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In the face of French Polynesia s incredible marine wildlife, it’s easy to overlook what the land, Fenua in
Tahitian, has to offer. Even Darwin, during his voyage on the Beagle, had little to say about the terrestrial
fauna of Tahiti, being more concerned by the process of coral reef formation. The general perception is
that, overall, the land is not species rich, lacking many groups that are common to continental faunas. One
might find its land species composition uninteresting. This couldn’t be further from reality. Birds are the
only large terrestrial vertebrates to have colonized French Polynesia. Coming from distant Australia and
New Guinea, here they found the perfect set of islands to thrive through adaptive radiation. This resulted in
high levels of endemism. Each archipelago offers its own set of species that can be found nowhere else on
earth. There are, among them, three species of Polynesian lorikeets - the Kuhl’s lorikeet (Vini kuhlii) from the
Australs archipelago, the Ultramarine lorikeet (Vini ultramarina) from the Marquesas and the blue lorikeet
(Vini peruviana) from the Tuamotu archipelago. Believe it or not, the blue lorikeet actually also used to be
found as far as the Society Islands, and it was called the Tahitian Lorikeet.

Lorikeets are more than just colorful parrots. They actually held significant cultural importance in Polynesian
culture. The Kuhl’s Lorikeet, for instance, was sacred and highly valued. Its red feathers were used to make
caps and all kinds of ornaments. The feathered belt, called the Maro Ura, was the supreme symbol of power
for a chief.

For millions of years, lorikeets and other birds evolved here without large reptiles, birds of prey or mammals.
In these islands, they were free from any predator and simply lost their behavioral defense mechanisms
against them. But when European ships first arrived during initial contact, roof rats (Rattus rattus) were
introduced to many islands. Roof Rats pose a serious threat to Lorikeets, as they are able to climb up trees,
invade their nest and eat their eggs. It is very evident - in islands infested by roof rats, lorikeets no longer
exist.

Now, there are only a handful of inhabited islands where Lorikeets can still be found in Polynesia.

In addition to an environmental problem, roof rats also pose a socioeconomic complication. They regularly
eat green coconuts, reducing copra production up to 50%. Furthermore, they are vectors of diseases such
as leptospirosis that are still responsible for deaths in French Polynesia.

As the roof rat took over, Polynesian Lorikeets ceased to exist in most of the islands they once thrived. The
Tahitian Lorikeet no longer flies over the mountains of Tahiti. Power is no longer represented by the Maro Ura,
and its bright red feathers have lost their shine. As they vanished from most islands, Polynesian Lorikeets
faded from collective memory.
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