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Preface & 
Acknowledgments 

This collection of articles provides a glimpse into the marine and wildlife resources in American 
Samoa's tropical, oceanic environment.  The articles were written biologists at the Department of 
Marine & Wildlife Resources (DMWR), National Park of American Samoa (NPS), Land Grant Program 
at the American Samoa Community College (ASCC), and University of Hawaii (UH).  Our purpose in 
writing was to make the results of our studies available to teachers, students, visitors and whoever else 
might be curious about Samoa's environment.  The use of English, Samoan and scientific names of 
plants and animals varies among chapters, so the reader is referred to cross-referenced lists in the 
species checklists and the plant index at the end of this report (Appendix 2).  

Several individuals, organizations and publishers kindly allowed their illustrations to be reprinted in this 
volume; their credits are listed in Appendix 3. Special thanks to Dick Watling for permission to 
reproduce the excellent pictures from his books “Birds of Fiji, Tonga and Samoa” and “Birds of Fiji and 
Western Polynesia” (Pacificbirds.com).   

Joshua Seamon, Matt Le'i, Larry Basch and Tavita Togia provided comments throughout the text, and 
Tavita Togia and Art Whistler provided the plant reference list in the Appendix 2.  Lelei Peau 
spearheaded the effort to translate the Guide into the Samoan language. 

Support to DMWR was provided by the Federal Aid in Sport Fish and Wildlife Restoration Acts.  
Printing was made possible by grants from the Pacific Cooperative Studies Unit at the University of 
Hawaii, the National Park Service and the American Samoa Coral Reef Advisory Group. 
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concern' in the Territory include the sheath-tailed bat, 3 birds (Spotless Crake, Friendly Ground 
Dove, Many-colored Fruit Dove), several land snails, and others. 

Pests and weeds (invasive non-native species). There are many:  rats, 3 bird species (2 mynas and 
bulbuls), feral pigs, dogs, cats, toads, house gecko, tilapia and molly fishes, African and 
predatory snails, various insects, about 250 alien species of vascular plants (many of them weed 
species), and others. 

Dangerous species. Few. On land, no poisonous snakes, but a bite 
from a large 8-inch centipede can be extremely painful.  In the 
ocean, sharks are generally not a problem but stepping on the 
poisonous spine of a stonefish can be a serious medical 
emergency although this rarely happens.  Consumers of fish 
should note that ciguatera poisoning has been found (infrequently) in several snappers (locally 
called mu) and a few other fish species. Also, avoid eating any fish or invertebrate caught in 
Pago Pago Harbor, because they are contaminated with heavy metals and other pollutants. 

Tropical diseases. Malaria is not present, but two other mosquito-transmitted diseases can occur here:  
dengue fever (caused by a virus) and filariasis (elephantiasis, caused by a parasitic nematode 
worm).  However, the chance of getting either by a visitor is slight (see chapter on mosquitoes). 
Leptospirosis, a common tropical bacterial disease spread through contact with the urine of 
infected animals (pigs, dogs, cats, rats), is fairly common among local residents (17% recent 
infection history); most people have mild flu-like symptoms but it can be fatal. 

Chronology of local environmental events.  See Appendix 1. 

Conservation areas as of 2005: 
Site1  Year Location    km2 acres 

Rose Atoll National Wildlife Sanctuary 1973    Rose Atoll      158.8 39,251 

  Fagatele Bay National Marine Sanctuary 1985    Tutuila     0.7    161 

  National Park of American Samoa2 1988    Tutuila, Ofu, Ta'u  42.6 10,520 

  Vaoto Territorial Marine Park       1994 Ofu 0.5  120 

  Sea Turtle/Marine Mammal Sanctuary3  2003 All territorial waters (0-3 miles offshore)  

  Community-based marine protected areas        -------   several villages --- --
1All fishing is prohibited at Rose Atoll, but traditional subsistence fishing is permitted at  

   the other sites.  The village marine protected areas have been periodically opened to fishing. 
2An expansion of the National Park on Olosega and Ofu islands was pending in 2005. 
3Governor’s Executive Order No. 005-2003 established the turtle/marine mammal sanctuary. 

Other “special management areas” in the Territory include Pago Pago Harbor, Nu'uuli Pala 
Lagoon and Leone wetlands. 

P.Craig, NPS 

6








NATURAL HISTORY GUIDE 

It is curious that there are no cyclones along the equator or around South America.  This occurs because 
cyclones require two general conditions to develop:  (1) warm ocean waters at least 800 F (26.50 C) to 
fuel the cyclone, and (2) enough Coriolis force (caused by the earth’s rotation) to provide stability and 
spin to a developing storm.  Coriolis force is weakest along the equator, so developing storms there 
remain unstable and do not develop into cyclones.  South America has few cyclones due to cool water 
temperatures (upwelling along the west coast) or other climatic conditions (on the east coast) that are 
not conducive for cyclone development. 

Tracks of tropical cyclones during the 10-year period 1994-2003. 

Cyclones are a regular but erratic feature of the environment in our part of the world, so it is likely that 
native species inhabiting American Samoa are able to cope with cyclone impacts and recover, given 
enough time and assuming that their recovery is not jeopardized by human-related conditions such as 
habitat loss due to human population increases, competition by invasive alien species, pollution, or 
changing environmental conditions due to global climate change. 

Returning to the topic of seasons, some plants and animals in Samoa schedule their activities, such as 
flowering or spawning, according to the seasons.  These biological events tend to occur over a much 
longer period in the tropics compared to colder regions of the world, because the distinction between 
our two seasons is not great and growing conditions here are generally good year-round.  Nevertheless, 
seasonal patterns of flowering and fruiting mean times of abundance or scarcity for some of our native 
wildlife, particularly the fruit bats (pe'a) and Pacific pigeon (lupe). 

Some animals schedule their seasonal migrations to our islands to avoid winters elsewhere in the world. 
We see more golden plovers (tuli) and tourists during the October to March period when they flee 
winter in the northern hemisphere, while humpback whales (tofola) visit us in August-October when 
they escape winter in the southern hemisphere. 

P.Craig, NPS 
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