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TROPICAL DRY FORSTS

w PACIFIC

MARQUESAS
ISLANDS

and southeastern) sides of the islands receive the
most precipitation, and the leeward (western) sides
tend to stay dry. These dry regions where once
home to the endangered tropical dry forest. These
lower elevation sites have mean monthly tempera-
tures ranging from 25°C to 29°C, receive less then
2000 mm of annual precipitation and have a dry
season of 6 months (Florence & Lorence 1997).

Polynesians arrived to the Marquesas around 1700
years ago (Buck, 1953; Florence & Lorence, 1997).
Prior to European contact, the Marquesan popu-
lation flourished with an estimated 80,000 inhab-
itants at its peak (Buck, 1953). Spanish sailors
visited the Marquesas Islands in 1595 under the
direction of Avaro de Medafia and named the is-
lands “Las Islas de Marquesa de Mendoza” in hon-
or of the Viceroy of Peru (Florence & Lorence,
1997). Contact with Western explorers brought
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Situated in a remote region of the eastern South disease and the native Marquesan population
Pacific, the Marquesas Islands are a group of twelve sunk to a mere 3800 inhabitants in 1938. Nev-
rugged volcanic islands that collectively make up the ertheless, by 1988 Marquesan numbers had man-
most northwestern archipelago of French Polyne- aged to steadily increase to 7358 (Florence, 1993).

sia. The Marquesas Islands collectively cover only
1050 km2 (Florence & Lorence 1997). The twelve Dry forests of the Marquesas Islands occur in at-

islands range in age from 1.3 million years (Fatu eas that experience less than 2000 mm of precipi-
Hiva) to over 6 million years (Eiao); the oldest is- tation annually and range from just above sea level
lands are located in the northwest and they become to 500 m in elevation (Florence & Lorence, 1997).
progressively younger towards the southeast (Flor- Many of the areas have been highly disturbed or
ence & Lorence, 1997). The Marquesas Islands are have been converted into secondary vegetation, al-
characterized by few beaches and extremely jagged though fragments containing intact native species
terrain; steep vertical sea cliffs and deep isolated do exist (Florence & Lorence, 1997). Many studies
valleys separated by sharp imposing ridges are com- have maintained that much of the lowland native
mon throughout. The largest and highest islands in vegetation on the Marquesas Islands has been de-
the Marquesas are Nuku Hiva (elevation 1227 m) stroyed as a result of grazing and human impact
and Hiva Oa (elevation 1276 m) (Florence & Lor- (Decket, 1970; Florence 1997; Mueller-Dombois
ence 1997). The Marquesas lie at the southern end 1998). This assessment is correct yet small frag-
of a regional oceanic low precipitation zone which ments of native dry forest were encountered dur-
is bordered by two rainy zones that converge to the ing this study.

west (Decker, 1970). The windward (northeastern
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MARQUESAS

NUKU HIVA ISLAND

Location: HATITHEU BAY

The first surveyed site was located on the west side of Hatiheu
Bay, north of the village of Hatiheu, on an east-facing slope on the
Northwestern coast of Nuku Hiva. The Hatiheu Bay dry forest
fragment was located in a gully with large volcanic rock outcrops
that protect it from fire. The area did not appear to be disturbed
by humans and many native species were observed, however, there
was significant evidence of grazing by feral goats. The forest had
a low density of tree species and was dominated by Sapindus sa-

ponaria and Xylosma suaveolens.

Location: HAKAUI

The second site was located just north of the village of Hakaui, Nuku
Hiva on a north-facing slope with many volcanic boulders. The site
appeared to be minimally disturbed judging by the presence of many
indigenous species and by its isolated location. This forest contained
the highest species richness of native trees in the Marquesas Islands
and was dominated by Glochidion marchionicum, Sapindus saponaria,
Xylosma suaveolen, and Cerbera manghas. However, there was a high
number of non-native species, especially Tecoma stans, encountered in
the transects.

Location: Terre Déserte

The Terre Déserte study site faced north in the dry northwestern
section of Nuku Hiva, just southeast of the Nuku Ataha Airport.
This was the most disturbed of all six sites with extensive evidence
of goats and fire in the area. This fragment was surrounded by
grasslands and contained the lowest species richness with only
three native species.
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HIVA OA ISLAND

Location: NAHOE

The fourth dry forest site was on a north-facing slope on the north-
eastern coast of Hiva Oa just southeast of the village of Nahoe.
This site contained many volcanic boulders and smaller rocks. The
site itself contained many native species that are protected from
fire by low leaf litter and a gully.

Location: HANAIAPA BAY

The fifth surveyed site on an east-facing slope on the west side of
Hanaiapa Bay along the north-central coast of Hiva Oa. This site con-
tained large volcanic outcrops in addition to smaller rocks. Feral goats
wete seen at lower elevations below the site, but the dry forest fragment
appeated intact and exhibited many native species.

Location: EIAONE

The final site was found on the west side of a small unnamed bay
on a Northeast-facing slope along the Northeastern coast of Hiva
Oa. The Eiaone site had large volcanic boulders. The forest con-
tained the highest species richness of native trees on the island of
Hiva Oa. This is the only site where the gigantic Pisonia grandis
was observed.

www.geog.ucla.edu/tdfpacific



CONSERVATION SUGGESTIONS

Extensive and systematic plants inventories are need
of the lowland areas on the Marquesas Islands. Cur-
rently, there are only species lists for the islands and more
research needs to be undertaken to identify rare species
(Wagner & Lorence 2003). Fenced enclosures with public
assess for locals and tourists are needed at the richest sites.
There also needs to be a public education campaign on the
conservation of this forest type.
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