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ABSTRACT 

Pacific Island societies, although highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate and 

other environmental changes, have managed to adapt and survive for thousands of 

years. Embedded in the cultures of Pacific communities is indigenous knowledge 

which is a collective of past experiences and life lessons including adaptation 

strategies for natural disasters and environmental changes. Oral narratives act as 

storage and as a means of dissemination of indigenous knowledge and are important 

for the livelihoods and security of Pacific peoples. They are therefore a key element 

for climate change adaptation and resilience. In an effort to better inform adaptation 

strategies and build communal resilience to climate change, this thesis examines the 

contents of oral narratives regarding personal experiences and perceptions in rural 

coastal communities in the south-western coast (Coral Coast) of Viti Levu and the 

island of Vatulele in the Fiji group.  

 

The results from the research show that while oral narratives are key in disseminating 

information regarding environmental changes and adaptation strategies, they are fast 

disappearing due to changing lifestyles and social structures. Access to individual 

and communal perception of climate change provides an understanding of the 

mechanisms which govern community adaptation and resilience. While the 

communities reported concerns regarding coastal erosion and sea-level rise, barriers 

to planning and implementation of adaptation strategies are attributed to 

misinformation and misperceptions of what climate change is and what it entails. The 

results suggest that the language, mode of transmission and context in which 

information is disseminated in rural communities are important in ensuring that 

information is received, well understood and utilised.  
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1.1. Introduction 

The chapter is intended to provide a background and rationale to this study. It begins 

with a discussion about the recent global environmental and climate change as well 

as the future projections for the Pacific region. It provides an overview of the 

challenges of adaptation and resilience strategies implemented in the Pacific and then 

moves on to discuss the possibility of the incorporation of indigenous knowledge in 

these strategies. The chapter also states the aims and objectives of this master’s 

thesis. The final section of this chapter provides a brief summary of the content and 

outline of the main structure for the thesis. 

 

1.2. Background Information 

1.2.1. Recent Global Environmental and Climate Change 

According to United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), climate change is no 

longer just one of the many environmental and regulatory concerns but is now the 

major environmental issue and the single greatest challenge facing environmental 

regulators1. The recent changes in the global climate have been unequivocally 

associated with human activity. Anthropogenic climate change drivers have led to 

increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow 

and ice and rising global sea level2. The warming of the Earth’s climate system is 

unequivocal and the past three decades have been the warmest over the last 1400 

years3. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), there 

has been a gradual increase in land and ocean surface temperature (Fig 1.1) with the 

                                                 
 

 

1 UNEP. 2009. Climate Change [Online]. Nairobi, Kenya: United Nations Environment Programme. 
Available: http://www.unep.org/climatechange/Introduction.aspx [Accessed 25.01 2014]. 
2 PACHAURI, R. K. & REISINGER, A. 2007. Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report. Contribution 
of Working Groups I, II and III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 1. 
3 IPCC 2013. Summary for Policymakers. In: STOCKER, T. F., QIN, D., PLATTNER, G.-K., 
TIGNOR, M., ALLEN, S. K., BOSCHUNG, J., NAUELS, A., XIA, Y., BEX, V. & MIDGLEY, P. M. 
(eds.) Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the 
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, UK and 
New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press. 
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averaged overall land and ocean surface temperatures warming roughly 0.85°C 

(1.53°F) from 1880 to 20124. 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Observed globally averaged combined land and ocean surface temperature 
anomaly 1850-2012. Source: (IPCC, 2013). 

 

The changes in the Earth’s climate will inevitably have an impact on its environment 

and societies. The exposure and vulnerability of communities determines how they 

are affected by climate change and according to UNFCCC it is the developing 

countries that are most vulnerable because they have fewer resources to socially, 

technologically and financially adapt to climate change impacts5. The Small Island 

Developing States (SIDS) are projected to be affected across all sectors6. The 

                                                 
 

 

4 Ibid. 
5 UNFCCC 2007. Climate Change: Impacts, Vulnerabilities and Adaptation in Developing Countries, 
Bonn, Germany, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change Secretariat. 
6 Ibid. 
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magnitude of the impact however will differ among islands. Table 1.1 provides a 

summary of the impacts and vulnerabilities arising from climate change in Small 

Island Developing States.  

 
Impacts Sectoral Vulnerabilities Adaptive Capacity 
Temperature 
– All Caribbean, Indian 
Ocean and North and 
South Pacific small island 
States will experience 
warming. Warming will be 
lower than the  global 
average 
 
Precipitation 
– Decrease in summer 
rainfall in the Caribbean in 
the vicinity of the Greater 
Antilles.  
– Increase in annual 
rainfall in the equatorial 
Pacific and in the northern 
Indian Ocean, in the 
Seychelles and the 
Maldives. 
– Decrease in rainfall in 
the vicinity of Mauritius, 
in the Indian Ocean, and 
east of French Polynesia, 
in the Pacific. 
 
Extreme Events 
– Increasing intensity of 
tropical cyclones, storm 
surge, coral bleaching and 
land inundation. 

Water 
– Water sources seriously compromised due to 
rising sea level, changes in rainfall and increased 
evapotranspiration. 
 
Agriculture and food security 
– Agricultural land and thus food security affected 
by sea-level rise, inundation, soil salinization, 
seawater intrusion into  freshwater lenses, and 
decline in freshwater supply.  
– All agricultural production affected by extreme 
events. 
– Fisheries affected by increasing sea surface 
temperature, rising sea level and damage from 
tropical cyclones. 
Health 
– Increases in the intensity of tropical cyclones 
increase risks to life. 
– Heat stress and changing patterns in the 
occurrence of disease vectors and climate sensitive 
diseases affect health. 
 
Terrestrial Ecosystems 
– Replacement of local species and colonization by 
non-indigenous species.  
– Forests affected by extreme events are slow to 
regenerate. 
Forest cover may increase on some high latitude 
islands. 
 
Coastal Zones 
– Most infrastructure, settlements and facilities 
located on or near the shore and will be affected by 
sea-level rise, coastal erosion and other coastal 
hazards, compromising the socio-economic well-
being of island communities and states.  
– Accelerated beach erosion, degradation of coral 
reefs and bleaching will all have impacts on 
incomes from fishing and tourism. 
– Habitability and thus sovereignty of some states 
threatened due to reduction in island size or 
complete inundation 

Small islands, 
whether located in 
the tropics or higher 
latitudes are 
especially 
vulnerable to the 
effects of climate 
change, sea level 
rise and extreme 
events. 
 
Characteristics such 
as limited size, 
proneness to natural 
hazards and 
external shocks 
enhance the 
vulnerability of 
islands to climate 
change. In most 
cases they have low 
adaptive capacity, 
and adaptation costs 
are high relative to 
GDP. 

Table 1.1: Brief details of regional impacts and vulnerabilities to climate change in SIDS. 
Source: (Mimura et al., 2007), (UNFCCC, 2007). 
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Furthermore, the key changes that are faced by the Pacific region are summarised in 
a PIRCA Report7 as such: 
 

- rising carbon rising carbon dioxide in the atmosphere 

- rising air and sea-surface temperatures; 

- rising sea levels and upper-ocean heat content; 

- changing ocean chemistry and increasing ocean acidity; 

- changing rainfall patterns; 

- decreasing base flow in streams; 

- changing wind and wave patterns; 

- changing extremes; and 

- changing habitats and species distributions. 

 

These changes present the Pacific Island countries with enormous challenges; hence 

the need to enhance resilience is vital for the survival of Pacific Islands, their peoples 

and cultures.  

 

1.2.2. Future Projections 

Based on the IPCC emission scenarios, the basic projection is that global surface air 

temperature is going to increase, the intensity of precipitation events is to increase, 

snow cover and sea ice extent will decrease, and the intensity of tropical cyclones is 

likely to increase8. The mean surface warming projected by the Fourth Assessment 

Report of the IPCC is an increase by 1.8-4.0°C and the sea level is projected to rise 

                                                 
 

 

7 KEENER, V., JOHN. J. MARRA, FINUCANE, M. L., SPOONER, D. & SMITH, M. H. (eds.) 2013. 
Climate Change and Pacific Islands: Indicators and Impacts: Report for the 2012 Pacific Islands 
Regional Climate Assessment: Island Press. 
8 MEEHL, G. A., T.F. STOCKER, W.D. COLLINS, P. FRIEDLINGSTEIN, A.T. GAYE, J.M. 
GREGORY, A. KITOH, R. KNUTTI, J.M. MURPHY, A. NODA, S.C.B. RAPER, I.G. 
WATTERSON, WEAVER, A. J. & ZHAO, Z.-C. 2007. Global Climate Projections. In: SOLOMON, 
S., QIN, D., MANNING, M., CHEN, Z., MARQUIS, M., AVERYT, K. B., TIGNOR, M. & 
MILLER, H. L. (eds.) Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working 
Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 
Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA.: Cambridge University Press. 
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by 0.18-0.59m by the end of the 21st century9.More recent observations show that the 

greenhouse gas emissions and other aspects of climate are changing near the upper 

boundary of the IPCC projections published in 2007. The Synthesis Report on 

Climate Change by the International Alliance of Research Universities (IARU)10 

projects an upper end global mean sea-level rise of 1 m (±0.5 m) during the next 

century and continued sea-level rise for several centuries thereafter.   

 
Figure 1.2: Projected multi-model mean changes in the spatial average global and PCCSP 
region annual mean surface air temperature for the 21st century, relative to the 1990 
emissions scenarios. Source: (Meteorology and CSIRO, 2011). 

 

The IPCC projections for the Pacific region are quite crude with the whole Pacific 

separated into two regions. The Pacific Climate Change Science Program (PCCSP) 

downscaled these projections by providing detailed information on fourteen Pacific 

Island countries. The PCCSP projects that the warming of the Pacific region will be 

                                                 
 

 

9 IPCC ibid.Summary for Policymakers. In: SOLOMON, S., D. QIN, M. M., CHEN, Z., MARQUIS, 
M., AVERYT, K. B., M.TIGNOR & MILLER, H. L. (eds.). Cambridge, United Kingdom and New 
York, NY, USA. 
10 KATHERINE, R., STEFFEN, W., HANS JOACHIM SCHELLNHUBER, JOSEPH ALCAMO, 
TERRY BARKER, DANIEL M KAMMEN, RIK LEEMANS, DIANA LIVERMAN, MOHAN 
MUNASINGHE, BALGIS OSMAN-ELASHA, STERN, N. & WAEVER, O. Synthesis Report.  
Climate Change, Global Risks, Challenges & Desicions, 2009 Copenhagen. University of 
Copenhagen. 
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about 70% of the global average warming for all emissions scenarios for the 21st 

century (Fig. 1.2) while regional sea level is projected to rise by about 0.8m which is 

an increase of about 20cm from the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report projections11.   

 

1.3. Adaptation and Resilience 

The Pacific region is an immense area with clusters of islands and atolls. The 

geographically diverse islands are prone to inundation and coastal flooding, 

exacerbation of erosion and saltwater intrusion into freshwater systems amongst 

many other challenges as a result of sea-level rise12. Natural disasters, which are any 

major adverse event resulting from the natural processes of the Earth, such as 

tropical cyclones (hurricanes), floods, tsunamis, earthquakes are  also quite common 

in the Pacific. These island communities are mostly located along the coastal zones 

which will be heavily impacted (if not already) by future climate and environmental 

changes. The livelihoods of the coastal communities will be negatively affected if a 

sustainable adaptation strategy is not implemented urgently13.  

 

1.3.1. Challenges to Adaptation 

The Pacific Island countries (PICs) have for almost thirty years been recipients of 

assistance from international donors to implement adaptation measures14. The failure 

of adaptation strategies is a result of mismanagement, miscommunication, and 

misperceptions. For climate change adaptation to be sustainable and effective in the 

Pacific Island countries, it is imperative that the local communities and governments 

                                                 
 

 

11 METEOROLOGY, A. B. O. & CSIRO 2011. Climate Change in the Pacific: Scientific Assessment 
and New Research. Volume 1: Regional Overview. Australia: Australian Bureau of Meteorology,  
CSIRO. 
12 MIMURA, N. 1999. Vulnerability of island countries in the South Pacific to sea level rise and 
climate change. Climate research, 12, 137-143. 
13 NUNN, P. D. 2013b. The end of the Pacific? Effects of sea level rise on Pacific Island livelihoods. 
Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 34, 143-171. 
14 GANI, A. 2009. Governance and foreign aid in Pacific Island countries. Journal of International 
Development, 21, 112-125. 
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fully understand the impact it will have on their livelihoods and take ownership of 

the adaptation process15. 

 

A number of strategies implemented in the Pacific are imports or ‘adaptive solutions’ 

from other often quite different environmental contexts which have been uncritically 

imposed on Pacific environments and cultures16. An example of such a solution is the 

construction of artificial seawalls along eroding shorelines which generally are not 

very sustainable (Fig. 1.3). Since most such adaptation solutions are externally or 

internationally funded, the community invariably fails to fully take ownership of the 

project(s). 

 

Figure 1.3: A poorly constructed artificial seawall causes inundation of the coastal area 
during high tide. Source: Photo by author, February 2014. 

 

Additionally, top-down approaches to climate change awareness or adaptation while 

successful in developed countries may not work best in developing PICs. According 

                                                 
 

 

15 NUNN, P. D. 2009b. Responding to the challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands: 
management and technological imperatives. Climate Research, 40, 211-231. 
16 NUNN, P. D. 2013b. The end of the Pacific? Effects of sea level rise on Pacific Island livelihoods. 
Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 34, 143-171. 
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to Patt and Schröter17 a schism in agreement about the perceived risks between the 

policy makers and the community could lead to challenges in implementing 

adaptation strategies. A misperception on the part of the policy makers, who are 

often removed from the community setting, may lead to inappropriate and ineffective 

adaptation implementation. In this regard, community–level decision makers must be 

empowered to make appropriate decisions18. 

 

Furthermore, the language in which information about climate and environmental 

changes is communicated through to the communities is often foreign and technical. 

This encourages the perception that climate change is a foreign/alien concept and 

therefore not the responsibility of the local community. The communication of such 

information needs to be in ways that are understandable by the community for it to 

be meaningful19.  

 

1.3.2. Indigenous Knowledge and Climate Change 

Pacific societies have been adapting to climate driven environmental changes for 

thousands of years20. Bridge and McClatchey21 also state that for many years the 

island and atoll cultures have managed to survive major, unpredictable and locally 

devastating changes which are similar in nature to those expected from future climate 

changes. Therefore their extensive indigenous knowledge and experience derived 

from living on islands can provide lessons on how to adapt and build resilience to the 

recent environmental changes22.  

                                                 
 

 

17 PATT, A. G. & SCHRÖTER, D. 2008. Perceptions of climate risk in Mozambique: Implications for 
the success of adaptation strategies. Global Environmental Change, 18, 458-467. 
18 NUNN, P. D. 2009b. Responding to the challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands: 
management and technological imperatives. Climate Research, 40, 211-231. 
19 Ibid. 
20 NUNN, P. D. 2007b. Climate, Environment and Society in the Pacific During the Last Millennium, 
Amsterdam, Elsevier. 
21 BRIDGES, K. W. & MCCLATCHEY, W. C. 2009. Living on the margin: Ethnoecological insights 
from Marshall Islanders at Rongelap atoll. Global Environmental Change, 19, 140-146. 
22 MERCER, J., DOMINEY-HOWES, D., KELMAN, I. & LLOYD, K. 2007. The potential for 
combining indigenous and western knowledge in reducing vulnerability to environmental hazards in 
small island developing states. Environmental Hazards, 7, 245-256. 
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For the purpose of this research, the definition of indigenous knowledge provided by 

UNEP is used. The United Nations Environmental Programme defines indigenous 

knowledge (IK) as follows: 

 
“Indigenous knowledge can be defined broadly as the knowledge that an indigenous 
(local) community accumulates over generations of living in a particular environment. 
This definition encompasses all forms of knowledge – technologies, know-how skills, 
practices and beliefs – that enable the community to achieve stable livelihoods in their 
environment. A number of terms are used interchangeably to refer to the concept of IK, 
including Traditional Knowledge (TK), Indigenous Technical Knowledge (ITK), Local 
Knowledge (LK) and Indigenous Knowledge System (IKS)”23. 

 

Indigenous knowledge in the Pacific is deeply embedded in their cultures and is 

disseminated through their people’s (often oral) narratives. Indigenous knowledge is 

important for the livelihoods and security of these people and is therefore a key 

element for climate change adaptation and resilience. The areas of indigenous 

knowledge which Pacific Islanders could utilise for adaptation are natural disaster 

preparedness, risk reduction, food production systems and weather forecasting24. 

 

In the Pacific Islands region, cyclones accounted for 76% of the disasters reported 

between 1950 and 200425. Being exposed to high frequency of cyclone occurrence, 

most Pacific Islanders have adopted various strategies to cope. The responsibilities 

are often divided along gender lines with women in charge of collecting 

preserved/canned foods and emergency items while men ensure the house(s), 

livestock and plantation crops are secure26. Ensuring food supply often requires 

cooking and storing all matured crops and fruits. The men often secure their houses 
                                                 
 

 

23 PROGRAMME, U. N. E. 2009. What is Indigenous Knowledge? [Online]. United Nations 
Environment Programme. Available: http://www.unep.org/IK/ [Accessed 28 March 2010]. 
24 NAKASHIMA, D. J., K., G. M., THULSTRUP, H. D., RAMOS CASTILLO, A. & RUBIS, J. T. 
2012b. Weathering Uncertainty: Traditional Knowledge for Climate Change Assessment and 
Adaptation, Paris and Darwin, UNESCO and UNU. 
25 UNFCCC 2007. Climate Change: Impacts, Vulnerabilities and Adaptation in Developing Countries, 
Bonn, Germany, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change Secretariat. 
26 MCNAMARA, K. E. & PRASAD, S. S. 2013. Valuing Indigenous Knowledge for Climate Change 
Adaptation Planning in Fiji and Vanuatu. Traditional Knowledge Bulletin. 
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by either tying down the roof, or place sands bags on the roof to keep them intact and 

trim trees and crops to reduce damage from the winds.  

 

Traditional island communities have a number of characteristics which reduces the 

negative impacts of natural disasters. For instance, inter and intra 

community/provincial relations which ensures cooperation and assistance in times of 

calamities27. Additionally, the traditional food production systems enhances food 

security by ensuring that the Pacific Island peoples have access to safe, nutritious and 

culturally appropriate food28. Factors such as community cohesion, good leadership 

and individual contributions towards communal wellbeing also contribute towards a 

community’s resilience29.   

 

Indigenous people who have been living in the same village or surroundings may 

have observed the local environmental changes for generations30. Many societies 

have forecasting techniques relating to anticipating extreme events such as changes 

to sky colour, changes to winds, fruiting times and bird and animal behaviour31. This 

                                                 
 

 

27 CAMPBELL, J. R. 2006. Traditional disaster reduction in Pacific Island communities, GNS 
Science. 
BARNETT, J. & CAMPBELL, J. 2010b. The Trouble with Climate Change. Climate change and 
small island states: power, knowledge, and the South Pacific. London, UK: Earthscan. 
MERCER, J. S. 2005. Reducing vulnerability in South Pacific Small Island Developing States: The 
indigenous or modern way. Coventry Centre for Disaster Management, Coventry University. 

28 MORRELL, W. J. 2010. Module 1: Climate Change Pacific Food Security Toolkit. Building 
Reilience to Climate Change. Root Crop and Fishery Production. Rome: Food and Agriculture 
Organisation of the United Nations. 
MERCER, J., DOMINEY-HOWES, D., KELMAN, I. & LLOYD, K. 2007. The potential for 
combining indigenous and western knowledge in reducing vulnerability to environmental hazards in 
small island developing states. Environmental Hazards, 7, 245-256. 
RASMUSSEN, K., MAY, W., BIRK, T., MATAKI, M., MERTZ, O. & YEE, D. 2009. Climate 
change on three Polynesian outliers in the Solomon Islands: impacts, vulnerability and adaptation. 
Geografisk Tidsskrift-Danish Journal of Geography, 109, 1-13. 
29 SCHWARZ, A.-M., BÉNÉ, C., BENNETT, G., BOSO, D., HILLY, Z., PAUL, C., POSALA, R., 
SIBITI, S. & ANDREW, N. 2011. Vulnerability and resilience of remote rural communities to shocks 
and global changes: Empirical analysis from Solomon Islands. Global Environmental Change, 21, 
1128-1140. 
30 MIMURA, N. 1999. Vulnerability of island countries in the South Pacific to sea level rise and 
climate change. Climate research, 12, 137-143. 
31 NAKASHIMA, D. J., K., G. M., THULSTRUP, H. D., RAMOS CASTILLO, A. & RUBIS, J. T. 
2012a. Chapter 8. Small Islands: Regional Report. Weathering Uncertainty: Traditional Knowledge 
for Climate Change Assessment and Adaptation. Paris and Darwin: UNESCO and UNU. 
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knowledge enables the community to prepare for imminent disasters while reducing 

their vulnerability and increasing their resilience32. 

 

Focus on preserving and boosting the use of indigenous knowledge will enhance the 

resilience of indigenous communities. A combination of indigenous knowledge and 

scientific knowledge is argued below as the most effective form of community-level 

response to climate change33.  

 

1.4. Justification of the Research 

1.4.1. Importance of Indigenous Knowledge in Adaptation 

The Pacific Islands, although contributing insignificantly towards greenhouse gas 

emissions and the resulting warming will face the greatest impacts. The Pacific needs 

to focus on adaptation in order to cope with the current and future challenges posed 

by global climate change. The nature of adaptation to climate and environmental 

change in the Pacific has been largely dictated by external funders. Many adaptation 

strategies implemented in the past have been both environmentally and culturally 

inappropriate34 and have not proved sustainable. In order for effective adaptation to 

take place, the environment and cultural contexts of the Pacific Islands needs to be 

acknowledged35. Consulting the communities in vernacular languages will enable 

them to take ownership of the adaptation process. Similarly, assessments carried out 

                                                 
 

 

32 SCHWARZ, A.-M., BÉNÉ, C., BENNETT, G., BOSO, D., HILLY, Z., PAUL, C., POSALA, R., 
SIBITI, S. & ANDREW, N. 2011. Vulnerability and resilience of remote rural communities to shocks 
and global changes: Empirical analysis from Solomon Islands. Global Environmental Change, 21, 
1128-1140. 
33 KATHERINE, R., STEFFEN, W., HANS JOACHIM SCHELLNHUBER, JOSEPH ALCAMO, 
TERRY BARKER, DANIEL M KAMMEN, RIK LEEMANS, DIANA LIVERMAN, MOHAN 
MUNASINGHE, BALGIS OSMAN-ELASHA, STERN, N. & WAEVER, O. Synthesis Report.  
Climate Change, Global Risks, Challenges & Desicions, 2009 Copenhagen. University of 
Copenhagen. 
34 NUNN, P. D. 2013b. The end of the Pacific? Effects of sea level rise on Pacific Island livelihoods. 
Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 34, 143-171. 
35 DUNCAN, R. 2008. Cultural and economic tensions in Pacific Islands' futures. International journal 
of social economics, 35, 919-929. 
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by John Hay36 on Pacific Islands adaptation approaches indicate that adaptation 

measures need to reflect the special circumstances of the Pacific, have an 

understanding of local perceptions of climate problems and priorities, engage the 

communities and invite local inputs amongst other issues to improve adaptation. 

Therefore research on community and individual experiences and indigenous 

knowledge is essential as it will enhance societal adaptation as well as build 

resilience to future environmental changes37.  

 

The IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report noted that indigenous knowledge is “an 

invaluable basis for developing adaptation and natural resource management 

strategies in response to environmental and other forms of change”38. Indigenous 

knowledge can be used to inform past environmental changes, and the development 

of strategies to adapt to these changes39. In the Pacific and many parts of the world, 

indigenous knowledge is stored and passed on via oral narratives40. Oral narratives 

                                                 
 

 

36 HAY, J. E. 2011. Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change: Past Approaches and Considerations for 
the Future. Australia: Australia’s Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency  
37 REENBERG, A., BIRCH-THOMSEN, T., MERTZ, O., FOG, B. & CHRISTIANSEN, S. 2008. 
Adaptation of Human Coping Strategies in a Small Island Society in the SW Pacific— 50 Years of 
Change in the Coupled Human-Environment System on Bellona, Solomon Islands. Human Ecology, 
36, 807-819. 
WICKHAM, F., KINCH, J., LAL, P. N., MUSUEM, B., ASSOCIATION, P. S. & ALLIANCE, I.-P. 
C. 2009. Institutional capacity within Melanesian countries to effectively respond to climate change 
impacts, with a focus on Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands, Secretariat of the Pacific Regional 
Environment Programme. 
38 ANISIMOV, O. A., D.G. VAUGHAN, T.V. CALLAGHAN, C. FURGAL, H. MARCHANT, T.D. 
PROWSE, VILHJÁLMSSON, H. & WALSH, J. E. 2007. Polar regions (Arctic and Antarctic). 
Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. In: M.L. PARRY, O.F. CANZIANI, 
J.P. PALUTIKOF, LINDEN, P. J. V. D. & HANSON, C. E. (eds.) Contribution of Working Group II 
to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. (P. 673) 
39 VINYETA, K. & LYNN, K. 2013. Exploring the role of traditional ecological knowledge in climate 
change initiatives. Notes. 
40 RAJIB SHAW, NORALENE UY & BAUMWOLL, J. (eds.) 2008. Indigenous Knowledge for 
Disaster Risk Reduction: Good Practices and Lessons Learned from Experiences in the Asia-Pacifi c 
Region, Bangkok, Thailand: United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction. 
CZERMAK, K., DELANGHE, P. & WENG, W. 2003. UNESCO. Preserving intangible cultural 
heritage in Indonesia: A pilot project on oral tradition and language preservation. Jakarta: UNESCO 
Publishing. 
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have the potential to inform adaptive measures, enhance communal ownership of 

climate change challenges and build resilience to environmental changes41.  

 

1.4.2. Problem Statement 

Fiji has a total of approximately 330 islands with a total land area of 18,390 km2. The 

two largest islands take up 87% of the total land area and are home to more than 90% 

of the population. The majority of the country’s population are coastal dwellers who 

depend on their immediate environment for subsistence.  

 

A vast majority of the infrastructure, services, agricultural production and major 

urban centres in Fiji are located in the coastal areas42. The PCCSP report states that 

the mean sea-level rise is projected to continue coupled with an increase in the 

intensity and frequency of days of extreme rainfall43. A lack of an effective 

adaptation strategy is likely to have devastating effects on Fiji’s population and 

economy. 

 

Over the past ten years, the sea level within Fiji measured by satellite altimeters 

showed a 6 mm increase per year; this is larger than the global average of 3.2 ± 0.4 

mm per year44. The country has also seen a number of serious floods over the past 

                                                 
 

 

41 MERCER, J., DOMINEY-HOWES, D., KELMAN, I. & LLOYD, K. 2007. The potential for 
combining indigenous and western knowledge in reducing vulnerability to environmental hazards in 
small island developing states. Environmental Hazards, 7, 245-256. 
MERCER, J., KELMAN, I., TARANIS, L. & SUCHET PEARSON, S. 2010. Framework for 
integrating indigenous and scientific knowledge for disaster risk reduction. Disasters, 34, 214-239. 
NUNN, P. D. 2014. Lashed by sharks, pelted by demons, drowned for apostasy: the value of myths 
that explain geohazards in the Asia-Pacific region. Asian Geographer, 1-24. 
CRONIN, S. J. C., K.V. 2008. Volcanic oral traditions in hazard assessment and mitigation. In: 
GRATTAN, J. & TORRENCE, R. (eds.) Living under the shadow: cultural impacts of volcanic 
eruptions. Oakland, California: Left Coast Press. 
42 FERESI, J., KENNY, G. J., DE WET, N., LIMALEVU, L., BHUSAN, J. & RATUKALOU, I. 
2000. Climate change vulnerability and adaptation assessment for Fiji. The International Global 
Change Institute (IGCI), University of Waikato. 
43 CSIRO, A. B. O. M. A. 2011. Climate Change in the Pacific: Scientific Assessment and New 
Research. Volume 2: Country Reports. Australia: Australian Bureau of Meteorology and 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO). 
44 Ibid. 
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recent years. Despite numerous past experiences, adaptation to natural disasters 

remains reactive rather than strategic45. The misperception of the risks posed by 

climate change and extreme events is a major barrier to climate change adaptation46. 

 

Adaptation to environmental and climate change still is largely a top down process in 

Fiji and many other countries of the Pacific. According to John Hay, top-down 

approaches have generally failed to deliver the intended results of enhancing 

resilience and reducing vulnerabilities and risks due to the lack of knowledge and 

skills to apply such approaches47. Additionally, Nunn states that top-down 

approaches are likely to fail due to the resistance from landowning communities to 

issues that may seem to interfere with their right to manage their own land48.  

 

The most effective way to adapt to current environmental and climate change and to 

build resilience to the future challenges is to adapt a bottom-up approach where 

communities are involved at a decision making level49. The inclusion of indigenous 

and local knowledge and experiences in strategies to cope with and manage extreme 

climate events and climatic changes is becoming increasingly recognised by 

scientists and policy makers50. This ensures that adaptation occurs with a community 

focus, with community involvement, and ownership of the adaptation process.  

 

In order to understand community experiences, perceptions and knowledge, an 

assessment of oral narratives will be carried out in communities along the south 

western coast of Viti Levu Island and on the smaller offshore island of Vatulele. This 

                                                 
 

 

45 YEO, S. 2013. A Review of Flood Resilience in Fiji. International Conference on Flood Resilience: 
Experiences in Asia and Europe Exeter, United Kingdom University of Exeter. 
46 LATA, S. & NUNN, P. 2012. Misperceptions of climate-change risk as barriers to climate-change 
adaptation: a case study from the Rewa Delta, Fiji. Climatic Change, 110, 169-186. 
47 HAY, J. E. 2011. Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change: Past Approaches and Considerations for 
the Future. Australia: Australia’s Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency  
48 NUNN, P. D. 2009b. Responding to the challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands: 
management and technological imperatives. Climate Research, 40, 211-231. 
49 Ibid. 
50 SALICK, J. & ROSS, N. 2009. Traditional peoples and climate change. Global Environmental 
Change, 19, 137-139. 
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assessment looks to document the incorporation of indigenous knowledge in the 

daily lives of local communities as well as to demonstrate how Pacific communities 

can provide cost effective, culturally appropriate and valuable strategies to build 

resilience to climate and environmental change.  

 

1.5. Aims and Objectives 

The aim of the research project is to assess the value of oral narrative towards 

understanding environmental change and building resilience in traditional villages.  

- To record oral narratives in select communities with evidence of past (or 

present) events related to climate change and community-based adaptation 

approaches. 

- To ascertain the value of oral narratives used as a means of disseminating 

information regarding environmental and climate change and adaptation 

strategies. 

- To identify oral narratives used to determine and/or characterize community 

vulnerability to climate change. 

- To identify the adaptive measures used by individuals and communities to 

cope with environmental and climate changes. 

- To determine the link between memories of past experiences and future 

adaptation to environmental changes. 

 

1.6. Implication of Study 

The importance of indigenous knowledge in informing adaptation strategies is 

becoming increasingly recognised in international discourses51. Such knowledge is 

usually embedded in the oral narratives of the people. This research is intended to 

                                                 
 

 

51 MERCER, J., DOMINEY-HOWES, D., KELMAN, I. & LLOYD, K. 2007. The potential for 
combining indigenous and western knowledge in reducing vulnerability to environmental hazards in 
small island developing states. Environmental Hazards, 7, 245-256. 
SALICK, J. & BYG, A. 2007. Indigenous peoples and climate change. Tyndall Center for Climate 
Change Research, Oxford. 
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assist the local and regional communities build resilience and to adapt to 

environmental and climate change via oral narratives. Local indigenous communities 

have occupied their environments for long periods of time. Their knowledge of 

coping with environmental changes or extreme climatic events and managing natural 

resources is informed by years of experience and are woven into their narratives. 

Oral narratives which serve to disseminate indigenous knowledge could help 

communities revive these knowledge and assist with building effective and 

sustainable livelihood resilience. Overall, this study could improve resilience and 

adaptation strategies by incorporating local knowledge and encouraging ownership 

towards such strategies and enhancing their efficiency and sustainability. 

 

1.7. Chapter Organisation 

This thesis presents the outcomes of research study designed to assess the value of 

oral narratives in building resilience to environmental changes in select communities 

in the greater Sigatoka area (southwest Viti Levu Island and offshore Vatulele 

Island). The content of this thesis are presented in seven chapters as outlined below:  

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter provides a background to the research with its rationale for study and 

objectives. 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter analyses work carried out on the topic globally and regionally. The 

focus of the chapter is to look at the uses and value of oral narratives and indigenous 

knowledge and to provide an overview of PICs vulnerabilities and resilience towards 

environmental and climate changes.  

 

Chapter 3: Background to Study Area 

An introduction of the south west coast of Viti Levu and the off-shore island of 

Vatulele is provided in this chapter. The geography and climate of the field sites and 

the cultural traits of their inhabitants are presented together with a discussion on the 
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environmental changes faced by the selected communities as well as the nation as a 

whole. 

 

Chapter 4: Methodology 

The methods, procedures and techniques undertaken in this study are explained in 

this chapter.  

 

Chapter 5: Research Findings 

Interpretations of the results obtained and a discussion of the findings are provided in 

this chapter. 

 

Chapter 6: Discussion 

This chapter answers the aims and objectives laid out in chapter 1 based on the 

findings of this research  

 

Chapter 7: Conclusion  

This chapter concludes the thesis by summarising the key findings of this research.  
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2.1. Introduction 
The following literature review provides a background for the investigation of oral 

narratives as a means to build resilience to climate change in Fiji (and in the Pacific). 

The literature review begins with a look at the use of oral narratives as evidence for 

environmental changes from a global perspective. This is followed by an exploration 

of the nature, content and value of oral narratives in the Pacific. This section of the 

literature review is followed by examining the use of oral narratives in research 

studies in the Pacific Islands and elsewhere in the world. This section looks at the 

studies which have successfully used oral narratives as evidence to construct past 

environments and to anticipate future changes. A review of the value and use of 

Indigenous, Traditional and Local Knowledge is provided followed by an overview 

of Pacific environment and climate change. Lastly, an overview of Pacific Island’s 

vulnerabilities and resilience towards environment and climate change is provided.  

 

While in some cases oral traditions and oral narratives are used interchangeably, 

there are nonetheless differences in definitions and characteristics. Oral traditions are 

best described as oral messages which are “reported statements from the past beyond 

the present generation” and they must be “oral statements, spoken, sung, or called 

out on musical instruments only”52. Oral narratives in its broadest sense are things 

told or recounted. For the purpose of this research, narratives refer to stories, songs, 

poems and/or accounts of personal experiences; these may not necessarily include 

oral traditions and oral histories.  

 

 2.2. Oral Narratives – Global Perspective 

Oral narratives have always been an essential part of human existence. While all 

cultures have different forms of oral narratives, it is more prevalent in some cultures 

than others. For a long time the written word has been prioritised as the dominant 

                                                 
 

 

52 VANSINA, J. M. 1985b. Oral Tradition as History, University of Wisconsin Press. 
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form of record keeping, only recently oral narratives are being increasingly 

recognized in academia as a valuable source of information53.  

 

2.2.1. Recent Uses of Oral Narratives 

Oral narratives have probably been around since humans developed the capacity of 

speech. The use of such narratives in academic analysis however, is a more recent 

phenomenon. One of the first scientists to demonstrate the value of narrative as a 

strategy for communication in the field of environmental change was Stephen 

Schneider in his 1989 book Global Warming: Are We Entering the Greenhouse 

Century?54 Over the past recent years, the use of oral narratives has increased and is 

now prevalent in fields other than history in which it has been more commonly used. 

Oral narratives are now being used as sources of valuable information coping with 

natural hazards, informing adaptation strategies and policies and used as a tool for 

disseminating information regarding coping with and adapting to environmental 

changes.  

 

Research in the glacial regions of north-western North America by Julie Cruikshank 

assesses the value of oral traditions and narratives55. Cruikshank argues that the 

incorporation of local knowledge into scientific research cannot come about if it 

continues to be treated as subaltern56. Research by Turner and Clifton57 and Mercer 

                                                 
 

 

53 MAHANTA, M. 2012. A Lost Tradition?: Reflections Towards Select Tribal Songs of Odisha. 
Master of Arts in Development Studies, National Institute of Technology. 
54 SCHNEIDER, S. H. 1989. Global warming: Are we entering the greenhouse century?, Sierra Club 
Books (San Francisco,). 
55 CRUIKSHANK, J. 2005. Do glaciers listen? Local knowledge, colonial encounters, and social 
imagination, UBC Press. 
CRUIKSHANK, J. 2001. Glaciers and Climate Change: Perspectives from Oral Tradition. Arctic, 54, 
377-393. 
CRUIKSHANK, J. 1981. Legend and landscape: Convergence of oral and scientific traditions in the 
Yukon Territory. Arctic Anthropology, 67-93. 
CRUIKSHANK, J., SIDNEY, A., SMITH, K. & NED, A. 1990. Life Lived Like a Story: Life Stories 
of Three Yukon Elders, Vancouver, BC: University of British Columbia Press. 
56 CRUIKSHANK, J. 2001. Glaciers and Climate Change: Perspectives from Oral Tradition. Arctic, 
54, 377-393. 
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et al58 have also explored the use of indigenous narratives and knowledge to build 

strategies to cope with and reduce environmental change.  

 

Oral narratives and traditions have a part to play in the reconstruction of the past for 

without oral traditions and narratives the knowledge about the pasts of many parts of 

the world would be impoverished59. The use of oral narratives has assisted with 

building an understanding of past geological history in places where written 

documents are non-existent or relatively recent. For example, in reconstructing the 

recent prehistory of part of the west coast of North America, McMillan and 

Hutchinson60 used oral narratives to understand the impact of geological events such 

as earthquakes and tsunamis on the human societies in that region. Similarly, oral 

narratives gathered in the Mallee district of South Australia offers a powerful means 

to explore the past and the present61. The experiences of local peoples regarding 

environmental and climate change brought into relief the conceptions of climate 

change, endurance of the community and the lived experience of the people.  

 

For indigenous communities, oral narratives are one means by which knowledge is 

reproduced, preserved and conveyed from generation to generation62. It is a form of 

historical record and is often used practically in traditional settings to ascertain 

property rights or family lineages. The use of oral narratives, traditions or histories as 

evidence in the legal setting is only recently becoming accepted. One of the most 

famous instances of oral history used in legal context was the provincial Supreme 

                                                                                                                                          
 

 

57 TURNER, N. J. & CLIFTON, H. 2009. “It's so different today”: Climate change and indigenous 
lifeways in British Columbia, Canada. Global Environmental Change, 19, 180-190. 
58 MERCER, J., GAILLARD, J., CROWLEY, K., SHANNON, R., ALEXANDER, B., DAY, S. & 
BECKER, J. 2012. Culture and disaster risk reduction: Lessons and opportunities. Environmental 
Hazards, 11, 74-95. 
59 VANSINA, J. M. 1985b. Oral Tradition as History, University of Wisconsin Press. 
60 MCMILLAN, A. D. & HUTCHINSON, I. 2002. When the mountain dwarfs danced: Aboriginal 
traditions of Paleoseismic events along the Cascadia subduction zone of Western North America. 
Ethnohistory, 49, 41-68. 
61 ANDERSON, D. 2008. Drought, Endurance and ‘The Way Things Were’: The Lived Experience of 
Climate and Climate Change in the Mallee. Australian Humanities Review, 67-81. 
62 EIGENBROD, R. & HULAN, R. 2008. Aboriginal Oral Traditions: Theory, Practice, Ethics, 
Fernwood Pub. 
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Court case Delgamuukw versus British Columbia in Canada63. The Gitksan and the 

Wet’suwet’en peoples argued that they had Aboriginal title to the lands in British 

Columbia that make up their traditional territories. Their oral histories however, were 

initially concluded to not hold any weight as legal evidence. Western legal systems 

are now more receptive of Aboriginal oral narratives and traditions as a result of the 

Delgmuukw and subsequent cases64. 

 

2.3. Oral Narratives – the South Pacific Context 

A review of literature on oral narratives in the Pacific region shows that despite 

thousands of years of existence, oral narratives are yet to be properly and fully 

documented65. The existing literature on this topic is mainly remnants of the colonial 

era and informed reference of Pacific oral tradition are rare in comparative analysis, 

a point emphasised by Finnegan in the book South Pacific Oral Traditions66. The 

next section highlights the nature, content and the value of oral narratives in and of 

the Pacific.  

 

2.3.1. Nature of Oral Narratives in the Pacific 

Myths, legends and oral traditions are an integral part of many indigenous societies. 

Being no exception the Pacific has its experiences, stories and historical events 

embedded in its songs, dramas and oral traditions67.  

                                                 
 

 

63 HURLEY, M. C. 1997. Aboriginal Title: The Supreme Court of Canada Decision in Delgamuukw v. 
British Columbia. Mary C. Hurley. Canada: The Supreme Court of Canada. 
64 2007. Tsihlqot’in Nation v. British Columbia. The Courts of British Columbia. BSCS. 
2001b. Squamish Indian Band v. Canada. The Federal Court of Canada. FCT. 
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Jan Vansina’s book Oral Tradition as History68 provides a thorough account of oral 

traditions and their nature. Although his work is mainly based on African oral 

history, they can easily be transferred to the Pacific context. Vansina provides 

definitions for terms used in this discipline and a breakdown of the different elements 

of indigenous performances, traditions and texts.  

 

In another book69 this author provides a typological breakdown of oral traditions. 

Vansina distinguishes five categories with further sub-categories and types. A brief 

summary of the typology is provided in Table 2.1. This typological breakdown 

assists with the assessing of the value of oral narratives as each has different 

historical value and use. 

 

Category Sub-category Type  

1. Forms  

Titles 
Mottoes 
Didactic texts 
Religious texts  

2. Poetry 
Official  Historical 

Panegyric 

Private Religious 
Individual  

3. Lists  Place names 
Names of people 

4. Narratives 

Historical 
Universal  
Local 
Family 

Didactic Myths 
Aesthetic Aesthetic (epics, legends, tales) 
Personal Personal memories 

5. Commentaries 
Legal Precedents 
Ancillary Explanatory 
Sporadic Occasional notes 

Table 2.1: A brief summary of Jan Vansina’s typology of oral traditions. 

Source: (Ndiaye, 1999) 
                                                                                                                                          
 

 

NUNN, P. D. 2003. Fished up or thrown down: The geography of Pacific Island origin myths. Annals 
of the Association of American Geographers, 93, 350-364. 
THOMPSON, V. L. 2012. Hawaiian myths of earth, sea, and sky. Journal of World History, 23. 
68 VANSINA, J. M. 1985b. Oral Tradition as History, University of Wisconsin Press. 
69 VANSINA, J. 1996. Oral Tradition: a Study in Historical Methodology, New Brunswick, NJ, Transaction 
Publishers. 



25 

 

While Vansina’s typology is informative, it is by no means exhaustive. Its use in 

studying Pacific Island narratives can serve as a starting point in assessing the 

characteristic features of oral narratives. According to Vansina, oral narratives can be 

sub-categorised into historical, didactic, artistic and personal, are free from form and 

are inclusive of private and communal traditions.   

 

A recurring theme in most literature about oral narratives is the past-present 

relationship. Older Pacific Island oral narratives serve as a means of connecting the 

past to the present, for example legends about traditional heroes or Gods serve to 

teach lessons applicable in the present day. More recent oral narratives or personal 

experiences are also a reflection of the past in relation to the present. Most personal 

stories have a causal effect which explains the present in relation to the past. Whether 

communal or personal, narratives serve as an important cultural conduit and facilitate 

place-based data gathering about particular groups, places, livelihoods, history or 

people and their lives. 

 

In the Pacific, oral narratives are generally about life stories, creations and 

destructions of islands. Micronesian Legends70, Marquesan Legends71, Hawaiian 

Legends72 and Myths and Legends of the Polynesians73 are just some of the examples 

where oral narratives provide a cultural perspective into Pacific Island origins. Nunn 

in Vanished Islands and Hidden Continents of the Pacific provides a list of islands74 

coming from oral traditions which could have existed in the past, a useful example of 

the value of interrogating the body of Pacific traditions to inform questions of 

geological history.  
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Globalization, as well as the change in lifestyle from traditional to urban, has brought 

about changes to the family and societal structures in many parts of the Pacific. As a 

result many Pacific Island traditions, including oral narratives of the past are being 

eroded. Similar sentiments are shared by other researchers who work with 

indigenous communities in the Pacific and elsewhere75.  

 

2.3.2. Content and Context of Oral Narratives in the Pacific 

Oral narratives have the ability to bring individual experiences to life. The sharing of 

these maintains cultural knowledge and some such as genealogies can be used for 

record keeping. While the content of oral narratives range across all aspects of 

human activity76, narratives of the formation or destruction of ocean islands, 

adventures of ancient gods and half-gods and personal experiences in times of 

disasters or distress are more commonly found in the Pacific than in many other parts 

of the world.  

 

Legends and myths which recount the history of ancient times or those which tell of 

island formation or destruction may contain important information which could assist 

with the reconstruction of the geological past of the region. Contents of such 

narratives also have the potential to illuminate details of environmental changes as 

discussed by Nunn in his analysis of Pacific Island myths regarding islands that were 
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“fished up” or “thrown down” by demi-gods77. In this particular work Nunn’s dataset 

consisted of extensive lists of islands with myths of being “fished up” and “thrown 

down” within the Pacific illustrating that information contained in the oral narratives 

have the potential to contribute towards prewritten history of the Pacific Islands. 

 

Contents of narratives of personal or communal experiences also hold similar 

significance as those of myths and legends. The past experiences of people have the 

potential to inform adaptation strategies and the vulnerabilities of a community in the 

recent or distant past78. The memories and experiences of people living in long-

established local settlements are an effective source of information where empirical 

data are unavailable79. The focus on documenting community perceptions of 

environmental change has increased80 leading to an increase in the value of 

traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) to policy and decision makers.  
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The change in the Pacific societal structure has led to an erosion in some places of 

the traditional family setting which in the past had ensured the transmission of 

cultural and local knowledge, including oral narratives. Learning through experience 

and participation is a key aspect of cultural transmission and with the increased 

disintegration of the traditional way of life the act of storytelling and sharing of 

cultural knowledge has waned over time in some societies81. The concept of orality 

however has not perished although the context and contents have changed to 

accommodate the changing society82.  

 

2.3.3. Value of Oral Narratives in the Pacific for the Pacific 

Despite the effects of globalization, “In the South Pacific, the fabric of culture is held 

together by the threads of narrative”83. Like indigenous communities in many parts 

of the world, the Pacific societies relied on oral transmission of narratives as a means 

to sustain their cultures. Oral narratives in the form of chants, stories, poems and 

songs often contain the experiences, stories and historical events of the people 

embedded in them. 

 

The value of narratives of the distant past is discussed by numerous researchers84 

who have attempted to utilise them in the reconstruction of the past. A recent 

example from the Pacific is a series of detailed discussion on mythical islands in the 
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Pacific by Nunn85 where the author matches geological evidence to information 

contained in oral narratives. The value of narrative is in the telling of it. The act of 

narration not only empowers the narrator, but also others into telling their narratives. 

Additionally, the telling of stories of marginalised people can help to create a public 

space requiring others to hear what they may not want to hear86. The sharing of 

experience enables people to learn from others or from the past. The sharing of 

communal experiences, especially environmental experiences are encouraged as a 

means to increase people taking ownership of the adaptation process87 and to ensure 

the sustainability of appropriate adaptation solutions in the Pacific Islands88. 

 

2.4. Key Issues and Challenges of Using Oral Narratives 

From reviewing literature about oral narratives, it is apparent that the use of narrative 

in research in the Pacific is yet to be fully explored. The key challenges in using oral 

narratives are universal with the Pacific having a few unique problems of its own.  

 

2.4.1. Criticism of Oral Narrative Use in Research 

There are evident problems with the use of oral narratives in research. A survey of 

literature reveals that most critics point to two main areas: 

1. the lack of chronology; 
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2. selectivity and subjectivity. 

An assessment of the limitations of oral narratives has been provided by Jan 

Vansina89. Vansina first discusses the limitations of oral tradition in general, and then 

asserts the uniqueness of oral traditions before concluding that oral traditions must 

not be ignored as a source whenever it is available. While oral narratives broaden the 

scope of history they do not conform to the standards of evidence, veracity and 

reliability of written history. The inability of oral narratives (except when 

genealogies are used) to establish and maintain the length of time it purports to relate 

causes many problems for researchers who are interested in reconstructing the past in 

a chronological manner90.  This weakness can be overcome or alleviated in some 

cases by the use of external evidence91.  

 

Robert Lowie objected to the use of oral traditions as history stating that oral 

traditions often deal with trivial events92. Oral traditions have also been portrayed as 

selective and biased. The selection process of oral narratives is seen as one of its 

weaker aspect as what remains significant to a society may change over time. 

Vansina, however argues that the selective nature of oral traditions does not mean 

that the information retained is any less important. Selection implies that one 

discards certain information about the past keeping only what is still significant for 

the present93. He argues that “traditions about events are only kept because the events 

were thought to be important or significant” (p. 118), therefore while the notion of 
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significance may eventually lead to a loss of information what remains is what is 

significant to that particular society in the present. Ultimately, written narratives or 

written history and oral narratives and oral history do not exclude each other; they 

are rather complementary. Where written history may be analytical and frozen in 

time94, oral history is generally more personal and reflective. A combination of the 

two sources results in a more comprehensive study than would be possible should 

one or the other source be excluded95. 

 

2.4.2. Challenges of Oral Narrative Use in Research 

Oral narratives are an important means of storing and disseminating information in 

many indigenous communities, yet their use is not free from challenges. A review of 

literature reveals the following common challenges that are faced by researchers of 

oral narratives of any form: 

1. Locating sources 

2. Investigating and interpreting symbolic and metaphorical elements 

3. Time intensive 

Firstly, due to increased changes in life style and societal structure in the Pacific and 

elsewhere in the world, the sources of oral narratives especially in the forms of 

ancient songs, myths, legends, poems or anecdotes are becoming difficult for 

researchers (especially outsiders) to find. This factor holds true for the loss of 

language in a number of indigenous communities across the globe as well. In most 

societies, it is the community elders who possess this enormous body of almost 

irreplaceable information and skills and keepers of such narratives are dying out 

without passing on their knowledge. The traditional societal structure ensured that 

the younger generation spent time with the older generation (knowledge keepers) to 

learn from them or from their shared experiences.  The increasing movement of 

younger people away from communal settings for education or employment has 
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caused a break in the transfer of the traditional knowledge. Researchers in the past 

have tried to document traditional knowledge to aid cultural preservation; however, 

traditional knowledge becomes impractical once it is separated from its culture and 

context96. 

 

Faction literature, both oral and written, is symbolic and riddled with metaphors 

resulting in one of the core challenges of conducting research in oral narratives97. 

The process of transferring speech into text without losing or changing its meaning is 

also a major challenge. Most indigenous languages have idioms or local expressions 

which remain at a chance of being overlooked or misinterpreted, especially by 

persons from different cultures. Additionally, a misunderstanding of cultural or local 

knowledge may lead to increased vulnerability for the local community. According 

to Heyd and Brooks98 a difference in the perception of nature and the culture that 

mediates those perceptions can lead to maladaptation resulting in the community 

becoming more vulnerable to changes.  

 

Additionally, the transfer of speech into print requires special literary skills which 

allows the meaning to remain as faithful as possible to both character and the 

meaning of the original99.  The time intensive process of transcribing, checking and 

indexing is often expensive100. In cases where translation is involved the process 
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brings in more factors of linguistic accuracy and cultural context to be considered 

resulting in an increased time requirement for the entire process.  

 

2.5. Traditional/Indigenous/Local Knowledge in the Pacific 

For millennia, indigenous knowledge has been a survival tool for people in 

indigenous communities worldwide. Most of these indigenous peoples have 

traditional songs, stories, myths, legends, practices and experiences that were created 

as a means of disseminating their traditional ecological and local knowledge101. The 

presence of indigenous knowledge in the contents of many oral narratives is 

therefore of no surprise. 

 

2.5.1. Traditional/Indigenous/Local Knowledge Definitions 

Although there is a substantial body of literature on indigenous knowledge and 

traditional knowledge which defines it in several ways, a common understanding and 

a definition is yet to materialize. A compilation of various definitions of traditional 

knowledge and other closely related terms which are often used interchangeably is 

provided by National Aboriginal Forestry Association102. A similar compilation is 

provided in the Orissa Review103 as well as by Rudolph Rÿser104. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation defines 

traditional knowledge as: 

 
“The indigenous people of the world possess an immense knowledge of their 
environments, based on centuries of living close to nature.  Living in and from the 
richness and variety of complex ecosystems, they have an understanding of the 
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properties of plants and animals, the functioning of ecosystems and the techniques for 
using and managing them that is particular and often detailed.  In rural communities in 
developing countries, locally occurring species are relied on for many – sometimes all – 
foods, medicines, fuel, building materials and other products.  Equally, people’s 
knowledge and perceptions of the environment, and their relationships with it, are often 
important elements of cultural identity”105. 

 

In the book Sacred Ecology, Fikret Berkes provides a working definition of 

traditional ecological knowledge as “a cumulative body of knowledge, practice and 

belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through generations by 

cultural transmissions, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) 

with one another and with their environment”106.  

 

Additionally, the United Nations Environmental Programme defines Indigenous 

Knowledge (IK) as follows: 

 
“Indigenous knowledge can be defined broadly as the knowledge that an indigenous 
(local) community accumulates over generations of living in a particular environment. 
This definition encompasses all forms of knowledge – technologies, know-how skills, 
practices and beliefs – that enable the community to achieve stable livelihoods in their 
environment. A number of terms are used interchangeably to refer to the concept of IK, 
including Traditional Knowledge (TK), Indigenous Technical Knowledge (ITK), Local 
Knowledge (LK) and Indigenous Knowledge System (IKS)”107. 

 

For the purpose of this research Traditional Knowledge, Indigenous Knowledge, 

Local Knowledge and Traditional Ecological Knowledge will be used 

interchangeably and will follow the definition provided by UNEP. 
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2.5.2. Value and Use of Indigenous Knowledge 

The accumulated knowledge of personal and communal experiences has been passed 

on to subsequent generations using oral narratives like creation or destruction stories, 

songs, historical events, cultural traditions, environmental knowledge, educational 

lessons, and personal life experiences. These oral narratives therefore carry in them 

potential solutions to current and future problems.  

 

A survey of literature reveals that Indigenous Knowledge is deeply rooted in many 

communities around the world. This knowledge system is vital for the cultural 

survival and livelihood for the indigenous communities. A review of recent literature 

shows an increasing trend towards research in Indigenous Knowledge as a resource 

for dealing with modern problems108. However, the use of Indigenous Knowledge 

remains an untapped source in dealing with environmental changes at the 

international political stage109. 

 

A survey of literature on the different aspects and uses of Indigenous Knowledge 

points towards its multifaceted nature and numerous uses to the indigenous and 

global communities. Some of these uses are in the following sectors: 
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- Agriculture 

- Animal husbandry 

- Use and management of natural resources 

- Health care/medicine 

- Community development 

- Disaster management 

- Climate change 

 
A key observation about Indigenous Knowledge mentioned in academic literature is 

its sustainable nature which has enabled indigenous and local communities to 

sustainably survive in their environment for millennia. Conversely, there are also 

findings which points towards the issue of over exploitation of local resources110 

which destroys the myth of Exotic Order as explained by Berkes111. More 

importantly, the counter view supports the idea that Indigenous Knowledge (like 

scientific knowledge) is not the solution to modern day problems by itself. The 

marriage between indigenous knowledge and scientific knowledge is now seen as a 

strategy which will not only provide with sustainable solutions but also aid in the 

preservation of Indigenous Knowledge112.  

 

2.6. Pacific Climate and Environmental Change 

The recent scientific literature contains a growing body of knowledge related to 

climate and environmental change in the Pacific and a consensus that climate change 

is extremely dangerous for the Pacific113. And yet, there still remains a gap in 
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knowledge on how exactly the changes will impact the human populations of the 

Pacific Island countries. Only recently there has been movement towards putting a 

human face on climate change in the Pacific114.  

 

2.6.1. Past Environmental and Climatic Changes in the Pacific 

A detailed account of climatic and environmental changes over the last millennium 

in the Pacific is provided by Nunn in Climate, Environment and Society in the 

Pacific during the Last Millennium115. This book provides evidence of environmental 

and societal change on numerous islands in the Pacific resulting from the changing 

climate over the past millennium. The last millennium has been divided and 

summarised by the author as Nunn116: 

- Medieval Warm Period (ca. AD 750-1250), comparatively warm dry 

climate with high sea level. 

- AD 1300 Event (ca. AD 1250-1350), rapid cooling, increased 

precipitation, falling sea level. 

- Little Ice Age (ca. AD 1350-1800), comparatively cool climate, higher 

climate variability (increased El Niño frequency), low sea level. 

- Recent Warming (ca. AD 1800-present), warming, reduced climate 

variability, rising sea level. 

 

                                                 
 

 

114 SCOTT NICKELS, CHRISTOPHER FURFAL, JENNIFER CASTLEDEN, PITSEOLALAQ 
MOSS-DAVIES, MARK BUELL, BARBARA ARMSTRONG, DIANE DILLON & ROBIN 
FONGER 2002. Putting the Human Face on Cliamte Change Through Community Workshops In: 
KRUPNIK, I. & JOLLY, D. (eds.) The Earth Is Faster Now: Indigenous Observations of Arctic 
Environmental Change. Frontiers in Polar Social Science Alaska, USA: ERIC. 
OXFAM-AUSTRALIA. 2011. Faces of Climate Change [Online]. Australia: Oxfam Australia. 
Available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8RXqS3hDcTg&list=PL660885F8B5FBBA8A 
[Accessed 07/01/2014 2014]. 
115 NUNN, P. D. 2007b. Climate, Environment and Society in the Pacific During the Last Millennium, 
Amsterdam, Elsevier. 
116 NUNN, P. D. 2007a. Chapter 1. Climate, Environment and Society: Global and Regional 
Perspectives. Climate, Environment and Society in the Pacific During the Last Millennium 
Amsterdam: Elsevier. 



38 

 

An overview of climate change and its environmental and human 

consequences in the Pacific Island region is provided by Nunn117 for the past 

100 years. It is during this period that there have been increases in the 

variables (temperature and sea level) for most of the Pacific Basin. 

 

2.6.2. Recent and Current Environmental and Climatic Changes in the Pacific 

There has been a marked increase in the volume of research in climate and 

environmental changes since the publication of IPCC’s First Assessment Report in 

1990.  Jon Barnett118 estimates that at least 300 articles per year have been published 

in ISI-listed journals on the topics of climate and adaptation since 2006. The increase 

in research and publication has evidently led to an increased understanding of the 

nature of climate and environmental change in the Pacific over the recent years.  

There is consensus in most research that the recent warming of the earth’s 

atmosphere is anthropogenic. The IPCC WG1 in its fifth assessment report has 

stated that the: 

 
“warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950’s, many of the 
observed changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and the 
ocean have warmed, the amounts of snow and ice have diminished, sea level has risen, 
and the concentrations of greenhouse gases have increased”119. 

 

Over the past 60 years, there has been an increase in the warming of the 

Pacific Ocean120 and the consequent shoreline retreat in many Pacific 

                                                 
 

 

117 NUNN, P. D. 2013a. Climate Change and Pacific Island Countries. Asia-Pacific Human 
Development Report Background Paper Series 2012/07 [Online]. Available: http://www.snap-
undp.org/elibrary/Publication.aspx?ID=741 [Accessed 07/01/2013]. 
118 BARNETT, J. 2010. Adapting to climate change: three key challenges for research and policy–an 
editorial essay. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 1, 314-317. 
119 IPCC 2013. Summary for Policymakers. In: STOCKER, T. F., QIN, D., PLATTNER, G.-K., 
TIGNOR, M., ALLEN, S. K., BOSCHUNG, J., NAUELS, A., XIA, Y., BEX, V. & MIDGLEY, P. M. 
(eds.) Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the 
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, UK and 
New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press. 
120 NUNN, P. D. 2013a. Climate Change and Pacific Island Countries. Asia-Pacific Human 
Development Report Background Paper Series 2012/07 [Online]. Available: http://www.snap-
undp.org/elibrary/Publication.aspx?ID=741 [Accessed 07/01/2013]. 
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Islands121. There is also evidence that there has been acceleration in the rate 

of increase of temperature and sea level over the past 10-15 years in the 

Pacific region and in other parts of the world122.  

 

 
Figure 2.1: Oxygen-isotope data from a coral core at Maiana Atoll, Kiribati shows increasing 
temperature over a 155 year period. Source: (Urban et al., 2000); (Nunn, 2007b). 

 

Figure 2.1 also shows acceleration in the increase of temperature since 1976 

in the equatorial Pacific. Since the industrial revolution, there has been a 

marked increase in the greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. An examination 

of 40 time series of multidisciplinary environmental variables collected from 

1968 to 1984 from the Pacific Ocean showed a step like change in the 

Pacific Ocean environmental system in 1976123. Variables such as global 

annual air temperatures, the Southern Oscillation Index, several streamflow 

and snowfall indices showed magnitude changes.  

 

                                                 
 

 

121 COLLEN, J., GARTON, D. & GARDNER, J. 2009. Shoreline changes and sediment redistribution 
at Palmyra Atoll (Equatorial Pacific Ocean): 1874-present. Journal of Coastal Research, 711-722. 
WEBB, A. P. & KENCH, P. S. 2010. The dynamic response of reef islands to sea-level rise: Evidence 
from multi-decadal analysis of island change in the Central Pacific. Global and Planetary Change, 72, 
234-246. 
FORD, M. 2011. Shoreline changes on an urban atoll in the central Pacific Ocean: Majuro Atoll, 
Marshall Islands. Journal of Coastal Research, 28, 11-22. 
122 MERRIFIELD, M., MERRIFIELD, S. & MITCHUM, G. 2009. An anomalous recent acceleration 
of global sea level rise. Journal of Climate, 22, 5772-5781. 
123 EBBESMEYER, C. C., CAYAN, D. R., MCLAIN, D. R., NICHOLS, F. H., PETERSON, D. H. & 
REDMOND, K. T. 1991. 1976 step in the Pacific climate: forty environmental changes between 
1968-1975 and 1977-1984. 
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In addition to changes in the atmospheric temperature, the IPCC AR5 cites 

an increase in precipitation events, increasing intensity of tropical cyclones, 

and increased magnitude of high sea-level events as some of the recent 

observed changes124.  

 
Phenomenon and direction of trend Assessment that 

changes occurred 
Assessment of a human 
contribution to observed 
changes 

Warmer and/or fewer  cold days and nights  
over most land areas 

Very likely Very likely 

Warmer and/or more  frequent hot days and  
nights over most land areas 

Very likely Very likely 

Warm spells/heat waves.  
Frequency and/or duration  
increases over most land areas 

Medium confidence on a 
global scale. Likely in 
large parts of Europe, 
Asia and Australia 

Likely 

Heavy precipitation events. 
Increase in the frequency, intensity, and/or 
amount of heavy precipitation 

Likely  
more land areas with 
increases than decreases 

Medium confidence 

Increases in intense tropical cyclone activity Low confidence* Low confidence 

Increased incidence and/or magnitude of 
extreme high sea level 

Likely Likely 

*Future projections by the IPCC AR5 shows an increased likelihood in the intensity of tropical 

cyclones. 
Table 2.2: Summary of global scale assessment of recent observed changes. Adapted from 
(IPCC, 2013) 

 

Furthermore, the recent Pacific Environment and Climate Change Outlook report125 

prepared by SPREP states that the Pacific region over the last twenty years has 

undergone massive expansion of social and economic development activities which 

has consequently led to increased pressure on its environmental resources. The report 

                                                 
 

 

124 IPCC 2013. Summary for Policymakers. In: STOCKER, T. F., QIN, D., PLATTNER, G.-K., 
TIGNOR, M., ALLEN, S. K., BOSCHUNG, J., NAUELS, A., XIA, Y., BEX, V. & MIDGLEY, P. M. 
(eds.) Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the 
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, UK and 
New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press. 
125 SPREP 2012. Pacific Environment and Climate Change Outlook. Apia, Samoa: Sectrtariat of the 
Pacific Regional Environmental Programme. 
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also identifies and summarises the following as the main drivers of negative 

environmental change. 

- Increasing population 

- Economic vulnerability 

- Exploitation of natural resources 

- Energy consumption 

- Climate variability and change 

These environmental stressors are stated to be intensifying as the Pacific Island 

countries adopt a more modernized material benefits, cultures and lifestyles126. 

Population growth in the urban areas will lead to increased pressure on the available 

resources leading to the over exploitation of natural resources. It may also lead to a 

reduction in cultural and traditional connections resulting in the loss of Indigenous 

Knowledge. Traditional subsistence economies are being replaced by cash 

economies which again will lead to the deterioration of traditional knowledge 

systems and increased pressure on natural resources.  

 

2.6.3. Impact of Future Climate and Environmental Changes 

With the onset of predicted increases in temperatures and sea level, the Pacific region 

is becoming more vulnerable. The IPCC Assessment Report 4127 indicated that small 

islands are extremely vulnerable to climate change due to their high level of exposure 

to sea-level rise, extreme weather events, and the limited natural, human and 

economic resources.  

 

                                                 
 

 

126 Ibid. 
127 MIMURA, N., L. NURSE, R.F. MCLEAN, J. AGARD, L. BRIGUGLIO, P. LEFALE, R. PAYET 
& SEM, G. 2007. Chapter 16: Small Islands. In: M.L. PARRY, O. F. C., J.P. PALUTIKOF, P.J. VAN 
DER LINDEN AND C.E. HANSON (ed.) Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and 
Vulnerability: Working Group II Contribution to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
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Climate and environmental changes are already affecting Pacific Islands across 

various sectors. The most significant and immediate consequences of climate change 

that the Pacific will face are summarised by Barnett and Campbell128 as: 

- Sea-level rise 

- Increasing frequency and intensity of heavy precipitation events (droughts 

and heat waves) 

- Increase in intense tropical cyclones 

- Increased frequency of high sea-level events 

These changes will impact the lives of Pacific Island populations in various ways. 

Barnett and Campbell have provided a breakdown of the sectors that are likely to be 

affected by the onset of the above mentioned climatic changes129.  

 

These sectors include: 

- Agriculture 

- Fisheries 

- Tourism 

- Water resources 

- Health 

- Human settlement and infrastructure 

The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)130 provides a similar 

list of sectors that will be affected due to the impact of climate change. Additionally 

climate change may also have severe effects on human health due to the increased 

incidence of vector and water-borne diseases such as dengue131. There is also a 

                                                 
 

 

128 BARNETT, J. & CAMPBELL, J. 2010a. Climate change and small island states: power, 
knowledge, and the South Pacific, London, UK, Earthscan. 
129 BARNETT, J. & CAMPBELL, J. 2010b. The Trouble with Climate Change. Climate change and 
small island states: power, knowledge, and the South Pacific. London, UK: Earthscan. 
130 IFAD. 2009. Climate Change Impacts in the Asia/Pacific Region. Available: 
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/pacific.pdf [Accessed 29.12.2013]. 
131 LEWIS, N. 2012. Chapter 2: Islands in a Sea of Change: Climate Change, Health and Human 
Security in Small Island States. In: FERNANDO, H., KLAIĆ, Z. & MCCULLEY, J. L. (eds.) 
National Security and Human Health Implications of Climate Change. The Netherlands: Springer. 
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likelihood of psychological health problems such as anxiety which can lead to other 

outcomes such as nervousness, headache, sleeplessness and fatigue132.   

 

2.7. Pacific Vulnerability and Resilience 

In order to fully understand Pacific Island vulnerabilities and resilience, an 

understanding of how Pacific Island societies have been responding and recovering 

from it in the past is helpful. Adaptive capacity and resilience can also be 

strengthened through the application of indigenous knowledge and past experiences. 

Oral narratives are powerful strategies which provide the means by which we can 

look into the lived past of Pacific Island peoples and seek solutions to current and 

future environmental challenges. Many communities have a traditional knowledge 

base that is available only to that particular community. Yet by sharing this 

information with other vulnerable communities, combating climate change related 

issues might be made easier and more efficient. 

 

2.7.1. Pacific Vulnerability Assessment 

The effects of future climate and environmental change are expected to have adverse 

consequences for the Pacific Island region133 as PICs are among one of the most 

vulnerable to environmental and climate change. The Pacific Islands are diverse in 

terms of geography, climate, ecology and culture134 yet have some common 

                                                 
 

 

132 SWIM, J., CLAYTON, S., DOHERTY, T., GIFFORD, R., HOWARD, G., RESER, J., STERN, P. 
& WEBER, E. 2009. Psychology and global climate change: Addressing a multi-faceted phenomenon 
and set of challenges. A report by the American Psychological Association’s task force on the 
interface between psychology and global climate change. Retrieved April, 15, 2010. 
133 PARRY, M. L. 2007. Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability: Working 
Group II Contribution to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, Cambridge University Press. 
134 KEENER, V., JOHN. J. MARRA, FINUCANE, M. L., SPOONER, D. & SMITH, M. H. (eds.) 
2013. Climate Change and Pacific Islands: Indicators and Impacts: Report for the 2012 Pacific 
Islands Regional Climate Assessment: Island Press. 



44 

 

characteristics. Assessments of small islands from IPCC AR4135 and IFAD136 both 

list the following common characteristics:   

- Physical size 

- Proneness to natural disasters 

- Limited natural, human and economic resources 

- Limited financial and technical resources 

- Rapid exploitation and degradation of natural resources  

- Rapid urbanisation 

- High population densities 

- Poor Infrastructure 

- Low adaptive capacity 

An understanding of the vulnerabilities of PICs to environmental and climate change 

is crucial in building their capacity for adaptation and resilience. Assessment studies 

carried out for the Pacific Islands over the last two decades has provided an increased 

understanding of which Vulnerability, Risk and Adaptation (VRiA) Assessment 

Methods and Tools are best suited to the region and the increasing information gap 

that exists. The specific instances of shortfalls in information are provided by Hay 

and Mimura137 in Table 2.3. 

 

Information shortfall 

Enhanced land elevation contour information (despite inherent limitations in vertical accuracy) 
in order to increase certainty in the risk assessment outcomes and move beyond strategic 
adaptation options to site-specific identification and implementation 

                                                 
 

 

135 MIMURA, N., L. NURSE, R.F. MCLEAN, J. AGARD, L. BRIGUGLIO, P. LEFALE, R. PAYET 
& SEM, G. 2007. Chapter 16: Small Islands. In: M.L. PARRY, O. F. C., J.P. PALUTIKOF, P.J. VAN 
DER LINDEN AND C.E. HANSON (ed.) Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and 
Vulnerability: Working Group II Contribution to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
136 IFAD. 2009. Climate Change Impacts in the Asia/Pacific Region. Available: 
http://www.ifad.org/events/apr09/impact/pacific.pdf [Accessed 29.12.2013]. 
137 HAY, J. & MIMURA, N. 2013. Vulnerability, Risk and Adaptation Assessment Methods in the 
Pacific Islands Region: past approaches, and considerations for the future. Sustainability Science, 8, 
391-405. 
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Information shortfall 

Up-to-date maps showing land uses and infrastructure, including power and water lines 

End-user-relevant risk-based climate information (both present day and projected) such as 
found in climate risk profiles (e.g. ADB 2010; McSweeney et al. 2009) 

Relevant applied natural and especially social science research and assessment to inform ocean 
and coastal policy and management (Caldwell et al. 2009) 

A clearing house mechanism for information and data collection based on clearly identified 
needs and with functioning links to national websites; the convention on biodiversity has a 
clearing house mechanism that might serve as a useful model 

Clarity on the roles and responsibilities of relevant regional organisations and improved 
understanding of the relative effectiveness of regional organizations and national institutions 

How to ensure local concerns and priorities are acknowledged when increasing adaptive 
capacity 

How to move from anecdote to evidence, by working with local communities, NGOs and 
governments to research, document and publicise the social, cultural and economic 
consequences of climate change 

How to ensure additionality when integrating “climate” activities into existing work 
programmes; it is inappropriate to re-label existing development interventions as “climate 
adaptation” 

How to best establish a link between the national efforts on climate change adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction and community-based approach of site-specific adaptation planning 

How to make sustainable medium- to long-term adaptation and development decisions today, 
under conditions of imperfect information, including uncertainties 

How to assess and transform institutions and governance arrangements common to both disaster 
risk reduction and climate change adaptation in order to achieve greater harmonisation, 
coordination and cooperation 

Identification of how adaptation strategies can best be integrated into coastal and marine policy, 
planning, and management frameworks and adaptation interventions identified and 
implemented for fisheries, aquaculture, and other marine-based industries 

Identification of lessons learned from mal-adaptation and methods and tools that might help 
avoid mal-adaptation in the future 

Absence of approaches to assess the effectiveness of insurance as an adaptation option from 
local (community, enterprise) to national scale, and other mechanisms for offsetting 
unavoidable losses 

How to best assess the need for, and comparative benefits of, relocation (e.g. towns, villages, 
people) as well as the subsequent management of displaced people; in the longer term, strategic 
shifts in national policies and plans will be needed to manage increasing climate vulnerability 
and risks 

The extent to which, and how, climate change is delaying achievement of PIC Millennium 
Development Goals 
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Information shortfall 

How to improve coordination and address any lack of cooperation between the increasing 
number of stakeholders involved in VRiA assessments and interventions; and 

How to monitor and evaluate adaptation, in addition to what is provided in National 
Communications and normal project reporting; examples include retrospective cost benefit 
assessments of adaptation interventions and evaluation of the efficacy of the PIFACC 

Table 2.3: Specific instances of shortfalls in information 

Source: (Hay and Mimura, 2013) 

 

2.7.2. Resilience of the Pacific Islands  

Resilience is described by Walker et al as “the capacity of a system to absorb 

disturbance and reorganise while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially 

the same function, structure, identity, and feedbacks” (p. 2)138. Some researchers139 

attach three characteristics to this meaning. These are: 

 

1. the amount of change a system can undergo and still remain within the same 

domain of attraction, that is to retain the same controls on structure and 

processes; 

2. the degree to which the system is capable of self-organization; and 

3. the degree to which the system expresses capacity for learning and adaptation.  

There is also a recent increase in recognition of the potential of indigenous 

knowledge in building resilience especially towards natural disasters. Although 

research into how this knowledge can be utilized in the current modern context has 

                                                 
 

 

138 WALKER, B., HOLLING, C. S., CARPENTER, S. R. & KINZIG, A. 2004. Resilience, 
adaptability and transformability in social--ecological systems. Ecology and society, 9, 5. 
139 Ibid. 
CHAPIN, F. S., III, HOEL, M., CARPENTER, S. R., LUBCHENCO, J., WALKER, B., 
CALLAGHAN, T. V., FOLKE, C., SIMON, A. L., MÄLER, K.-G., NILSSON, C., BARRETT, S., 
BERKES, F., CRÉPIN, A.-S., DANELL, K., ROSSWALL, T., STARRETT, D., XEPAPADEAS, A. 
& ZIMOV, S. A. 2006. Building Resilience and Adaptation to Manage Arctic Change. Ambio, 35, 
198-202. 
CARPENTER, S., WALKER, B., ANDERIES, J. M. & ABEL, N. 2001. From metaphor to 
measurement: resilience of what to what? Ecosystems, 4, 765-781. 
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been quite limited. Techniques of food preservation and storage, knowledge of wild 

food sources, traditional agricultural methods, knowledge of traditional medicine, 

establishment and maintenance of social relations and resource use practices are 

identified by Veitayaki as valuable, appropriate and still relevant to people in 

developing counties140. 

 

Despite being vulnerable to natural hazards, Pacific Island communities have 

continued to survive. The recent Asia-Pacific Human Development Report on 

Climate Change and Pacific Island Countries discusses some of the most 

fundamental aspects of resilience in the Pacific Islands region. These include their 

emphasis on communal living, the tradition of community decision making, and their 

subsistence nature and literacy141.  

 

Environmental, geographic and scientific knowledge contained in narratives could 

also assist in building resilience in the Pacific Island societies. A case study from 

Pentecost Island of Vanuatu142 posits that the coastal settlement survived a tsunami 

largely due to their indigenous knowledge. The authors explain that storytelling is an 

important aspect of the Ni-Vanuatu culture and is used as a medium to communicate 

histories and cultural information across generations. A similar assessment of oral 

narratives was carried out by Cronin and Cashman143 who looked at stories about 

volcanic eruptions which helped local communities in becoming resilient to their 

                                                 
 

 

140 VEITAYAKI, J. 2004. Building bridges: the contribution of traditional knowledge to ecosystem 
management and practices in Fiji. Bridging scales and epistemologies: linking local knowledge and 
global science in multi-scale assessments’, Alexandria, Egypt, 17-20. 
141 NUNN, P. D. 2013a. Climate Change and Pacific Island Countries. Asia-Pacific Human 
Development Report Background Paper Series 2012/07 [Online]. Available: http://www.snap-
undp.org/elibrary/Publication.aspx?ID=741 [Accessed 07/01/2013]. 
142 WALSHE, R. A. & NUNN, P. D. 2012. Integration of indigenous knowledge and disaster risk 
reduction: A case study from Baie Martelli, Pentecost Island, Vanuatu. International Journal of 
Disaster Risk Science, 3, 185-194. 
143 CRONIN, S. J. C., K.V. 2008. Volcanic oral traditions in hazard assessment and mitigation. In: 
GRATTAN, J. & TORRENCE, R. (eds.) Living under the shadow: cultural impacts of volcanic 
eruptions. Oakland, California: Left Coast Press. 
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environment. Oral narratives regarding natural disasters contain information which 

helps the local people to understand the hazards and how to best respond to them.  

 

In summary, the use of oral narratives to assess environmental changes or to inform 

adaptive measures remains to be explored fully in the South Pacific region. Similar 

research in other regions of the world has provided valuable material which have 

been utilised by policy and decision makers. It is hoped that this research will 

provide material of similar value and use. 
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3.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides a brief overview of the Fiji group with specific attention to the 

southwest coast of Viti Levu Island and the off-shore island of Vatulele. The main 

topic covered in this section includes area location, climate, demography, economy, 

people, history and environment within the context of the objectives of the study. 

The chapter also discusses impacts of climate and environmental change as well as 

major common environmental challenges faced by the coastal communities in Fiji. 

 

3.2. Fiji 

3.2.1. Geography and Environment  

The Fiji group of islands is located in the western South Pacific between 177°E–

178°W and 16°S–20°S and is considered the hub of the Pacific (Fig 3.1). The 

country’s two largest islands are Viti Levu, 10429 km2, and Vanua Levu, 5556 km2 

and they make up 87% of the total land area of Fiji. Fiji has a total of almost 330 

islands with a total land area of approximately 18390 km2. The two largest islands 

are of volcanic origin while other numerous small islands consist of small volcanic 

islands, low-lying atolls and elevated reefs144.  

 

The two larger islands are mountainous and have peaks which rise to about 1300m. 

The south-eastern or the windward side of the islands receive more rain due to the 

south-east trade winds while the leeward western side normally has a dry climate. 

The country has two distinct seasons; a cooler dryer season from May to October and 

a warm wet season from November to April which is also the cyclone season. The 

country on average experiences 17 cyclones per decade145. 

 
                                                 
 

 

144 PCCP. 2012. Country Profile - Fiji Overview [Online]. Suva, Fiji: Pacific Cliamte Change Portal. 
Available: http://www.pacificclimatechange.net/index.php/country-profiles/fiji# [Accessed 17.02 
2014]. 
145 CSIRO, A. B. O. M. A. 2011. Climate Change in the Pacific: Scientific Assessment and New 
Research. Volume 2: Country Reports. Australia: Australian Bureau of Meteorology and 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO). 
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Fiji’s EEZ has an area of 1.3 million km2. The country has a total coastline of 

1129km and most of the islands are surrounded by either fringing or barrier reef146. 

The country’s geography and location has a large impact upon its vulnerability to 

natural disasters as well as climate and environmental changes.  

 

 
Figure 3.1: Map of Fiji Source: (Ezilon.com, 2009) 

 

Fiji being the hub of the Pacific has seen a steady growth in its urban population over 

the last fifty years with 52% of Fiji’s population now residing in urban areas. These 

urban areas are idyllically located in coastal areas. The islands of Viti Levu and 

Vanua Levu are larger and higher than other smaller islands in the Fiji group, but 

have a high density of population residing along their coastlines. Additionally, many 

villages in the lower outer islands are also situated along the coastlines.  

 
                                                 
 

 

146 CIA. 2013. The World Factbook [Online]. USA: Central Intelligence Agency. Available: 
https://www.cia.gov/index.html [Accessed 18.02 2014]. 
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The IPPCC AR4 projects sea-levels to rise by 0.18-0.59m147 while the PCCSP 

projects an increase of 0.80m for the Pacific regions by the end of the 21st century148. 

A vulnerability assessment of sea-level rise in Viti Levu carried out in 2008 shows 

that towns and cities located in the coastal areas are at risk of high degrees of 

inundation149. While the rural villages also face similar problems, relocation or 

retreat inland is an option that is possible unlike the urban areas where land tenure 

systems are non-communal.   

  

3.2.2. People and Culture  

According to the 2007 census, Fiji has a total population of 837271 and the 2013 

estimate by the CIA brings this figure to 896,758. Being a multiracial country Fiji 

has a mix of different ethnic communities of which 56.82% were Fijians, 37.48% 

were Fijians of Indian decent and 5.70% comprised other races according to the 2007 

census. The indigenous population of Fiji are generally Melanesian and are referred 

to as iTaukei. The official languages are English and Fijian while Fiji-Hindi is also 

largely spoken. The Fijian language itself has a number of dialects with the Bauan 

dialect being the imposed common dialect and used for official purposes. Fiji-Hindi 

also has a few dialects, although they are all mutually understandable. The 

understanding of local dialects is crucial to this research as some oral narratives use 

idioms or expressions which are exclusive to their particular dialect.  

 

For administrative purposes, Fiji is divided into four divisions which are further 

subdivided into fourteen provinces. Each province is then administered by a Roko 

                                                 
 

 

147 IPCC 2007. Summary for Policymakers. In: SOLOMON, S., D. QIN, M. M., CHEN, Z., 
MARQUIS, M., AVERYT, K. B., M.TIGNOR & MILLER, H. L. (eds.) Climate Change 2007: The 
Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, 
USA: Cambridge University Press. 
148 METEOROLOGY, A. B. O. & CSIRO 2011. Climate Change in the Pacific: Scientific Assessment 
and New Research. Volume 1: Regional Overview. Australia: Australian Bureau of Meteorology,  
CSIRO. 
149 GRAVELLE, G. & MIMURA, N. 2008. Vulnerability assessment of sea-level rise in Viti Levu, 
Fiji Islands. Sustainability Science, 3, 171-180. 
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Tui (executive head of the provincial council). Tradition and culture is very much 

ingrained in the daily lives of the indigenous population with people residing in 

traditional settlements which are governed under the traditional leadership of village 

chiefs. This research has been conducted in the Nadroga/Navosa Province on the 

southwest cost of Viti Levu.  

 

The concept of social relations and communal resource ownership and management 

are still relevant to people in Fiji. Provinces in Fiji have special relationships with 

people from other provinces and these relationships to a large extent determine how 

people interact with each other. The people of Nadroga for example are Tauvu to the 

people of Kadavu which allows reciprocal rights of taking each other’s belongings 

and much joking with each other. There are also close relations between certain 

villages or kin.  These relations play an important role in disaster recovery in many 

rural communities.  

 

3.3. Current Environmental Issues 

3.3.1. Natural Disasters 

Natural disasters are results of Earth’s natural processes and are a common 

occurrence around the world, including Fiji. Due to its geographical location Fiji is 

highly prone to natural disasters.  The major natural disasters that occur regularly in 

Fiji are floods, droughts, cyclones, landslides and earthquakes. Most of these natural 

disasters are a result of hydro-meteorological phenomena. Fiji is reported to have 

experienced a total of 124 natural disasters over the 1970-2007 period (Fig. 3.2). 

Half of these natural disasters were tropical cyclones, followed by floods (33 per 

cent) and earthquakes (8 per cent)150. Tropical cyclones and floods have had the 

greatest impact with over a total of 397 deaths during the 37 year period151. 

 
                                                 
 

 

150 LAL, P. N., SINGH, R. & HOLLAND, P. 2009. Relationship between natural disasters and 
poverty: A Fiji case study, SOPAC Miscellaneous Report 678, SOPAC. 
151 Ibid. 
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Due to the changing global climate and its imminent impacts on small island, 

countries such as Fiji are facing an increase in the frequency and intensity of natural 

disasters. According to the SOPAC Miscellaneous Report 678, the incidence of 

flooding has increased since mid-1987152. Over the past five years, Fiji has 

experienced at least one major flood annually and all have had devastating impact on 

the population and economy of the country. The 2009 flood was claimed to be the 

worst flood since 1931 with 400mm of rain falling in two days resulting in twelve 

deaths and leaving more than 10,000 people displaced153. These series of events 

concur with the IPCC’s projections of increased intensity of precipitation events for 

the Pacific over the century154. 

 

The direct impact of natural disaster events in Fiji have largely been attributed to 

high-density settlements on exposed flood plains155. The push migration factors have 

resulted in an increased number of squatter settlements in urban centres throughout 

Fiji, especially in the capital city. These settlements are often located on coastal flats 

and flood plains (Fig.3.3). The implications of natural disasters on these communities 

are usually severe and multiple. Reduction in personal incomes, loss of shelter and 

lack of water inevitably makes the squatter settlers one of the most vulnerable to 

floods and other disasters156. 

 

                                                 
 

 

152 Ibid. 
153 BRYANT-TOKALAU, J. & CAMPBELL, J. 2014. 9 Coping with floods in urban Fiji. Disaster 
Relief in the Asia Pacific: Agency and Resilience, 132. 
154 IPCC 2007. Summary for Policymakers. In: SOLOMON, S., D. QIN, M. M., CHEN, Z., 
MARQUIS, M., AVERYT, K. B., M.TIGNOR & MILLER, H. L. (eds.) Climate Change 2007: The 
Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, 
USA: Cambridge University Press. 
155 YEO, S. W. & BLONG, R. J. 2010. Fiji's worst natural disaster: the 1931 hurricane and flood. 
Disasters, 34, 657-683. 
156 Ibid. 
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Figure 3.2: Relative importance of different natural disaster events and their direct impacts 
in Fiji, 1970-2007. 

Source: Adapted from (Lal et al., 2009) 

3.3.2. Human Induced Environmental Degradation  

Globalisation and economic development over the recent years has lead to a number 

of environmental and social ills in Fiji. The urban drift has caused a rift in traditional 

lifestyles. The increasing number of squatter settlements has caused increased 

exploitation of natural resources, destruction of habitats, pollution, and land 

degradation. While a majority of these problems are pertaining to the urban areas, the 

rural communities, including the offshore islands are equally affected by the social 

and environmental issues.   

 

Traditionally, the people of Fiji have made their livelihood by utilising the resources 

within the vicinity of their settlement area. Increasing population has led to the 

exploitation of resource bases further away from their settlement area, exerting 

pressure on both marine and terrestrial resources. Activities such as fishing (both 
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commercial and subsistence), coral mining and firewood collection are just some of 

the challenges which hinder environmental sustainability. The implementation of the 

Marine Protected Areas (MPA) is one of the ways in which some local communities 

are trying to recover fish stocks157 for subsistence use. This strategy has been 

embraced by many communities and has received support from government and non-

government organisations alike.  

 

Urban squatter dwellers are one of the most vulnerable groups. Environmental 

vulnerabilities faced by urban squatter settlements are due to living on marginal 

lands and hazardous sites such as mangroves and flood prone areas along the coasts 

riverbanks, land slide areas; and waste dump sites158 (Fig 3.3). While they are 

vulnerable to coastal flooding, flash flooding, landslides and cyclone impacts, they 

also contribute to environmental degradation. Squatter settlements are poorly 

planned and constructed with inadequate water supplies, sewerage, little or no 

sanitation and no proper means of waste disposal which results in pollution of the 

surrounding areas (Fig 3.4). The problems resulting from improper disposal of urban 

household waste are critical environmental challenges for Fiji159.  

 

Smaller off-shore island communities and rural coastal communities are responsible 

for environmental degradation as well. Marine pollution resulting from improper 

waste management and use of poisonous chemical for fishing, soil degradation due to 

improper farming methods and the excessive use of fertiliser are prevalent in some 

communities. In such cases community outreach and awareness is important to 

                                                 
 

 

157 CLEMENTS, C., BONITO, V., GROBER-DUNSMORE, R. & SOBEY, M. 2012. Effects of 
small, Fijian community-based marine protected areas on exploited reef fishes. Marine Ecology 
Progress Series, 449, 233-243. 
158 MOHANTY, M. Squatters, vulnerability and adaptability of urban poor in a small island 
developing state: the context of Fiji Islands.  International Geographical Union Commission 
Conference on Population and Vulnerability, 2006. 3-7. 
159 PRASAD, B. & MOHANTY, M. 2013. 14 Fiji. Asian and Pacific Cities: Development Patterns, 
16, 200. 
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ensure communal ownership of sustainable solutions to environmental problems 

thereby improving risk knowledge, coastal resource and land use management160. 

 

 
Figure 3.3: A squatter settlement along the Tamavua River in the greater Suva area. 

Source: The Fiji Times, dated 20th January, 2011. 

 
Figure 3.4: Poor waste disposal in a squatter settlement in Vatuwaqa, Suva causes pollution 
of the water ways during a flash flood in February, 2011.  

Source: The Fiji Times, dated 21st February, 2011. 

                                                 
 

 

160 HAY, J. 2013. Small island developing states: coastal systems, global change and sustainability. 
Sustainability Science, 8, 309-326. 
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3.4. The Field Sites 

The ethnographic case study area for this research is the greater Sigatoka area 

(southwest Viti Levu and offshore Vatulele Island) (Fig 3.5). The villages and the 

off-shore island come under the administration of the Nadroga/Navoga Provincial 

Council. Sigatoka is a township in the province of Nadroga and is the principal 

centre of Fiji’s tourism. The southwestern coast of Viti Levu contains a high 

concentration of hotels and resort which provide employment for a large number of 

local people. A number of people also make their living from the sales of traditional 

hand crafted items to tourists. Agriculture is also a major source of income for the 

people of Sigatoka. The Sigatoka valley otherwise known as the ‘Salad Bowl of Fiji’ 

has highly fertile alluvial soil.  

 

 
Figure 3.5: A map showing the location of Vatulele Island in relation to Korolevu Bay and; 
the four field sites on the south-western coast of Viti Levu.  

Source: Google Maps 

3.4.1. Southwest Viti Levu 

The southwest section of Viti Levu has a series of coastal villages which were sites 

for this research. The villages of Vatukarasa, Malevu, Korotogo and Sanasana were 

used as ethnographic case study sites on mainland Viti Levu (Fig 3.6). All of these 
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villages are located no more than just a few metres from the sea and are experiencing 

a plethora of issues resulting from sea-level rise and coastal erosion.  

 

 
Figure 3.6: Google image showing the location of the four field sites on the southwest coast 
for Viti Levu.  

Source: Google Earth 

 

The villages of Vatukarasa, Malevu and Korotogo are adjacent to each other while 

Sanasana is located approximately 40km from Korotogo. The largest of these 

villages is Vatukarasa with an estimated population of 385161 and is the only village 

which is in close proximity of an Indian settlement. All of these villages have their 

community halls and churches but none have a heath station. Malevu village has a 

dispensary, however it is not operational. Since all the villages are located close to 

hotels and resorts, people in all four villages are largely dependent on the tourism 

industry and subsistence farming and fishing for their livelihoods. Elders generally 

do not seek employment in the formal sector but rely on produce from their 

plantations, the sea and remittance from children and family aboard. While the 

                                                 
 

 

161 Population figure provided by the village headman during field work.  
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plantation produce is for subsistence use, the excess is often sold at the local market 

or by the road side.  

 

Floods are regular occurrences in Fiji and occur mostly in January, February and 

March at the height of the Wet season162. Sigatoka river has a catchment area of 

approximately 1450km2 and is the largest catchment area after the Rewa river basin. 

The town centre being located near the river estuary is particularly vulnerable to 

floods. The recent devastating floods in January and December of 2009 left hundreds 

of people in Sigatoka temporarily displaced and caused severe damages to export 

crops along Valley Road. In March 2012, Sigatoka and other areas in the western 

division on Viti Levu were again severely affected by continuous heavy rain brought 

on by a tropical depression (Fig 3.7). 

 

Due to their location all four villages are highly vulnerable during tropical cyclones 

and hurricanes. In addition to strong winds and heavy rain that is typical of cyclones 

and hurricanes, the coastal areas are also affected by storm surges especially if they 

coincide with king tides. Storm surges around coastal areas are a serious hazard 

posed by tropical cyclones as most Pacific Islanders are coastal dwellers163. These 

surges can reach heights of several metres and have the potential to erode beaches, 

affect infrastructure and inundate farm land. With projections of higher intensity of 

tropical cyclones, any degree of sea-level rise would create greater risks for coastal 

communities in Fiji164.  

                                                 
 

 

162 MCGREE, S., YEO, S. W. & DEVI, S. 2010. Flooding in the Fiji Islands between 1840 and 2009. 
NWS, Australia: Risk Frontiers. 
163 TERRY, J. P. 2007. Chapter 5 Meteorological Conditions. Tropical cyclones: climatology and 
impacts in the South Pacific. New York, USA: Springer. 
164 NUNN, P. D., RAVUVU, A. D., AALBERSBERG, W., MIMURA, N. & YAMADA, K. 1994. 
Assessment of Coastal Vulnerability and Resilience to Sea-Level Rise and Climate Change. Case 
Study: Yasawa, Fiji. Phase 2: Development of Methodology, Apia, Samoa, SPREP. 
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Figure: 3.7: Map showing the flood affected locations on Viti Levu 

Source: (OCHA, 2012). 

 

The coastal environments where these villages are located are vulnerable like any 

other coastal area in the Pacific. Projected changes to the climate in the Pacific will 

have huge impacts on the livelihoods of the people. The damages to the tourism 

industry and agricultural crops from floods and storm surges have long term impacts 

on the local economy and the livelihoods of the community.  

 

3.4.2. Vatulele Island 

The island of Vatulele is located approximately 32km southwest from Korolevu Bay 

on Viti Levu (Fig. 3.5). Vatulele is predominantly a limestone island with a 

maximum altitude of only 38m.  The west coast of the island is cliffed while the east 

coast of the island is low lying. All the four villages of Vatulele, Taunovo, Ekubu, 

Lomaikaya and Bouwaqa are located on the east coast (Fig. 3.8). 
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Figure 3.8: Google image 
showing the location of 
the four villages on 
Vatulele Island.  

Source: Google Earth. 

 

The largest village on the island is Ekubu which is also the chiefly village. Each 

village has its own chief; the chief of Ekubu is regarded as the high chief of the 

island. The total estimated population of Vatulele is 920165. The main source of 

income for the islanders is the tapa cloth (masi) which is made from the inner bark of 

the paper mulberry tree (Broussonetia papyrifera). The island is also famous for its 

red prawns (Parhippolyte uveae) which are found on two dominantly freshwater 

ponds on the western side of the island166.  

                                                 
 

 

165 Population figure provided by the village headmen during field work.  
166 NUNN, P. D. 1988. Vatulele: a study in the geomorphological development of a Fiji Island. Fiji 
Mineral Recources Department Memoir 2, Fiji, Ministry of Lands and Mineral Resources. 
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The island is quite monocultural and the paper mulberry tree is cultivated extensively 

on the limited arable land. The men are involved with the agricultural activities while 

the women are involved in beating and printing the cloth. The beating of the tapa 

cloth is carried out from 7.00am till 6.00pm every day except Sundays; the printing 

is at times carried out in the night (Fig. 3.9 and Fig. 3.10). Quite a large extent of the 

tapa produced on the island is destined for handicraft shops on the island of Viti 

Levu but a significant amount of tapa is destined for other Fijians in the country167. 

The iTaukei people utilise the tapa for ceremonial and decorative purposes especially 

during weddings and funerals. 

 

Figure 3.9:  Women beating the inner bark of paper 
mulberry tree into cloth. 

Source: Photos by author, July 2013.  Figure 3.10: A woman stencils the 
tapa cloth using dye made from 
mangrove plant. 

 

Due to its size and elevation, there are no rivers on the island. Freshwater is found 

only in a few caves and ponds on the island therefore rain water is important for the 

survival of the islanders. The main agricultural produce for Vatulele are plantains, 

root crops and breadfruits and the main source of protein is fish from the sea.  

 
                                                 
 

 

167 EWINS, R. 2009. Staying Fijian: Vatuele Island Barkcloth and Social Identity, Adelaide,Australia, 
Crawford House Publishing  
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The vulnerabilities of villages on Vatulele are similar to those of the field sites 

located on the island of Viti Levu. Although, due to its isolated nature and smallness 

in size, the degree of vulnerability of Vatulele is far greater than those of the villages 

on Viti Levu. All the four villages on the island are located on the east coast and are 

very close to the shoreline making them vulnerable to storm surges, king tides and 

salt water spray. Strong winds also have the potential to cause great damage to the 

coastline. Being a low lying island with settlements close to the coast, Vatulele is 

particularly vulnerable to future sea-level rise. The possibility of salt water intrusion 

into the fresh water lens greatly impacts the livelihoods of the people on the island. 

Salt water inundation will also affect their agricultural production of food and masi.  

 

Understanding how the communities on Vatulele and southwest coast of Vitilevu 

have been coping with natural disasters and changes in environment and climate will 

provide an understanding of the mechanisms that vulnerable communities have for 

dealing with their environment. It also helps provides an understanding of how 

coastal communities understand and perceive environmental and climatic changes 

and how it impacts their vulnerability and resilience. The experiences of these 

communities have the potential to inform future adaptation strategies for similar 

communities in Fiji and in the Pacific.  
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4.1. Introduction  

This chapter outlines the research methods used to address the objectives of this 

research project. Firstly, an overview of the quantitative and qualitative research 

methods is provided followed by the sampling techniques used for this project. A 

breakdown of the research methods with an outline of the data collection tools is 

given. Finally, the chapter discusses the methods of data analysis, reliability and 

validity, followed by a brief mention of the limitations faced in this research.  

 

4.2. Quantitative & Qualitative Research Methodologies 

The study of oral narratives, oral history or oral traditions has largely been 

qualitative in nature168. So are numerous studies on traditional ecological knowledge 

(TEK)169. Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people make 

sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world170.  The data 

collection tools for this type of research are usually interviews, participant 

observations, personal experiences and documents and the results of qualitative 

research are descriptive, often in the form of words and pictures. Quantitative 

researchers on the other hand are concerned with the empirical investigation of social 

phenomena via statistical, mathematical or computational techniques. Quantitative 

data is often represented in the form of graphs, tables and charts.  Quantitative 

analyses of myth motifs (or underlying themes) have occasionally been used for the 

understanding of oral narratives. 

                                                 
 

 

168 HOLMES, A. & PILKINGTON, M. 2011. Storytelling, floods, wildflowers and washlands: oral 
history in the River Ouse project. Oral History, 39, 83-94. 
SAKAKIBARA, C. 2008. “OUR HOME IS DROWNING”: IÑUPIAT STORYTELLING AND 
CLIMATE CHANGE IN POINT HOPE, ALASKA*. Geographical Review, 98, 456-475. 
HARWOOD, F. 1976. Myth, Memory, and the Oral Tradition: Cicero in the Trobriands. American 
Anthropologist, 78, 783-796. 
169 BERKES, F., COLDING, J. & FOLKE, C. 2000. Rediscovery of traditional ecological knowledge 
as adaptive management. Ecological applications, 10, 1251-1262. 
MCINTYRE-TAMWOY, S., FUARY, M. & BUHRICH, A. 2012. Understanding climate, adapting to 
change: indigenous cultural values and climate change impacts in North Queensland. 
170 MERRIAM, S. B. 2009. Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation, John Wiley 
& Sons. 



67 

 

4.3. Sampling: 

Ethnographic sampling employed the snowball method as well as both opportunistic 

and targeted sampling of male and female elders of the select communities. Snowball 

sampling method or chain referral sampling method uses a small pool of initial 

informants to nominate other eligible participants171. Opportunity sampling is using 

the knowledge and attributes of the researcher to identify the initial sample of key 

informants, for instance, using the researcher’s past experiences to contact 

participants or gatekeepers172. Targeted sampling on the other hand, is described as a 

“purposeful, systematic method by which controlled lists of specified populations 

within geographical districts are developed and detailed plans are designed to recruit 

adequate numbers of cases within each of the targets” (p. 420)173. It is simply a 

sampling method where a "sample" of the subject matter, be that people, plants, 

animals and etcetera is selected using certain criteria. For example, age group or 

marital status.   

 

The research targeted villagers who satisfied the following selection criteria:  

1. Must have been continuously residing in the area for 25 years or more 

(Rationale: It is assumed that those who have been resident outside of the 

may not be entirely aware of all the environmental changes or oral 

narrations of the local community174). 

2. Must fall in the age category of greater than 50 years of age  

(Rationale: It is assumed that the older residents of the area are carriers of 

ecological and oral knowledge; more so than the younger residents175). 

                                                 
 

 

171 GIVEN, L. M. (ed.) 2008. QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS: SAGE Publications. 
172 JUPP, V. 2006. The Sage dictionary of social research methods, California, USA, Sage 
Publications Limited. 
173 WATTERS, J. K. & BIERNACKI, P. 1989. Targeted sampling: options for the study of hidden 
populations. Social Problems, 416-430. 
174 NUNN, P. D., AALBERSBERG, W., LATA, S. & GWILLIAM, M. 2013. Beyond the core: 
community governance for climate-change adaptation in peripheral parts of Pacific Island Countries. 
Regional Environmental Change, 1-15. 
175 Ibid. 
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In every community visited, the researcher liaised with the Turaga-ni-koro (village 

head-man) in order to obtain the following details: 

1. Total number of households in the village; 

2. Village population size; and 

3. Village population breakdown by age group and gender.  

Having the above information enabled the researcher to select fitting participants for 

the sample. The Turaga-ni-koro(s) played a vital role in identifying the key 

informants for this study as they “are the best people that have information in their 

own villages” (p. 86)176. The sample consisted of people who satisfied the two 

criteria identified above. As mentioned in the rationale, the research targeted 

individuals who were long term residents of the community because it is believed 

that longer term residents are more aware of the environmental changes over the past 

years177. Village elders in many cases are also keepers of traditional ecological, 

indigenous and/or local knowledge178, hence the selection of participants above the 

age of fifty. 

 

While all efforts were made to have a gender balanced participant group, it is 

important to note that women usually marry out of their communities, and would 

therefore be generally less familiar with narratives of the local community compared 

to the longer term residents. This resulted in a slightly higher number of male 

participants. Figure 4.1 provides a participant gender breakdown by percentage.  

                                                 
 

 

176 GERO, A., FLETCHER, S., RUMSEY, M., THIESSEN, J., KURUPPU, N. & BUCHAN, J. 2013. 
Disaster Response and Climate Change in the Pacific. Gold Coast, Australia: University of 
Technology Sydney and The National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility. 
177 WALSHE, R. A. & NUNN, P. D. 2012. Integration of indigenous knowledge and disaster risk 
reduction: A case study from Baie Martelli, Pentecost Island, Vanuatu. International Journal of 
Disaster Risk Science, 3, 185-194. 
178 LALONDE, A. 1993. 6. African Indigenous Knowledge and its Relevance to Sustainable 
Development. In: INGLIS, J. (ed.) Traditional ecological knowledge: Concepts and cases. Ottawa, 
Canada: International Development Research Centre. 
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Figure 4.1: Graph of participant gender distribution 

 

Despite the second selection criteria which required participants to be above the age 

of fifty, a few participants were selected who did not fit this criteria. These 

participants were recommended by the Turaga ni koro(s) and other village elders due 

to their (participant’s) proximity to a previous (deceased) knowledge holder.  A 

breakdown of participant age group is provided in Figure 4.2.  

 

 

Figure 4.2: Graph showing the age distribution of the interview participants 
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4.4. Methods Used  

4.4.1. Previous Work: 

A review of literature on the research topic was conducted before any primary 

sources were looked into. Secondary information was mainly gathered from the 

following institutions: Fiji National Archives, Fiji Museum, and The University of 

the South Pacific’s Library. Online information were accessed mainly via the 

University Library’s online databases (Online Access to Research in the 

Environment (OARE), ProQuest and JSTOR), USP Research Office’s Research 

Repository and Non-governmental Organisation Websites and Online portals179. The 

use of Google Scholar proved to be a time saving device as it assisted with the search 

of specific scholarly literature for specific time periods. The NVivo software through 

its NCapture tool enabled the quick and easy storage of all relevant online material. 

The software was also useful in classifying and coding literature gathered. 

 

4.4.2. Ethnographic Case Study: 

One of the more common methods of qualitative research is ethnographical. 

Ethnography is a multi-technique approach which focuses on culture hence it 

generally requires that a length of time is spent with the group being studied. 

Ethnographic case studies also can be conducted over a shorter time period to 

explore narrower fields of interest180. While participant observation is the most 

common component of its methodology; a combination of interviews, conversational 

and discourse analysis, documentary analysis and life histories are also used by many 

researchers181. 

 
                                                 
 

 

179 Especially the Pacific Climate Change Portal which can be accessed at 
http://www.pacificclimatechange.net/ 
180 PARTHASARATHY, B. 2008. The ethnographic case study approach [Online]. Global Impact 
Study: University of Washington Information School. Available: 
http://www.globalimpactstudy.org/2008/07/the-ethnographic-case-study-approach/ [Accessed 23.09 
2013]. 
181 JUPP, V. 2006. The Sage dictionary of social research methods, California, USA, Sage 
Publications Limited. 
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For this research, villages along the southwestern coast (Coral Coast) of Viti Levu 

Island in Fiji were initially selected as field sites and the research eventually moved 

to the offshore island of Vatulele. The field sites were traditional Fijian communities, 

therefore a research assistant was hired to act as a translator and transcriber during 

the study. A research permit from the Nadroga-Navosa Provincial Council was 

obtained in order to conduct research in the villages. Since all the villages identified 

for field work were traditional Fijian villages, an i-sevusevu (yaqona/kava 

presentation) was made to village elders in each of the villages to obtain the 

traditional permission before the research commenced.   

 

 
Figure 4.3: Location of fieldsites in relation to each other. 

Source: Google Earth   

 

Once the traditional permission was granted, the Turaga-ni-koro (village head-man) 

was consulted before a research sample was identified. The Turaga-ni-koro who is 

either elected or appointed by the village serves as an important link between the 

village and the state. He is the principal organiser of village affairs and responsible 
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for enforcing village and state decisions182. As such, the Turaga-ni-koro becomes the 

gatekeeper and key informant of village information in Fiji. The village head-men in 

all villages provided the researcher with the following details to assist with the 

sample selection: 

 

1. Village population size; 

2. Number of males and females above the age of fifty residing in the village; 

3. Number of males and females above the age of fifty and can/may be 

interviewed; and 

4. Any person whom the village considers as the one who knows most about the 

“olden days” or “traditional ways”. 

The first two items on the list above is also available from Provincial Councils, 

although the Provincial Council receives their information from the Turaga-ni-koros. 

Additionally the Turaga-ni-koro is able to provide more up to date information as he 

is more aware of the villager movements.  

 

In order to carry out participant observations for this ethnography; the researcher 

stayed in two villages for the duration of the field work. The Turaga-ni-koro of the 

Coral Coast village of Vatukarasa provided accommodation while research was 

being conducted in Vatukarasa and the nearby villages of Korotogo and Malevu. The 

researcher and the research assistant stayed in the village of Taunovo on the island of 

Vatulele while daily visits were made to other three villages on the island.  

                                                 
 

 

182 BITUROGOIWASA, S. 2001. 4. Village Politics in Nadoria: Making Decisions, Settling Disputes 
and Providing Protection. In: WALKER, A. R. (ed.) My village, my world: Everyday life in Nadoria, 
Fiji. Suva, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies, The University of the South Pacific. 
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4.4.3. Narrative Inquiry: 

Narrative research covers a large and diverse range of approaches and data gathered 

can be analysed in a number of ways. Kohler Riessman outlines four main 

methodological approaches for narrative research183: 

 

1. Thematic analysis 

2. Structural analysis 

3. Dialogic/performance analysis 

4. Visual narrative analysis 

 

These approaches are not mutually exclusive and can be combined to meet the 

demands of the study. A narrative inquiry approach using thematic and dialogic 

analysis helps provide an understanding of the human experience of the world 

portrayed through stories for this research. The approach is based on the assumption 

that people make sense of random experiences by imposing story structures on 

them184. Narrative inquiry provides a means by which people’s stories can by 

systematically gathered, analysed and represented as told by them185. 

 

A traditional qualitative research interview method was not utilised as the aim of the 

research was to capture the subjective experiences instead of collecting data through 

a structured research design.  An advantage of the narrative inquiry approach is that 

that narration requires from an informant more than just answering. The informant 

has to tell all relevant details in order to produce a comprehensible narration186 

whereas in a conventional interview the interviewee may control or limit their 

answers. 
                                                 
 

 

183 RIESSMAN, C. K. 1993. Narrative Analysis, USA, Sage. 
184 DUFF, P. A. & BELL, J. S. 2002. Narrative Research in TESOL: Narrative Inquiry: More Than 
Just Telling Stories. TESOL Quarterly, 36, 207-213. 
185 ETHERINGTON, K. 2004. Chapter 5. Methodologies and Methods. Becoming a Reflexive 
Researcher-Using Our Selves in Research. London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 
186 AARIKKA-STENROOS, L. The contribution and challenges of narrative data in 
interorganizational research.  Proceedings of the 26th International IMP Conference, Budapest, 
Hungary, 2010. 
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The tools used to gather information with this approach were observations (by the 

researcher) and interviews. Interview guidelines were designed to elicit stories or 

narratives regarding personal and communal experiences during extreme climatic 

events in the past and lived experiences of everyday adaptation to the changing 

environment.  

 

The narrative inquiry approach is flexible and all-encompassing which enables 

researchers to understand life experiences. Jean Clandinin187 states that it has the 

advantage of remaining close to “ordinary lived experience … knowing that other 

possibilities, interpretations, and ways of explaining things are possible” (p. 46). 

Although, this approach does not work well with a large number of participants as it 

requires a close collaboration with the participants.  

 

A challenge of using narrative inquiry is that the research moves at the pace of the 

participant. There were cases where the increasing age of the participant meant an 

increasing amount of time spent conducting the in-depth interviews. Some of the 

older participants had difficulty in recalling details for their narratives. They also 

were more prone to wander off the topic of discussion.  

 

Although story telling is common in the Fijian culture, getting all the participants to 

be entirely comfortable and relaxed during the interview is challenging. The 

researcher also encountered a number of cases where the interviewees expressed 

embarrassment for not being able to remember clearly or showed concern that their 

narratives are not important for the research or are not answering the interview 

questions.  

 

The researcher did not encounter any change in the efficacy of this research approach 

across the different communities. This is probably due to the fact that the 
                                                 
 

 

187 CLANDININ, D. J. 2007. Handbook of narrative inquiry, Sage Publications. 
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communities selected for research shared a common culture. It is important to note 

that gender played an important role in how receptive the participant was towards the 

idea of being interviewed. Another study188 also notes that in the Pacific, an adult 

female cannot be readily interviewed by a male, whereas a female could interview a 

male.  

 

4.5. Data Collection 

4.5.1. Field Study  

Once the relevant approvals were sought, a meeting with the village Turaga-ni-koro 

was set-up in order to identify potential informants. The village Turaga-ni-koro is the 

best source of information regarding the population details. Elders who fell into the 

criteria mentioned in Section 4.3 of this chapter were initially selected. Visits were 

then made to these individuals to seek free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) for 

the participation in the research project. The individuals were provided with a copy 

of the Research Information Sheet189 which outlined the following details: 

 

1. Description of research; 

2. Invitation to participate; 

3. Photographs and audio recordings; 

5. Participant’s rights; and 

6. Contact details of the researcher. 

An explanation in the vernacular was provided either by the Turaga-ni-koro or the 

research assistant to individuals who could not read. Individuals were also given the 

opportunity to question the researcher regarding the nature, motivation and the 

relevance of the research.  

 
                                                 
 

 

188 NUNN, P. D., AALBERSBERG, W., LATA, S. & GWILLIAM, M. 2013. Beyond the core: 
community governance for climate-change adaptation in peripheral parts of Pacific Island Countries. 
Regional Environmental Change, 1-15. 
189 Refer to Appendix A 
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All the potential participants were provided with the opportunity to discuss their 

participation in the research with family members in private. Individuals who 

provided their FPIC were asked to sign a Consent Form190. In cases where persons 

were unable to write their name, a guardian (usually their older child) was asked to 

sign on their behalf. Once the FPIC was provided, a potential time and place was 

decided upon for the interview.  

 

The Turaga-ni-koro who also acted as the gatekeeper assisted by ensuring that the 

participants were ready and still agreeable to be interviewed well before the 

scheduled time of the interview.  

 

All interviews for this research were conducted in the vernacular dialect of the 

participant. Conducting in-depth interviews requires certain techniques which assist 

with eliciting detailed and rich data. These include but are not limited to: 

- Having sound knowledge of the participant’s mother tongue 

- Being aware of local traditions and protocols  

- Making the interviewee comfortable 

- Establishing a relationship of trust 

-  Questioning to avoid closed-ended questions 

- Being able to maintain the flow of the interview and in control of the 

direction of the conversation 

Having a research assistant who was able to understand and converse in the local 

dialect of the participants, and was very well versed with the iTaukei relationships191 

between people originating from different places in Fiji, assisted greatly in getting 

participants to openly share their narratives. As suggested by a number of 

                                                 
 

 

190 Refer to Appendix B 
191 Referring to relationships of tauvu, kai, vasu, naita, and others. 
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researchers192, the degree of commonality presented by a research assistant’s 

ethnicity and religion can also prove to be advantageous.  

 

While conducting the interview in the native language had its benefits, it also had 

some challenges. The three key issues which were recognised in this research were: 

 

1. Three-way production of data; 

2. Selective translation during interviews; and 

3. Reliability of interpretation. 

Firstly, interpreted interviews have three people who are actively participating in the 

interview process. This leads to a lengthier duration of the interview. The interpreter 

was required to translate the participant’s responses to the researcher after which the 

researcher would direct probing questions to the interpreter to ask the participant. 

This leads to the second issue of using a third person in the interview process.  It was 

noted that it was not possible for the interpreter to provide exact translations of the 

participant’s response to the researcher all the time during the interview. In some 

cases the interpreter may choose to omit some response or to summarise them so as 

not to disrupt the flow of the interview. Thirdly, while the researcher was confident 

with the proficiency of the research assistant with regards to translation, the 

possibility of error could not be ruled out. In order to minimize the challenges posed 

by having a research assistant conduct the interviews, all the interviews were audio 

recorded and were translated at the earliest opportunity. Hence, any compromise 

made in the translation during the interview due to selective translation was 

                                                 
 

 

192 RANA, B. 1998. Representing the same: issues of reflexivity in black femenist research. In: 
RANA, B., REID, P., SMITHSON, J. & SULLIVAN, C. (eds.) Methodological Issues in Qualitative 
Research: Dilemmas, Choices and Solutions. Manchester, UK: IOD Research Group, Manchester 
Metropolitan University. 
RIESSMAN, C. K. 1987. When gender is not enough: Women interviewing women. Gender & 
Society, 1, 172-207. 
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eliminated. The transcripts were also randomly cross checked by a second translator 

to verify the accuracy of the first translation193. 

 

4.5.2. Semi-Structured In-depth Narrative Interviews: 

Once the key informants were identified and agreed to be interviewed, a time 

convenient to them was set up for the semi-structured in-depth interview. A list of 

interview questions as well as a guideline were created194. The questions were 

divided into two sections.  

 

The first section was for the collection of the participant’s background information 

such as name, age, occupation and residency details195. These details were easily 

gathered. Participants were found not to be sensitive about their age; most rather 

joked about it or asked the researcher and assistant to guess their age before 

revealing it. Additionally, most participants were also comfortable revealing their 

sources of income when asked about their occupation. The occupation details were 

being collected to assess if there was any relationship between type of employment 

and understanding of environmental changes among the sample group. Nonetheless, 

most participants did not have any occupation and most mentioned that they were 

self-employed.   

 

The second section was divided into five parts as follows: 

 

Part A: Establishing Natural Disasters and Oral Narratives 

Part B: Climate Change – Current Context 

Part C: Climate Change – The Past 

Part D: Oral Narratives - Past Environment and Migration 

Part E: Measuring Resilience 

                                                 
 

 

193 This process is discussed in detail in section 4.6.2. 
194 Refer to Appendix D 
195 Refer to Appendix C 
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Each part of section two of the interview guidelines contained closed questions to 

ascertain the participant’s knowledge of the particular topics as well as open-ended 

questions to allow flexibility and adaptability in obtaining information from the 

interviewee. Follow-up questioning was done to delve deeper into relevant topics. 

Prompts and probes were also used to stimulate memories of past experiences. The 

research assistant utilised non-directive probes such as: 

 

- Silent probing – these were moments of silence or nodding. 

- Encouragement probing – words such as io (yes) and hmm. 

- Elaboration probing – repeating the question or repeating part of the answer. 

The use of these prompts and probes were agreed with the research assistant 

beforehand.  

 

Since the research targeted individuals who were above the age of fifty, efforts were 

made to keep the interview conversation light and free flowing. Older interviewees 

were expected to tire quickly and/or to wander off from the topic of discussion. 

Therefore the interview in some cases was conducted on multiple occasions with the 

same participant; this also made the interview process less wearing for the 

participant. Sometimes cases of prolonged interviews were greater as the older 

participants often had more time on their hands to narrate their life experiences. 

 

The interview process was carried out at a time and place convenient to the 

interviewees and with the least amount of distraction possible. While efforts were 

made to carry out individual interviews it was not always possible in the village 

settings. The researcher and assistant were seen as visitors to the village and 

therefore were subject to their hospitality. It was common to have villagers passing 

by to stop and greet the research team or invite them for a bowl of yaqona. 

Occasionally, these passers-by would sit down and listen to the interview. 

 

During some interviews family members or other village elders were present and 

might occasionally interrupt the interviewee to correct or clarify their statements or 
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narratives. This could not be prevented in this particular context because of the social 

dynamics in a traditional Fijian village. It is considered disrespectful to interrupt 

elders especially if one is an outsider. Although, it is common to have elders jokingly 

interrupt others of their age group.  

 

The telling of a narrative is performative and requires an audience196 yet to prevent 

any bias; the researchers’ reactions to responses were muted, controlled and kept to a 

minimum. If permission was granted beforehand, the interviews were audio-

recorded. It was noted down if the interviewees were not comfortable being 

recorded. Although, there was only one participant who refused to have his interview 

recorded, he however did not provide any reasons for his refusal. The digital 

recording of the interviews allowed better interaction between the interviewee and 

interviewer. The first few interviews were video recorded, however, upon review this 

method was discarded as the presence of a video recorder made the participants more 

uneasy than the audio recorder.  

 

4.5.3. Talanoa/Group Discussions: 

Focus group discussion is a data collection method that involves a small number of 

people in an informal group discussion centered on a particular topic197. For this 

research, focus group discussions were held in two communities, the researcher also 

stayed with these communities for participant observations. All focus group 

discussions were held after the individual in-depth interviews to avoid influence on 

participant’s views by others. This also assisted in tracking changes in participant’s 

views or narratives in the two different situations. The focus group discussions also 

allowed the researcher to observe other community members reactions towards a 

                                                 
 

 

196 TEDLOCK, B. 1991. From participant observation to the observation of participation: The 
emergence of narrative ethnography. Journal of anthropological research, 69-94. 
197 WILKINSON, S. 2010. Analysing Focus Group Data. In: SILVERMAN, D. (ed.) Qualitative 
research. 3rd ed.: Sage. 
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participant’s narrative. Having three or more sources of a similar narrative allowed 

for triangulation of data which establishes validity for that narrative. 

 

Almost all focus group discussions occurred in the informal setting around the 

tanoa198 or kava-drinking sessions in the evening. While this form of data gathering 

has its drawbacks, such as frequent disruptions and interruptions it does create a 

relaxed and familiar environment for the participants to speak in. During these 

talanoa199 sessions, there were other members of the community present who would 

make remarks from time to time and appeared to be interested in the content of the 

discussions. There remarks were usually expressions of awe at the narratives or 

complaints of not being told the stories earlier.  

 

4.5.4. Observation: 

There are two types of observation research; systematic observation which is 

normally linked to the production of quantitative data and statistical analysis; and 

participant observation which is used to understand culture and usually produces 

qualitative data200. Participant observation in this research assisted in understanding 

the information gathered as well as to formulate questions based on the observed 

behaviour of the participants.  

 

The researcher was interested in observing the daily rituals of the community in 

question. Attention was paid to food production, water usage, and building structure 

practices. These behaviours would enable the researcher to ascertain whether or not a 

community is making progress towards climate and environmental change 

adaptation.  

 

                                                 
 

 

198 A wooden mixing bowl for yaqona. 
199 An open discussion, usually while drinking yaqona in the evenings. 
200 DENSCOMBE, M. 2010. The good research guide: for small-scale social research projects, Open 
University Press. 
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The observations were carried out by the researcher during the stay in two 

communities while conducting interviews. While participant observation was not the 

predominant method of data collection, it proved useful in complementing the 

information gathered through the interviews. The participant observations enabled 

the researcher to compare whether the participants have told the truth regarding how 

they cope with changing environment on a daily basis.  

 

4.6. Data Analysis: 

4.6.1. Classification and Attributes: 

All data gathered through section one of the interview guideline was entered into a 

Microsoft Excel sheet. The Microsoft Excel is a spreadsheet application which can 

be used to store, organise and manipulate data in electronic form. The software 

provides an easy and efficient way to summarise demographic data.  

 

In order to effectively utilise this application it was necessary to plan how the data 

was to be manipulated and therefore create or arrange the data accordingly. For the 

analysis of demographic data, the pivot table feature was used. The pivot table tool 

allows the user to summarise and present data without having to run formulae on the 

program. Section two of the interview guidelines contained some ordinal data and 

these were entered accordingly to show the rank of the data. 

 

4.6.2. Transcription: 

The process of transcription is a time-consuming one and requires great vigilance on 

the transcriber’s part. All interviews were transcribed from the Fijian language into 

English. One in five interviews were randomly selected and crossed checked for 

accuracy by another person fluent in both languages. This was done to determine the 

accuracy of the initial translations by the research assistant. The cross-checking 

produced similar results on the translation therefore a second translation on all the 

interview records was deemed unnecessary.  
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After having been transcribed, the interviews were analysed. Since the research is 

concerned with the content of oral narratives, an interpretive approach was taken to 

seek out meaning and patterns in human action which assisted with answering the 

research questions. The focus of the interpretive approach was to discover 

similarities in participant’s narratives. 

 

The transcripts were then imported to NVivo software which is a qualitative data 

analysis software. This allowed the researcher to easily sort, arrange and examine the 

themes in the data. The prominent themes were past environmental experiences, 

current challenges, vulnerability and resilience. The data was categorised as best as 

possible under the interview guideline questions. Those that initially did not come 

under existing categories were classified as emerging themes after reanalyzing their 

content. There also was information that did not fall under any of the five parts of 

section two of the interview guideline.  It is important to note that in-depth and semi-

structured interviews will very rarely produce data which can be easily categorized 

or coded. At times participants chose not to answer questions directly or not to 

answer at all. In such cases the interviewer probed on the questions twice and if there 

was still no success in receiving answers, the question was abandoned.  The 

researcher did not pursue those questions as there was a possibility that the 

interviewees might get irritated and take on an avoidance approach to the questions 

or refuse to continue with the interview altogether. 

 

4.7. Reliability and Validity: 

From an empirical perspective, reliability is concerned with results that are 

applicable across samples, yet for narratives it relates to the experiences of 

individuals201. Many narrative research studies use verisimilitude as a criterion for 

                                                 
 

 

201 WEBSTER, L. & MERTOVA, P. 2007. Using narrative inquiry as a research method: An 
introduction to using critical event narrative analysis in research on learning and teaching, 
Routledge. 
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quality check, although it does not fully address the issue of quality or rigour202. 

Table 4.1 shows a summary of techniques of achieving quality and rigour as 

provided by Lincoln and Guba203. 

 

The research used observation, triangulation and overlap methods as a means to 

address credibility issues of this research. Participant observation was used to 

ascertain whether data gathered from the interviews were a true reflection of 

participant’s reality. The technique of overlap methods or triangulation of methods 

involves multiple methods to address the research. In this case, the research used 

ethnographical case study, participant observation, in-depth narrative interviews and 

focus group discussions. 

 

Criteria Techniques 
Credibility 1. Prolonged engagement 

2. Persistent observation 
3. Triangulation 
4. Peer debriefing 
5. Negative case analysis 
6. Referential adequacy 
7. Member checks 

Transferability 8. Thick description 

Dependability 9. Overlap methods 
10. Dependability audit 

Table 4.1: The (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) trustworthiness criteria and techniques for 
establishing them. Adapted from (Loh, 2013) 
 

All efforts were made to corroborate the data gathered through interviews with other 

sources as a means of validation. The two main sources utilised for this research 

were the researcher’s field observations and published documents particularly 

research articles on Indigenous Knowledge and Pacific Islander oral traditions. 

 

                                                 
 

 

202 LOH, J. 2013. Inquiry into Issues of Trustworthiness and Quality in Narrative Studies: A 
Perspective. Qualitative Report, 18. 
203 LINCOLN, Y. S. & GUBA, E. G. 1985. Naturalistic inquiry, Newbury Park, CA, Sage 
Publications. 
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4.8. Limitations:  

Ethnography and narrative enquiries are generally intensive and require thorough 

planning and preparation yet there are some issues that cannot be avoided or 

circumnavigated through, these are discussed briefly below: 

 

1. Time: 

While most interviews were planned and dates and times confirmed beforehand, the 

relaxed attitude towards time in many communities brought about some delays to the 

timeline. There were cases where the researcher and research assistant had to wait for 

more than an hour before the interviewee was available despite having made prior 

arrangements. Another factor which impacted the timeline was that some interviews 

took a longer time to complete as the participant would talk at length about issues 

that were not important for the research or deviate from the issue of discussion. In 

these cases, a gentle nudge in the right direction brought them back to the issue of 

discussion. Although this was not always easy to accomplish as it is considered 

disrespectful to interrupt elders in a Fijian village. 

 

2. Language: 

The participants were most comfortable speaking in their local dialects rather than in 

English. This made it difficult for the researcher to communicate with them therefore 

a research assistant was hired. The language barrier was overcome as a research 

assistant acted as a translator and transcriber for the interviews.  

 

3.  Working with Interview Data: 

Unstructured and semi-structured interviews are flexible and provide the opportunity 

for researcher to bond with the participants, encourage open and honest discussions. 

The interview guidelines therefore do not remain a good reflection of what 

information were gathered from the interviews.  

 

All things considered, the methodology used for this research proved appropriate and 

useful in gleaning data from the informants. The minor draw backs were time 
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consumed in the process of collecting and analysing interview data. The research 

provided more data than was initially sought which enabled the research to also 

address additional issues such as knowledge about national policies and the policy 

making process.  
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5.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of this research. The chapter is organised as per the 

aims and objectives of the study and is divided into six sections. The first section 

looks at the role of oral narratives as a means of information dissemination in all 

study sites. The results are further analysed to present memories of past 

environmental stressors followed by narratives of both past and present 

environmental challenges. The narratives are then examined for the presence of 

memories or knowledge of adaptation strategies which the participants have used 

over the years in the face of environmental and climatic changes and natural 

disasters.  The next section reports the results of community perception of climate 

change. The final section presents the vulnerability and the resilience of the eight 

communities visited.  

 

5.2. Value of Oral Narratives in Information Dissemination 

In order to determine if oral narratives play an important role in the lives of the 

communities visited for this research, it was important to determine how information 

is shared within and between communities. The participants were therefore asked to 

share their lived experiences, teaching methods and dissemination practices.  

 

5.2.1. Oral Narratives as Information 

Information plays an important role in disaster preparedness, management and 

recovery. For this reason, the participants were asked to share their narratives of 

natural disasters. All the participants mentioned that their main source of information 

regarding natural disasters was radio and the village headman. When sharing about 

how they know what to do to prepare for a natural disaster, all the participants said 

they already knew what is to be done as they had been told and taught by their elders 

over the years.  

 

Further discussions on disaster preparedness revealed that the medium in which 

information is shared is important to how well it is received. At least 60% of the 

participants mentioned that they trust information from radio over television or 
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newspapers. For many, radio is also a cheap and easily accessible source of 

information that is dependable in times of calamities; radio programmes are often 

broadcast in vernacular languages, unlike most television. A participant explained 

that it was easier for him to listen to the radio than to read or to have to sit and watch 

television.  

 

The manner in which information is delivered is also important in communities with 

a relatively short history of literacy. Participants were asked to share their 

experiences of being taught by their elders and how they teach their children or 

grandchildren. The narratives had two aspects in common, oral repetitions and actual 

enactment. It was identified that most of the participants were taught firstly through 

being told what to do and, only after several repetitions of directions and 

observations, could they memorise and later perform the task being taught. An 

excerpt from an interview with a participant summarises this: 

 
“I used to be like a shadow, following him (grandfather) around everywhere. He always 
used to tell me the names of the fishes and when is the best time to catch them. He would 
dive and I would sit in the boat and wait for him to come up. That was a long time ago… 
I did the same with my grandsons”.  

 

It was observed that information was mainly stored in people’s memories and people 

with good memories played an important part in knowledge preservation and 

dissemination. This was evident as communities believed that the death of a 

knowledgeable person would lead to the loss of valuable information and traditional 

knowledge. The loss of traditional knowledge was also brought up by the participants 

when they were asked about the importance of traditional knowledge in their lives 

and communities. All the participants felt that traditional knowledge was very 

important to them and their community (Table 5.7) and that enough was not being 

done within their communities as well as at the national level to preserve the 

knowledge. Some of the factors identified by the participants which they felt was 

causing a loss of traditional knowledge and culture can be categorised as: 

 

- Change in lifestyle 

- Movies and television 
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- Formal education 

- Change in family structure from extended to nuclear 

- Urban drift 

To identify the teaching and learning practices and to identify how important 

information is passed across generations in the communities visited, narratives of 

participants’ childhood and more recent experiences were utilised. A large number 

(77.5%) of the participants recall being told stories by their elders when they were 

younger. Most of these stories were about traditional agricultural and fishing 

practices while some were about taboo issues such as following certain practices or 

avoiding certain places. These stories were generally told several times to reinforce 

the messages that they contained.  

 

Lived experiences are also shared in the form of narratives by the elders of the 

community. Yet the frequency of storytelling is said to have decreased over the 

years. According to the participants, the most common context of storytelling now is 

during tropical cyclones or hurricanes. The second most common context mentioned 

was during family gatherings, especially when the grandchildren come to visit. The 

third most commonly mentioned context of storytelling were the talanoa sessions 

around the kava bowl. According to the participants, the younger generation does not 

seem to have the time any more to listen to their stories.  

 

The communication of information in the traditional Fiji village setting has a notable 

pattern or structure. Important messages are passed on by the village headman by 

walking across the village rara and shouting the message repeatedly. The calls for 

meeting and prayer are signalled by the sounding of the lali (Fijian drum). The 

delivery of information is likely to have metaphors for specific contexts in order to 

assist understanding of the information. For example the phrase “tali magimagi” 

which literally translates to weaving sinnet, is often used to mean weaving stories or 

telling a story in close details. 
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5.2.2. Presence of Oral Narratives 

Oral societies or communities in which literacy is a relatively new phenomenon store 

their knowledge in their narratives. Stories of either the distant past or the recent past 

contain lessons to be learnt or rules that need to be followed. To determine the 

existence of such narratives in the communities visited, the participants were asked if 

they remember being told narratives which they feel were of value to their 

understanding of their identity, culture and environment. Of particular interest were 

narratives which dealt with the participants’ understanding of the environment.  

 

The results indicate that while narratives which mention traditional indicators for 

weather forecasting exists, they are largely known to only the elderly population of 

the communities. Fewer than 50% of the participants knew of traditional indicators. 

None knew of any form of narrative regarding environmental or climate changes 

over the years.  

 

Narratives of recent lived experiences were more readily available and it is these that 

are mostly told during talanoa sessions.  These narratives are context dependent. For 

example, lived experiences of natural disasters are more likely to be shared during 

adverse weather. These are reflective narratives which tell of similar experiences of 

the teller.  

 

According to the participants, the art of song and meke making is very rare. Meke are 

said to be written, sung or performed only during certain functions and at intervals of 

many years. With no regular practice or performance, the knowledge slowly fades 

from memories. The only exception had been Vatulele where songs have been 

written about some of the recent experiences. The songs were about the following: 

 

- Tropical Cyclone Meli 

- Tribute to Adi Arieta – life lost at sea 

- Experience at Vatulele Primary School 

- Seeing Vatulele for the first time 
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5.2.3. Knowledge in Oral Narratives 

The memories which make up the oral narratives are a combination of cultural 

practices, traditional knowledge and lived experiences. The participants were asked 

to share narratives pertaining to environmental or climatic issues. The most common 

narratives were those of lived experiences through natural disasters such as tropical 

cyclones, hurricanes, flooding, tsunami and drought. Fewer participants mentioned 

narratives about traditional indicators to forecast weather or impending natural 

disaster.  

 

Narratives of past lived experiences indicate that memories of preparation strategies 

have assisted people in coping with similar new experiences. These narratives are 

told every time a similar situation occurs, hence the memory and the lessons of the 

past are refreshed and reinforced. The key lessons of these narratives are discussed in 

section 5.5. The narratives which mention traditional indicators were mostly about 

weather forecasting and were found in all the villages visited. These included 

observations of animal and plant behaviour. Participants mentioned narratives which 

mention that if a certain type of fish is caught and brought to the shore 

unintentionally, it is a sign of impending flood or tsunami. One of the participants 

narrates this as: 

 
“It was my grandmother; I was able to be with her just for a while before she passed 
away. She always said that if someone goes out fishing and catches a fish called Na Ki 
and brings it to the village without noticing that they have caught them, it is a sign that 
there will be a tsunami or there will be flooding”.  

 

Another participant mentions a similar indicator, although he could not recall the 

name of the fish. He stated: 

 
“When I was in Suva I was able to experience a tsunami in 1953 which badly hit the 
Suva peninsula. The ancestors would know when to go out fishing and what catching a 
different fish means, but today, no, we cannot do that”.  

 

Some of the participants also mention that their elders have told them that it is a sign 

of tropical cyclones when bees start making their hives closer to the ground. The 
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excessive fruiting of breadfruit or mandarin is also believed to be a sign of extreme 

weather in the near future.  

 

The participants also mentioned words of advice that they remember would 

accompany the narratives. One participant narrates this as:  

 
“My elders have told me that when I see these signs I have to be prepared. Get things 
ready… like house to be properly fixed. Storage of food for hurricane time, and also 
after the hurricane. Before we used to bury the vudi (plantain) in the ground and that 
would be used after the hurricane. It would taste as the fresh ones and it was something 
we could always rely on after the hurricane”.  

 

Participants in Vatulele mentioned stories of how their elders would know bad 

weather or a tropical cyclone is likely to approach when the middle leaves of a vudi 

plant is bent downwards rather than pointing straight up. Seven of the participants 

mentioned that they had noticed the vudi leaves were not growing straight up before 

tropical cyclones over the past 5 years. There is no time frame as to when the cyclone 

will approach once the bent leaves are sighted. The participants mention that it was 

used as a warning sign and the community would prepare for adverse weather after 

the sightings. 
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Figure 5.1: Photograph of a vudi plant showing the leaves which indicate the likelihood of 

bad weather if not growing straight.  

 

Another common narrative found on the island of Vatulele (and elsewhere in Fiji) 

was of bogi walu or eight nights. The participants mentioned that the term was used 

to describe the weather pattern on the island. The narratives mention that there were 

times when the rain comes pouring down, the wind picks up speed and the sea gets 

choppy, the elders would say that the conditions would remain the same for eight 

days and nights, hence the term: bogi walu (eight nights). The term is still said to be 

used in present times although, it is said to be difficult to now know the duration of 

the adverse weather condition. 
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Participants on the island of Vatulele also have narratives of experiences which 

reinforce the village or island taboo rules. For example, the participants had 

narratives relating to the presence of the red prawns (Parhippolyte uveae) on the 

island. The islanders believe the prawns to be sacred and discourage people from 

removing the prawns from the ponds. They believe disaster will befall anyone who 

tries to leave the island with the red prawns. Of regular reference were capsized boats 

believed to have been carrying passengers who had broken the taboo.  

 

 
Figure 5.2: A photograph of the red prawns which the people of Vatulele consider to be 
sacred.  

 

The participants of Taunovo village also mentioned a more recent boat capsizing 

which they believe occurred as a result of not obeying the village taboo. The pastor 

at Taunovo village had placed a restriction on the consumption of kava and alcohol 

on all the members of the community. The narrative states that some youth had 

consumed kava and were on their way to Korolevu (on the Viti Levu island 

mainland) when their boat capsized. The participants mentioned that the youth came 

clean about their deed and sought forgiveness from the pastor and the village elders 

as they believed that, by breaking the taboo, they had endangered their lives.  

 

5.3. Memories of Past Environmental Stressors 

To understand how communities cope with current environmental stressors, it is 

important to understand how they have dealt with environmental stressors in the past. 

Since the locals have been living in their environment for a long time, they were the 
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best source of information regarding environmental challenges and changes in the 

past. A summary of their experiences is provided in Table 5.1.  

 

The outcome (Table 5.1) shows that all the participants had experienced some sort of 

extreme environmental event. All the participants cited tropical cyclones and 

hurricanes as the most traumatic climatic events through which they had lived. Three 

participants also mentioned flooding and droughts as one of the most traumatic 

climatic events they could recall. The most frequently recalled event was Tropical 

Cyclone Oscar of 1983 followed by Hurricane Bebe of 1972. Most participants 

(85%) were able to recall the year(s) and month(s) of the natural disasters with great 

accuracy. Sixty-five percent of the participants were also able to identify the time of 

the day when the winds intensified for the tropical cyclones.  

 

Key Indicators for Narratives of Past 

Experiences 
 Frequency (%) 

Past experiences of extreme climate events 
Yes 100% 

No 0% 

Frequency of most recalled climatic event 

Cyclone & 

Hurricanes 
97% 

Drought 1% 

Flooding 2% 

Recalling accuracy  

Year of natural 

disaster 
85% 

Time of the day 65% 

Table 5.1: A summary of narratives of past experiences as told by the participants (n=40) 

 

When asked whether they think about or recall their past experiences of 

environmental stressors, the majority of the participants said they usually recall their 

experiences when there is a similar event impending. Some participants, when 

recalling events used phrases such as: “as if it were yesterday” or said they could still 

hear the sound of wind dismantling the roof. An excerpt from an interview illustrates 

this well: 
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“I remember Oscar… our house was really damaged during Cyclone Oscar. I was at 
home with my daughter but my husband was the secretary of the Cooperative at that 
time and during the cyclone he went to see the Cooperative Office to see if he could save 
it. I was home with my daughter when we suddenly heard a loud bang coming from the 
front of our house. My daughter called me and said that there was a roof of a house at 
the front of our house. It was so scary; I still remember the loud noise. It shook the 
whole house…. Then I told my daughter to hide under the bed. She was small and I was 
bigger in size so I could not get under the bed. But she lifted the bed so I could get 
under, then she followed. We stayed under the bed till the cyclone stopped”.  

 

Most participants recalled natural disasters that occurred more recently and while 

they claim it was similar in intensity, they stated that they were better prepared. A 

number of participants also emphasised the importance of heeding warnings from the 

weather office and adopting a more proactive role in preparing for natural disasters.  

Participants also were able to explain on what preventative measures they had or had 

not taken during the said natural disaster. The participants predominantly reflected 

on tropical cyclones and hurricanes when talking about preparation techniques. A list 

of these measures is provided in Table 5.2.  

 

Table 5.2: A list of activities which the participants embarked on in preparation of a tropical 
cyclone or hurricane gathered via oral narratives.  

 

 

 

 

Preparation strategies  

Tie down the house 

Hammer planks on the windows and most doors 

Place sandbags or concrete blocks on top of the roof 

Secure plantations by trimming the cassava plants and by harvesting the mature root 

crops 

Secure storage of food 

Gather and store food and water reserves  

Ensure a source of light is available (usually kerosene or  battery operated lanterns) 

Ensure there is fuel for cooking (firewood or kerosene) 

Ensure power supply for radio 
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Table 5.3: A summary of common contexts of sharing past experiences about extreme 
events as mentioned by the participants. 

 

The participants also indicated that they often narrate their experiences to younger 

family members during family gatherings, kava sessions or during adverse weather 

conditions as all are forced to stay indoors (Table 5.3).  

 

5.4. Environmental Challenges 

Some of the oral narratives which the participants shared highlighted their 

experiences of environmental challenges. The participants also elaborated on what 

they believed to have caused the environmental changes experienced by their 

communities.  

 

5.4.1. Current Environmental Challenges 

Coastal communities face a range of environmental challenges on a daily basis. The 

key challenges identified by the sample communities are listed in Table 5.4. The 

results for this section are compiled by looking at information provided in in-depth 

and semi-structured interviews. 

 

Environmental Issues Frequency of response 

Coastal erosion 36 

Sea-level rise 31 

Marine resource availability/quality 25 

Changes in temperature 21 

Low crop yields 19 

Changes in weather cycles 18 

Extreme weather 12 

Common contexts of storytelling Frequency percentage 

During adverse weather 40.00% 

During family gathering 35.00% 

During kava sessions 15.00% 

Others 10.00% 
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Cyclones 9 

Waste management 7 

Deforestation 6 

Storm surges/King tides 6 

Safe drinking water 5 

Diseases 4 

Drought 3 

Coral mining 3 

Coastal inundation 2 

Flooding 2 

Table 5.4: A list of issues identified by participants when asked about the environmental 
challenges they or their community faced. (n = 40) 

 

The results in Table 5.4 show that the most commonly cited problems faced by the 

communities were coastal erosion and sea-level rise. Considering that all of the 

communities resided in close proximity to the sea, they were very conscious of the 

changes in the coastline structure. The participants mentioned that during hurricanes 

or cyclones, the coastline is even more vulnerable to erosion. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 

show the extent of coastal erosion and the extent of storm surges respectively as 

described by the respondents on Vatulele Island.  

 

The key cause of coastal erosion was identified as sea-level rise by a majority of the 

participants (78%). The cutting down of mangrove plants along the shoreline in the 

past years was identified as another cause of coastal erosion. Additionally, 3 

respondents also mentioned that coral mining from the reef has caused the larger 

waves to reach the shore, leading to increased coastal erosion.   

 

The third most commonly mentioned environmental issue was regarding the 

decreasing quality and quantity of marine resources. Participants mentioned a 

decrease in the size and number of fish caught over the years. The respondents from 

Vatukarasa mentioned that the coral mining from the reef over a period of more than 

three decades has destroyed a significant amount of their reefs which has been a 

source of food in the past. The respondents from Sanasana mentioned that coral 
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mining from the reef in the past had impacted their marine resources and they were 

glad when it was discontinued in 2003 despite the activity being an easy source of 

income for the community.  

 

Changes in the weather cycle and temperature are issues that all the communities 

studied mentioned either directly or indirectly. Almost 50% of the participants 

related low crop yields or the change in fruiting seasons to changes in the weather 

pattern. Participants mentioned that the fruiting times for the ivi (Inocarpus fagifer), 

dawa (Pometia pinnata) and mandarin (Citrus reticulate) have changed over the 

years. The yield of root crops has suffered due to seasonality or extreme rain.  The 

size of some fruits is also stated to have decreased.  

 

 
Figure 5.3: Photograph showing the encroaching high tide level over a period of 10-15 years 
in Bouwaqa Village, Vatulele according to the villagers.  
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Figure 5.4: Photograph showing the extent of wave action during storm surges and the 
remnants of a seawall constructed from concrete slabs as a form of shoreline protection in 
Lomanikaya Village, Vatulele as per the narratives from the villagers. 

 

Narratives regarding tropical cyclones and hurricanes detailed participants’ 

experiences during times of natural calamities. The communities experience at least 

one major tropical cyclone annually. Located on the coastlines, the communities are 

particularly vulnerable to storm surges and salt spray. Figure 5.4 shows the reach of 

waves during storm surges in Vatulele. Most houses near the coast are inundated 

with sea water during these events. The salt spray has a lasting effect on the 

vegetation and buildings near the coast. Participants mentioned that the roofing iron 

used for building houses often rusts as a result of salt spray if not painted or 

galvanised. The trees near the coast dry up, especially breadfruit plants which 

impacts the community’s source of food resource. 

 

The issue of environmental pollution was also identified as a concern by the 

participants. Most villages did not have proper rubbish disposal facility and solid 

waste was disposed off in the mangroves or near the coastline. Figures 5.5 - 5.8 show 

evidence of this practice in the field sites visited. This problem was prevalent in four 

of the eight villages visited. In the case of Lomanikaya and Ekubu, the coastal area is 
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used for the disposal of compostable material to enhance the growth of vegetation 

along the coastline but often members of the community discard their general 

household rubbish on the beach as well. 

 

 
Figure 5.5: Photograph showing disposal of mixed degradable and non-degradable rubbish 
near a pond at the back of Taunovo Village, Vatulele.   

 

 
Figure 5.6: Photograph showing solid waste disposal near the shoreline in Ekubu Village, 
Vatulele; this material eventually gets washed away into the sea. 
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Figure 5.7: Photograph of solid waste disposal on the beach in Lomanikaya Village, 
Vatulele.  

 

 
Figure 5.8: A photograph of rubbish disposed in coastal vegetation just off the shoreline 
towards the end of the Sanasana Village, Sigatoka.  



104 

 

5.4.2. Environmental Challenges in the Past  

When talking of current environmental stressors, narrators often reflected on times 

when the current issues were not prevalent. They would often lament on the current 

state of the environment saying that “these problems did not exist when I was young” 

or that “before men used to take care of his land, his environment”. Such comments 

and expressions were common when participants talked about issues such as coastal 

erosion, sea-level rise, natural resource availability and weather changes.  

 

According to the respondents, the changes in the environment are a recent 

phenomenon. A number of respondents explained that coastal erosion has increased 

over the recent decade and they gave the clearing of coastal areas as the main cause 

for it. Another participant stressed that they did not have any seawalls and it was a 

common practice in the past to have kitchens right by the beach side while currently 

the villagers are encouraged to build away from the coastline.  

 

Another issue which participants claimed was not prevalent in the past was that of 

solid waste disposal. According to participants on the island of Vatulele, the problem 

surfaced only when the community members became increasingly dependent on 

packaged or canned food items.  The materials used for the packaging of the food 

items brought from the supermarkets are mostly non-biodegradable and cause 

pollution when not disposed properly. According to at least four participants the 

change in diet is also a cause of increasing ill-health among the community 

members. 

 

Narratives of past natural disasters reveal that past experiences have an important 

role to play in how communities prepare for such events. Participants told of 

devastating experiences of tropical cyclones and hurricanes during which they had 

lost almost all their material possession. Out of forty participants, twenty-seven 

stated that their house had been badly damaged during at least one natural disaster in 

the past.  
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Participants stressed that over the years, the material used for building houses in their 

community has changed. The use of concrete blocks and corrugated iron makes the 

houses more resistant and stronger than the traditional bure houses. They however, 

pose great danger to the villagers during strong winds when the roofs of the houses 

are blown away.  

 

5.5. Adaptation to Environmental Challenges and Natural Disasters  

Research on adaptation to natural disasters and environmental challenges in the field 

sites revealed a number of strategies which the coastal communities have been using 

to survive and minimise the impacts of climate change. Strategies for natural disaster 

preparedness are also featured in this section. The strategies for the communities of 

south western coast of Viti Levu Island and on the island of Vatulele are essentially 

similar with a few exceptions due to the difference in geography of the two locations. 

The researcher interviewed participants regarding issues such as past environmental 

challenges and daily routines to understand how the communities survive within their 

environment.  Results incorporate the researcher’s participant observations. 

 

5.5.1. Adaptive Measures for Environmental Changes 

The key environmental changes that the communities along the south western coast 

of Viti Levu Island and on Vatulele Island face are listed in Table 5.4. The responses 

to these changes have been both reactive and difficult to implement. The 

communities have learnt from years of living in the same environment as well as 

gathered knowledge from the media, other communities, and through government or 

provincial workshops.  

 

The most frequently stated problem of coastal erosion is also the one which is 

addressed most in all of the villages visited. One of the most common responses has 

been the construction of artificial seawalls along eroding coasts to minimise the 

impact of strong wave action. Of the eight villages visited, half have some sort of a 

seawall (hard-infrastructural barrier) structure. Most villages have used rocks, coral 

and concrete slabs to create a barrier between the sea and their land, and have 
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constructed the seawall themselves often with assistance from the government. 

Figure 5.9 shows the use of rocks to form an artificial seawall.   

 

 
Figure 5.9: Photograph showing the use of rocks to form an artificial seawall in Sanasana 
Village, Sigatoka.  

 

The villagers admit that the artificial seawalls are not sustainable and are often quite 

expensive to construct. All the four villages with seawalls are in need of assistance to 

repair or reconstruct the seawalls as they have collapsed or need expansion and they 

can no longer finance these projects. As an alternative, these villages are also 

planning on planting mangrove plants along the shoreline.  

 

The people of Malevu village are in the planning process of planting mangroves 

along their coastal area. They have already planted coconut palms and other beach 

plants to retain soil and sand along the beach. The village of Korotogo already has a 

mangrove planting programme in place. An adaptive measure which Vatukarasa 

village has implemented is the planting of coral in their Marine Protected Area 

(MPA) to minimise the intensity of the waves reaching the shore.  
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A preventative measure which was common to all the villages was the idea of 

building houses and other (new) buildings away from the sea. The village headmen 

in all the eight villages mentioned that the people were encouraged to build all new 

houses away from the coastline to minimise the threat posed to the population from 

natural disasters and environmental changes. The village headmen also try to enforce 

the building of stronger houses in their villages to ensure their resilience and 

durability. 

 

According to the participants, the changes in the weather pattern have resulted in the 

changes in the fruiting season of some of the fruits and crops. As a result sometimes 

the farmers have a low crop yield or lose their crop due to unfavourable weather. In 

order to combat this problem, a number of farmers have adjusted their planting time 

to make the best of the current weather pattern. A participant explains this as: 

 
“… there are changes in the planting time. Before during my elder’s time, kumala used 
to be planted in March. If we plant in March after five months we can eat it. Now we 
have to plant it in June so that it can be eaten in maybe December or in January. This is 
due to the weather changes. In March there was dry weather but now since there is a 
change in the weather we have changed the planting pattern as well”. 

 

The time of harvesting has been altered as well, especially for root crops. The 

participants mentioned that rainy season is presently more intense than it used to be 

approximately 15-20 years ago. Since most root crops get damaged from heavy rain, 

the participants reported that they uproot their crops before the rainy season begins. 

For them it has been a matter of common-sense. A participant shared his insight into 

the matter as follows: 

 
“If you pay attention to the weather, you will know what to do and when to do it”.  

 

According to the informants, the availability of frozen or canned food items has to a 

certain extent ensured that they still have a meal in dire weather conditions. Although 

the cost of these food items are relatively high and the nutritional value lower than 

the farm produce, it does not spoil quickly and can be obtained almost immediately.  

The participants recognise that some changes in their lifestyle has made certain 

traditional practices redundant. For example, the traditional way of preserving food is 
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no longer practiced as the communities now have refrigerators to preserve food. The 

refrigerators are favoured over the traditional methods as they require a less time and 

effort to prepare food for preservation.  

 

Results from research observations shows that the communities on Vatulele Island 

have adapted to irregular water supply with the use of water tanks. Rain water is 

collected and stored for cooking and drinking while sea water is used for cleaning. 

Some of the villages have been provided with fibre-glass water tanks by the 

government while others have constructed water tanks for communal purposes 

through community finances.  

 

 
Figure 5.10: Villagers in Vatulele have constructed water tanks to collect and store rain 
water for drinking and cooking purposes.            
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Figure 5.11: Villagers in Bouwaqa, Vatulele, have created a network of gutters to maximise 
their rainwater harvest.  

 

5.5.2. Adaptive Measures for Natural Disasters and Recovery 

Since many villages in Fiji are located along the coastlines, they are vulnerable to 

natural disasters such as tropical cyclones. All the communities visited for this 

research were located along coastlines and were like many other villages in the 

country, prone to impacts from tropical cyclones, tsunamis, and floods.  Tropical 

cyclone was the most recurring type of natural disaster and as a result, the adaptation 

strategies observed and narrative told, were for tropical cyclones.  

 

It was observed that some houses in the villages had concrete blocks and sandbags 

placed on top of the roofs. The concrete block weighs down the iron roof and to a 

certain extent prevents the roof from falling apart during high intensity winds. The 

respondents added that over time they have realised that the concrete blocks tend to 

slip during heavy rain and wind and now they are using sand bags for the same 

purpose. They also added that the water from the rain makes the bags heavier and 

sturdier making them a better and cheaper option to weigh down the roof.  
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Another method which the participants mentioned in their narratives was the tying 

down of their houses with thick wires to secure the roof. This is done mostly as soon 

a warning of tropical cyclone or hurricane is broadcast by the weather office. 

Additionally, wooden planks are nailed across windows and/or doors to minimise 

damage from winds and stop the rain from coming in.  

 

According to the respondents, when there is a cyclone heading their way, they will 

prepare their farms so as to minimise the damage from strong winds and heavy rain. 

For example, the farmers would cut off the stalks of the cassava plants close to the 

ground so that the wind does not sway them with its force and damage the tubers. 

Participants also mentioned that they uproot crops such as taro and yams if rainy 

conditions are expected for a long period of time. Root crops such as taro and yams 

spoil in heavy rain.  

 

As in most villages, the roles and responsibilities are divided along gender lines. The 

adaptive measures mentioned so far were mostly the responsibility of the men in all 

the villages visited. The women were responsible for ensuring that there was enough 

food, water, firewood, batteries available to last for the duration of the natural 

disaster.  

 

When speaking about the aftermath of natural disasters, the participants stated that in 

the past they have relied on their community, family and relatives to help them 

recover from natural disasters. Communal relationships have always been paramount 

in traditional iTaukei villages. Participants in all the villages visited stated that the 

community works together to rebuild from any disaster. Assistance from relatives in 

other villages or provinces is sought in times of need. Remittances from family 

members residing abroad form a substantial contribution towards rebuilding.  

 

Participants often mentioned an increasing dependency on the government of the day 

for food and building material supplies. All the participants agreed that the assistance 

provided by the government or non-governmental organisations is of great help 

towards recovery and rebuilding. Some however pointed out that outside assistance 

is making some community members lazy and complacent. 
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5.6. Community Perception of Environmental and Climate Changes 

The understanding of a community’s perception about environmental change 

including climate change is important for understanding how they are adapting or 

will adapt to these changes. Participants were asked questions regarding their 

knowledge about climate change and their source(s) of information, known impacts 

of climate change and their adaptation measures they proposed or had implemented, 

if any.  

 

 
Figure 5.12: Graph showing common source of knowledge on climate change among the 
respondents. 

 

The results show that 85% of the respondents had heard about or had some 

knowledge about climate change. The most common source of knowledge was radio 

(55%), followed by newspapers (12.5%) and television (10%). Workshop 

participation was the least common source of knowledge on climate change in the 

participant group.  

 

Participants who claimed to have some prior knowledge about climate change were 

also asked what climate change means to them or what they understand from the 

term. As shown in Figure 5.13 almost half (45%) of the participants believed that 

climate change is the changes in the weather patterns while almost a third (32.5%) of 

the sample group believes that climate change is a direct manifestation of God’s will. 
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15% of the participants understood climate change to be a result of the misuse of 

marine and terrestrial resources while for the rest (7.5%) climate change was a result 

of increased deforestation.  

 

When asked if their community is affected by climate change, 90% of the 

participants said “yes” while 7% said “no” and 3% were not sure if their community 

was affected by climate change (Figure 5.14). Those who believed that their 

community was affected by climate change were asked to identify the ways in which 

their village was affected. As shown in Figure 5.15, the majority of the respondents 

mentioned that their village was affected by sea-level rise and shoreline erosion. 

Others mentioned giant waves and king tides as well as changing weather patterns as 

the most obvious impact of climate change in their communities. 

 

 
Figure 5.13: Graph showing the meaning of climate change as mentioned by the research 
participants. 
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Figure 5.14: Bar graph showing participants’ view on the impact of climate change in their 
communities. 

 

 
Figure 5.15: Chart showing the most commonly cited impact of climate change in the 
villages under study. 

 

As per the results shown in Figure 5.16, 87.5% of the participants mentioned that 

they are concerned about the impacts of climate change in their communities and in 

their lives. When asked if they or the community as a whole was taking steps 

towards adapting towards climate change, 65% of the respondents said yes while 

32.5% felt they were not taking any active steps towards adaptation.  
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Figure 5.16: Bar graph showing participants’ opinion regarding their concern about climate 
change impacts and the presence of adaptation measures in their communities. 

 

5.7.  Community Vulnerability and Resilience 

The research also explored the challenges which the communities under study faced 

due to environmental and climate change. The participants shared their accounts of 

risks and disasters and which factors increase or decrease the risks that they face.  

Through sharing of oral narratives, the participants shared their individual and 

communal experiences during natural disasters and the rebuilding that follows. 

   

5.7.1. Community Vulnerability  

Oral narratives from the participants were used to extract information on three main 

areas: exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity. These factors were used to attempt 

to determine and characterise a community’s vulnerability to environmental and 

climate change. The exposure in this context means the extent to which a community 

is exposed or comes into contact with the impacts of environmental or climate 

changes. The sensitivity is the extent of impact the changes have on the community 
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while the adaptive capacity refers to the ability of the community to adapt or adjust 

to the impacts of the changes.  

 

The geographic locations of all the villages visited for this research rendered them 

exposed to the impacts of environmental and climate change. Participants were asked 

to name the changes which have either direct or indirect impacts on them or on their 

lifestyles. Their responses are summarised and presented in Table 5.5 below.  

Exposure Factor  Sensitivity 
Level Adaptive Capacity Field sites  

1. Residence near the sea - 
exposure to sea-level rise 

Highly 
sensitive 

 Low adaptive capacity – 
unless relocated All 

2. Residence near the sea - 
exposure storm surges 

Highly 
sensitive 

Low adaptive capacity – 
unless relocated or a 
protective barrier is created 

All 

3. Residence near the sea - 
exposure to strong winds 
during tropical cyclones and 
hurricanes. 

Highly 
sensitive 

Low adaptive capacity – 
unless relocated or a 
protective barrier is created 

All 

4. Diminishing mangrove 
forest/coastal forest – 
exposure to coastal erosion  

Highly 
sensitive 

Low adaptive capacity – 
unless coastal forest health is 
restored 

All 

5. Backyard gardens - high 
exposure to salt water 
intrusion 

Highly 
sensitive 

High adaptive capacity - 
multiple plantation locations All 

6. Low farmland - exposure to 
salt water intrusion 

Highly 
sensitive 

High adaptive capacity - 
multiple plantation locations 
 
Low High adaptive capacity 
– only coastal plantations 

All 

7. Root crop plantations - high 
exposure to heavy rain 

Highly 
sensitive 

High adaptive capacity - 
multi-crop plantations, 
alternate crops/income and/or 
communal support. 

All 

8. Crop plantation - exposure to 
tropical cyclones and 
hurricanes 

Highly 
sensitive 

High adaptive capacity - 
alternate source of income 
and/or communal support. 

All 

9. Deteriorating reefs – 
exposure to large waves 
coming to the shore and 
coastal erosion 

Highly 
sensitive 

Low adaptive capacity – 
unless a protective barrier is 
created and reef health is 
restored 

Vatukarasa 
 

10. Mulberry plantations – 
exposure to tropical cyclones 
and hurricanes.  

Highly 
sensitive 

Low adaptive capacity for 
most – tapa making is the 
main source of income. 
Some have alternate source 
of income.  

Taunovo 
Ekubu 
Lomanikaya 
Bouwaqa 

 Table 5.5: A summary of participants’ understanding of the risks they face due to 
environmental and climate change and the impact they will have on their lives 
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All the eight villages under study have a high exposure to factors 1-8. Exposure 

factor 9 was specific to Vatukarasa since the village has coral mining as one of its 

sources of income.  Exposure of paper-mulberry plantations to tropical cyclones and 

hurricanes was identified as a risk by the participants in all the four villages of 

Vatulele. The results in Table 5.5 also indicate how aware the participants are of 

their own vulnerabilities and their adaptive capacity as a community. Individual 

households were identified to be at risk for different types of environmental and 

climate hazards.  

 

5.7.2. Community Resilience  

 To understand how the communities utilised resources and responded to adverse 

situations, the participants were asked questions regarding communal decision 

making, availability of information, and access to resources. Participants were also 

asked to share experiences of disaster recovery in the past to aid the understanding of 

how the community functions.  

 

All the field sites were traditional Fijian villages and therefore had a hierarchical 

social structure. The chief is the traditional leader of the highest rank in the village 

followed by the leaders of each mataqali (clan). The Turaga-ni-koro or the village 

headman is third in the hierarchical order followed by the village elders and the 

villagers (Figure 5.17). The village headman is the liaison between the village and 

the provincial council and is responsible for implementation of policies and bylaws 

and the general functioning of the village. Other individuals, particularly those 

associated with the dominant church in the village or the school (where there is one), 

may also have an important ad-hoc role in decision making. 

 

The participants indicated that there are a number of activities which their 

community carries out collectively. These include village cleaning, fundraising for 

community projects, planting for the elderly, and lay pastor or priest. For the 

province of Nadroga/Navosa, every Monday is allocated for collective village 

projects. All members of the community are expected to participate in the 
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community activities except for those who are formally employed.  The village 

headman allocates roles and responsibilities for the activities.  

 

 
Figure 5.17: Hierarchical social structure of a traditional Fijian village. 

 

According to the participants, the village has different committees to address matters 

of concern at village meetings. Any issues or concerns raised by an individual are 

addressed by the respective committee. If the matter remains unresolved it is 

discussed at the village meeting and then brought to the attention of the provincial 

council through which it is raised with the relevant ministry if needed. For matters 

which require funding to resolve, the villagers normally fundraise to either fully or 

partially finance the project. Projects which the villages have fundraised for in the 

past include: village footpaths, church construction/restoration, village (pre)school, 

communal generator and petrol, communal boat and the construction of the lay 

pastors/priests residence. Projects which the participants mentioned they are trying to 

solicit assistance from the government include construction of seawalls, digging of 

boreholes, relocation of houses away from the coastline, and mangrove planting.  

With regard to information on climate change, the participants stated that they have 

mainly received such information through radio broadcasts. Radio was also 

mentioned to be the main source of information during natural disasters. The village 

Village Chief 

Clan/Mataqali Leaders 

Village headman/Turaga-ni-koro 

Village Elders 

Villagers 
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headman is also responsible for ensuring that the villagers are aware of any 

impending natural disaster and are aware of the precautionary measures to be taken. 

Access to information regarding national environmental policies and regulations are 

limited for many villagers. These policies are stated to be highlighted mainly during 

visits by the government officials and are rarely enforced or implemented.  

 

The communal resource base is available to all those who are part of the community. 

Most participants explained that their household is largely dependent on the use of 

natural resources for subsistence purposes. A total of 65% of a typical participant’s 

income are derived via land or marine resources (Table 5.6). The elderly who are 

unable to work on the farm are dependent on their families in the village and 

remittance from those abroad.  

 

Source 
Percentage of Research 

Participants 

Masi making 52.5% 

Remittance 15.0% 

Fishing/Farming 12.5% 

Pension 7.5% 

Handicraft 5.0% 

Resort employee 5.0% 

Shop keeping 2.5% 

Table 5.6: Summary of the main source of household income among the 40 research 
participants. 

 

To determine the factors which the villagers consider important to their livelihood 

and survival, the participants were provided with a list of factors and were asked to 

indicate how important they felt the factor is. The result is provided as a summary in 

Table 5. 7. The participants held education, income, and traditional knowledge and 

culture in the highest regard.  Concerns regarding the loss of traditional values and 

the change in lifestyles were also raised by the informants.  
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Factor 
Extremely 

Important 

Highly 

Important 

Of some 

Importance 

Of no 

importance 

Level of individuals education 40 0 0 0 

Level of individuals income 40 0 0 0 

Availability of clean water supply 37 2 1 0 

Availability of land for farming 35 4 1 0 

Availability of health care facilities 36 3 1 0 

Availability of energy 

(electricity/firewood/fuel) 
35 3 2 0 

Infrastructure and transportation 34 3 3 0 

Traditional Knowledge and Culture 40 0 0 0 

Table 5.7: Table showing the total of ticks (√) under each of the factors by participants 
indicating the importance they place on each factor. 

 

On balance, the data from the research addresses the key questions which were the 

focus of this research as well as provides material for further research in this field. 

The data shows that while personal and communal experiences are available in 

narrative form, narratives such as myths and legends were rarely known to the 

participants as recorded in the interviews. Additionally, the wealth of knowledge 

available in oral narrate 

e could be utilised for designing strategies as done elsewhere in the world.  



120

CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 



121 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter addresses the aims and objectives laid out in chapter 1 based on the 

findings of this research. The chapter explains the value of oral narratives in 

disseminating important information and lessons learnt from the past in rural 

communities, the impact of past experiences and their memories on contemporary 

adaptation and resilience, community perception of climate change, and communal 

adaptive measures and barriers. This chapter provides a synopsis of the findings 

presented in the chapter on research findings. 

 

6.2. Value of Oral Narratives 

Research on oral narratives over the previous years especially in higher latitudes 

assessed oral traditions and narratives to have value towards building strategies to 

cope with and reduce the impacts of climate change204. The present research looked 

at the presence of oral narratives and its use in low altitude coastal communities in 

Fiji. It provided an understanding of how information is transferred and received 

through the mode of oral narratives. The results show that oral narratives, while still 

being used, are fast diminishing with changing societal structures.  

 

The participants were largely unable to recall myths and legends during the interview 

and discussions. The study revealed that the presence and knowledge of myths and 

legends are diminishing and the reasons attributed to it were the change in lifestyle 

and family structure, introduction of television and movies and urban drift. This 

decline in oral narratives is an indicator of the overall decline in the traditional 

knowledge as in Fiji and in the rest of the Pacific, much of which is passed on is 

done through oral narratives. Similar sentiments are shared by Peter Muhlhausler 

                                                 
 

 

204 CRUIKSHANK, J. 2001. Glaciers and Climate Change: Perspectives from Oral Tradition. Arctic, 
54, 377-393. 
LUDWIN, R. S. & SMITS, G. J. 2007. Folklore and earthquakes: Native American oral traditions 
from Cascadia compared with written traditions from Japan. In: PICCARDI, L. & MASSE, W. B. 
(eds.) Myth and Geology. London: Geological Society, London, Special Publications. 
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who states that the introduction of literacy leads to the loss of traditional oratory205. 

Once written down, the oral narratives are available as written records and scholarly 

study rather than as a living tradition.  

 

The participants in this study expressed their concerns that enough was not being 

done within their communities and nationally to preserve their oral narratives and 

traditional knowledge. When asking about knowledge on oral narratives, a common 

response was that while they (the villagers) do not know or remember the narratives, 

it is available in record with the Ministry of iTaukei Affairs or the National Archives 

of Fiji. The documentation of traditional knowledge though is not the best method of 

preservation. According to Agrawal, traditional knowledge can be conserved only in 

situ as it will make no sense when removed from the culture of which it is part206.  

 

The low level of knowledge on oral narratives regarding traditional indicators of 

weather change and impending natural disasters amongst the respondents reflects 

that traditional knowledge is progressively eroding. Traditionally, the elders 

transmitted oral narratives from one generation to another ensuring that knowledge is 

kept alive. The decline in the practice of storytelling also means a decline in the 

transmission and dissemination of traditional knowledge. Ethnographies over the 

recent years also suggest that traditional knowledge is diminishing at an alarming 

rate as the knowledge keepers age and their knowledge is not passed on207.  

                                                 
 

 

205 MUHLHAUSLER, P. 2014. ‘Reducing’Pacific languages to writings. In: JOSEPH, J. E. & 
TAYLOR, T. J. (eds.) Ideologies of Language (RLE Linguistics A: General Linguistics). New York, 
USA: Routledge. 
206 AGRAWAL, A. 1995a. Dismantling the Divide Between Indigenous and Scientific Knowledge. 
Development and Change, 26, 413-439. 
AGRAWAL, A. 1995b. Indigenous and scientific knowledge: some critical comments. Development 
and Change, 26, 413-439. 
207 ORCHERTON, D. 2012. Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and biodiversity conservation - 
Strengthening community-based approaches (CBA) to conservation and building equitable 
partnerships in practice with indigenous peoples of Costa Rica. The Journal of Pacific Studies, 32, 83-
98.  
BLUM, N. 2008. Ethnography and environmental education: Understanding the relationships between 
schools and communities in Costa Rica. Ethnography and Education, 3, 33-48. 
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One example comes from Tegua Island in Vanuatu where informants believed that 

Western knowledge systems are threatening the traditional value systems208. The 

participants stated that younger members of the community have been unable to 

engage in communal activities and in storytelling as they move away to the towns 

and cities to attend schools. Storytelling for these islanders is the root of passing on 

traditional knowledge on the island.   

 

The study also found that as a source of information 60% of the participants 

preferred the spoken medium of radio over television or newspapers. The mechanism 

for teaching and learning was also identified to be mainly oral in the communities 

visited. These findings suggest that the medium of delivery of information plays an 

important role in which it is received and utilised.  For example, if external or new 

information is not communicated via oral narratives in a language and manner which 

the people are used to, the message will not be understood and therefore not serve its 

purpose209. 

 

The data collected in this study, suggests information has generally been 

communicated in the vernacular with important phrases repeated to ensure it is stored 

in memory.  The information must also be communicated verbally and preferably in 

person. This has implications for how information regarding disaster preparedness 

and climate change adaptation can be made available to the rural communities in Fiji 

and in other parts of the Pacific Islands. Many studies210 show that the use of 

vernacular languages enhances understanding of the subject matter compared to the 

use of the English language. The use of non-vernacular languages makes an already 
                                                 
 

 

208 WARRICK, O. 2011. The adaptive capacity of the Tegua island community, Torres Islands, 
Vanuatu. Australia: Australian Government: Department of Climate Change and Engery Efficiency. 
209 NUNN, P. D. 2009b. Responding to the challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands: 
management and technological imperatives. Climate Research, 40, 211-231. 
210 MBAH, E. E. & AYEGBA, M. 2013. Proper Dissemination of Information on Climate Change: A 
Comprative Study of the Roles of Official and Indigenous Language in Nigeria. International Journal 
of Physical and Human Geography 1, 21-30. 
CHAND, S. S., CHAMBERS, L. E., WAIWAI, M., MALSALE, P. & THOMPSON, E. 2014. 
Indigenous Knowledge for Environmental Prediction in the Pacific Island Countries. Weather, 
Climate, and Society. 
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foreign subject even more foreign to the recipient of the information leading to 

confusions or misunderstandings. 

 

6.3. Experiences, Memories and Adaptations 

The results show that all the participants of this study had experienced some sort of 

extreme environmental event and could recall the details of the event quite easily and 

with remarkable accuracy (Table 5.1). Narratives regarding these extreme 

environmental experiences are shared with others during different contexts (Table 

5.3) which is essentially the imparting of information regarding disaster risk 

preparedness and knowledge about adaptation and resilience.  

 

The study found that participants believed themselves to be better prepared for 

natural disasters. All the participants stated that they knew what was to be done 

before an extreme climatic event (Table 5.2). This was especially true for tropical 

cyclones as the field sites are geographically located in regions which face high 

tropical-cyclone activity. Over the years, access to radio and telephony services has 

improved in Fiji leading to a better informed population. Improvement in wireless 

transmission has meant an increase in broadcast audience in Fiji and more people 

being reached in rural and outer island communities. The increase in availability of 

telephones and mobile phones to most communities has ensured that information 

including natural disaster warnings is passed on within a short span of time and at a 

very low cost.  

 

The case study results show that preparing for and adapting to extreme climatic 

events is informed by past experiences and reinforced by the narratives of past 

experiences of such events. Regular experience of tropical cyclones had taught the 

communities of the southwestern coast of Viti Levu and the island of Vatulele to be 

alert to weather forecasts and to take necessary precautions before the onset of 

extreme events.  

 

A list of environmental challenges was also identified by the participants; the most 

common of which was coastal erosion. The most common solution for coastal 
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erosion has been the construction of seawalls which the participants mentioned to be 

unsustainable and costly. Other solutionS such as building away from the coastline 

are encouraged by the local government while suggestions were made for relocation 

by some of the participants. The increased awareness of their vulnerability suggests 

that communities over time have faced so much impact from coastal erosion that they 

contemplate relocation; a solution which in the recent past has not been always 

seriously considered by the rural communities211. 

 

Information available in oral narratives passed on over the generations was stated to 

contain knowledge that is less frequently utilised. For example, the traditional 

indicators of weather forecasting (although still present) are no longer used. The 

main indicator of approaching adverse weather was the weather forecasts provided 

by the Meteorological Department. They were found to be more accurate and 

precise. Over time, such traditional knowledge will probably disappear as it is no 

longer considered relevant.  

 

Another issue which came to light was that the change in the environment and 

climate could be occurring too fast for the communities to understand and be able to 

form a knowledge base in traditional form. Most traditional knowledge is a result of 

hundreds of years of experience and observation; the current rate of change is too 

fast for this to happen. Additionally, the conditions in which this traditional 

knowledge was formed has changed over time and may no longer be applicable in 

the present age. Therefore the use of traditional knowledge to inform adaptation 

strategies needs to be critically examined. While the past can provide some 

knowledge and tools for sustainable livelihoods, it must be clear that the traditional 

knowledge being utilised is still effective under new conditions of a growing 

                                                 
 

 

211 LATA, S. 2010. Perceptions of Future Climate Change in a Vulnerable Community and its 
Implications for Future Adaptation: A Case Study of the Rewa Delta, Fiji. Master of Science in 
Environmental Science Research, The University of the South Pacific. 
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population, altered land- and sea-scape, escalating climate-related hazards, and 

changes in community and individual needs212.  

 

6.4. Community Perception and Vulnerabilities 

The perception of the risks and vulnerabilities faced by the communities to a large 

extent determines how they will (re)act towards it. The case study provides an 

understanding of how aware communities are about climate change and its impact on 

their lifestyles, environment and resources. Documenting and explaining this aspect 

of climate change is important as it defines how perceptions may compel or constrain 

local responses to this issue213. The results show that perception of climate change 

risk and impacts in the communities visited are largely informed by personal 

experiences and the local media, especially radio. 

 

A majority of the participants claimed to have heard about climate change and 

believed that their community was being affected by its impacts in one way or 

another. Yet the understanding of climate change and its impacts are limited and/or 

ill-informed as the media has quite often focused on the extreme events and 

situations. There were misperceptions regarding the causes of climate change which 

form significant barriers towards effective adaptation to climate change in the 

communities214.  

 

The study also found that variations in perceptions were common within a 

community. Participants had differing views about what climate change is and what 

impacts it will have on their livelihoods. This could indicate that local perceptions 

                                                 
 

 

212 THOMAS, F. 2012. The value of historical ecology in planning for sustainable livelihoods - A 
Kiribati case study. The Journal of Pacific Studies, 32, 137-152. 
213 CRONA, B., WUTICH, A., BREWIS, A. & GARTIN, M. 2013. Perceptions of climate change: 
Linking local and global perceptions through a cultural knowledge approach. Climatic change, 119, 
519-531. 
214 LATA, S. & NUNN, P. 2011. Misperceptions of climate-change risk as barriers to climate-change 
adaptation: a case study from the Rewa Delta, Fiji. Climatic Change, 110, 169-186. 
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are personal and idiosyncratic. A similar result was also found by a cross-country 

study conducted in six different countries including Fiji215.  

 

The results also have implications for local environmental decision making. The 

hierarchical social structure of the traditional Fijian village ensures that it is the 

elders in the village who largely influence communal decision making. How a 

community adapts to climate change or manages its resources is also reflective of 

how these issues are perceived by the community’s decision makers. This research 

shows that Fiji is a country where on one hand, policies are largely made without 

consultation with people at the grassroots level while on the other, communal 

decisions are made without reference to national policies. Studies over the recent past 

have also yielded similar results for Fiji and other Pacific Island nations216. 

 

The outcome from the interviews and observations in this study show that the 

communities visited for this research were highly vulnerable to risks associated with 

environmental change. The participants listed the factors that will or have already 

had an impact on their livelihoods and how well they believe they could cope with 

the impacts (Table 5.5). The outcome suggests that participants are considerably 

aware of their vulnerabilities and adaptive capacity. The results although cannot be 

generalised for the rest of Fiji due to the diversity of geographical locations and 

access to information. 

 

                                                 
 

 

215 CRONA, B., WUTICH, A., BREWIS, A. & GARTIN, M. 2013. Perceptions of climate change: 
Linking local and global perceptions through a cultural knowledge approach. Climatic change, 119, 
519-531. 
216 NUNN, P. D. 2009b. Responding to the challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands: 
management and technological imperatives. Climate Research, 40, 211-231. 
CLARKE, P. & JUPITER, S. D. 2010. Law, custom and community-based natural resource 
management in Kubulau District (Fiji). Environmental Conservation, 37, 98-106. 
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6.5. Adaptive Measures and Barriers 

In addition to prevention and mitigation, adaptation has become a focus area of 

discussion on human responses to climate change217. This is particularly important 

for the Pacific Islands as their contributions towards anthropogenic climate change 

are negligible but the impacts they will face are huge. Sustainability of livelihoods 

and human-environment interactions in the Pacific islands is dependent on 

recognising risks and strategizing resources to obviate or minimise these risks218.  

 

The communities visited have over the years implemented some strategies that aid 

them in survival in their environments. Adaptation in most cases has been informed 

by past experiences, emulation and on some occasions, through external advice. 

Narratives from the participants are reflective of lessons learnt in the past as well as 

lessons received through an elder. In all the villages visited, a majority of the 

individuals were reported to contribute towards the communal adaptation strategy. 

 

The results of this research therefore show that the response to environmental 

changes including climate change is dependent on how a community views the 

causes and the impacts of the changes. Communal and individual perceptions of 

environmental changes can either aid or hinder adaptation measures. For example, 

this research found that a considerable number of participants believed that climate 

change was a direct manifestation of God’s will and therefore no one has any power 

to change their fate or that no one should oppose God’s will. Another group believes 

that God will protect those who follow his commands, therefore climate change will 

not have any real impact on their lives or that the current changes are a test of their 

                                                 
 

 

217 AMARU, S. & CHHETRI, N. B. 2013. Climate adaptation: Institutional response to environmental 
constraints, and the need for increased flexibility, participation, and integration of approaches. Applied 
Geography, 39, 128-139. 
HAY, J. & MIMURA, N. 2013. Vulnerability, Risk and Adaptation Assessment Methods in the 
Pacific Islands Region: past approaches, and considerations for the future. Sustainability Science, 8, 
391-405. 
218 GRAVELLE, G. & MIMURA, N. 2008. Vulnerability assessment of sea-level rise in Viti Levu, 
Fiji Islands. Ibid.3, 171-180. 
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faith in God. Other studies have come across similar views in Fiji and elsewhere in 

the Pacific219. 

 

Another common view regarding climate change was that it has been caused by 

foreign countries and therefore they will take care of its impacts or that at least the 

national government will. Such a view creates an attitude of dependence on foreign 

and government aid in order to create or implement adaptation measures in the 

communities. For instance, some participants mentioned that the community has 

approached the local government for assistance or are awaiting assistance from the 

local government to build a seawall or to plant a mangrove forest. 

 

The study also found communities to be more responsive towards more frequently 

occurring events such as tropical cyclones. When asked to list strategies which 

individual and communities use to prepare for natural disasters and environmental 

changes; participants spoke at length about preparing for and recovering from 

tropical cyclones compared to any other environmental issues. This could suggest 

that frequently-occurring events have a more lasting impression on the communities 

as opposed to more gradually occurring, more insidious changes such as coastal 

erosion or sea-level rise.  

 

While coastal erosion was the more frequently stated environmental issue (Table 

5.4), the adaptation measures for it have been emulated from developed countries by 

the local government and communities. The key strategy for coastal erosion and sea-

level rise in almost all the villages has been to build a seawall. This strategy was 

mentioned as the answer for coastal erosion by many of the participants despite the 

activity being expensive and inefficient in the past.  

                                                 
 

 

219 LATA, S. & NUNN, P. 2012. Misperceptions of climate-change risk as barriers to climate-change 
adaptation: a case study from the Rewa Delta, Fiji. Climatic Change, 110, 169-186. 
MORTREUX, C. & BARNETT, J. 2009. Climate change, migration and adaptation in Funafuti, 
Tuvalu. Global Environmental Change, 19, 105-112. 



130 

 

The hierarchical structure of the traditional village setting ensures that the elders 

influence decision making in the village. It was noticed that the decisions made in the 

village were not reflective of the national environmental policies, as elsewhere. The 

lack of information and awareness on these policies forms a barrier for effective 

decision making in the rural communities in Fiji. Rural communities in other Pacific 

Island countries are also reported to make environmental decisions without any 

consultation of the national environmental policies220. 

 

The research results also indicate that while the communities may make plans for 

adaptation or building their resilience to environmental changes, such projects are 

seldom actioned.  Almost a third of the participants (Figure 5.16) believed that there 

are no adaptive measures in place for their community to combat climate change. 

Those who believed adaptive measures were in place could not provide any concrete 

examples of these but stated praying or planning as adaptive measures. 

 

 

  

                                                 
 

 

220 NUNN, P. D., AALBERSBERG, W., LATA, S. & GWILLIAM, M. 2013. Beyond the core: 
community governance for climate-change adaptation in peripheral parts of Pacific Island Countries. 
Regional Environmental Change, 1-15. 
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7.1. Conclusion: 

The chapter is intended to summarise the main conclusions of this research and in 

light of the findings suggest opportunities for further research. Environmental 

change, including climate change has been an issue of concern for coastal 

communities in Fiji and in the Pacific region. This study has attempted to assess the 

value of oral narratives and the knowledge that they contain for understanding how 

people perceive environmental change and how past experiences inform current and 

future adaptation strategies in rural coastal communities.  

 

The major findings of this research are: 

 

1. The use of oral narratives is important for disseminating information regarding 

past environmental changes and adaptation strategies. Narratives from the 

participants contained examples of past environmental experiences as well as 

means through which they adapted to those experiences. Such records could be 

utilised to inform future adaptation strategies. 

 

2. The decline in the practice of storytelling and the art of poetry and song is 

reflective of the decline of traditional knowledge. In the field sites a majority of 

the participants mentioned the lack of storytelling practice and a lack of 

knowledge about composing songs or meke. In most traditional communities in 

the Pacific, storytelling has been a means of transferring knowledge to the 

younger generation for years and the decline in this practice means a decline in 

the transmission and dissemination of traditional knowledge. 

 

3. The language, mode and context in which new information, especially 

information regarding climate change, natural disasters and disaster risk 

management is disseminated to rural or traditional communities are important to 

ensure that information is received, well understood and utilised. 

 

4. Very few members of the communities studied are aware of oral narratives 

pertaining to environmental changes and traditional indicators of weather 
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changes or impending natural disasters which indicate that knowledge about 

traditional knowledge is declining. 

 

5. There is an increasing level of awareness and concern among the coastal 

communities regarding coastal erosion and sea-level rise. For example, coastal 

erosion and sea-level rise and their current and future impacts on the livelihoods 

of the communities were the foremost concerns mentioned by the participants. 

Local perceived risks are important in conducting vulnerability assessments and 

in the case of this research there is a positive correlation with climate change 

projections by IPCC regarding increasing sea-level for the Pacific Island 

countries. 

 

6. Public engagement during environmental policy formations and awareness on 

national level policies is important in addressing the issue of environmental 

change and climate change and building well-informed societies. Stand-alone 

policies and plans are ineffective unless communities are able to understand their 

importance and projected impacts and take ownership of the adaptation process. 

 

7. Individual and communal perceptions of what climate change is and what it 

entails, lack of informed understanding and resources are the major barriers 

towards planning and implementing adaptation strategies. 

 

An understanding of the long term environmental changes is important in assessing 

future challenges and devising strategies for adaptation.  Oral narratives contain in 

them lessons learnt and ordeals endured over generations which can aid the 

assessment of environmental change across time and space. The inclusion of such 

narratives and knowledge also provides a means through which research can be made 

more relevant to the Pacific Island communities.  

 

Oral narratives are a means of accessing people’s perceptions and beliefs which have 

proved to be of importance in the day to day decision making and future planning for 

the rural or peripheral communities in the Pacific Islands. Community perceptions 

dictate action or inaction and therefore must be taken into account by policy and 
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decision makers at the national level. The disconnect between national environmental 

policies and projects and community realities needs be effectively addressed in order 

to increase the implementation of such policies and projects by the communities. 

  

The increasing westernisation in Fiji has also meant the loss of oral and other 

traditions. It was evident from the field research that few participants were aware of 

traditional knowledge pertaining to the weather and environment and many claiming 

that someone they knew would have been able to narrate the stories or that they are 

available with the Ministry of iTaukei Affairs. This indicates that oral and other 

traditions are best preserved in memories through practice.  

 

It is important to realise that oral narratives are not mere traditions but often contain 

adaptive responses which have evolved over time. The use of oral narratives could 

possibly inspire new approaches to environmental planning and management. 

Disseminating any new information in culturally appropriate contexts in peripheral 

communities is likely to increase the likelihood of the information being understood 

and utilised.  

 

7.2. Opportunities for Future Research 

While this study has assisted with assessing how oral narratives aid information 

sharing and knowledge transfer in the study area and understanding the impact of 

community views and beliefs on adaptation to environmental changes, more research 

on the traditional knowledge of other communities would prove useful in improving 

the understanding of how communities deal with environmental change, particularly 

climate change.  

 

Further narrative research in local communities could provide a socially, structurally 

and conceptually inclusive method of communicating which would assist in 

informing and implementing adaptation strategies.  

 

Additionally, narrative research into local communal governance approaches with 

the aim of understanding how social-cultural factors influence adaptive capacity 
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could greatly assist in understanding and implementing community responses to 

environmental change adaptation. 

 

In conclusion, this study serves as a starting point in accessing local traditional 

knowledge and perceptions in understanding their impact on adaptation planning and 

implementation through oral narratives. Further research in this area and through this 

method could lead to a better understanding of the dynamics of environmental 

change science, policy and practice in Fiji and the Pacific.  
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APPENDIX A 

Information Sheet for Participation in a Research Study 
The University of the South Pacific  

 
Project Title: Building Resilience to Climate Change through Oral Traditions – Case study 
of southwestern coast (Coral Coast) of Vitilevu Island and Vatulele Island 

Researcher(s): Shaiza Janif, Dr Frank Thomas, Professor Patrick Nunn.  

Description of Research: This study is for my Master’s research and is aimed at looking at 
oral narratives as a means of recording and disseminating information regarding past 
climatic changes and adaptation strategies. The study also aims to determine and/or 
characterise communities’ vulnerability and resilience to climate change.  

Invitation to Participation: I invite you to participate in this project and provide much 
needed information for the successful completion of this project.  Should you agree; you are 
required to answer the questions asked by the interviewer(s) accurately with reference to past 
experiences of others, oral narratives of your community and your lived experience in the 
area. Each interview will take approximately 45 minutes. There is a possibility that you will 
be interviewed on more than on occasion. 

Please note that there are no direct benefits attached to participation in this research.  

Photographs and Audio Records: The interview process will be recorded on a voice 
recorder for ease of reference. The researcher may also photograph the interview process; 
you can refuse to be photographed should you wish. 

Participant’s Rights: You are under no obligation to accept this invitation. If you decide to 
participate, you have the right to: 

� Decline to answer any particular question 
� Withdraw from the study at any point in time 
� Ask any questions about the study at any time during participation 
� Provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used unless you 

give permission for this to the researcher 
� Be given access to a summary of the project findings when the project is concluded 
� Ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview 

 

Project Contacts:  

Principal Researcher: Shaiza Janif 
    Email: janif_s@usp.ac.fj 

Mob: +679 9434778  
Landline: +679 3382939 
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APPENDIX B 

The University of the South Pacific 

Pacific Centre for Environment & Sustainable Development (PACE-SD) 

 

Ms Shaiza Janif 
Email: janif_s@usp.ac.fj 

Mob: +679 9434778 
Landline: +679 3382939 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Project Title: Building Resilience to Climate Change through Oral Traditions – Case 
study of southwestern coast (Coral Coast) of Vitilevu Island and Vatulele Island 

 

I have read and understood/ been explained in vernacular the information sheet 
pertaining to the above named research project and have been given the chance to 
ask questions.  On this basis I agree to participate as an informant in this project. I 
consent to the publication of the results of this project on the understanding that my 
anonymity is preserved.  

I understand that at any time I may withdraw from the project, as well as withdraw 
any information that I have provided. 

I note that this project has been reviewed and approved by the University Ethics 
Committee at The University of the South Pacific. 

 

Name (please print): ……………………………………………………………. 

Signature: ……………………. 

Date: ……………………………….. 
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APPENDIX C 

Participant Information Form 

Interviewed by: ……………………………………… 

Date: ……………………………………………………… 

Time: ……………………………………………………… 

Location: ………………………………………………… 

Context/ Any other factor of importance: 
…………...……………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………… 

 

Name of Participant  

Age  

Gender  

Language and Dialect Used for the Interview  

Religion  

Household Clan/Mataqali (if applicable)  

Occupation  

Main source of income  

Number of household members  

Education Level:   

Duration of Residence at current location:  

Residence before moving to the current location (if 
applicable) 

 

Are you panning of moving from your current 
residence? 

 



153 

 

APPENDIX D 

Project Title: Building Resilience to Climate Change through Oral Traditions – 
Case study of southwestern coast (Coral Coast) of Vitilevu Island and Vatulele 
Island 

List of Interview Questions 

Part A: Establishing Natural Disasters & Oral narratives 

1. In the time that you have lived here; have you experienced any major natural 
disaster?  
Yes    No  
If no �� Go to Part B 
 

2. Were you aware of the event before it struck? If so, how did you receive this 
information? (Radio, television, phone calls) 
 

3. Please tell us more about this.  
i. What was it?  

Cyclone  
Earthquake  
Tsunami  
A combination of natural disasters  

 
ii. When did it occur? (Year, month, time of day) 
iii. Please tell us about your experience during the event. How were you affected? 
iv. What were the experiences of people around you? Were they affected otherwise?  
v. How did you handle/manage the situation?  

 
4. In terms of managing/adapting; did you know what needed to be done or were 

you informed by someone else?  
Already knew 
Was informed 

i. If informed by someone else; please inform who and how did they pass on the 
information. 

 
5. After the first natural disaster; was there a second similar event? 

Yes    No   
i. If yes, were you better prepared for it the second time?   

Yes    No   

6. Do you often speak about the event(s)?   
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Yes    No  
 

i. If so, to who?  
ii. In what situation(s)? 

 
7. Do you recall the event when you hear of a similar event?  

Yes    No  
i. If yes, please elaborate.  

 
8. Do you teach your children/grandchildren about disaster preparedness or other 

survival knowledge (fishing/hunting)? 
Yes    No  

i. If yes, please elaborate how, when.  
ii. Were you taught in the same manner? 

 
Part B: Climate Change – Current Context 

1. Have you heard of climate change? 
Yes    No  
 
If no �� Go to Part C 
 

i. If so, Where?  
ii. From who?  
iii. When? 

 
2. What does it mean to you?  

 
3. Do you think you or your community is affected by climate change? 

Yes    No  
 

i. If so, how? 
ii. Can you give example for these effects/changes? 
iii. Are these good or bad changes? 
Good  Bad  

 
4. What are the impacts of climate change in your community, if any? 

 
5. Are you concerned about these changes? 

Yes    No  
 

6. Do you think the community/people are responsible for the changes?  
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Yes    No  
i. Why? 

 
7. Is there any way you or the community dealing with the changes that are bad? 

Yes    No  
i. If not – why? 

 
8. Have these changes affected you or your life (style) in any way? 

Yes    No  
i. How or why? 

 

Part C: Climate Change – The Past 

1. Do you know of any stories/narratives which tell of extreme climatic events in 
the past? 
Yes    No  

i. If so, please share.  

 
2. Do you know of any stories which predicted any changes to the weather or the 

area of residence?   
Yes    No  

i. If so, please share.  
 

3. Do the stories mention how people could save themselves should any natural 
disaster occur? 
Yes    No  
Please elaborate.  
 

4. Do you repeat/recite these stories to others?  
Yes    No  

i. In what context?  
ii. How often?  
iii. To who?  

 
5. Do you feel oral traditions (stories, meke, songs, poems) or knowledge about 

oral traditions are declining?  
Yes    No  
Please elaborate.  
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Part D: Oral Narratives - Past Environment and Migration 

1. Do you know of any narratives of changes in weather pattern? 
Yes    No  
 

2. Have you noticed any changes in the fruiting/cropping seasons? 
Yes    No  
 

3. (If living near water) Have you noticed any shoreline erosion or salt water 
inundation over the past years?  
Yes    No  
 
If yes, please elaborate/draw locations. 
 

4. Are the any songs, dance, meke regarding any environmental changes for your 
village?  
Yes    No  
If so, could this be shared?  

 
5. Do you know of any stories/narratives which tell of a community or a group of 

people having to move from their normal area of residence to another place? 
Yes    No  

If no �� Go to Que 11 (Vatulele participants only) 
 

6. Could you name the residence(s) of these people? 
 

7. Would you be able to draw the locations involved in this narrative(s)? 
 

8. When did you first hear of this narrative? 
 

9. Do you remember who narrated this story to you? 
 

10. Have you since, recited it to others?  
If so, to who, when, in what context? 
 

11. Do you know of any meke about this island? 
Yes    No  
If yes, please elaborate/share  

(Ask questions regarding the context, setting, time, when it originated, who created 
it, on what occasion it is performed, when was it last performed, if not performed 
anymore � why?) 
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12. Do you know any old stories about this island?  
Yes    No  
If yes, please elaborate/share  

(Ask questions regarding the context, setting, time, when it originated, who they 
heard it from first, are the stories still told � to who and when?) 

 
13. Do you know any meke and or oral narratives of any other area (outside the 

island)?  
Yes    No  
 

If yes, please elaborate/share (ask questions regarding the context, setting, time, 
when it originated, when it is performed, when was it last performed, if not 
performed anymore � why?) 

 
14. Please tell us a little bit about this island? Its origin and history.  

 

Part E: Community Vulnerability and Resilience 

1. What factors/event pose a risk to your community/livelihood? 
i. How will it impact you/your livelihood? 

 
2. Have your experiences these factors in the past? 

Yes    No  
i. How have you adapted/adjusted to these events in the past? 

 
3. Does the community carry out any activity collectively? 

Yes    No  
 

i. If so, please list/elaborate the activities 
ii. How often does this happen? 
iii. Are the roles divided or is anyone free to contribute in any way they feel 

comfortable with?  
iv. Do all or a lot of people take part in the activities (mentioned earlier in i above)?  

 
4. How are communal decisions made in the village/community? 
i. Do people generally agree with the decisions? 

Yes    No  
ii. Is there a mechanism for everyone to voice their concern? 

Yes    No  
Please provide examples. 
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iii. Do people normally voice their disagreement with decisions made by the village 
head/elders? 
 

5. Please indicate the level of importance you would provide to the following in 
your community: 
 

Issues Not 
Important 

Slightly 
Important 

Of some 
Importance 

Highly 
Important 

Extremely 
Important 

Level of individuals education      
Level of individuals income      
Availability of clean water supply      
Availability of land for farming      
Availability of health care facilities      
Availability of energy 
(electricity/firewood/fuel) 

     

Infrastructure and transportation      
Traditional Knowledge and Culture      

 


