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Introduction

As ecotourism increases in Hawai‘i, turtle watch-
ing has become an increasingly popular activity. A
recent survey of tourists found overwhelming
interest in information about marine turtles and
how to go about seeing them. In fact, the Hawai‘i
Tourism Authority estimates that marine turtles
are probably second only to humpback whales as
the most popular marine life attraction in the
Hawaiian Islands (Balazs 1995, 1996). 

Owing to both the status and cultural popularity
of these animals, laws have been enacted in
Hawai‘i making it illegal and unacceptable for
people to disturb or harass them in any way
(Balazs 1995, 1996; NOAA 2001). 

In Hawai‘i, as throughout Polynesia and other
islands of the Pacific, sea turtles have always been
a traditional part of the local culture and have his-
torically been revered as special and sacred
beings. And just like the laws that make certain
behaviour toward marine turtles illegal in Hawaii
today, Pacific Islanders have traditionally had
their own sets of “laws” regarding these animals.
Many of these “laws” represent indigenous con-
servation measures that acted as a measure of
protection for this special species. For example,
the eating or capture of certain species was for-
bidden (taboo, tapu, kapu) to particular clans,
castes, age groups or genders (Johannes 1978). In
this paper I present a brief overview of some tapu
or traditional conservation measures traditionally
placed on marine turtles by Pacific Islanders.

Tapu placed on the eggs of marine turtles

In a study of traditional marine conservation
methods in Oceania, Johannes (1978) documented
a number of ways in which sea turtles have been
protected. The natives of Tobi and Sonsorol placed
a tapu on the eating of turtle eggs and placed
fences around the nests for their protection. When
hatched, the young turtles were fed for several
months and then taken out by canoe to the open

sea to be released. Tapus were also placed on tak-
ing marine turtle eggs in Vanuatu and Western
Samoa. In Samoa, a local chief imposed a tapu on
frequenting a favourite spot on the local turtle-
nesting beach by declaring a certain rock outcrop
on the nesting beach to be tapu. Since the digging
of turtle eggs was a social activity in Samoa, and
that particular rock provided the only shade
where people could sit and talk, the activity lost its
charm to the local people and they took less turtle
eggs than before (Johannes 1978:1–24).

Tapu placed on the habitat 
of marine turtles

In Kiribati, it was the taking of turtles while on
the beach that was forbidden. The Enewetak
islanders made several uninhabited islands into
turtle reserves by forbidding the taking of marine
turtles from those locations and made it tapu to
take all of the turtles found. Traditional tapus
were also imposed in the Caroline Islands of
Micronesia regarding the green turtle (Chelonia
mydas) (Lessa 1984). 

Tapu placed on the consumption 
of marine turtles

In Kiribati and Tuvalu marine turtles were pro-
tected and their consumption was limited to vil-
lage chiefs (Zann 1985). In his study of Tikopian
rituals, Firth (1967) documents turtles as tapu to all
but the people who claim it as their totem, the
Fangarere. The Fangarere could eat them if they
wished and could even be saved by a turtle if in
danger at sea. Others regard marine turtles as dis-
gusting and believed that if they should eat it,
they will vomit (Firth 1967:256, 362). 

In their study of the ethnology of PukaPuka, Cook
Islands, Ernest and Pearl Beaglehole (1938) discuss
the tapu on the belly fats and the major internal
organs of turtles. It was tapu for all but old men to
eat these parts — if any other person consumed
them, sickness and grey hair would result. It was
also tapu on PukaPuka to eat coconut with turtle.
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They tell of one man who did so and was caught
by a male turtle and drowned the next time he
went turtle fishing. Baby turtles were saved for
periods when the chiefs wanted to divide out spe-
cial foods. They were caught as they emerged from
their shells, placed in wooden enclosures, and fed
on squid and octopus until of appropriate size
(Beaglehole and Beaglehole 1938:69, 105, 219, 351).

In the Lau group of Fiji, turtles were a very impor-
tant feast food. In her study of that area,
Thompson (1940) describes turtles as great delica-
cies, eaten only at important feasts and then only
by high ranking persons. In Lau, turtle is consid-
ered the most chiefly of all foods and is protected
by special tapu. Eating the head of the turtle was
reserved for the chief of the highest rank, because
it was felt to contain the mana. The rest of the turtle
was apportioned depending on rank. Permission
to fish for turtles could only be granted by the
chiefs’ master fisherman who decided the day and
place of the hunt, which was a community event. 

The people of Lau also maintained a brackish lake
in the centre of the uninhabited island of
Wangava, which was used for turtle breeding. As
on PukaPuka, young turtle were caught and kept
in an enclosure until large enough to survive on
their own. At that time, they were released into
the lake at Wangava and reserved for the chief’s
consumption (Thompson 1940:24, 72, 128, 137, 141,
154). Eating the head of the turtle was also
reserved for the chief of the highest rank in Samoa.
In addition, the juice from the abdominal cavity
was reserved for the chiefs as were the front flip-
pers (Hiroa 1930:123).

On Uvea, great seine nets were used to catch tur-
tles at night, turtles were sacred to the king and it
was tapu for any others to consume them
(Burrows 1937:144). Similarly, in Tongareva, Hiroa
(1932) documents “the turtle ceremony” where
turtle was regarded as of great importance, was
monopolised by the high chiefs and priests, and
was tapu to women in particular. The turtle was
cooked on an elevation of stones as a sacrifice to
the gods and while the people formed a large cir-
cle around it, was consumed by the chiefs. Select
lesser male chiefs in the circle would be offered
shares but never the women (Hiroa 1932:91).

Conclusion

As this brief overview has demonstrated, the
marine turtle has a history of high cultural, often
spiritual, significance. These animals have long
fascinated people and figure prominently in ritu-
als and tapus throughout the Pacific Islands. We
have seen here that, like the current laws protect-

ing marine turtles, Pacific Islanders acted in pro-
tecting this species by restricting both their take
and consumption. What is missing from the cases
described above is any discussion of the reasons
for and methods of the protection. Why marine
turtles? How did they become “elevated” above
other food sources? What is it about the turtles
that caused them to become worthy of protection?
Nothing in this archival research presented any
answers to these questions. These are fascinating
and important topics that I hope will be form the
subject of later research.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Leslie Sponsel, Alice Dewey,
Terry Hunt, Miriam Stark, Terry Hunt and
Sherwood Maynard for their unending support in
my desire to find a blending between coral reef
ecology and anthropological research and Heather
Young-Leslie without whose support and com-
ments, this paper would have remained unwrit-
ten. I would also like to especially thank Charles
Birkeland who tirelessly encourages me and from
whom I have learned so much.

Bibliography

Balazs, G. 1995 Hawaiian sea turtles. NMFS,
November 1995.

Balazs, G. 1996. He La Honu – Turtle Day 1995, in
celebration of Hawaiian sea turtles. Marine
Turtle Newsletter. National Marine
Fisheries Service, Southwest Fisheries
Science Center, Honolulu Laboratory 74:15.

Beaglehole, E. and Beaglehole, P. 1938. Ethnology
of Pukapuka. Bernice P. Bishop Museum
Bulletin 150. Honolulu Hawaii. Kraus
Reprint Co.

Burrows, E.G. 1936. Ethnology of Futuna. Bernice
P. Bishop Museum Bulletin 138. Honolulu
Hawaii. Kraus Reprint Co.

Burrows, E.G. 1937. Ethnology of Uvea (Wallis
Island). Bernice P. Bishop Museum Bulletin
145. Honolulu Hawaii. Kraus Reprint Co.

Firth, R. 1967 Tikopia ritual and belief. Boston:
Beacon Press. 374 p.

Hiroa, Te Rangi (P.H. Buck). 1930. Samoan materi-
al culture. Bernice P. Bishop Museum
Bulletin 75. Honolulu Hawaii. Kraus
Reprint Co.

Hiroa, Te Rangi (P.H. Buck). 1932. Ethnology of
Tongareva. Bernice P. Bishop Museum
Bulletin 92. Honolulu Hawaii. Kraus
Reprint Co.

Hiroa, Te Rangi (P.H. Buck). 1938. Ethnology of
Mangareva. Bernice P. Bishop Museum
Bulletin 157. Honolulu Hawaii. Kraus
Reprint Co.

32



Traditional Marine  Resource Management and KnowledgeTraditional Marine  Resource Management and Knowledge

Studies, Workshops, 
Meetings & New publications

SPC Traditional Marine Resource Management and Knowledge Information Bulletin #15  –  July 2003

Johannes, R.E. 1978. Traditional marine conserva-
tion methods in Oceania. Annual Review of
Ecology and Systematics 9:349–64. 

Lessa, W.A. 1984. Sea turtles and ritual: Conser-
vation in the Carolina Islands. p. 2:1183–
1201. In: Gunda, B. (ed). The fishing culture
of the world. Studies in ethnology, cultural
ecology and folklore. Budapest: Akademiai
Kiado.

NOAA. 2001. Hawai‘i’s marine protected species a
handbook for ocean users: The laws and reg-
ulations for federally protected marine
resources. National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration. Hawaiian Islands Hump-
back Whale National Marine Sanctuary.

Thompson, L. 1940. Southern Lau, Fiji: An ethnog-
raphy. Bernice P. Bishop Museum Bulletin
162. Honolulu Hawaii. Kraus Reprint Co.

Zann L.P. 1985 Traditional management and con-
servation of fisheries in Kiribati and Tuvalu
Atolls. p. 7–38. In: Ruddle, K. and Johannes,
R.E. (eds). The traditional knowledge and
management of coastal systems in Asia and
the Pacific: Papers presented at the
UNESCO-ROSTSEA regional seminar held
at the UNESCO Regional Office for Science
and Technology for Southeast Asia, 5–9
December 1983, Jakarta Pusat, Indonesia.

33

Studies, Workshops, 
Meetings & New publications

Date: 6 October–21 November 2003
Place: Wageningen, the Netherlands
Organiser: International Agricultural Centre

(IAC), in cooperation with
Wageningen University 

For details and application forms contact: 
The Director, International  Agricultural Centre, PO
Box 88, 6700 AB  Wageningen, the Netherlands,
Fax: (+) 31 317 495395, Email: training@iac.agro.nl,
Web: www.iac.wageningen-ur.nl

Brief description

The course is organised by the International
Agricultural Centre in cooperation with the Fish
Culture and Fisheries Group and the Chair of
Agrarian Law and Rural Development of the
Wageningen University. It is intended for profes-
sionals of governmental and non-governmental
institutions working in fisheries management and
development (policy and planning, programme or
project implementation, coastal community devel-
opment, research, extension and higher educa-
tion). The course objectives are to: 

• appraise the present fisheries management
activities in the regions of the participants; 

• learn about, and examine the relevance of

international agreements relevant for fisheries
management such as the Code of Conduct for
Responsible Fisheries;

• become familiar with cases and concepts of
fisheries co-management, and explore its possi-
bilities, limitations, as well as preconditions
and consequences;

• learn and practise social and biological tech-
niques relevant to the introduction of fisheries
co-management arrangements;

• develop appropriate personal action plans for
the work situation of the participants.

The course has a practical focus and joins state-of-
the-art knowledge from fisheries science with
insights from social sciences such as law, anthro-
pology and public administration. The manage-
ment of fisheries in coastal waters and inland
water bodies will be highlighted; industrial fish-
eries and aquaculture will only play a minor role. 

Tuition fee, costs for board and lodging, and
fellowships

The tuition fee is 4500 euros. Participants will be
accommodated at the Wageningen International
Conference Centre (WICC). Costs for full board and
lodging for seven weeks is estimated at 3760 euros.
These costs are not included in the tuition fee. 

International course: “Alternative approaches to fisheries
management: The relevance of co-management”
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