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Vanuatu

This presentation will take you through the major issues affecting life in Vanuatu – particularly the life of women. You should also look at the
notes available in the magazine and on line. Two committee members, Ana Gobledale and Carole Bourne, have visited Vanuatu and their
experiences inform some of this presentation.
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(Click twice to start the film).
We’re looking at natural physical forces and the global economy, and the work of communities to co-exist with these powerful forces. In all
this, the people of Vanuatu, known as the Ni-Vanuatu – remember this it’s tempting to think of Ni-Vanuatu as something other than simply the
people - are friendly, generous, creative, resourceful, determined and full of humour! We end with some words from Ruth Dovo who coordinated the Writing Committee for WDP.
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Where is it?

This map situates Vanuatu in the southern hemisphere. As you see, it’s a ‘Y’ shaped group of islands, some volcanic and all vulnerable to
typhoons, near Australia and New Zealand, both important in terms of providing work. It’s position in the South Pacific, close to these two
western-looking nations but not far from the rest of the far East, also explains the strategic importance of Vanuatu in WW2. The threat of an
expansionist Japan into South East Asia, the Pacific islands and Australasia drew the Allies and US into the War.
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New Hebrides

Although the Portuguese were the first Westerners to land on Vanuatu in 1606, it was in the 1770s that explorers from France and England
returned and gave the islands the name New Hebrides. For the next 200 years, the major influences came from France and the UK. This is still
reflected in the culture and language of the Ni-Vanuatu.
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Ni Vanuatu

Western attitudes to the islands of Vanuatu and the Ni-Vanuatu were a mixture of romanticism about the “beautiful islands of the South
Pacific” and fear of those they thought of as the “bloodthirsty primitive” people who lived there. George Behlmer (on the left of the slide) was
an American anthropologist who wrote about “savagery and colonialism” in the Western Pacific.
The second image comes from a series of fight comics in the 1940s, featuring a hero, Shark Brodie, who dealt with threats from fearsome tribes
and cannibals in different parts of the world. The actual Ni Vanuatu were fearsome fighters but they could also be staunch allies.
They had a self sufficient economy, sustained by their mild climate, and were determined and resourceful in combatting the challenge of
typhoons and volcanic eruptions. In fact more damage was done by Westerners to Vanuatu than the other way round, by the practice of
‘blackbirding’ as the slave trade was called in the 19th Century.
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World War Two

During WW2 Westerners – Americans in particular – were stationed on Vanuatu, because of the Japanese threat to Australia and New Zealand
between 1942 and 1945. It was James Mitchener’s short stories of this period, Tales of the South Pacific that formed the basis of the musical
South Pacific.
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Relics of War

The island of Santo in particular still has relics of weapons and tank parts and the wreck of SS Coolidge in Luganville harbour provides
opportunities for exploration for people who enjoy diving. While staying on Ambae island in 2006, Ana Gobledale noticed the American impact
on the islands as she meet men born during or soon after World War II with names like Jimmy, Charlie, Johnny and Billy. She could picture the
GIs, like her father, whom her parents may have known and was shown the lagoon into which American jeeps and equipment
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Vanuatu flag 1980

The flag of Vanuatu was adopted in 1980. The broad red and green stripes are divided by a gold, black bordered, Y shape, reflecting the
pattern of islands. On the left hand side, set into the black triangle are two crossed palm leaved encircled by a pig’s tusk – a highly prized item
in Vanuatu.
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2006

As Chaplain at Churches of Christ Theological College in Melbourne, Ana was sent to Vanuatu in 2006 for the Golden Jubilee of Vanuatu’s
Women’s Christian Fellowship. The conference brought together more than 1000 women from throughout the islands of Vanuatu.
Inset (Click again)
She writes: my senses explode as I enter a world unlike any I have seen before – new colours, sounds, even weather, unlike anything I have
experienced. I grew up in Chicago where the summers are hot and humid, but the island air, hot and heavy, covers me with a sheen of
perspiration that never leaves during my week in Ndui Ndui.
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First Impressions

First impressions: abundance of brilliant colours and tantalising tastes – green and pink pawpaws, yellow pineapples, snowy white coconuts,
hearty yams. Flowers the colours of flames……..
Inset (Click again)
…… and a thousand shades of green!
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Lasting impressions

Lasting impressions – a warm and indelible welcome arising from the blend of traditional and Christian hospitality customs, culminating in the
uncovering of a pedestal and plaque marking the occasion—75 years of Christian Women’s Fellowship in Vanuatu. I am kept busy leading
several workshops, preaching and as keynote speaker at the public gathering.
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A land of many peoples

This is a land of many peoples, joined together by water travel between the islands. Many relatives and friends are reunited at the conference,
some not having seen one another for years.
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And today?

And today, what do people do? The islands have a warm, climate with plenty of rain so vegetation is lush and pineapples, coconuts, bananas,
sweet potatoes etc. are plentiful, as is fish.
(Click again)
But Ni-Vanuatu supplement their income by working on farms in Australia and New Zealand. During the pandemic one kiwi farm on North
Island New Zealand was in danger of losing its crop, when its New Zealand owner contracted Covid 19. The workers were systematically tested
and the farm given a clean bill of health, to the relief of New Zealand Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern and the rest of the government and, of
course, the workers themselves!
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Tourism

Tourism is vitally important to the economy of Vanuatu, with cruise ships anchoring in Port Vila and Luganville.
Inset (Click again)
Tourists enjoy the white beaches – particularly Champagne Beach on Santo and browse the craft shops in Port Vila. There are also big Duty
Free shops in Port Vila so not all the purchasing in Vanuatu will go back to the islands but to the big multinational franchises like Michael Kors,
Ralph Lauren and the drinks company Diageo.
(Click again)
But locals like Jenny Neil Jones, from Ambae have created their own local businesses. Jenny married a man from Portsmouth and runs a small
guest house called Secret Garden outside Port Vila, where people can learn about local ecology and history. For tourists who care about
Vanuatu and its people it’s possible to learn something and support them.
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Shops and museums

The local museum in Port Vila has exhibits on traditional farming and fishing. This slide shows a man called Moses showing visitors how to
create sand patterns, which tell a story based on ancient legend.
(Click again)
Many women work in co-operatives to make clothes and jewelery, which they sell to tourists in local markets.
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Education and Health

Education is, or should be, compulsory for the first 6 years in Vanuatu. However some children in remote areas don’t make it into school,
further education is expensive and women are often the ones to lose out. Australia and New Zealand and other nations in the area offer
tertiary scholarships but women who graduate often struggle to find appropriate employment when they return home.
(Click again)
Similarly, health funding in Vanuatu is often supplemented in rural areas – and this is most of Vanuatu - by NGOs many of which are centred on
the South Pacific, churches and international organisations. The family remains a strong unit in Vanuatu, average size now being around three
to four children and life expectancy for women is around 70. Vanuatu has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child which states that
18 is the minimum age to marry. They also subscribe to the Convention on Discrimination against Women, but surveys report a culture in
which violence against women in the family is often seen as ‘normal’.
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Bislama and women’s rights

Ni-Vanuatu use a form of pidgin called Bislama. These posters show the ways in which women help and support other women to make the
best of their lives in a culture that is still male-dominated. In the first picture the girl is saying, “Don’t let boys spoil everything: your life belongs
to you.”
In the second, Alice is telling her friend to insist her boyfriend uses a condom to prevent her getting an infection or getting pregnant.
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Church

Many westerners volunteer for church-related work in Vanuatu and one meets a lot of them, some of whom have stayed permanently, married
locals and brought up their families here.
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Weather

For all the beauty of the islands, the warm climate and lush vegetation, Vanuatu is beset by natural challenges.
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Volcanoes - Manaro Voui Ambae

To summarise what Ana writes:- Here on Ambae Island, above us rises Manaro Voui, its crest reaching nearly 1,500 meters. While Ana was
staying, the volcano stood seemingly quiet, merely the steady source of rich soil, lush slopes and mysterious heights. But, sadly, that’s not the
end of Manaro Voui’s story. Today it is one of the most dangerously active volcanoes in the world.
On September 28, 2017, after a week of increasing volcanic activity to Level 4 (Level 5 being a major eruption), the government of Vanuatu
ordered a complete evacuation of Ambae’s 11,000 residents. Ash from the eruption covered the island, destroying crops and polluting the air
and water. In March 2018, that year’s largest volcanic eruption around the globe occurred on Ambae. Roofs collapsed under the weight of
heavy, wet ash which buried one local school. But just to give you an idea of the power of Manaro Voui’s 2018 eruptions -- the volcano injected
400,000 tons of sulphur dioxide into the upper stratosphere during its most active phase in July, and a total of 600,000 tons in the year. That's
three times the amount released from all combined worldwide eruptions in 2017. In July 2018 a state of emergency was declared and the
remaining approximately 10,000 residents were evacuated. Many wait today, hoping to return to Ambae, hoping to return home. The volcano
remains active to this day.
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The aftermath

Volcanic ash blackens the sky, buries crops and destroys homes, and acid rain turns the rainwater, the island's main source of drinking water,
into a cloudy and metallic substance.
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Cyclone Harold April 2020

As Carole was leaving Vanuatu in January 2020 it had started to rain. Rain is hard, unremitting and occurs every day for the period of the rainy
season, roughly from December to March. The rain is sometimes accompanied by strong winds and frequent cyclones,
On March 13, 2015, Cyclone Pam struck Vanuatu. The eye of the Category 5 cyclone passed close to Efate Island, where the capital Port Vila is
located, with sustained winds up to 160 miles per hour. In April this year the islands were hit again by Cyclone Harold.
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Damage

This second Category 5 storm in 5 years damaged schools, houses and other buildings.
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Floods

The resulting floods forced more people from their homes. And rescue work was impeded by the threat of Coronavirus.
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Hope

Ana writes: “Gone are the vibrant colours and luscious fruit, but still with me are some lasting impressions – how amazing is God’s creation,
and how fragile. How joyful are God’s people when the sun warms the land, and how desperate when ash spews and sands shift. How
connected we all are, linked as sisters and brothers of creation. How important it is for us to be hearing from our sisters in Vanuatu today –
their fears, their trials, their hopes, their dreams.”
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Juliette Pita

Juliette Pita designed the picture on the cover of the Order of Service. Born in 1964 and educated in Vanuatu her designs reflect the people
and environment of her islands. This picture was created after Cyclone Pam in 2015 but reminds us of the continuing threat and makes the
subject matter of our service particularly poignant.
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Ruth Dovo

Ruth Dovo lobbied hard to secure Vanuatu as the subject of a WDP. With the help of Pauline Smith from Australia she was successful and the
seven different denominations that make up WDP Vanuatu are looking forward to what happens next year. A final message is a summary of
what she said while talking last year on behalf of the Vanuatu Christian Council about women and efforts to combat natural disasters.
I love my work with the VCC …. Christian faith is an important part of people’s lives and I think we have been able to raise gender equality
perspectives within the Church. Women are a key part of humanitarian work in Vanuatu and it is our role to make sure they can participate in
decision making in the Church and community. I have trained church leaders, chiefs, youth and women leaders on Gender Based Violence,
Human Rights, Faith and Gender which has helped them to keep their communities safe. People need to understand that harmonious
communities are made up of individual and communal needs and when we address these within human rights, we will have a more peaceful
society, both in emergency and non-disaster periods.
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We wish the women of Vanuatu well as they prepare for their service next year and celebrate their courage and determination in the face of
local and global challenges.

