging as 

possible; and that the relocatees‘ overall wellbeing be accommodated for first and foremost. 

And it is just as important to ensure that the affected communities have the resources and 

capacity to do so when the time comes. Immigrants‘ adaptability and the host community‘s 

acceptance of them will be among the major determiners that affect the fate of relocation, 

and it is essential that administers advise, supervise, and ensure that the needs of both the 

immigrants and the hosts are addressed. Campbell suggests it is ―highly unlikely that it would 

be possible to transplant a community from one cultural and environmental setting to 

another in the contemporary Pacific‖ without disrupting the immigrants‘ indigenous social, 

spiritual, emotional, cultural, and communal well-being.168 In this sense, any form of 

population movement would likely occur as ―migration with the community characteristics 

of the origin being considerably transformed if not completely destroyed.‖169 Impacts on 

culture manifest themselves over the long term. It takes as long as the length of a culture‘s 

history to build a culture; however, cultural elements and traditions can be lost over the 

duration of only one or two generations and are neither replaceable nor recoverable once 

virtually lost. 

A ray of hope, however, lies in the strong resilience to change Pacific Islanders have 

demonstrated throughout their history. As mentioned earlier, Pacific Islanders have traveled 

the Pacific Ocean for thousands of years, and today they continue to move, but for more 
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contemporary reasons—such as the pursuit of job opportunities, education, healthcare, and 

new living environments and lifestyles. Though it is now done with more modern means of 

transportation, they continue to nurture their cross-border genealogical, social, cultural, 

philosophical, economic and/or political ties. Nabobo-Baba described migration in the 

Pacific as follows:  

[It is] not just a contemporary phenomena as our chants, genealogies, stories, 
landscapes and names suggest centuries of interdependence and networking 
exchanges among our Pacific peoples. Today peoples of the Pacific have continued 
to ‗canoe‘ around the world. . . . It is in our bloods to do over-sea travels . . . to unite 
and re-unite, to group and re-group. From these travels we build our strengths and 
capabilities of living in the world, as well as reminding ourselves of our various 
linkages.170  
 
Pacific Island peoples have always taken their culture and their sense of ‗home‘ with 

them wherever they have gone. They ‗canoe‘ around from one place to another, yet at the 

same time they are rooted to a particular place like the tree from which the canoe is made.171 

Wherever they may be based, the location of their current residence does not affect their 

understanding of ‗home.‘ They continue to maintain and cultivate their connections to their 

ancestral homeland during the course of their journey through the ‗sea of islands.‘ A Samoan 

proverb regarding this sense of ‗home‘ connotes, e lele le toloa „ae ma„au i le vai. In other words, 

―the frigate bird flies but always returns to its nest, the waterpond.‖172 Because the 

submersion of their ancestral lands, even more so the inundation of an entire nation due to 

sea level rise, would take away this ‗waterpond,‘ intense psychological, emotional, and 

spiritual wounds may not be avoided. The continuation of culture and identity would be 

extremely challenging without this ‗waterpond‘; however, culture is not, and has never been, 
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a fixed and constant thing. While it is an accumulation, attestation, and acknowledgment of 

human development, achievements, and history over time, culture is also a flexible, adaptive, 

active, and inclusive thing that will forever continue to evolve. This fluid nature of culture at 

times challenges the continuation of certain cultural elements and practices, but it can also 

work to their advantage. The future of a culture is in the hands of the very owners of that 

culture. The hurdle is high as the rising waves of change increasingly challenge the shores of 

these islands. However, in these troubling times, this Pacific Islanders‘ resilience, I believe, 

will be further reinvigorated and strengthened so that they can adapt, evolve, and nurture 

their cultural wellbeing in their own ways just as their ancestors always have. And by 

―moving forward through innovation but also reaching back for inspiration,‖ they will 

ensure that their journeys, history, and ‗sense‘ of home will always be remembered, cherished, 

and honored in the hearts and souls of those who follow.173  

  

                                                 
173 Richard Moyle, ―Sounds Pacific - Pacific Music and Dance in New Zealand,‖ in Pacific Art - Niu Sila - the 
Pacific Dimension of Contemporary New Zealand Arts (Wellington, New Zealand: Te Papa Press, 2005), 232, 114. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: Tafitoala in Figures 

 

Table 1  Ethnicity 
 

Table 6  Age Group 

Total 393 100% 
 

Total 393 100% 

Samoan 388 99% 
 

0-4 66 17% 

Other 5 1% 
 

5-9 42 11% 

N/S 0 0% 
 

10-14 44 11% 

    
15-19 37 9% 

Table 2  Language Use 
 

20-24 35 9% 

Total 393 100% 
 

25-29 29 7% 

Samoan 384 98% 
 

30-34 23 6% 

English 0 0% 
 

35-39 15 4% 

Samoan / English 5 1% 
 

40-44 19 5% 

Samoan / Other 1 0% 
 

45-49 24 6% 

English / Sign 2 1% 
 

50-54 15 4% 

N/S 1 0% 
 

55-59 11 3% 

    
60-64 8 2% 

Table 3  Matai Type 
 

65-69 10 3% 

Total 393 100% 
 

70-74 5 1% 

YES - Actively Contributing 25 6% 
 

75+ 9 2% 

YES - Not Actively Involved 0 0% 
 

N/S 1 0% 

NO 368 94% 
    N/S 0 0% 
 

Table 7  Cause of Death 

    
Total 3 100% 

Table 4  Land Tenure 
 

Old Age & Sick 1 33% 

Total Household 46 100% 
 

Cancer 1 33% 

Customary Land 44 96% 
 

Ma'i Suka - Diabetes 1 33% 

Church Land 2 4% 
 

N/S 0 0% 

N/S 0 0% 
    

    
Table 8  Tenure of House 

Table 5  Occupancy Status of House 
 

Total 46 100% 

Total 108 100% 
 

Owned 44 96% 

Occupied 91 83% 
 

Rented 0 0% 

Occupied when Required – 
Faletalimalo 12 11% 

 

Church / Congregation's 
House 2 4% 

Vacant House 6 6% 
 

N/S 0 0% 

N/S 0 0% 
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Table 9  Given Birth by Teenager 

  AGE 15 16 17 18 19 

Total 14 2 4 3 2 3 

YES 1 0 0 0 0 1 

NO 13 2 4 3 2 2 

N/S 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

Table 10  Religion 
  Total 327 100% 

Congregational Christian Church (EFKS) 220 67% 

Catholic 67 20% 

Later Day Saints 13 4% 

Assembly Of God 6 2% 

Jehovah's Witnesses 2 1% 

Protestant 6 2% 

Worship Centre 1 0% 

Bahai 11 3% 

N/S 1 0% 

   Table 11  School Attendance 
  Total 158 100% 

YES - Full Time 112 72% 

Dropped Out 0 0% 

Continued / Completed 112 72% 

YES - Part Time 0 0% 

NO 44 28% 

N/S 1 1% 

   Table 12  Reasons Not to Attend School 
  Total 45 100% 

Special Needs Problems 3 7% 

Financial Difficulties 3 7% 

Learning Difficulties 5 11% 

Looking for Paid Job 12 27% 

Assisted in Economic Activities 5 11% 

To Assist in Domestic Duties 6 13% 

Not Yet Reached School Age 2 4% 

Intend to Travel Overseas 2 4% 

Illness (Unknown) 1 2% 

N/S 6 13% 
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   Table 13  Education Attained 
  Total 327 100% 

Completed Some Education at Special Schools 0 0% 

Never Attended School in Lifetime 17 5% 

Completed Only Some Reading / Writing Classes Held by Missionaries / 
Faifeau 

4 1% 

Completed Kindergarten Level 5 2% 

Completed Primer 1 11 3% 

Completed Primer 2 5 2% 

Completed Primer 3 10 3% 

Completed Std 1/2 17 5% 

Completed Std 3 8 2% 

Completed Std 4 24 7% 

Completed Form 1 16 5% 

Completed Form 2 30 9% 

Completed Form 3 12 4% 

Completed Form 4 27 8% 

Completed Form 5 45 14% 

Completed Upper 5 (YR 12) 41 13% 

Completed Form 6 (YR 13) 13 4% 

Completed Form 7 UPY 0 0% 

Finished Some Courses at Post-Secondary 8 2% 

Finished Some Courses at Universities 6 2% 

Graduated from Post-Secondary Institution 13 4% 

Graduated from Universities Institution 6 2% 

N/S 9 3% 

 

Table 14  Housing Type 
 

Table 15  Means of Waste Disposal 

Total 108 100% 
 

Total Household 46 100% 

Open Samoan Fale 37 34% 
 

Public Rubbish 45 98% 

Open Samoan Fale with ext. 5 5% 
 

Burned / Buried 1 2% 

Closed Samoan Fale 2 2% 
 

N/S 0 0% 

Closed Samoan Fale with ext. 0 0% 
    Open European Fale 33 30% 
 

Table 16  Type of Toilet Facility 

Open European Fale with ext. 13 12% 
 

Total Household 46 100% 

Closed European House 6 6% 
 

Flush 32 70% 

Closed European with ext. 13 12% 
 

Pour Flush 12 26% 

N/S 0 0% 
 

Pit 2 4% 

    
N/S 0 0% 
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Table 17  Source of Water, Light & Fuel 
 

Table 19  Housing Material 

Total Household 46 100% 
 

Total Household 46 100% 

Water Supply     
 

FLOOR     

Tap 46 100% 
 

Wood 6 13% 

Metered Tap 0 0% 
 

Stone 3 7% 

Rainwater 0 0% 
 

Concrete 36 78% 

Well/Spring 0 0% 
 

Sand 1 2% 

Tap and Rainwater 0 0% 
 

N/S 0 0% 

N/S 0 0% 
 

WALL     

Drinking Water     
 

Open Walls (Posts) 24 52% 

Tap 42 91% 
 

Wood 6 13% 

Metered Tap 0 0% 
 

Brick & Concrete 16 35% 

Rainwater 2 4% 
 

N/S 0 0% 

Well / Spring 0 0% 
 

ROOF     

Paid Purified water 2 4% 
 

Thatched 6 13% 

N/S 0 0% 
 

Metal Sheets 40 87% 

Lighting     
 

N/S 0 0% 

Electricity 43 93% 
    Electricity - Cash power 0 0% 
 

Table 20  Access to Technology 

Benzene / Kerosene 3 7% 
 

Total Household 46 100% 

N/S 0 0% 
 

Fixed Phone Line 1 2% 

Cooking Fuel     
 

Cellular Phone 35 76% 

Wood 20 43% 
 

Homezone Phone 4 9% 

Gas 3 7% 
 

Computer 0 0% 

Kerosene 0 0% 
 

Internet 0 0% 

Electricity 0 0% 
 

Radio 42 91% 

Wood / Gas 14 30% 
 

TV 31 67% 

Wood / Kerosene 2 4% 
 

Playstation 10 22% 

Wood / Electricity 4 9% 
 

Private Car 10 22% 

Wood / Charcoal 3 7% 
 

1 car 9 20% 

N/S 0 0% 
 

2 cars 1 2% 

    
Commercial Car 46 100% 

Table 18  Main Activity 
  Population of Tafitoala 393 100% 

Economically active 132 34% 

Domestic work/Housework 61 16% 

Fulltime or part time school 77 20% 

Unable to work - old/disability 14 4% 

Children (0-9 yrs) 108 27% 

N/S 1 0% 
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Table 21  Employment Status 
  Economically Active 132 100% 

Self Employed 55 42% 

Unpaid Family Assistant 39 30% 

Employee 32 24% 

Paid by Donations 4 3% 

Employer 1 1% 

N/S 1 1% 

   Table 22  Economic Activity 
  Economically Active 132 100% 

Subsistence for Sale and / or Family Use 89 67% 

Subsistence for Sale 4 3% 

Subsistence for Family Use 39 30% 

Subsistence for Sale & Family Use 46 35% 

Paid Job 42 32% 

Look for Work 1 1% 

   Table 23  Economic Activity by Industry 
  Economically Active 132 100% 

Agriculture 59 45% 

Informal or Homemade Manufacturing 19 14% 

Fishing 9 7% 

Construction of Buildings & Structures 6 5% 

Wholesale & Retail Trade 6 5% 

Education 6 5% 

Restaurants & Hotels 5 4% 

Formal Manufacturing Mining Quarrying 5 4% 

Other Community & Personal Services 4 3% 

Public Administration 4 3% 

Agriculture, Fishing, Handicrafts 3 2% 

Electricity, Gas, Water 2 2% 

Transport storage & Communication 1 1% 

Financing, Loans, Insurance 1 1% 

Private Households Hiring Employees 1 1% 

N/S 1 1% 
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Table 24  Economic Activity by Occupation 
  Economically Active 132 100% 

Agriculture 58 44% 

Handicrafts, Homemade Items, or Food for Sale 22 17% 

Service 14 11% 

Machinery Factory Assembling 10 8% 

Professionals 9 7% 

Fishery 8 6% 

Agriculture, Fishing, Handicrafts 3 2% 

Technical / Associate Professionals 3 2% 

Clerical 2 2% 

Managers 1 1% 

Elementary Occupations 1 1% 

N/S 1 1% 

   Table 25  Source of Income 
  Total Household 46 100% 

No Source 0 0% 

Plantation / Farm 10 22% 

Salary, Plantation, Fishing 6 13% 

Farming & Salary 4 9% 

Salary  /Wages 3 7% 

Plantation ,Pension 3 7% 

Salary, Plantation, Pension 3 7% 

Gifts / Donations 2 4% 

Salary, Pension 2 4% 

Salary, Plantation, Remittances 2 4% 

Plantation, Fishing, Handicrafts 2 4% 

Business, Plantation, Pension 2 4% 

Remittances 1 2% 

Business 1 2% 

Business, Plantation 1 2% 

Plantation, Remittances 1 2% 

Plantation, Pension, Remittances 1 2% 

Plantation, Fishing, Remittances 1 2% 

Plantation, Fishing, Pension 1 2% 

N/S 0 0% 
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Table 26  Annual Salary 
  Total 93 100% 

< 5000 8 9% 

5000 - 10000 18 19% 

10001 - 15000 14 15% 

15001 - 20000 3 3% 

20001 - 25000 0 0% 

25001 - 30000 1 1% 

30001 - 35000 0 0% 

35001 - 40000 1 1% 

N/S 48 52% 

 

 

*Note: 
- Raw data was provided by the Statistics Bureau of the Government of Sāmoa. 
- Percentages were added by the author. 
- Categories to which no one belonged were deleted when considered unnecessary. 
- Table format was edited for a clearer view. 
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Appendix 2: Aerial Photographs of Tafitoala, Fāusaga, and Fusi – Then & Now  

Figure 38  Tafitoala then and now (aerial photos from 1954 and 1999) 
(Source: MNRE Mapping Division) 
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Figure 39  Fāusaga then and now (aerial photos from 1954 and 1999) 
(Source: MNRE Mapping Division) 
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 Vaie‘e 

 
 Vaie‘e 

Figure 40  Fusi & Vaie„e then and now (aerial photos from 1954 and 1999) 
Source: MNRE Mapping Division 
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Appendix 3: World Map of Happiness Compared with Other Indices 

 

 

SWLS COUNTRY GDP HDI HPI GPI GCI ME 

1 Denmark 31 19 99 7 3 36 

2 Switzerland 19 13 65 18 2 38 

3 Austria 26 25 139 4 15 45 

4 Iceland 109 17 64 2 23 147 

5 The Bahamas 131 43 75 - - - 

6 Finland 36 16 123 9 6 44 

7 Sweden 22 9 118 10 4 31 

8 Bhutan 162 - 13 36 - - 

9 Brunei 115 37 100 - - 91 

1

0 
Canada 9 8 110 14 13 13 

11 Ireland 43 5 112 6 22 63 

12 Luxembourg 70 24 74 7 25 94 

13 Costa Rica 84 62 3 26 63 - 

14 Malta 129 33 40 - 56 131 

15 The Netherlands 16 7 70 27 10 19 

16 Antigua and Barbuda 164 - 16 - - - 

17 Malaysia 37 57 44 22 21 47 

18 New Zealand 51 3 94 1 24 62 

19 Norway 25 1 115 5 16 26 

20 The Seychelles 168 - 30 - - 151 

… 
       

23 USA 1 4 150 85 1 1 

23 Vanuatu 170 - 1 - - - 

35 Germany 4 10 81 16 5 7 

41 UK 6 26 108 31 9 4 

48 Sāmoa 177 - 14 - - - 

62 France 5 14 129 32 18 3 

82 China 2 89 31 80 34 2 

90 Japan 3 11 95 3 8 6 

125 India 10 118 90 128 48 10 

167 Russia 11 65 172 143 58 5 

        
 

Table 27  World map of happiness: ranking of subjective well-being by country in comparison with other financial, 
economical, political, and environmental indicators 
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Note: 
 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) 

An indicator of life satisfaction. Over 100 different studies around the world were analyzed 
to produce a global projection of international differences in subjective well-being in 178 
countries. 
(Source: University of Leicester, 2006) 

 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

A measure of the market value of all final goods and services produced within a country in 
a given period.  
(Source: International Monetary Fund, 2010) 

 
Human Development Index (HDI) 

A composite measure of country‘s level of human development—life expectancy, literacy, 
education, and standards of living. 
(Source: United National Development Programme, 2010) 

 
Happy Planet Index (HPI) 

An indicator of environmental efficiency of supporting well-being in a given country, 
taking into account the subjective life satisfaction, life expectancy at birth, and ecological 
footprint. 
(Source: New Economics Foundation, 2006) 

 
Global Peace Index (GPI) 

An indicator of relative position of nations‘ and regions‘ peacefulness based on a wide 
range of indicators pertaining to wars, conflicts, and instabilities within a region.  
(Source: Institute for Economics & Peace, 2010) 

 
Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) 

A measure of countries‘ ability to provide high levels of economic prosperity for their 
citizens and to use available resources productively.  
(Source: World Economic Forum, 2007) 

 
Military Expenditure (ME) 

A measure of military expenditure by country.  
(Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2009) 
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GLOSSARY 

 
 
 
Term Meaning 

„āiga family (elementary and extended), kin group; lineage; household 

„auala sopo travel road 

„ie lavalava cloth, clothes 

„ogāumu oven 

ali„i ma faipule chiefs and members of legislature, village chiefs 

alofa love, affection, compassion 

fa„alupega charter of greetings or honorific salutations; ceremonial style and 
address of a person or social group traditionally associated with a 
certain area (usually with a specific reference to the most 
important titles or kin-groups in strict order of precedence) 

fa„asāmoa Samoan custom, ways, traditions, and way of life  

fa'amatai chiefly system 

fale generic term for house 

fale pālagi  European-style house 

faleo„o ordinary dwelling house 

fanua land; afterbirth, placenta 

fanua ma suafa registry of land and titles 

fe„e octopus 

Fiti Fiji 

fofō  person skilled in (or to apply) traditional massage or traditional 
Samoan medical treatment 

fono meeting; village council 

gagana language 

igaga whitebait 

ma„i pālagi  introduced disease/illness 

ma„i Sāmoa  endemic disease/illness 

ma„i suka diabetes 

malae tu„ugāmau cemetry? 

malaga journey, travel, ceremonial visit paid according to Samoan 
custom 

malau red squirrel fishes belonging to genera Holocentrus & Myripristis 

matai  chieftainship cosists of chiefs and orators, titled head of a 
Samoan extended family (formally elected and honored as such), 
a high-ranking titleholder 

mau testimony 
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moana deep sea, deep water 

Niukini Papua New Guinea 

ogāumu oven 

pālagi  European, white men 

palolo sea-annelid worms (special seafood delicacy comes once a year in 
October or November) 

pule authority 

sā collective name of a kin group of varying extension, the name of 
whose head immediately follows and takes the emphatic form 

sami sea 

sami lolo dish made of coconut and salt water 

sapatū barracuda 

tafao roam, wander about 

tagata people 

talanoa chat, talk story; discuss 

taopopo  stone oven to cook copra 

tapu be forbidden 

tautua service 

tele be large, big, great; be much, a great deal of; be many, numerous 

tōfā mamao ma le 
fa„autautaga loloto 

wisdom in the exercise of authority 

Toga Tonga 

tuā over there, across, beyond; the opposite side, the other side 

tūlagā vae footprints 

vā fealoa„i mutual respect 

vā tapuia sacred social space and relationship between all levels of creation 
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