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Climate Change 
Mitigation
Climate Change mitigation means to take action in an effort to prevent or reduce 
the emissions of greenhouse gases. 

By taking action to produce less greenhouse gases that would be stored within the 
atmosphere, we lower the threat of long-term impacts from climate change within 
the Pacific region and our country.

The Cook Islands rate of emitting greenhouse gases may be less than what other 
countries contribute in comparison; however, the Cook Islands and islands similar 
to ours will experience greater impacts from climate change far worse than what 
were are currently experiencing if the global community does not change its 
behaviour and move toward reducing the production of greenhouse gases. 

WHAT ARE GREENHOUSE GASES?
Greenhouse gases are gases that trap heat in the atmosphere. The main 
Greenhouse gases (GHGs) produced are carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), water 
vapour (H2O) and nitrous oxide (N2O), among others. Some GHG production is an 
important process that supports life, but the global cycle of carbon and GHGs is a 
process that requires stability. These processes are called the:

1. Greenhouse Effect (refer to the Greenhouse Effect), and 

2. Carbon Cycle.

Since the industrial revolution, the production of greenhouse gases has grown 
through human activities. These activities are mainly the burning of fossil fuels (oil, 
coal, or natural gas) for electricity, the operation of machinery and vehicles, and 
the change in the use of land through the clearing of forests, which increases the 
amount of CO2 in the atmosphere. 

Human activity, like an increased reliance on fossil fuel transportation, is contributing to an increase 
in CO2 in the atmosphere, which in turn contributes to the Greenhouse Effect.
Photo by Edna Torea-Allan 
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CARBON CYCLE

The 
carbon 
cycle1

The carbon cycle is a natural process that moves carbon around and between living 
animals and plants and non-living elements, like rocks and soil. The process occurs 
in two steps. The first step is through photosynthesis, where plants use the sun’s 
rays to grow. These plants remove CO2 from the atmosphere and release oxygen 
(O). The carbon from the CO2 is converted into the body of the plants (within the 
shoots, leaves, and roots). In the second stage, animals eat the plants, breath in 
oxygen, and exhale CO2. This CO2 released by animals is then available to plants for 
photosynthesis. The plants not eaten by animals will eventually die and decompose; 
the carbon stored in these plants will either be released as CO2 back into the 
atmosphere or taken and stored by the soil. Elements that store CO2 over a long 
period, like some plants, soil, forests, and oceans, are referred to as ‘carbon sinks’.

TAKING ACTION
The scientific evidence and advice is clear: the global average combined land and 
ocean surface temperature shows a warming of 0.85° Celsius from 1880 to 20122. 
To avoid the long-term impacts from climate change, the global community must 
significantly reduce GHG emissions sooner rather than later. Delaying action will 
produce a hotter planet and greater intensity and frequency of the impacts.

Taking the pathway of reducing our reliance on fossil fuels could mean the 
installation of renewable energy to generate electricity; for example, installing 
photovoltaic solar panels which convert sunlight into electricity, instead of using 
diesel, petrol, or coal generators. You could also phase out the use of your petrol or 
diesel vehicle for an electric vehicle that sources its electricity through solar power. 

The Cook Islands is committed to a future powered by renewable energy with 
targets of 50% of islands transformed from diesel based to renewable sourced 
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electricity by 2015, then targeting 100% coverage by 20203. To date, the Cook 
Islands has achieved its 50% target and is on track to achieving the 2020 target. 

Our forests and oceans contain important carbon sinks. Both the ocean and forests 
absorb and store carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Therefore, protecting 
our oceans and forests is vital. When trees are cut down, the stored carbon 
dioxide is released back into the atmosphere either through burning or as a by-
product of decaying trees. Another way for communities to increase carbon sinks 
could be by replanting trees (reforestation), especially native trees, as a way of 
mitigating climate change. In the northern Cook Islands, tamanu trees (Calophyllum 
inophyllum) can not only be used as a carbon sink but can also be used for coastal 
protection and serve as wind breakers. In the past, people have used the tamanu 
tree as their place of elevation during high seas, when people would tie themselves 
to the tree.

Lake Tiriara in Mangaia, an 
example of a carbon sink.
Photo by Dr T. Rongo

Pukapuka solar farm.
Photo by Dr T. Rongo, 2014



Strengthen resilience to combat the impacts  
of climate change and natural disasters
Tauranga Taui’anga Reva ● Climate Change Cook Islands
Office of the Prime Minister
Private Bag, Avarua, Rarotonga, Cook Islands  I  Tel: 682 25 494

ENDNOTES

1. Modified from the National Center for Atmospheric Research and UCAR Office of 
Programs, The Carbon Cycle, retrieved 07 March 2017, http://seeedcollege.org/
pour-algae/

2. IPCC, 2013: Summary for Policymakers. In: Climate Change 2013: The Physical 
Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Fifth Assessment Report 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Stocker, T.F., D. Qin, G.-K. 
Plattner, M. Tignor, S.K. Allen, J. Boschung, A. Nauels, Y. Xia, V. Bex and P.M. 
Midgley (eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and 
New York, NY, USA

3. Cook Islands Renewable Electricity Chart, 2011


