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Introduction

The Kingdom of Tonga, a scattering of sun-kissed islands dotted across the south-
central Pacific, may seem at first glance to be but a tiny player in the global web of
biodiversity. Yet, upon closer examination, Tonga reveals itself as a sanctuary of life,
boasting an impressive variety of wildlife both on its land and beneath its cobalt-blue
waves. Set amidst an ever-shifting seascape and shaped by tropical rains and volcanic
origins, Tonga’s natural world is a vibrant mosaic—a testament to both the resilience
and delicacy of island ecosystems.

While Tonga may not rival other Pacific archipelagos in terms of endemic species, its
wildlife story is compelling for a different reason. This nation’s forests, reefs, and
lagoons provide crucial habitats for countless species and serve as vital waypoints for
migratory animals, none more celebrated than the majestic humpback whale.
Alongside whales, the islands are alive with the chatter of colorful birds, the scurrying
of lizards beneath leaf litter, and the teeming diversity of life woven through delicate
coral gardens just offshore.

Crucially, Tonga also presents a living example of the balancing act between the
needs of its people and the conservation of its unique flora and fauna. Traditional
Tongan culture celebrates a close relationship with the land and sea, guided by
customs that often serve both spiritual and practical roles in protecting natural
resources. At the same time, the arrival of introduced species, modern development,
and global environmental pressures highlight the fragility of these ecosystems and
underscore the importance of concerted conservation action.

This book is intended as a comprehensive guide for both residents and visitors eager
to understand and explore Tonga’s wildlife. Drawing upon local tradition, scientific
research, and accounts from conservation practitioners, it aims to illuminate not just
what creatures inhabit the archipelago, but how they interact, survive, and adapt
within Tonga’s ever-changing environment. Special attention is given to the stories of
endemic and endangered species—those for whom Tonga is the last, irreplaceable
home.

As we journey from lush upland forests to sunlit reefs, from the night-flying peka to the
dazzling parrotfish, it becomes clear that Tonga’s fauna is a wellspring of wonder and
challenge alike. Through understanding, appreciation, and careful stewardship, the
wildlife and natural heritage of this South Pacific jewel can thrive for generations to
come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lay of the Land and the Sky
Above

Tonga, a kingdom of 171 islands, is scattered across the South Pacific like a handful of
jewels tossed upon the vast blue expanse. This archipelago stretches across an
impressive 800-kilometer (500-mile) line from north to south, yet its total land area is
a mere 747 square kilometers (288 square miles). This geographical arrangement
means that while the land is scarce, the marine territory, the Exclusive Economic
Zone, is remarkably large, covering 659,558 square kilometers (254,657 sq mi).

The islands themselves are not a uniform collection. They are broadly divided into
three main groups: Tongatapu in the south, Ha'apai in the center, and Vava'u in the
north. There are also isolated islands further afield, including the Niuas group in the
far north and 'Ata in the far south. The capital, Nuku'alofa, is situated on the largest
island, Tongatapu, which covers 260.5 square kilometers (100.6 sq mi).

Geologically, Tonga is a fascinating place, a product of the dynamic forces at play
where the Pacific Plate is being subducted under the Australia-India Plate. This process
has given rise to two roughly parallel chains of islands. The western chain is primarily
volcanic in origin, a dramatic arc of "high islands" thrust up by repeated eruptions.
Some of these volcanoes are still active, occasionally reminding the inhabitants of the
powerful forces that created their home. Islands like Kao and Late, formed by shield
volcanoes, boast hard, cone-shaped surfaces that resist erosion. Others, like
Fonuafo'ou, are made of more easily eroded ash and pumice from explosive eruptions.

The eastern chain, in contrast, is not volcanic. These islands sit atop the Tonga Ridge
and are predominantly made of uplifted coral formations and limestone. Tongatapu
itself is a raised atoll, mostly flat with its highest point only reaching about 80 meters
(270 feet) above sea level. 'Eua Island, however, is an exception in the southern
group, featuring an old volcanic ridge that rises to 329 meters (1,078 feet). The Vava'u
group in the north also has some higher terrain with hills ranging from 150 to 300
meters (500 to 1,000 feet). The highest point in all of Tonga is on Kao Island, a
stratovolcano in the Ha'apai group, reaching 1,033 meters (3,389 feet).

Rainfall has played a significant role in shaping the landscape, particularly on the
limestone islands. The slightly acidic nature of rainwater, a result of absorbing carbon
dioxide from decaying vegetation, dissolves the coral and limestone, creating
intriguing caves. The relentless action of waves also contributes to the coastal
topography, carving out sheer cliffs and forming sandspits. While there are no true
rivers in Tonga, 'Eua and Niuatoputapu do have creeks.
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The climate of Tonga is largely tropical, influenced by the trade winds that sweep
across the Pacific. There are generally two distinct seasons: a warm, humid period
from November to April and a cooler, drier period from May to October. However, even
in the "dry" season, rain is a regular occurrence. The amount of rainfall varies across
the archipelago, increasing as you move closer to the equator in the north. The
northern islands can receive around 2,500 mm (97 inches) of rain annually, while the
southern islands, like Tongatapu, receive less, closer to 1,700 mm (67 inches). The
wettest months typically fall within the November to April period, with March often
seeing the highest average rainfall.

Temperatures in Tonga are consistently warm, averaging between 23-28°C (73-82°F)
throughout the year. The northern islands tend to be slightly warmer than the south.
The hottest month is generally February, and the coolest is July or August. Humidity
levels are consistently high, averaging around 75-80%. This combination of heat and
humidity can feel quite intense, especially when there isn't a refreshing sea breeze.

Tonga is also situated in a region prone to tropical cyclones, particularly during the
warmer, wetter season from November to April. These powerful storms can bring
significant rainfall and strong winds, impacting the islands. While less frequent than in
some other parts of the Pacific, they are a natural part of the Tongan climate and a
factor that influences the resilience of its ecosystems. El Niflo events can also affect
rainfall patterns, sometimes leading to prolonged droughts, especially in the central
and southern islands.

Despite the potential for cyclones and droughts, Tonga generally enjoys a pleasant
climate for much of the year. The abundant sunshine, averaging six to eight hours a
day, fuels the lush vegetation that covers many of the islands. The well-drained, fertile
soils, particularly on islands like 'Eua, Kao, Tofua, and Late, support dense forests,
providing crucial habitats for a variety of plant and animal life. Even the limestone
islands benefit from volcanic ash, which enhances soil fertility.

The geology and climate of Tonga, while presenting certain challenges, have
ultimately created a diverse and vibrant environment. From the dramatic volcanic
peaks of the west to the flat, coral atolls of the east, and shaped by the rhythm of the
tropical seasons, Tonga's islands are a unique setting for the fascinating array of
wildlife that calls them home. Understanding this physical foundation is key to
appreciating the intricate web of life that thrives within this South Pacific kingdom.
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