








Vanuatu

� 80 islands (previously known as New Hebrides)
� About 221,000 people
� Independence from France and Britain in 1980
� Politically unstable (16 elections in 13 years up to 

2004 election – stable for past 4 years)
� 7% economic growth – but this fast growth is 

irrelevant to most ni-Vanuatu’s
� Many multi-lateral institutions focused on economic 

growth with investment in tourism and other export-
oriented industries 



Some Pressures

� Land alienated from custom owners 

� Rural-urban drift
� Inequities resultant from ‘white-fella led 

tourism’
� Rising aspirations
� Population growth, 

� Food security challenges



Kastom governance partnership consists of 
the following organisations……

� Malvatumari National Council of Chiefs (who 
invited an outside organisation for the first time)

� Australian Centre for Peace & Conflict 
Studies/ University of Queensland

� Vanuatu Cultural Centre (for the research component 

and also hosting the kastom reference group)
� AusAid (as partner and funder)



Words….

� Governance – ‘first and foremost serve as an opportunity for people to acquire
the feeling that they have a grasp on their contemporary environment. If people 
are not able to feel enfranchised through contemporary institutions and 
practices whether customary or imported, if they lack a sense of ownership of 
them, they should be modified’ (Huffer & Molisa, 1999)

� Kastom – as values, beliefs, practices, rules, laws and/or a signifier. We must 
remember that there are multiple kastom groups in Vanuatu (e.g. 116 tribes on 
Tanna but one kastom law, 3 kastom groups on Pentecost). According to the 
Indigenous Peoples Forum of Vanuatu there are 43 indigenous nations within 
Vanuatu.

� Chiefs – jif, more like the big-man, name of high rank in a grading system or 
blood line (depending on kastom group)



The kastom governance 
partnership – focus is on…

Difficult conversations (storians) around points of tension with 
Vanuatu community and national life

Providing a space/environment for customary leaders, other 
leaders (women, youth, church) and members of grassroots 
councils to reflect on, discuss and plan around:

1. Challenges and pressures facing their communities
2. How to support good development processes
3. Peace-building and working with conflict
4. The interface between ‘traditional’ and ‘introduced’

governance systems



Overall approach…

� Conflict prevention

� Appreciative of kastom
� Partnership as…

Developmental

dialogical

deconstructive



Reflections on storian s: 
Five major themes emerging from the 
conversations

� ‘Life-projects’ & development
� Community

� Conflict management/resolution
� Governance

� Sustainable livelihoods









Imagine a community-centred economy being 
subject to many pressures; immersed within 
tensions:

� Individual vs. collective

� Cash-oriented vs. customary-oriented
� Subsistence-plus vs. ‘not enough’

� Wealth as land vs. education
� Urban vs. rural…



Conclusion

� Pacific islands experimenting with hybrid forms of community, 
governance, development, conflict resolution, livelihoods: not 
assumed linear from…… to……..but something ‘other.’

� An intense process of dialogue and potentially generative 
conflict is taking place…. 

� The year of the custom economy could be interpreted as a ni-
Vanuatu discussion about their ‘life-project’ (Blaser et al) – their 
vision of how to live the good life, which in turn requires some
discussion about what Max-Neef called ‘needs and satisfiers’ –
clearly a discussion central to any focused on economics. 




