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Press Release

Tikopia and Anuta
(25.09.2008) - Tikopia is a tiny tropical island of just 1.8 square miles situated in the SW Pacific, at the Eastern end of the Solomon - Santa Cruz islands, supporting a population of approx. 1200 people of Polynesian descent. This island has been self supporting/self sufficient for the last 3000 years using stone age technology. The nearest island (85 miles distant) is the even tinier sister island of Anuta (population 250). Other slightly larger islands in Vanuatu and the Solomons are between 100 and 140 miles distant.

In the words of the anthropologist Raymond Firth, who lived on Tikopia for a year in 1928-29 and returned for subsequent visits: “It's hard for anyone who has not actually lived on the island to realise its isolation from the rest of the world. It is so small that one is rarely out of sight or sound of the sea. [The maximum distance from the centre of the island to the coast is three-quarters of a mile.] The native concept of space bears a distinct relation to this. They find it almost impossible to conceive of any really large land mass.... I was once asked seriously by a group of them, 'Friend, is there any land where the sound of the sea is not heard?”

Due to the impossibility to import food stuffs of sufficient quantity by the only transport available to the people, i.e. their outrigger canoes, the question has always been, how could a food supply sufficient for 1,200 people be produced reliably? And how could the population be prevented from increasing to a higher level that would be impossible to sustain?

These two problems were solved in Tikopia by 1) Developing a form of agriculture that mimicked the natural grows of tropical jungle, but where every tree, bush and plant was of an edible nature, thereby optimising the productivity of every part of the island. 

2) Following a policy of Zero Population Grows, which in the days before Christianity was achieved through birth control in the form of coitus interuptus, abortion and infanticide of new-born babies. Adults also would sometimes, in times of shortages, resort to suicide or to ‘virtual suicide’ in the form of going out to sea in a small canoe on a dangerous voyage with the likely result of never returning.

The system of self sufficiency on Tikopia has evolved over the 3000 years the island has been lived on. The first people on Tikopia were part of the ‘Lapita Migrations’ of early Polynesians from the west. Their agricultural methods were based on the slash-and-burn techniques, they also made quite a heavy impact on the bird and sealife populations, which has been verified archaeologically. With time the food growing techniques seen today were evolved.

Around 1200 AD a new influx of Polynesians came from islands to the East, these people are the ancestors of the present day population. There are now 4 tribes on Tikopia, each with a hereditary chief (Ariki), though the chiefs do not have a very superior place in society and have to grow their own food, same as anyone else. The chiefs are overlords of clan lands and canoes. Decisions for the island’s welfare and distribution of resources are made jointly by the 4 chiefs.
Tikopia in the 20th Century

Since Raymond Firth’s anthropological studies in Tikopia in 1928/9 the island has slowly been absorbing influences of the 20th century and the rest of the world. At the beginning of the 20th Century the islanders accepted the Christian religion, but when this decision was made, the chiefs decided that they would only welcome one sect of the Christian church. Their choice was the Anglican church, probably a very sensible choice as it hasn’t been trying to dominate the island and wipe out all it’s traditions. 

Tikopia and Anuta now     
At the present time, life on Tikopia and Anuta is still lived by its traditional customs, though many young men leave the island to find work elsewhere, or to study. The influence of Christianity is also noticeable. The drastic population control of the pre-Christian times is no longer acceptable, and many people now move to Tikopian enclaves on other islands in the Solomons. The people on Tikopia still live like their ancestors by fishing and growing their own crops, without electricity, without money, shops, officials and, following a decision of the Council of Chiefs, without alcohol.

Twice a year a supply ship visits Tikopia bringing such necessities as paraffin (kerosene), fishing equipment and medicines, which Klaus Hympendahl regularly sends from distant Germany. This ship is the only way for people to travel to-and-fro the island. The only craft on the islands are small outrigger canoes, used for fishing and too small for longer sea voyages. There are no other watercraft, no outboard motors and no fuel. There is no airstrip and it is too far for a helicopter to reach.
The humanitarian aim of the expedition is to improve the islands’ supply situation by donating the two double canoes to the people at the end of the voyage, to give them independent sea transport. The islanders will again have the opportunity to visit neighbouring islands, trade and take the sick to hospital. 
The seagoing double canoes will give Tikopia and Anuta the independence they had in their long past as totally self-sufficient, self-sustaining islands. They have been unique in this way for 3000 years and need to be able to continue to be so.  
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