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Ancient wisdom can be put to practical use when combined with modern weather forecasting 

tools, according to Victoria University of Wellington PhD candidate Roan Plotz. 

Roan, now a traditional ecological knowledge scientist for the Climate and Ocean Support 

Program in the Pacific (COSPPac), is working with Pacific meteorological services on 

collating traditional weather and climate knowledge, verifying the information and using it to 

make seasonal forecasts more useful to Pacific Island communities. 

Strengthening forecasting systems in the Pacific 

 

Roan Plotz, traditional knowledge specialist with the  Climate and Ocean Support Program in 

the Pacific (and PhD candidate from CBRE), recently attended a meeting of the Vanuatu 

Rainfall Monitoring Network (VRN) for its inaugural workshop to improve their skills and 

knowledge in climate change and disaster risk reduction. The VRN are a group of 75 

members stationed across Vanuatu that help record rainfall and weather conditions – filling 

gaps in the country’s regional weather recording capabilities. 

The first step, says Roan, is to identify what local people use to predict what weather is 

coming and then monitor those traditional indicators to see if they correlate to actual weather 

patterns. 
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“In parts of the Pacific, for example, people believe there is a strong correlation with the 

amount of fruiting and how much rainfall will fall in the next season. This has been shown to 

be true,” says Roan. 

The ultimate goal of the study, funded by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade, is to bridge the gap between traditional indicators and scientific techniques to improve 

weather and climate forecasting abilities. 

“The Pacific Islands are vulnerable to sea level rise and severe weather events and have 

always kept a close eye on the seasons,” says Roan. 

“Many communities favour traditional ways—such as reading signs of nature, animals and 

plants—over scientific ways, partly due to lack of exposure to modern forecasting tools.” 

After assessing traditional indicators, it is hoped that the Pacific Met Services will be better 

placed to inform their local communities about what should be monitored in order to help 

them better adapt to an increasingly variable climate. 

 

Roan Plotz installing a radio transmitter in horn of a black rhino in South Africa for his 

Ph.D. on the relationships between nematode parasite, oxpecker birds, and their black rhino 

hosts. 

“It’s much more relevant if we can tell people for a fact that monitoring a certain tree, or 

plant, or animal allows you to forecast as accurately as modern forecasting tools.” 

An apparently unrelated PhD topic, proved highly relevant 

Roan’s experience with indigenous knowledge had its origins in his PhD study of the tick 

bird and black rhinoceros relationship. With the support of the Centre of Biodiversity and 

Restoration Ecology at Victoria University, Roan explored the validity of the African tick 

bird’s indigenous name ‘The Rhino’s Guard’. 
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“Unknown at the time, my PhD research led to my current role in the Pacific. My training in 

ecological science at Victoria and field experiences in Africa gave me the foundation I 

needed.” 

Roan submitted his PhD thesis last year and now works for the COSPPac program at the 

Australian Bureau of Meteorology in Melbourne. 

You can hear more about Roan’s new role here – an interview on Radio New Zealand, 

International: 

http://www.radionz.co.nz/international/programmes/datelinepacific/audio/2587442/scientists-

look-to-ancient-wisdom-to-help-predict-weather 

- A post modified from the media release issued by Victoria University of Wellington 

Communications & Marketing. Thanks to Haley Small, Communications Adviser.  
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