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Abstract

Lelepa is a small island off the northwestern coast of Efate in central Vanuatu. 
Typically, livelihoods depend on a mix of subsistence and small-scale commercial 
fishing, farming and handcraft production. The main sources of protein for 
families are fish and shellfish. The history of the inshore fisheries of Lelepa 
Island is the story of changing technologies, changing gender roles and, most 
profoundly, changing needs and priorities of fisherpeople. Over time, marine 
species have developed a market value and new infrastructure has allowed for 
transportation to an urban market, prompting a shift from fishing for community 
food to fishing for personal income. Through commercialization and 
overharvesting, fisheries habitats have been degraded and fish and shellfish 
stocks depleted. Since the mid-�990s, the people of Lelepa have embarked on 
a process of local management through a process led and dominated by elder 
males in the community. Constraints of history and culture work against the 
inclusion of women and youth, two groups who are central agents in harvesting. 
The views of men and women, elders and youth reveal a basic lack of 
communication around marine resource issues and a tendency to label “the 
other” as destructive, greedy or ignorant. Until this changes, the prospects for 
the future are poor. The knowledge and energies of women and youth are 
needed for successful local management.

Introduction: The Changing Fisheries of Vanuatu

in recent decades and especially since national independence in 1980, the desire to develop 
and join the cash economy has led rural people in Vanuatu to harvest marine resources for 
commercial purposes, in contrast to their tradition of communal sharing of fish and shellfish. 
many communities also allow outside interests such as the aquarium trade to harvest corals, 
clams and small fish from their reefs in return for access fees. in the case of lelepa island 
off north efate in Vanuatu, increased fishing pressure has caused a once abundant inshore 
fishery to decline. the need for resource management has been recognized and acted upon by 
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the community. yet, finding the balance among subsistence needs, economic development 
and resource conservation continues to be difficult and contentious. this case study explores 
how culturally defined gender roles and traditional power relationships between genders and 
among generations influence marine resource use, management approaches and compliance 
or resistance to fisheries rules.

Methods

researchers from the Vanuatu Cultural Centre in port Vila, Vanuatu, performed interviews 
and on-site observation to document traditional harvesting and management practices on 
lelepa in 1999-2001. additional research in november 2003 focused on the history of fishing 
technologies, changes in the marine environment, village governance, gender roles and 
attitudes, and fishing activities of youth and elders. research methods were village observation 
and semi-structured interviews with key informants, including males and females ranging in 
age from 12 to 80 years.

Lelepa Island

lelepa is a tiny island on the northwestern side of the island of efate in central Vanuatu, only 
a half-hour drive from the capital of the country, port Vila. on the island, 7 small villages 
are occupied by about 350 people spread among 80 households. Close to half (41%) of the 
people are under the age of 15. only 8% are elders over age 60 (nso 2000). it is said that 
two or three new houses are added to the villages every year. the population, however, does 
not grow as rapidly as it could because most young women marry into communities on other 
islands. Conversely, many of the women living on lelepa have migrated in from other islands 
to marry local men and therefore are “outsiders” relative to the local power structures. most 
people share a common religion and the presbyterian Church is central to village life.

lelepa people originally came from the mainland of efate, so they own extensive lands on the 
efate coast and also control the fishing grounds attached to these lands. each clan that came to 
settle on lelepa had a hereditary chief. Currently there are twelve “small chiefs” on the island, 
under the authority of one paramount chief. the Council of Chiefs meets to make decisions 
affecting the entire island. Customary police appointed by the paramount chief enforce local 
traditional laws, for example against theft and violent behavior. Council activities are funded 
by various resource access fees and fines levied on people who break customary laws.

the land base of lelepa is owned by individual families, who may sell it if they wish. in 
contrast, the marine territory is held in common, with access controlled by the small chiefs 
whose clans own the adjacent land. most families have a small garden on lelepa as well as 
larger gardens on efate. people subsist mainly on their garden crops, shellfish, crabs and fish.

in addition to the food they grow themselves, lelepa people require cash for shop goods such 
as sugar, tea, kerosene, soap, tools and clothes. Cash is also needed for school fees and church 
contributions. income is derived from sales of coconut crabs, land crabs, garden vegetables, 
marine products and handicrafts. a few people, mostly men, hold office jobs in port Vila, do 
construction work or work in tourism. tourism operators wanting to bring people into lelepa 
waters must pay an access fee to the paramount chief.

The History of Change in the Lelepa Fisheries

elders on lelepa remember when there were few people and many fish. they also say that 
gender roles in the fisheries were firm in the early part of the twentieth century. only women 
collected Trochus and other shells for food, while men used hand spears to capture fish. Fish 
were shared among households in those days; there was no such thing as a commercial sale. 
Gender roles in the fisheries began to change when Trochus became commercially valuable 
and men entered the shell fishery to earn cash. over time, the harvesting intensity on Trochus 
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increased and harvesting spread over wider areas. men also became active harvesters of other 
shellfish. today, men often collect a variety of shells to eat while on fishing trips. 

new fishing technologies prompted further changes in gender roles. by the 1940s, fishing 
lines and hooks had been introduced and these were adopted by women as well as men. thus, 
women entered the finfishery. modern spear guns replaced the early home-made spears and 
underwater torches allowed men to spear fish as these slept on the reef at night. nets were 
introduced in the 1970s and these, like spear guns, remained exclusively male technologies. 
people believe that net fishing has caused some species to become scarce. elders also complain 
that driving fish into nets and chasing them with spear guns has made them wary and more 
difficult to catch. 

the 1980s brought national independence and a new emphasis on development of export 
fisheries. motor boats with reels for fishing red snapper came into use and once again, it was 
men who acquired the new technology.

by the early 1970s, lelepa people had begun to sell fish in port Vila. the elders say that 
because of the increased pressure to catch fish for sale, by the end of the 1970s lelepa’s marine 
resources were already in decline. in addition to increasing pressure from new technologies 
and commercialization, the health of lelepa fisheries has been affected by the destruction 
of coral reef habitat through both natural disasters (earthquakes and cyclones) and human 
activities such as trampling and the anchoring of boats.

today, women provide family food primarily by diving for shellfish and octopus. however, 
green snails may be locally extinct, Trochus are uncommon, giant clams are much smaller and 
even the more common edible shellfish are much less abundant than in the past. Fishers 
report that many of the big fish, especially wrasse and grouper, are now rare. deepwater reel 
fishers can no longer catch large red snapper close to shore but must fish in ever-deeper 
water.

the local fish trader who bought reef and deepwater fish in lelepa from 1986 to 2002 bears 
witness to the decline of inshore fisheries. Whereas he could buy up to 120 kg of fish a day 
from lelepa fishers in the late 1980s, 10 years later he would be lucky to go to market with 30 
or 40 kg, even though the number of fishers was the same. the current fish buyer in lelepa 
sells to a supermarket in the capital city. he provides a guaranteed market and immediate pay 
for men and women fishers. thus, even though their resource is in decline, lelepa people are 
encouraged to maximize their fish catch, and most of the fish caught go to the market rather 
than to local homes.

Outside Interests in the Fisheries: Bêche de Mer and Aquarium Traders

bêche de mer (sea cucumbers) are delicacies in the asian market but in lelepa they were not 
recognized as edible until the late 1970s. at that time, a harvest was arranged to raise money 
to renovate the church, and the sea cucumbers were quickly fished out. in the late 1990s, 
a second harvest was attempted but village people felt that taking out the sea cucumbers 
affected the quality of the water and so the harvest was called off after about three months.

in recent years, foreign-owned companies have begun to collect small fish, live corals and 
juvenile giant clams for the north american and european aquarium markets. the companies 
pay each small chief for access to waters adjoining clan land. no one monitors what or how 
much the divers take or what technologies are used. definitive scientific information on the 
impact of aquarium fisheries is lacking (hughes and Connell 1999) and the possibility that 
these activities will have long-term, negative impacts on reefs (pyle 1993; sauni et al. 2004) 
causes concern among some elders in lelepa. the paramount chief claims that the Council of 
Chiefs lacks the expertise needed to control aquarium fisheries.
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The Evolution of Local Management Practices

Chiefs demand fees from commercial enterprises targeting the fishing grounds of lelepa, 
and local fishers chase away interlopers from outside communities who try to fish on their 
territory. thus, traditional tenure restricts access and controls fishing effort to some degree. 
Gender expectations in society also limit fishing pressure by limiting the access of women 
to the more powerful fishing technologies. but, in spite of the limits to fishing that exist, 
resources have been declining noticeably since at least the 1970s. today, demand for fish and 
shellfish outstrips supply.

in the distant past, according to the elders, there were no controls placed on fishing because 
people were few and fish was only for food, not for sale. From about the 1960s, the paramount 
chief controlled the commercial Trochus harvest by placing temporary harvest bans on the 
reefs. When a ban was lifted, generally near Christmas time, divers were allowed to take only 
the larger shells.

in the early 1990s, the paramount chief, inspired by these historical bans, banned the collection 
of Trochus and green snails throughout the lelepa fishing grounds. however, poachers from 
other communities still took them and lelepa men and women also freely admitted to 
violating this ban. although some villagers reported violations to the chief, enforcement was 
weak.

after setting in place the ban on green snail and Trochus, the paramount chief decided that a 
marine protected area was needed to conserve fish. support for this move had been building 
for some time. in the 1980s, information about community-based resource management 
reached lelepa. Government departments of fisheries and environment reinforced the message 
through radio programs that urged Vanuatu people to be environmentally conscious. a third 
influence came from the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, whose field workers have a mandate to 
promote environmental responsibility. When a fisheries biologist came to the island to do 
research, he recommended that steps be taken to protect the fisheries. the elders of lelepa also 
exerted considerable influence on the debate by relating how marine resources had declined 
over time.

the chiefs decided that the best location for a protected area would be the degraded reef 
directly in front of the villages, because everyone could help monitor it. they prohibit fishing 
along 2 km of shore, extending from the beach to the reef crest. however, fishing from a 
canoe just outside of the reef crest is still allowed, even though this removes some fish that 
are supposed to be protected. now that the ban has been in place for more than 6 years, 
people report that fish and shellfish, including Trochus and giant clams, are increasing in the 
protected area but are still much less than they were long ago.

many fishers objected to the idea of a protected area. according to the women, the men were 
upset because for them, the fishing area in front of the village was the easiest place to make 
quick money. young men who objected were simply told that it was for their own good, but 
they remained unconvinced. For women, the decision had other ramifications. the need to 
travel up to 1 km to gather shells for food meant that for many elderly women, their fishing 
days were over. older women had to depend more on their children and grandchildren for 
food, and also shouldered greater child care responsibilities when young mothers went fishing. 
although some women at first resisted the idea of a ban, they have come to see the protected 
area as a necessary inconvenience that they support for the sake of their children.

When interviewed, village men claimed that the protected area was entirely their doing, as 
women had neither expressed concern about resources nor openly favored the ban when it 
was proposed. the women agreed that until the elders started to talk about it, they did not 
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realize how badly the marine resources had been degraded. Women said nothing during the 
chief’s meeting because traditionally they are not allowed to speak in public. some women 
also felt that if they had spoken up in favor of the ban, that might have made the men reject 
the idea.

the majority of men interviewed voiced the opinion that women did not care about the future 
of the fisheries. the entry of women into commercial fisheries was characterized as greedy. 
Women were blamed for breaking the Trochus ban and for collecting too many shells, even 
though men are also active shell harvesters. this gender stereotype may reflect the fact that 
women’s fishing power and economic options are limited, yet they are expected to provide 
food and cash for their families. this leads women to maximize fishing effort, hence edible 
shells and fish are collected regardless of size. When asked why they need money, women 
always say: for family food, school fees and church contributions. although hard pressed to 
support their families, women do not lack understanding of the need for conservation. they 
play an important and unacknowledged role in educating young children to refrain from 
picking shells or harming fish in the protected area.

Opening the Protected Area

although in theory there is a permanent ban on fishing, there are occasions when the 
paramount chief opens the protected area. if the ban is lifted to collect food for a church 
meeting, village people do not object. occasionally, near Christmas time, if Trochus in the 
protected area are deemed to be large and abundant, the chief lifts the ban on Trochus only 
and allows each diver to take one bag full of shells. this is also accepted.

much more contentious is when the paramount chief allows outsiders to take protected 
resources in return for a fee. in the late 1990s, for example, he allowed aquarium trade divers 
to harvest small blue fish from the protected area, until complaints from the community 
convinced him to cancel the deal. several years later, the small chiefs sent divers into the 
protected area to take clams to sell to the aquarium trade. For many young men, this was 
the point at which the Council of Chiefs lost its legitimacy. the perception that the chiefs 
are willing to break their own rules for personal financial gain has led to problems with 
compliance.

every year, some people are brought in front of the Council of Chiefs to be punished for 
fishing in the protected area. For the young men, the protected area is a symbol of chiefly 
authority; breaking the fishing ban is their way of voicing objections to the paramount chief’s 
decisions and showing contempt for the small chiefs. other villagers, including the custom 
police, have given up trying to enforce the ban on certain strong-willed young men.

Future Management Options

although the shells and fish in the protected area show signs of recovery, the lelepa fishing 
ground generally continues to decline. When asked what options they have for management 
of the fisheries, most people could only suggest extending the ban on fishing to other areas. 
however, because people depend so heavily on marine resources, the extension of protected 
areas could cause real hardship and enforcement would be very difficult. the paramount chief 
would like to see more active federal government support for the enforcement of traditional 
bans.

a young man suggested reducing access to the fishing grounds by outsiders. Women suggested 
that a ban could be put on all shell fishing because they could turn to gardening or handicrafts 
to raise money. however, women could not imagine developing a management strategy of 
their own and doing it voluntarily. they felt that any ban had to come from the chief, and 
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even then the men might not accept it. a variation on this was the suggestion that seasonal 
bans be employed so that people would focus on their gardens during the months when 
these are most productive, and go shell fishing in months (april-July) that have the largest 
full moon tides. 

in response to problems in inshore fisheries, the number of village-based marine resource 
management measures implemented in Vanuatu more than doubled between 1993 and 2001 
(hickey and Johannes 2002). some chiefs have banned both night fishing with spear guns and 
use of gill nets (Johannes 1998). in lelepa, the chiefs also considered this approach, but were 
met with resistance from fishers who had invested in these relatively costly technologies.

elders bemoan the erosion of traditional cultural values and note that resources could be 
conserved if young people shared more and reduced their need for cash. a return to traditional 
ways does not, however, seem likely in light of the growing needs for cash in a globalizing 
economy.

Whatever the lelepa people decide to do to secure their future, there are a number of critical 
factors necessary for success. these mirror findings from an analysis of traditional management 
institutions in eastern indonesia (novaczek et al. 2001). legitimate leadership is required, 
meaning that chiefs must regain the trust of the people and resist the temptation to profit 
from marine resources that are the common property of the community. the equitable 
sharing of the benefits and sacrifices attached to local management is also important, and 
public education is essential so that people understand the reasons behind new management 
rules.

both women and youth in lelepa represent a largely untapped power that could become 
a force for conservation and management. Currently, young men appear powerless to 
do anything except engage in destructive activities as a form of political protest. they are 
particularly sensitive to perceived inequities in the distribution of benefits from the fisheries. 
unfortunately, there is at present little communication between men and women, and also 
between youth and their elders, on topics related to fisheries and resource management. 
unhelpful stereotypes prevail. some men paint women as mindless and destructive harvesters, 
whereas some women view men as selfish and unwilling to listen. youths are dismissed as 
troublemakers, while elders are assumed to be corrupt. in reality, no party fits neatly into a 
category of “good” or “bad”. all are struggling with forces of modernization and demands for 
cash that are beyond their control, while trying to maintain the sense of place and self-esteem 
that are enmeshed with culture and tradition.

men, women and youth all need to be recognized as legitimate stakeholders who have something 
positive to offer in the process of resolving problems in the fisheries. traditional norms stifle 
women’s public voices. both women and youth are excluded from decision making. opening 
up the dialogue may seem dangerous to some because it contravenes these cultural norms. 
Custom is not, however, a static edifice. Culture is a living and mutable social arrangement 
and as such it is open to negotiation. in melanesia especially, traditional institutions have “a 
virtually unlimited capacity for accommodating new things” (hviding 1998). the history of 
lelepa shows that gender and generational roles, which influence the shape and success of 
resource management arrangements, have been changing steadily through time. surely, they 
will continue to change. the challenge is to identify and promote the types of change that 
maintain the best of traditional ethics, accommodate new ideas, and ultimately allow for 
sound and equitable resource management.
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