
ACTIVITY: Shipwreck 
CASE: GSAF 2003.12.13.a 
DATE: Saturday December 13, 
2003 
LOCATION: The incident took 
place in the Pacific Ocean off 
Pukapuka Island in northern group 
of the Cook Islands. 
10.9°S, 165.8°W  
 
NAME: Teta Vaotiare 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 45-year-
old fisherman. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: December 12, 2003 - Forecast for the Northern Cooks: Light to moderate 
northeast winds. Occasional showers, heavy at times with scattered thunderstorms over 
areas east of Pukapuka and spreading across the group. Slight seas with a moderate 
easterly swell. 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, December 8, 2003; Last Quarter, December 16, 2003. 
SEA CONDITIONS: The seas were moderate. 
ENVIRONMENT: This year fishermen have reported seeing large mako and tiger sharks in 
the ocean off Rarotonga, but they are not known to frequent the lagoon, which marine 
experts say is too shallow for them. However Chief Inspector Tini says that following 
Cyclone Sally, which struck Rarotonga on the last day of 1986, two sharks were sighted in 
the lagoon off Titikaveka. They were driven into shallow water by people having a picnic at 
the beach, and killed. 
 

The most isolated island in the Cooks group, Pukapuka is a true atoll comprising three islets 
and a sandbank -- the whole shaped like a three-bladed fan. It lies 715 miles (1150 km) 
north-west of Rarotonga and is one of the most remote of the Cooks group. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: Three miles 
TIME: After dark 
 
NARRATIVE: On Saturday afternoon, Vaotiare and 50-year-old Punavai Tamaiti Peua set 
off on a fishing trip from Pukapuka in Peua’s 16-foot aluminum boat. It was not known if the 
craft was equipped with flares or lifejackets. When the pair failed to return by nightfall, the 
island’s two police officers organized a search which began at 22h30 [10.30 pm], using two 
boats with spotlights. The search was called off at 03h30 on Sunday and resumed at 08h30. 
Apparently the small boat had capsized. Peua had managed to right the boat and get back 
into it, and he was located at 04h00. The search for Vaotiare continued said Chief Inspector 
Tearoa Tini, Officer Commanding Outer Island Police. 
 

A few hours later, searchers retrieved remains several miles off the island. The island 
medical officer Dr Win Tun confirmed the remains were human but said they were 
impossible to identify. The remains would be sent to New Zealand for DNA analysis which 
would help identify what appeared to be the victim of a shark attack, according to Police 
Commissioner Pira Wichman. 
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Pukapuka Island 



INJURY: Fatal. It may be that the fisherman drowned and his body was scavenged by a 
shark; if so, that may be determined on autopsy. 
 
SOURCE: http://www.cook-islands.gov.ck/view_release.php?release_id=436 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Richard D. Weeks, Global Shark Accident File 
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