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Indigenous Fijians believe that survival of their culture is inextricably linked to their
position as land and resource owners. This is summed up in the dual meaning of the term
‘vanua’, which literally means land but also symbolizes the cultural and socio-political
traditions of the people. These traditions form the basis of Fiji’s natural resource
management system and the production of social capital in Fijian villages. Due to legally
recognized resource tenure and the communal nature of village living, Fiji has been a
popular site for community-based natural resource management projects (CBNRM). The
aim of these projects is to empower local communities and leaders with knowledge and
resources to improve the management and governance of their natural resources. Despite
a significant amount of time and effort put into governance development, many CBNRM
initiatives fail to achieve their goals.

The purpose of this study is to identify challenges faced by Partners in Community
Development-Fiji in implementing governance development activities during the Coral
Gardens Initiative in Cuvu Tikina from 1999-2003 and to also explain why these
challenges emerged during the project. Using the framework of analytic ethnography,
data gained through PCDF’s project documents, semi-structured interviews, and
participant observation are used to identify and explain the challenges. Ten challenges
are identified that show how the interactions between key players affected, and continue
to alter, the results of the project. These challenges were created by a combination of
influences including PCDF’s approach, pre-existing social tensions amongst the
stakeholders, and cultural and location-specific constraints. The impact of pre-existing
social capital and how the project affected this social capital is also examined. Seven
specific recommendations are offered to CBNRM facilitators and village participants,
including the importance of understanding community dynamics, building strong internal
and external networks, utilizing the pre-existing governance institutions, and using an
asset-based approach.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO COMMUNITY-BASED NATURAL RESOURCE
MANAGEMENT IN FUJI

In a coastal village in Fiji in the 18" or 19" century, the yams, taro, and sweet
potatoes have already been harvested from the plots surrounding the village and piled
high in the air, suggesting that a feast is about to occur. Perhaps the tribe (yavusa) has
just won a battle against rival neighbors, or maybe the high chief (turaga ni vanua or
Tui) has a daughter or son getting married. The Tui calls his spokesman (matanivanua),
to send a message to the head of the fisherman clan (gonedau). The crops are ready, now
this feast needs its main course from the sea, including turtle, parrotfish, and grouper
among others. He declares that the tabu has been lifted from the fishing grounds
(igoligoli) for this feast. Not a soul dared to fish in the igoligoli lest he or she face
physical and spiritual harm; if they eat a fish from the tabu area, sickness and probably
death will soon follow. The chief of the gonedau rounds up his fishermen and together
they prepared the tools of their trade, spears and nets made of sinnet and coconut leaves.

They set out into the igoligoli to practice their trade, using knowledge and
expertise passed on through generations and spiritually imbued with a preternatural
understanding of this environment. Shaking the net as they go, the fish are confused by
the shimmering reflections and panic, ‘running’ away from the immediate threat and into
the corral the gonedau are creating, spearing the fish as they go. Another group has
been sent out to the deeper area to hunt for sea turtles (vonu), the sacred chiefly food for
this feast. Fishing now complete, the head of the gonedau returns to the village and
formally presents the Tui with the entire catch. The Tui praises the gonedau and the
women burst out in praise and song. Once the feast is prepared, all of the food is offered
to the Tui, who dutifully doles it out to his people, for the chief is nothing without his
people, and his people nothing without their chief. The festivities will last for days.

This rendition of a village scene was derived from stories told by present-day
villagers in Cuvu Village as well as descriptions from modern and historical sources
(Veitayaki 2002, Williams 1985). While Fiji has changed greatly since the days when its
reputation gave it the name of ‘Cannibal Isles’, the past continues to be reflected and
represented in the present. Despite the effects of Christianization, colonization, and
globalization, the daily lives of indigenous Fijians (hereafter ‘Fijians’) are still shaped by
their communal traditions and the resources upon which these traditions are based. If a
visitor travels to Fiji and happens upon a ceremony in a village, the scene may not be too

different from the one described above.



Fijians believe that their very existence as a people is based on their access to land
and resources (Lal 2003, Srebrnik 2002). In an oft-quoted description, Ravuvu (1983,
30) explains the interconnection of the people and land through the complex meaning of

the Fijian term, vanua:

Vanua literally means land, but also refers to the social and cultural aspects of the
environment. On the social plane it includes the people and how they are socially
structured and related to one another. On the cultural plane it embodies the values, beliefs
and common ways of doing things.

In short, vanua encompasses what it means to be Fijian; the term vakavanua means that
something exists or is done in the Fijian way. Because of this perception, access to and
ownership of natural resources has been jealously guarded throughout the colonial (1874-
1970) and independent era; even the distant threat of estrangement of Fijians from their
land directly led to two coups in 1987 and one in 2000, and indirectly to one in 2006. It
is safe to say that land and marine resources are two of the most potent and controversial
issues in Fiji to this day (Lucas et al. 2003). It is also safe to say that due to the
importance placed on the link between Fijian culture and the land, village-based Fijians
will be the primary managers of natural resources into the future.

Traditional management and governance of natural resources has a strong
tradition across the islands of Oceania, including Fiji, but has recently come under
pressure due to a number of external forces. It is important here to differentiate between
governance and management. In this paper | follow the definitions given by Kearney et
al. (2007, 82):

Research on governance points to the need to distinguish between governance itself—the
mechanisms and processes by which power and decision making are allocated among
different actors—and management, involving decisions about use patterns as well as
about transforming the resource by making improvements.



With these definitions in mind, we can see that colonialism has had an influence
in both governance and management structures in Oceania. Heterogeneous traditions that
once separated the various tribes were re-shaped in ways that conformed to, in the case of
Fiji, British colonial policies; whereas localized rules in all their variety once dominated,
both governance and management structures became more homogenous and centralized.
Although there is concern that traditional methods have been declining, many countries
formally recognize indigenous ownership of or customary rights to their resources
(Johannes 1978, Johannes 2002, Caillaud et al. 2004). Different governance mechanisms
at different scales are used to manage resources, usually providing communal ownership
or access to resources within a larger co-management structure. Fiji provides a good
example of this type of system. Since the beginning of the colonial era, the government
has managed commercial aspects of land and marine resources while Fijian social units
are registered as owners of the resources. Customary marine tenure is legally recognized
in Fiji through codification of the igoligoli system (Cooke et al. 2000, Fong 2006).
Overall day-to-day management is left to the resource owners and their governance
structures, though natural resource legislation is still supposed to prevail (Evans 2006).

Although a co-management system is in place in Fiji, there is concern that rather
than having two different arms of management the current system results in a situation
where there is effectively none, particularly concerning marine resources (Muehlig-
Hofmann 2007, Virdin 2000). Local communities struggle to effectively manage
resources in a sustainable manner because of both external and internal pressures
including destructive fishing and overfishing, the emergence of and further integration

into the market economy, and the erosion of respect towards cultural traditions among



others (Veitayaki 1998). On the other hand, the central government lacks the resources
necessary to adequately provide on-site management and often encourages further
exploitation of resources without due regard for environmental consequences (Lane 2006,
Turnbull 2004). Lower-level government offices are also not empowered with the
resource or knowledge capacity to meet management obligations. The weaknesses of
both parties in the co-management system may thus lead to a ‘tragedy of the commons’
situation despite the expected benefits of the existing communal property structure
(Feeney et al. 1998).

Recognizing the need to empower local communities with the knowledge and
capacity to manage resources, and to strengthen ties between international organizations,
government offices and the villages, nongovernmental organizations (NGO) have played
an increasingly significant role in Fiji’s co-management system (Lane 2006).
Community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) projects can now be found in
nearly every area of Fiji, particularly on the two main islands of Viti Levu and Vanua
Levu. Many facilitating organizations are global or regional leaders in resource
conservation and management, including the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF), the
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), the Fiji Locally Managed Marine Area Network
(FLMMA), Partners in Community Development-Fiji (PCDF), the Secretariat of the
Pacific Community (SPC), the Organization for Industrial, Spiritual and Cultural
Advancement (OISCA), the South Pacific Region Environment Programme (SPREP) and
the Institute of Applied Science (IAS) at the University of the South Pacific (USP).

While the staff members implementing CBNRM projects are mostly from Fiji, the theory,



methods and motivation are usually generated externally, either by offices in developed
countries or through foreign subject matter experts.

Although some effort is given towards strengthening the co-management structure
in Fiji, mainly through building networks between villages and government offices, most
CBNRM projects focus on the villages’ role in management. A primary goal of CBNRM
projects is to teach Fijian resource owners and users about innovative methods to manage
their land and fishing grounds without dismantling traditions and customs. In this way,
NGOs try to bridge the gap between modern management practices and Fijian traditions
in order to raise awareness, improve the standard of living, and prevent environmental
degradation. By empowering the resource users it is hoped that networks and governance
mechanisms will continue to develop after the NGO departs. Despite using a number of
well-tested strategies, NGOs often struggle to meet their stated goals.

One powerful determinant in the success of CBNRM projects is the local
communities’ level of social capital, or the value of the structure of relations between and
among participants in the project (Ostrom 1999). Some of the most important
characteristics of groups that lead to the production of social capital are strong networks,
social norms, trust, and reciprocity (Pretty and Ward 2001). The given cultural context is
also a critical factor that influences how social capital may be produced and employed,
especially in places like Fiji where cultural institutions are formally and informally
recognized. It is fairly easy to see how this relates to Fijian villages and activities that
occur within their space. For one, the daily lives of Fijians in a village setting are driven
by the complex network of social relationships through kinship and traditional ties that

make the Fijian culture so pervasive. Second, resources are communally-owned and



often used directly or indirectly for communal purposes. Third, when an external agent,
be it a government or non-government entity, becomes involved in this communal
context, the dynamics between actors in the social network may be altered by the new
players, possibly improving (as the NGO hopes) or damaging (as often happens) existing
networks. Thus, conclusions made in this paper are premised on the notion that the
ability of an NGO to development long-term governance structures concerning
environmental or natural resource matters is based at least in part on its ability to
strengthen social networks, and that pre-existing social capital is necessary for this to
happen.

The objective of this study is to identify specific challenges that Partners in
Community Development-Fiji (PCDF) faced in making these measures sustainable (here
to mean merely surviving the NGO’s departure) and show why these challenges emerged
during the Coral Gardens Initiative, a CBNRM project implemented in Cuvu Tikina from
1999-2003. This study took place while I was a Peace Corps Volunteer assigned to Cuvu
Tikina as an environmental advisor and educator from August 2005 to August 2007.
After discussing the historical evolution of Fiji’s natural resource governance structure, |
explain the importance of social capital in CBNRM initiatives throughout the South
Pacific and the influence of the Fijian culture in shaping how social capital is produced
and utilized (chapters 2 and 3). Next, using the framework of analytic ethnography, data
gained through PCDEF’s project documents, semi-structured interviews, and participant
observation are used to explain the root causes of the challenges that PCDF faced when
developing local natural resource governance (chapter 6). | also show how the

interactions between key players affected, and continue to alter, the results of the project.



The next chapter deals with the project’s effect on social networks and structures in Cuvu
Tikina, and in turn how the challenges were shaped by the pre-existing social capital
(chapter 6). To show how aspects associated with the development of social capital may
be utilized in this specific context, | provide an example of a natural resource decision
made without external assistance. In the last chapter, recommendations for both CBNRM
facilitators and village-based participants are provided to guide future projects that
include community-based governance development activities and mitigate the challenges
identified in this study (chapter 7). Because numerous Fijian terms are used throughout

the paper, a list of terms and their meanings in English are given in Appendix A.



CHAPTER 2: CODIFYING VANUA - THE EVOLUTION OF FIJIAN NATURAL
RESOURCE GOVERNANCE

An Overview of the Fiji Islands

The Fiji Islands are located between 15-239S and 177-178°W, composed of about
330 islands totaling close to 18,500km? of total land (a bit smaller than New Jersey).
Though the total land mass is small, Fiji’s coastline (1130km) and Exclusive Economic
Zone (1.29 million km2) are significant (CIA 2005, Vuki et al. 2000). Approximately
one-third of the islands are inhabited with 90% of the population on the two largest
islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. The estimated population from the 2007 census is
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Figure 2.1. The Fiji Islands. Note the location of Cuvu Tikina in Southwest Viti Levu, about 10 km
west of Sigatoka Town. Source: Fong (2006).



860,743, with native Fijians accounting for 56% and Indo-Fijians 36% of the total
population. The remaining 8% constitutes a mix of other Pacific Islanders, Chinese and

Europeans (www.statsfiji.gov.fj). Population trends show that the Indo-Fijian population

is decreasing while the other two groups are increasing. The Indo-Fijian population is
focused primarily in urban areas and in the major sugarcane growing areas, while the
native population is more spread out and is still predominantly rural. The vast majority
of both groups live along the coast, here defined as the entire area from the base of the
mountains to the outer slope of the reefs. Consequently, the most important industries,
agriculture and tourism, are concentrated along the coastline. Indo-Fijians along the
coast work primarily in the agriculture industry or small business, while most Fijians
maintain a subsistence lifestyle and live in villages, though they also continue to be
integrated into the cash economy through commercial fishing, business and government
jobs, and the expansion of tourism on native land. There is still significant economic
stratification within both groups, with the rural population generally poorer and less

educated then their urban counterparts (www.statsfiji.gov.fj, Sriskandarajah 2003).

Fiji uses a constitutional parliament system based on the British model, but also
diverges from this model in a number of ways. The Constitution has undergone several
changes since independence, thanks to the unstable nature of Fijian politics. Following
the first coup in 1987, the initial Constitution was scrapped and replaced by a new one in
1990. This second document was amended in 1997, and, despite being challenged by
coups in 2000 and 2006, remains as the governing Constitution. Elections are scheduled
every five years and all Fiji citizens must be registered to vote according to the 1997

Constitution (Fiji Ministry of Information 2005). An elected prime minister runs the
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affairs of the nation while the president is the executive authority of the country and the
commander-in-chief of the military. Parliament is separated into a house of
representatives whose members are elected, and a senate, made up of individuals
appointed by the president. These appointees are recommended to the president by the
prime minister, opposition party leader, and the Great Council of Chiefs (GCC, in Fijian,
the Bose Levu Vakaturaga (BLV)). Ministries manage the government’s affairs and
report to parliament. Before the 2006 coup, there were 22 ministries, but this number has
been reduced to 17 by the interim government.

One peculiarity in the Fijian government system is that while the population is
largely bi-racial, there is a separate administrative network that is concerned only with
indigenous Fijian matters. At the top of this chain is the GCC, which consists of 55
members, mostly chiefs from the provinces, and plays an important advisory role in all
matters that affect the indigenous Fijian population. Originally created in the first years
of the colonial era to oversee native matters, the GCC’s role in legislative matters has
waned over time, but it still appoints the president and vice president to five year terms
(Ministry of Information 2005, Nayacakalou 2001). The GCC advises the Fijian Affairs
Board, who in turn provides guidance to Fijian councils at the provincial, district, and
village levels. Provincial offices are led by a roko tui, and assistant roko tui are
appointed to regions within the province. There are also Fijian councils at the district
(tikina) and village (koro) level. The village is the basic unit of organization for Fijian

socio-political affairs (Nayacakalou 2001).
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Figure 2.2. The modern governance structure in Fiji. The two columns on the left show the
institutions concerned with indigenous Fijian matters. Source: Lucas et al. (2003).

The country is divided into four divisions and fourteen provinces. Ministries
generally have offices at the division level that oversee administrative matters, while
some ministries have field offices at the provincial level. Provinces are further separated
into 187 districts. Although there are district councils that oversee Fijian village affairs,
there is no government administration at this level. 88% of the land is owned by Fijians
and managed by the Native Land Trust Board (NLTB). Land ownership follows
traditional Fijian social-political organization as recorded by the British colonial
administration in the early twentieth century (Nayacakalou 2001). At the highest level is
the vanua, which usually encompasses several villages or districts. Vanua are made up of
associations of yavusa, or tribes, which are usually found in one to several villages.

Customary fishing rights are usually consolidated at these larger social groups (Veitayaki,
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1998). The primary land-owning unit is the mataqali, or clan, of which there are one to
several found in a village. At the lowest level of Fijian socio-political organization is the
itokatoka, a kinship group based on common ancestral brothers.

Four percent of the land is still held by the State, including the foreshore areas,
and is administered by the Department of Lands and Surveys. The other 8% is freehold
land, mostly acquired prior to cession to Britain in 1874. Only about 16% of the land is
arable, virtually all of it along the coast, and is currently used for agriculture (Fiji
Ministry of Information 2004). Most of the freehold land is also used for agriculture and
constitutes a sizeable amount of Fiji’s total arable land (Fisk 1970). While natives own
the land, Indo-Fijians have been able to lease farming plots through the Agricultural
Landlord and Tenants Act (ALTA) of 1976. Overall, 46% of native-held land is leased,
mostly for agriculture but also for other activities (Sriskandarajah 2003). The tourism
industry, for instance, relies heavily on leases; nearly 50% of resort facilities are on
native land (Narayan and Prasad 2003). Mining and timber activities are also found on
native lands. Overall, the natural resources sector of the economy constituted 25% of
overall GDP in 2004 and significantly impacts native-held land (Fiji Ministry of
Information 2005).

The condition of the coastal seascape, which consists of mangroves, seagrasses
and coral reefs, varies throughout the country. In more densely populated areas, such as
the capital of Suva, increased runoff, pollution, and resource extraction (including
mangroves, fish and live coral) resulting from land-use change and immersion in the
market economy are all putting immense stress on coastal ecosystems (Vuki et al. 2000).

The coastal landscape is also being stressed by intensive agriculture and urbanization.
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There is increased concern amongst Fijian resource owners that the NLTB has been
overly zealous in promoting the exploitation of resources, resulting in increased
degradation both inland and along the coasts (Fiji Times, 28 January 2008). Many Fijians
also feel that overfishing and destructive fishing currently have the most negative impact
on their livelihood (World Bank 2000). For many of the rural native villages, fishing is
their sole livelihood, providing both subsistence and cash. Climate change is another
pressing socio-ecological issue in Fiji; increased sea surface temperatures, sea level rise
and more strong storms may severely degrade the coast (Hay et al. 2001). Overall,
Fijians rank the degradation of coastal resources as the greatest climate change threat
(Agrawala et al. 2003).

Vanua: the evolution of Fijian governance and resource co-management

In order to better understand the current local governance structure in Fiji
concerning natural resources and how the notion of vanua became so important, it is
necessary to explore the forces that shaped the institutions through time. Two historical
threads are particularly important to follow from the pre- to post-colonial eras. First, the
British colonial administration’s approach to native land and resource tenure established
the co-management system still in place today. Second, the development and
codification of Fijian communal traditions through an alliance between the colonial
government and Fijian chiefs has shaped the contemporary local (province to village
level) Fijian governance structure. While the notion of vanua is considered to describe
pre-contact Fiji, modern expression of the term is largely a result of events since 1874.
The following section provides a brief history of colonial policy in Fiji, as well as a look

at how resource tenure over land and fisheries has continued to be a source of
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controversy since Fiji became independent in 1970. | finish with a review of the
contemporary co-management system, the local Fijian governance structure, and list a
few of these institutions’ limitations.

Foundations of vanua: Pre-colonial Fiji and the Deed of Cession

The socio-political situation in Fiji prior to becoming a British colony was
hierarchical and dynamic. In pre-colonial days, a chief’s control of power and resources
was absolute, though the power of any given chief was in constant flux due to internecine
warfare and increasingly intricate kinship ties through intermarriage of chiefly families.
This dynamism meant that new social and political ties constantly formed within and
between villages. It is likely that a common Fijian would have been hard-pressed to
identify the name of his itokatoka, mataqgali, or yavusa (Nayacakalou 2001).

Nonetheless, daily activities were defined by o