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Abstract
Levuka, Fiji’s first capital, was successfully inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in
2013, after a nomination process that took more than 20 years, during a time period
characterized by post-colonial, political instability. Selection of the site was based on its
value as an outstanding representation of European colonial maritime heritage. In Fiji, the
Indigenous iTaukei make up the majority of the population, but despite state efforts at
Indigenous inclusivity, iTaukei heritage remains peripheral to the chosen site. This
dissertation explores how different stakeholders in Fiji make sense of and engage with
Levuka’s inscription as a World Heritage site, in order to understand how the meanings and
practices of “heritage” transform as they move between local, state, and global contexts. I
found that for many iTaukei, “heritage” was a different way of interacting with the past that
did not neatly align with vanua, or the “ways of the land.” World Heritage is fundamentally a
neoliberal endeavor based on ethnocentric notions of development, defined by UN global
development goals that have had little success in Fiji and other Pacific Island countries. In
Levuka, the returns to heritage inscription are limited – both for multicultural residents of the
town, and for iTaukei living in the town’s surrounding villages. World Heritage inscription in
Levuka fell short of its stated goal to stimulate heritage tourism and thereby provide an
economic alternative to the uncertain position of the PAFCO tuna cannery in the local
economy. Moreover, the Levuka case reveals that familiar oppositions of rural/urban,
local/global, and native/non-native themselves contain oppositions based on geography and
gender. Utilizing the Vanua Research Framework, I seek to understand the accompanying
variations in experience and perception by grounding this project in vanua and carasala, or
“opening the way,” for returning the research and researcher to the lands and communities
that have shared their knowledge. Finally, I consider how Indigenous research approaches
can provide alternative models for heritage, development, and anthropological practice.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Figure 1. Map of the Fiji group of islands; Ovalau Island circled in red (Fiji Government, 2013).

Introduction
Levuka, on the island of Ovalau, was Fiji’s first colonial capital, and became a
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2013. My mother and grandmother grew up in one of
Levuka’s surrounding villages called Nasinu, where many in my extended family reside,
mainly living as subsistence farmers and fishers. Other family members who are living on the
mainland or overseas, even those not born there, still think of Levuka as home. We return to
Levuka with a sense of nostalgia, not only invoked by the town’s colonial buildings, but also
in acknowledging our ancestry, reconnecting to relatives, the land, and to ourselves. The
importance of returning to reestablish lost ties, or carasala, became a recurrent theme in my
research experience, and one that represented both my anthropological and Indigenous
heritage in relation to Levuka, and in understanding Indigenous responses to the World
Heritage program in Levuka.
In 1978, Nasinu villagers performed carasala with their ancestral village of Lovoni,
the first village established on Ovalau Island in pre-colonial times. The act of carasala in this
context consisted of elaborate ceremonies where items of cultural value were exchanged such
1

as kava, root crops, woven mats, fabric, and other valuable items such as kerosene for
cooking, and performances of song and dance. Carasala means literally to “open the way”
and is rooted and routed in vanua- the land and its people. It is reestablishing a relationship
between people, and the land to which they are deeply connected. In 1978, during a trip to
Fiji, we visited Nasinu, and my anthropologist father, with the help of my Native mother,
documented the preparations and ceremonies performed to mark the return of the Nasinu
people to their original village of Lovoni. My father and mother narrate the edited film, and I
appear in the film as a baby and my sister as a toddler. The film, called Carasala Ki Lovoni,
or Opening the Way to Lovoni, was filed away on 8mm film and VHS after many years of
screening in my father’s Pacific Islands anthropology courses. It wasn’t until my own return
to Nasinu as an adult that I resurrected, reformatted, and redistributed the film on DVD to a
new generation in Nasinu and Lovoni, where it became a rare and important record of
heritage for these two villages, where World Heritage benefits have so far been difficult to
realize.
In contrast to the video and ceremony of carasala, World Heritage inscription has
failed to provide the economic and cultural returns that were originlly promised. When I was
living and working in Fiji in 2010, on a visit to Nasinu, I discovered that a new bure
(traditional Fijian house) had been built through funding from the nation’s Department of
National Heritage and Arts. Its construction was part of World Heritage program activities
that aimed to extend economic benefits to Levuka’s surrounding Indigenous villages. Initially
built by men as a site to sell Fijian handicrafts made by women, this bure eventually became
a home for one of my cousins who helped in its construction and then later needed a house
for his family. The family moved out after a year because the bure had reached deteriorated
condition, which some attributed to neglect on the part of the Department of Heritage.
Villagers believed that the Department should have provided follow-up funding and support
for upkeep. Shortly thereafter the bure was burnt down, becoming a potent symbol of
“heritage” in ruins.
This dissertation examines how the meanings and practices of “heritage” transform as
they move between local, state, and global contexts. What are the politics of doing World
Heritage within Pacific and Indigenous communities? In what ways can Indigenous research
approaches provide alternative models for thinking about heritage, development, and
anthropology? I explore these questions by looking at the ways that different groups in Fiji
make sense of and engage with Levuka’s inscription as a World Heritage Site. I examine the
2

shortcomings of World Heritage as a neoliberal project founded on universalist values, and
how it fails to align with vanua (land and ancestry)-based values of iTaukei (Indigenous
Fijian) society, thus yielding only limited returns. Moreover, the Levuka case reveals that
familiar oppositions of rural/urban, local/global, and native/non-native themselves contain
oppositions such as geography and gender. This dissertation seeks to examine these
disconnects, not only by highlighting the voices of iTaukei and Levuka’s multiethnic
community who react to and struggle with a heritage project in their daily lives, but also by
grounding my discussion in vanua and carasala practices of returning the research and
researcher to the lands and communities that have shared their knowledge.
Significance of the Levuka World Heritage Site
Levuka is Fiji’s only UNESCO World Heritage site, and in 2013, was one of the first
Pacific Island sites to be granted World Heritage inscription. The achievement of Levuka’s
inscription after more than 20 years from the beginning of the nomination process, was
largely a result of international and regional UNESCO policies aligning with a national and
local policy environment. UNESCO sought to implement a renewed focus on diversifying
World Heritage sites in response to critiques of euro-centric bias in its site recognition,
coupled with an emphasis on Pacific Islands development utilizing culture as tool to bring
about development. Most of the World Heritage sites in the independent Pacific Islands – six
out of nine total sites — have been listed only since 2010. Less than one percent of all World
Heritage sites are located in independent Pacific Island countries (Price 2018).
Examining Levuka’s World Heritage inscription provides insight into the cultural
politics of ‘development’ in Fiji, consistent with other accounts of a distinctive Pacific Island
experience with cultural politics and development (Hviding and White 2015). This case
study also contributes to a broader understanding of the politics of World Heritage and the
relationship between Indigenous communities and World Heritage-making programs. The
Levuka World Heritage Site serves as an example of a site where the local and global meet,
where “development” is “the central trope defining relationships between the Indigenous
Pacific and global capitalism” (White 2008). A World Heritage nomination viewed through
the lens of “development,” conveys a worldview that has colonized reality in Fiji and the
wider South Pacific (Escobar 2012; Hau’ofa 2008). Several Pacific Island countries,
including Fiji, have faced challenges with conforming to the requirements of post-colonial
nation building, and have been designated “failed states” by Western political commentators.
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Local momentum and support for Levuka’s World Heritage bid was pinned to the
political climate in Fiji, where due to the legacy of colonial policies, Indigenous Fijians have
struggled to co-govern with indo-Fijians who were brought as indentured labor by the British
when they ruled Fiji from 1874-1970. The first ethnic-based coup d’état in Fiji occurred in
1987, followed by a second in 1988, both fueled by Indigenous ethno-nationalist aspirations.
In 1994, Levuka was listed on the World Heritage tentative list, meaning the country would
take the necessary steps to prepare Levuka for a World Heritage listing. Just six years later in
2000, Fiji underwent another ethnic based coup, with civil unrest experienced throughout the
country. To be sure, due to political instability and multiple changes in leadership,
government initiatives hardly progressed. Again in 2006, the elected government was
overthrown in a military coup, this time on the premise of securing multi-ethnic equality. The
country came under fairly strict rule with laws and policies implemented by decree, and
elections were not held until 2014. In this environment, the Department of Heritage and Arts
advanced Levuka’s nomination and obtained a World Heritage listing in 2013.
Previous studies in Levuka (Fisher 2000; Fisher 2003; Harrison 2005) found that
Fijians living around Levuka were ambivalent about preserving Levuka’s colonial buildings,
pointing out that Fijians have a different conception of heritage than that of Europeans.
“Heritage comes from the land, the vanua, and is not to be found in the buildings. If the
buildings go, the spirit of the buildings is still to be found in the land” (Fisher 2003, 228).
Harrison (2005) and Fisher (2000; 2003) have suggested that support for the town as a
heritage site, whether it is a national or universal site, has been divided along ethnic lines,
leading Harrison to ask a common question that arises around heritage sites, “Whose heritage
is it anyway?” This dissertation explores the different meanings and perceptions of heritage
for different groups in Levuka, as particular views are not always neatly aligned with
ethnicity, and the national/global idea of 'heritage' does not easily articulate with rural Fijian
discourses of 'culture' and 'tradition' framed within a vanua worldview. In other words, in
Levuka, ‘heritage’ does not inevitably imply vanua.
Following these earlier studies, Levuka has since been inscribed on the World
Heritage list, and Fiji experienced its fourth coup d'état followed by eight years of an
authoritarian military government that pushed top down multi-ethnic nation building policies.
Given Fiji’s history of ethnic conflict and political instability, World Heritage and national
heritage programs have the potential to serve an important function in achieving a sense of
national unity, and even a kind of ‘imagined community,’ devoid of ethnic division. To
4

understand how World Heritage is transformed at the national level, I examine how the Fijian
state mediates disparate claims and valuations of Levuka’s heritage among different
stakeholders, including UNESCO, and with what results. How does the Fijian state utilize
global heritage policies for national development, and how do global and national heritagemaking programs address local and Indigenous ways of understanding and articulating
heritage? Is the influence of the government’s multi-ethnic policies evident in the World
Heritage program?
Fiji’s state ambitions for World Heritage inscription, framed by national and
international development discourse, are based on the assumption that tourism will bring
about economic development particularly for Indigenous Fijians who largely maintain
subsistence lifestyles in rural villages. Indeed, World Heritage designation is one of the
highest forms of tourism branding (DiGiovine 2009). After the decline of the colonial sugar
economy in recent years, the Fiji government has rather successfully pursued tourism as its
main source of foreign exchange. However, Levuka’s World Heritage inscription has resulted
in little if any increase in international tourism to the town, though anecdotal evidence
suggests an increase has occurred in domestic tourism. To what extent is touristic
commodification of heritage and World Heritage prioritized over local and Indigenous
aspirations for heritage preservation and safeguarding? What are the goals of the government
in achieving a World Heritage listing for Levuka, and where is tourism as a means for
economic development placed within these goals?
The burnt bure mentioned above was like many village development schemes where,
in the end, people tend to claim externally driven projects for their own particular needs, or
abandon the project altogether if they no longer suite their interests (see Chapter 7 for village
responses to the incident). Many years later, Epeli Hau’ofa’s satirical critique of development
in Tales of the Tikongs (1983) remains relevant; where ‘development’ is laid bare as a
funding game that ultimately serves one-sided donor (and government) views on what people
need to prosper.

5

Figure 2. Nasinu's heritage bure in 2010.

Since Hau’ofa’s writings, Pacific Island development has not changed much in its
approach; some alternatives have emerged (see Regenvanu 2015), but remain strongly driven
by neoliberal values. State-centered models of development aim to transform local
communities through integration with the global capitalist system to increase foreign
exchange earnings and boost national economic indicators such as gross domestic product
(GDP). This model of development is at odds with local values and ways of knowing and
being, where the majority of land is communally owned and resources are circulated in
economies of reciprocity. Despite an increased focus on ‘sustainable development’ and
bottom-up approaches from state and international donor organizations, Indigenous
epistemology and praxis receive little consideration in development projects (Gegeo and
Watson-Gegeo 2002).
This dissertation supports observations that Pacific Island ‘heritage regimes’ (see
below) are becoming increasingly bureaucratized and neoliberal (Pigliasco 2017; Coombe
and Weiss 2015). State heritage-making is embedded in the bureaucracy of national
development planning where culture is valued for its potential to yield economic benefits in
connection with tourism. White and Hviding (2015, 17) comment that, “People themselves
often see these practices as tangential to their daily concerns in managing more immediate
economic activities and the exchange practices that actually work to create and sustain social
relations.” The burnt ‘heritage’ bure in Nasinu village exemplifies this point, and the need for
heritage initiatives to be generated from within the community, while its leaders tied to vanua
take the lead as custodians. This approach is necessary in order to successfully engage with
6

heritage-making that is ultimately meant to safeguard and perpetuate important histories and
cultural practices (Pigliasco 2017).
Defi ning heritage
“Heritage” has become a buzzword over the past several years. In social life, it can be
ascribed almost universally to people as well as objects, and have multiple meanings in
different contexts. In many cases, heritage has replaced the term ‘culture’ in its pervasiveness
and application. Brumann and Berliner (2016) write that, “much of what was previously
addressed as ‘tradition,’ ‘customs’ or ‘culture’ is now presented under this new and rather
voracious label” (2016, “Chapter 1,” para. 9). An abundance of academic material is
available on all aspects of heritage, so much so that even sub-disciplines on heritage have
emerged. Geismar (2015) refers to heritage as a ‘slippery term,’ an “unruly category that
spans numerous analytic positions and perspectives, generating new subfields, training
programs and journals (Harvey 2001), and new intersections with local, national and
international governments” (Geismar 2015, 72). Heritage can have personal, political, and
economic meanings. It can be abstract – as in ‘intangible heritage,’ and concrete – as in
‘tangible heritage’ and heritage sites.
In this dissertation, I understand heritage to be a shared framework for remembering
that selectively employs history, drawn from individual and social memory (Connerton 1989;
Halbwachs 1992; Nora 1989; White 1991) to use the past for present purposes (Ashworth,
Graham, and Tunbridge 2007; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998; Littler and Naidoo 2005;
Lowenthal 1998).
Clifford (2013) refers to heritage as, “self-conscious tradition…performed in old and
new public contexts and asserted against historical experiences of loss” (2013, 215). Di
Giovine (2009, 26) asserts that for intangible beliefs and cultural systems of meaning to be
viable, remembered and perpetuated by society, they must be represented in a material and
monumental form. As such, heritage-making is the mediation of memory, through narrative,
that is imbued in monuments and sites. Narratives about the site link individuals with the
monument’s own story and make claims about communities and their connections with the
site.
Heritage is commonly understood to be divisive by definition, in that heritage is
invoked only to serve particular groups making it is impossible for one group’s heritage to
also belong to another group; and it seems that more often that not that conflicting claims are
made over heritage sites (Ashworth et al. 2007; Di Giovine 2009; Lowenthal 1998;
7

Silverman 2011). Geismar (2015) points out that anthropological accounts describe the
multiplicity of complex heritage discourses, guided by the understanding that “all heritage
work essentially starts from the premise that the past is contested, conflictual, and multiply
constituted (Meskell 2012,1)” (2015, 72).
However, in contrast, UNESCO’s mission in its World Heritage program is “to foster
peace in the minds of men” by inverting narratives that delineate boundaries in relation to
heritage sites. Through the process of World Heritage inscription, heritage sites should be
reconstituted as monuments that represent a common humanity or a ‘borderless global
identity’ (Di Giovine 2009, 403). World Heritage creates an inherently contradictory space
that attempts to forge cultural universality through preserving cultural diversity. UNESCO’s
universalizing approach risks codifying the past in a particular form that may conflict with
diverse ways of understanding the past (Ashworth et. al 2007; Bendix, Eggert, and
Peselmann 2013; Di Giovine 2009; Skounti 2009; Smith 2011; Brumann and Berliner 2016).
World Heritage designation brings with it legislative protections and potential access to
international funding and support, but perhaps more importantly, it is the highest level of
tourism branding (Di Giovine 2009).
In considering constructions of history in Hawaii, Fiji and New Zealand, Sahlins
(1985) points out that Western epistemological models for organizing the past are
problematic in that “different cultural orders have their own modes of historical action,
consciousness, and determination – their own historical practice” (1985, 34). For many
Pacific Island societies, the past is not understood in terms of a linear progression through
history, as something that is gone and left behind, the past is in the present and also in the
future (Hau’ofa 2008). In Micronesia, cultural heritage properties such as Nan Madol are
significant not as national monuments or tourist sites, but in their “on-going place in people’s
daily lives, and their beliefs about themselves, their ancestors, and their environment”
(Hanlon 2011, 130). Smith (2011) describes the East Rennell, Solomon Islands experience
with World Heritage where the preservation of a World Heritage ‘natural landscape,’ cannot
operate separately from cultural preservation, which highlights the view that environmental
and cultural heritage in Pacific Island societies are one in the same. Baird (2013) describes
how a nature-culture divide at the Tongariro World Heritage site in Aotearoa/New Zealand
was incompatible with Māori custodial responsibilities and customary knowledge in relation
to the site.
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Jolly (2000) and Toren (1988) observe that in Fiji, ‘traditional culture’ or vakavanua,
meaning “the way of the land” is viewed as more of a process than something disappearing or
lost in the past that must be preserved or revived. “The ways of the land seem to be subject to
historical transformation rather than to be ancestral practices that have been lost and have to
be revived” (Jolly 2000, 353). Toren (1988) argues that the Fijian notion of tradition differs
from “our” understanding of the term. “The Fijian term for tradition and ritual as generic
terms is 'acting in the manner of the land' (cakacaka vakavanua); it refers to a way of living
and behaving that is culturally appropriate. By contrast, our normative understanding makes
tradition inhere not in action but in objectified structures; it explicitly distinguishes
immutable 'tradition' from processual 'history'…. Fijian data suggest another perspective: that
culture-specific notions of tradition govern responses to historical change” (Toren 1988, 696–
697).
Heri tage regimes
The notion of the ‘heritage regime’ has emerged in heritage studies to understand how
heritage (and World Heritage) is constructed, defined and utilized for state purposes. This
builds on Smith's (2006) view that heritage is “a sociocultural phenomenon that determines
who has the power to define and reconstruct the past.” Geismar (2015, 72) explains that the
concept of a heritage regime (explored in Bendix et al. 2013) “expands our understanding of
heritage to include governance and politics rather being defined simply as an entity (tangible
or intangible) upon which governance may be wielded. The notion of the heritage regime also
signals the key role that the nation-state plays in mediating and producing heritage, both as a
form of governance and as an experiential domain for citizens on the ground.” Chalcraft
(2016) asserts that World Heritage is best described as colonial, not only with old colonial
powers exerting “disproportionate power within the organization and in the global heritage
sector,” but also in the way that “UNESCO is compelled to dislodge local
epistemologies…World Heritage colonizes real environments of memory” (2016, “Chapter
9,” para. 41, 42).
Beginning from the time several Pacific Islands gained independence in the 1970s and
1980s, the objectification of ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ as nation-building tools gained attention
from anthropologists and historians, set against a backdrop of the ‘invention of tradition’
debates (Hobsbawn and Ranger 1983). In Melanesia, interest was focused on the cultural
politics of kastom –the ways in which governments and people on the ground define and
deploy kastom for identification and formation of nation-building projects (Akin 2004;
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Foster 1997; Keesing 1983; Keesing and Tonkinson 1982; Lindstrom and White 1994).
UNESCO World Heritage is latest tool in a longer trend in the post-colonial Pacific, where
the state as part the ‘heritage regime’ attempts to objectify and ‘preserve’ culture and
tradition – Indigenous, or otherwise as in the case of Levuka.
Research on cultural policy in Melanesia has found Indigenous heritage regimes to be
responsive, to an extent, in incorporating Indigenous aspirations into state policies. Hviding
and Rio (2011) observe that in Oceania, a unique relationship between cultural heritage and
the state can allow for “actual possibilities that in future developments the ‘cultural sector’ of
many Pacific Islands nations can manage to redirect the paths of state governance” (2011,
20). In the case of establishing Indigenous cultural property rights in Fiji, the state has
listened to heritage claims while stakeholders at the local, regional and transnational levels
have engaged in a dialogic process to develop cultural property law (Pigliasco 2009;
Pigliasco 2011).
However, Pigliasco (2017) also states that Pacific Island heritage regimes have
become increasingly bureaucratized and neoliberal. The term ‘neoliberal’ in this case
describes an economic policy approach that values free market capitalism and associated
enabling policies such as free trade, business deregulation, and privatization of public
services (Harvey 2007; Slatter 2015). Pigliasco says (2017, 298):
The ‘heritage regime’ has recently become a powerful, ‘increasingly neoliberal’
(Coombe 2012, 378) notion, replacing odd technocratic acronyms and paternalistic
definitions of tangible and intangible cultural heritage. Envisioning a set of principles,
guidelines and procedures that regulate and valuate cultural resources and human
capital with an increasing emphasis on governance priorities, market ideology and
global tourism, the idea of heritage regimes is inescapably linked to the gradual
UNESCOisation and bureaucratisation, or ‘managerialist gaze’ (Coombe and Weiss
2015, 46), of Pacific Island heritage, making visible and tangible the intangible.
The neoliberalization of heritage in the Pacific Islands is not surprising considering the
dominance of development discourse that frames international policies through UN agencies,
such as UNESCO, and down to national government policy-making and community level
initiatives. In Levuka, World Heritage is largely treated as an economic development project
that utilizes a ‘culture for development’ prescription for engaging with the past as a means of
accessing the cash economy through tourism. The state defines progress and development
through a neoliberal lens that entails transforming subsistence lifestyles with the generation
of cash incomes intended to increase the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
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Neoliberalization renders heritage in Levuka as just another development project, and one
that contrasts with vanua-based understandings of the past.
Levuka – description and history
Levuka is a small port town that was settled by American and European traders in the
early 1800s. Offering a natural harbor and central location for trade, it became the first capital
of Fiji in 1871. It is located on the island of Ovalau, a lush, mountainous island, about 100
square meters in size and 16 kilometers east of Fiji’s main island of Viti Levu. Fiji is made
1

up of over 300 islands with a total population of 900,000. Ovalau has a population of 8,000
and is the sixth largest island in Fiji, and Levuka has approximately 1,000 residents. Levuka
was the site of Fiji’s cession to Great Britain in 1874, and served as the economic and
political center of all Fijian islands and a major trading port in the South Pacific until 1882,
when the capital was relocated to Suva. Levuka is also an important place in iTaukei history,
as Fiji’s cession to Great Britain occurred amidst internal warfare, slavery, and land
dispossession (Derrick 1968; Gravelle 2012; Nicole 2010).

Figure 3. Pacific Islands map showing exclusive economic zones. Source, Pacific Community (SPC).

1

2

See map on Pp. 1 and 11.
Though lower chiefs, and particularly Colo (interior) districts, were not consulted and did consent to
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The British ruled Fiji for 96 years – from 1874 to 1970. During the early years of
colonialism, black birding, or coercion and kidnapping of Indigenous people to serve as
laborers, was responsible for introducing populations from other Pacific islands. Between
1879 and 1916, the colonial government oversaw a system of indenture that brought
approximately 60,000 East Indians to Fiji as indentured laborers to work on the country’s
sugar cane plantations (Lal 1983). Several waves of migration from China also contributed to
Fiji’s multi-cultural milieu, with the first Chinese settler arriving in Levuka in 1855, and later
arrivals coming in the early to mid 1900s (Young, 2001). Today, Fiji’s multi-cultural citizens
mostly reside in urban areas on the main island of Viti Levu. Levuka is the exception as a
rural town. Despite colonialism, Fiji’s European population remains small (5 percent), and
never came close to surpassing the Indigenous (57 percent) and Indo-Fijian (37 percent)
populations. Other Pacific Islanders and the Chinese community make up the remaining one
percent of the country’s total population.
Levuka town is characterized by “British tropical” colonial architecture, consisting of
wooden row shops, much like those in an old ‘frontier’ town, lining one side of the main road
and facing the shoreline. British tropical bungalows dot the surrounding area. Fijian villages
are located around the town and throughout the island. Village residents make up a
population of about 7,000 in total. Levuka has a special place in the minds of many people in
Fiji who view it as a unique place because of its history and historic buildings. Most
descendants of Fiji’s first colonial families trace their genealogy back to Levuka, and some of
these descendants continue to reside there. The official Heritage-based phrase “Levuka,
living heritage” describes how descendants of colonial families still live in old family homes,
and how most of the row shops still have functional value. All of the town’s businesses now
operate out of heritage buildings.
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Figure 4. Beach Street row shops on a typical day in Levuka.

Brief history of Levuka
Levuka is sometimes referred to as “the birthplace of modern Fiji” as it was not only
the first capital where the first government was formed, but also hosted the first school, first
bank, and first printing press, among other “firsts.” The first ship carrying indentured
migrants from India, the Leonidas, initially docked at Levuka in 1879, but passengers did not
disembark due to a measles outbreak, and it sailed on to the Western side of the island chain.
When the capital was established at Levuka in 1871, the Vunivalu (high chief/warlord) Ratu
Seru Epenisa Cakobau of Bau Island had conquered much of Ra and Ba districts in the north
and west of Viti Levu, and had aligned his eastern Bau kingdom with European settlers and
missionaries in Levuka, adopting Christianity (Nicole 2010, 17). Cakobau proclaimed
himself King of Fiji (Tui Viti) and established a constitutional monarchy. The Lovoni people
living in the interior of Ovalau Island did not welcome Cakobau’s rule or the presence of
European settlers in Levuka. The Lovoni people were implicated in raiding and burning the
town in 1846 and in 1853, when traders, whalers, and beachcombers were first establishing
themselves in the town (Derrick 1968, 93,134). Lovoni refused to pay plantation taxes levied
by the Cakobau government, and hostility turned into conflict and attacks on Cakobau’s
Ovalau allies (Derrick 1968, 200). Cakobau sent a high-ranking Methodist minister,
Reverend Frederick Langham, to ask for reconciliation with Lovoni. Villagers from Lovoni
accepted his invitation and unwittingly joined Cakobau and his forces at Levuka Vakaviti
(near the town of Levuka) for a feast. Cakobau’s true intention was to lure his enemies down
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from the hills and away from their fortifications. At the feast he was able to capture hundreds
of Lovoni people, sell them into slavery, and confiscate their land (Rogoyawa 2001). After a
few years, finding his government unable to pay its debts and on the brink of collapse,
Cakobau opted to request British annexation of the Fiji Islands in 1874. He succeeded with
support of 300 white settlers who petitioned the British Foreign Office (Nicole 2010, 23).
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The developing colony soon needed more land for the capital to grow, and Levuka
was too geographically confined to support expansion. After the capital moved to Suva in
1882, Levuka became the center of Fiji’s copra trade until the 1950s, when copra processing
and shipping operations also moved to Suva. Lacking its designation as capital, Levuka has
always been plagued by economic uncertainty. Economic decline is still an ongoing concern
for the local business community. The government has tried to address Levuka’s economic
depression in mainly two ways. One way was through the establishment of the Pacific
Fishing Company (PAFCO) in 1964, a tuna-processing factory that supplies the North
American tuna company, Bumble Bee. The other was through promoting tourism around
Levuka’s colonial heritage, and in order to do that achieving UNESCO World Heritage
designation to recognize and protect Levuka’s heritage properties. In the early 1990s, with
the encouragement of outside organizations and individuals that believed in Levuka’s
heritage potential, the Fiji government began the process to inscribe Levuka as a UNESCO
World Heritage site.
Political co ntext of Fiji’s ‘heritage’
After more than 20 years of slow progress towards a UNESCO World Heritage
inscription, the World Heritage program for Levuka’s inscription was reinvigorated around
2008 as an important national development program for the military-led government that
took control of the country after a coup d’état in 2006. The series of ethnic-based coup d’états
starting in 1987, reinforced community division and led to a divided sense of history and
national heritage. Through a strategy of indirect rule that institutionalized an Indigenous
hierarchy, the British colonial administration in Fiji separated ethnic groups, especially with
respect to isolating Indian plantation laborers from Indigenous Fijians (Kaplan 1998;
Rokolekutu 2017). “Indians were perceived by the British as disorderly and threatening, a
threat to Fijian dominance, individualist, and disruptive of the foundations of vakavanua – to
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Though lower chiefs, and particularly Colo (interior) districts, were not consulted and did consent to
annexation (Nicole 2010, 24).
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Indigenous ownership and control of the land” (Jolly 2000, 354 –355). This view, carried
over from the colonial era, led to continued political unrest after independence in 1970.
The colonial construction of divided communities has complicated the concept of
nationhood in Fiji vis-à-vis Benedict Anderson’s (1991) notion of “imagined communities,”
which locates the nation in memory and will, rather than in race, language or territory (Kelly
and Kaplan 2001). Divided ethnic communities and divided histories, i.e. divided heritages,
have persisted in Fiji, not so much as a reflection of interpersonal relationships negotiated in
daily realities, but as a result of racialized politics perpetuated by Fiji’s multiracial elite who
have profited from maintaining a colonial economic hierarchy (Durutalo 1986; Sutherland
1992). After the 2006 coup, which was premised on reigning in Indigenous Fijian ethnonationalism, the military government adopted new policies to promote multi-ethnic nation
building under its manifesto, The People’s Charter for Change, Peace and Progress (Fraenkel,
Firth, and Lal 2009; Lawson and Ratuva 2016; National Council for Building a Better Fiji
2008). Perhaps the most visible nation-building policy under the People’s Charter is that all
Fiji citizens, regardless of race, should be referred to as “Fijian,” normally a qualifier
reserved only for the Indigenous population, who from then on were officially termed
“iTaukei” in the Fijian language meaning the “original people.”
Key events in the World Heritage nomination process are listed in the table below.
Initially, the Fiji National Trust, a quasi-government agency in charge of Fiji’s national
parks, was responsible for managing Levuka’s nomination. The Department of Culture and
Heritage was established in 2000 under the Ministry of Women, Culture, and Social Welfare,
later moving to the Ministry of Tourism, and then Fijian Affairs portfolios. The Department
changed its name in 2005 to the Department of National Heritage, Culture and Arts, at the
same time assuming responsibility for Levuka’s Heritage nomination. It was again moved the
Ministry of Education portfolio after the 2006 coup d’état. In 2013, the words ‘national’ and
‘culture’ were dropped entirely from its name, becoming the current iteration – the
Department of Heritage and Arts. These shifts reflect the history of the political environment
and cultural politics in Fiji. Nominating a site for it’s European (and multi-cultural) colonial
heritage value had less support when ethno-nationalist sentiment prevailed around the time of
the 2000 coup (Harrison 2004). Removing ‘culture’ from the Department’s title in 2013
meant that the Department’s mandate to implement cultural development programs that
addressed Fiji’s multicultural population more broadly, was also removed (discussed in
Chapter 4).
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1990

Fiji signs on to the World Heritage Convention.

1997

Levuka accepted to the World Heritage Tentative list, along with
three other natural heritage sites in Fiji in 1997 and 1999.

1999

The Fiji National Trust carries out Levuka World Heritage
consultations.

2005

Responsibility for Levuka nomination shifts from Fiji National Trust
to the Department of National Heritage, Culture and Arts, now called
the Department of Heritage and Arts as of 2020.

2008, 2011

The Department carries out further community consultations
and prepares the nomination dossier.

2011

The nomination dossier is completed and feedback requested from
the community, dossier is submitted to 35 World Heritage
Committee meeting, and changes to heritage boundaries are required.
th

2013

After narrowing heritage boundaries, Levuka is inscribed as a World
Heritage site in the 37th meeting of the WHC.

2015

Fiji State Party Progress Report submitted to the WHC addressing
status of recommendations made upon Levuka’s inscription – most
recommendations are still in progress.

2018

Phase 2 of the Levuka World Heritage Program begins with
convening a multi-cultural committee to decide on multi-cultural
heritage activities.

Figure 5. Levuka's World Heritage timeline.

Many of the recommendations regarding Levuka’s heritage management have not
been completed, or took several years to complete, such as World Heritage legislation that
was in development for at least six years before it was passed in 2016, three years after
Levuka’s inscription. Addressing Levuka’s multicultural heritage in the town has been a
secondary activity to iTaukei heritage programs and attempts to secure funding for building
restoration. Recently, some residents have voiced dissatisfaction and wondered whether
Levuka could be de-listed as a World Heritage site. This resistance is not the fault of any
particular government staff member, as there are much larger forces at work in the
government machinery that are influenced by both the national and international political
context impacting heritage work on the ground.
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Introduction to chapters
To understand how heritage-making programs interact with local ways of interpreting
and understanding the past, I carried out research in Levuka over a five-year period. In
Chapter 2, I discuss my research methodology and how my genealogical ties to Levuka
inform and frame my research. I discuss my positionality as a part-Indigenous anthropologist
researching a place and people that I am connected with personally, and grappling with my
identity as a daughter of an anthropologist, while trying to use anthropology, a discipline
heavy with colonial baggage, as a tool for positive change.
My approach to research is based on my connections to Levuka and a sense of
obligation to family and place. Levuka is a sentimental place that invokes nostalgia for many
people in Fiji, and it also a place where community leaders envision ‘development’ in the
form of better economic stability and access to opportunities in the cash economy. I chose to
research Levuka’s World Heritage inscription because it is a significant undertaking,
particularly for a remote island community in Fiji, that has the potential to impact peoples’
lives and livelihoods, including those of my extended family.
I use Unaisi Nabobo-Baba’s (2006) Vanua Research Framework (VRF) to discuss
how I aligned my research with Indigenous Fijian protocols and cultural considerations.
Nabobo-Baba proposed that all research must recognize and be grounded in the four primary
epistemological categories of V anua (land), lotu (spirituality, both Christian and), tovo
vakavanua (custom) and veiwekani (kinship), expressed in the VRF through seven principles
of research, which I address in chapter 2 and consider my research strengths and
shortcomings based on the VRF principles. Another key principal for Indigenous research is
reciprocity. I describe one way I was able to give back to extended family and the community
by digitizing and distributing the 40-year-old ethnographic film Carasala ki Lovoni, or
‘opening the way to Lovoni,’ when the Nasinu people reinstated lost ties to their ancestral
village by performing a number of special ceremonies.
Chapter 3 situates Levuka in a wider global economic context describing the role of
the Pacific Fishing Company (PAFCO) tuna cannery in the island’s development and
sustaining access to employment for mostly iTaukei women. PAFCO is an important fixture
of the island’s modern history, and World Heritage designation has been pursued as an
economic alternative against the backdrop of the factory’s instability. Three generations of
Ovalau women have been employed at PAFCO since the factory first opened in 1964,
altering women’s gender roles in villages and exposing them to capitalist labor exploitation. I
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discuss PAFCO’s controversial history drawing from the documentary film, In the Name of
Growth (Emberson-Bain and Preston 2001), and describe my experience visiting the factory
in person, including views from current PAFCO workers. I firmly believe that PAFCO,
though not a heritage site by national or international definitions, is both a part of Levuka’s
heritage and the reason for it.
In chapter 4, I discuss how Levuka’s World Heritage listing was achieved through
efforts of a heritage regime that enacted particular policies in support of heritage-making in
Levuka. I explore how UNESCO’s policy approach, linked to the UN development agenda, is
underpinned by neoliberal development goals, and how this translates to the role of World
Heritage in Fiji as a Small Island Developing State, shaping the work of heritage governance.
I question validity of “development” as an appropriate concept to apply to non-western,
Indigenous places, as it is an ethnocentric approach based on Western notions of progress and
capitalist economic value. I trace the history of government efforts in the nomination process,
and discuss how Levuka is portrayed in the official documentation as having universal value
based foremost on its place in European colonial history, whereas Indigenous relationships to
the site are only generically recognized.
Chapter 5 presents vanua narratives in Lovoni, Nasinu, and Levuka Vakaviti and how
they are central to heritage articulation on the island and influence heritage-making and
heritage development at the Levuka World Heritage Site. I identify common themes of
iTaukei narratives on Ovalau that are important to recognize and acknowledge in heritage
work that is occurring on the island. Themes of vanua narratives show particular ways in
which heritage is articulated vis-à-vis vanua; stories that are rarely accommodated in official
narratives but inevitably influence heritage perceptions and interactions with World Heritage.
In order to identify how different communities on Ovalau understand Levuka’s
heritage, in Chapter 6, I present various perceptions of heritage conveyed to me in interviews.
I explore what particular understandings and views on heritage in general and Levuka’s
heritage in particular might mean for different groups. In seeking to understand how the
Levuka World Heritage program interacts with iTaukei heritage and ways of treating the past
vis-à-vis vanua, I examine how iTaukei define and understand the concept of heritage, which
is Western term that has no direct translation in the Fijian language.
In Chapter 7, I discuss the local politics of Levuka’s World Heritage nomination on
the town and three villages, based on perspectives of the community and government
officials, and determine how government run programs for reviving “heritage arts” affected
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different groups on the island. Ovalau residents understood and experienced the impacts of
World Heritage inscription in different ways, according to gender, age and village. In all
three villages gender-based experience was the primary factor that shaped different
perceptions of heritage programs.
Chapter 8 examines the nature of heritage tourism in Levuka, how tourism operations
and activities are structured and carried out in the town and iTaukei villages, including local
festivals, tours, and the Levuka Museum. I include views on tourism and heritage tourism
from townspeople, iTaukei, and government officials. A Japan-funded international aid
project to help develop and promote heritage tourism in Levuka was a major activity that
resulted from Levuka’s World Heritage inscription. I discuss how Japan became involved
Levuka’s heritage ‘regime,’ its project activities and local views on the project, and why this
and other government led heritage tourism activities did not seem to take hold.
In Chapter 9, I present my conclusions addressing my initial research questions and
discuss the implications of heritage regimes utilizing a ‘universal’ World Heritage framework
for ‘development’ that codifies and commoditizes particular forms of culture, marginalizing
Indigenous articulations in relation to the site. I reflect back on my fieldwork and last visit to
the island to present my work. I list possibilities for further study, and offer practical
recommendations for World Heritage management in Levuka, along with fundamental
recommendations for rethinking approaches to ‘heritage (and) development’ in Levuka, and
reframing approaches to Fiji and Pacific ‘development’ more broadly.
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CHAPTER 2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Introduction
I have genealogical ties to my research site, meaning that my methodology is framed
by long-term relationships and connections, family, and Indigenous protocol. My research
goals are shaped by my background and part-Indigenous identity, which has to inform my
methodology with regard to conducting myself appropriately among family and the wider
community and vanua, both in the physical and spiritual sense.
In this chapter, I explain my research methods by discussing my positionality and
how that has defined my research focus and my approach to research. I use Nabobo-Baba’s
(2006) Vanua Research Framework, based on Smith (2012) to discuss Indigenous research
considerations. I describe the areas where I conducted my research, the demographics of the
people I interviewed, and the standard questions I asked.
Positionality
Providing an explanation of my genealogy is necessary to understand my
methodology. When asked, I label myself a transnational mixed-race Fijian-American. I was
born in the United States in Oregon, and lived in California, Indiana for college, Japan,
Hawai’i, and the Cook Islands. I spent several years living in Fiji both as a child and adult.
My mother is Fijian with Ovalau roots, and my father is American whose ancestors were
immigrants (or settlers depending on how you look at it) of Scottish and Western European
descent.
Officially, I am not iTaukei, or Indigenous Fijian, because my father and grandfather
are not iTaukei, and therefore my mother, sister and I could not be recorded in the vola-nikawa bula (VKB), the official registry of Indigenous Fijians established by the British during
the colonial period. However, we are afforded some rights as vasu - a male’s sister’s
children- a status not institutionalized like the VKB (Toren and Pauwels 2015, 143 -165). My
maternal great grandmother was from New Ireland, Papua New Guinea. She married my
great grandfather when he was sent to Papua New Guinea as a Methodist missionary, and she
returned to Ovalau with him sometime in the early 1900s. Though my grandmother was a
respected matriarch with recognized mana (spiritual power), she did not have a chiefly title
and was descended from the bati, or warrior class. My maternal grandfather was Indo-Fijian
of Nepalese descent, born in Fiji. Officially, only my grandmother, and her father are
recognized as Indigenous Fijians in the VKB. Culturally, my mother was raised Fijian, and a
walk through the Fiji Museum reminds her of her childhood in the village, in contrast to Fiji’s
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relatively recent modernity. She was also exposed to Indo-Fijian culture through my
grandfather, though his family ostracized him for marrying my Fijian grandmother in the
1940s, which led him to assimilate into my grandmother’s vanua, embracing Fijian language
and culture as if it were his own.
I don’t know if I can truly say that I am an Indigenous or Native anthropologist, but I
like David Gegeo’s (2001) view of place and identity as it relates to indigeneity. Based on
Solomon Islands Kwara’ae epistemology, Gegeo argues for the portability of identity and
place in resolving tensions between Native and Indigenous and non-Native in the context of
Native Pacific Cultural Studies. The conception of place as portable, “Would remove the test
of one’s Nativeness or Indigenousness based on where one is living, and would instead
recognize the unity of Islanders wherever they are. The increasing hybridity of identity and
ethnicity in the Pacific and worldwide should not prevent us from being able to make claims
about parts of our identity if we feel them to be central to who we are” (Gegeo 2001, 501).
Gegeo goes on to say that arguments over degrees of ethnicity and indigeneity are
“metropolitan battles that have been imported into Pacific cultures” implying that these
approaches foster discrimination and divisiveness. The cliché holds true that “we need to
recognize and celebrate rather than try to root out the diversity among us” (2001, 502). A
similar conversation happened during one of my visits to Nasinu. An uncle told me that
someone in the village hall saw me pass by during a meeting and said, “Ocei na kaivalagi ike
ya?” Who is that white person over there? My uncle replied, “Okoya sega ni kaivalagi.
Okoya na marmama ni Viti, mai Nasinu. O sega ni kila? Keitou madaga na kawani
drodrolagi.” She’s not a white person, she is a Fijian from this village. Don’t you know our
family is like a rainbow?
To complicate the story even further, my father is an anthropologist who trained at
Stanford in the 1960s. At one point during my fieldwork a family member in the village said,
“Oh, so you’re doing what your father did?” People remember him fondly as the
anthropologist uncle from America. I responded, “I guess I am.” He also did research on
Ovalau, making my anthropological path somewhat inherited, I think mostly by osmosis. I
like to say facetiously that my mother was his ‘native informant.’ She did serve as a cultural
interlocutor to some extent, but not as much her relatives and others on the island. My father
believes that scientific objectivity can be achieved in anthropology well enough to be able to
identify cultural truths. He rejected the post-modern turn that emerged in the 1980s as navelgazing and believed anthropologists should apply their cross-cultural skills to effect positive
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change in the world. He might cringe at the sight of the words “positionality” and
“reflexivity” because for him it meant anthropologists are diverting valuable time and energy
thinking about themselves when they could be addressing important human problems. This
position has influenced my approach to anthropology, but has also made me reluctant to
readily subscribe to the latest anthropological trends. His favorite Far Side cartoon posted for
many years to his office door in the Oregon State anthropology department depicted an
Indigenous person in headdress and grass skirt telling the anthropologist in his pith helmet,
“Enough about you, let’s talk about me.” But as a part-Indigenous person, the story is
partially about me as my research draws upon my Indigenous genealogy, so I have to briefly
indulge.
My positionality I think closely echoes that of Native Pacific anthropologist Katerina
Teaiwa (2004) in her discussion of Visweswaran's (1994) notion of “homework” as a
theoretical approach to research in the context of Native and Indigenous anthropology. In this
context, it becomes apparent that the term 'fieldwork' can reinforce ideas about the outsiderinsider dichotomy between the researcher and the researched, and privilege wielded by
academics to represent Indigenous people and reproduce colonial power relations (Smith
2012, 2; White and Tengan 2001, 389). Teaiwa says that navigating her role as a “Banaban
anthropologist” while not growing up in Kiribati or speaking the language, was a deeply
troubling experience, as she was neither an insider nor outsider. “I was constantly learning
and unlearning what it meant to be a good Banaban and a good anthropologist, and I usually
felt like I failed at both”- this led her to a sense of “homelessness” (2004, 217). Like Teaiwa,
I am not an insider, nor am I a total outsider. I am not proficient in, or necessarily good at
navigating my indigeneity or my inherited path of anthropology. Indeed, doing anthropology
as an Indigenous person, or anyone with an Indigenous background, underscores the blurred
boundaries between native and non-native, insider and outsider, home and ‘the field,’ and can
create conceptual dilemmas (White and Tengan 2001, 389, 397).
In my view, the word ‘Indigenous’ in the context of Fiji often has negative
connotations that are associated with nativism, and hard to separate from Fiji’s ethnonationalist coup culture. Indigenous Fijian village life is largely still governed by
communalism, which might have a utopian appeal among Westerners that are disillusioned
with late stage capitalism. However, outside of state controlled definitions and romanticized
views, ‘Indigenous’ can mean many things. This includes its patriarchal, racialized and
colonized nature, and a general narrative that Indigenous Fijians are a homogenous group.
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Indigenous ethno-nationalism led to four coup d’états from 1987 to 2006, entirely the result
of Fiji’s colonial legacy. The term ‘Indigenous’ in Fiji is highly politicized, so much so that a
state directive under the military government ordered the official use of the Fijian term
iTaukei, literally meaning ‘native’, to refer to Indigenous Fijians. The term “Fijian” now
officially encompasses both Indigenous and non-Indigenous citizens of Fiji. Due to this
context, I do not entirely feel comfortable referring to myself as an Indigenous Fijian
anthropologist.
Similar to experiences other Indigenous anthropologists have described (Tengan
2005; Uperesa 2010), I too have felt boxed in, offended, and faced questioning from Pacific
Islander peers and mentors (who view anthropology as a bit ridiculous at best) as to why I
would take up anthropology and not Pacific Studies or History. Epeli Hau’ofa (2008) pointed
out that anthropology’s otherizing effect and historical portrayal of Pacific people as static,
transactional, and without feelings, deters Pacific Islanders from taking up the discipline.
White and Tengan (2001) expanded upon this view saying that, “Anthropology’s valorization
of outsiderness as a strategy for culture learning, seen as a core value from inside the
discipline, is often seen by others as evidence of separation and detachment, of separate
values and interests. Given the palpable legacy of power differentials between natives and
non-natives in a region with a long and present colonial history, it should not be surprising
that ‘separate’ is often read as ‘divergent’ and ‘conflicting’ and in a decolonial context,
“separate easily implies antagonistic” (2001, 395 – 396). My opinions about anthropology
may always remain mixed, and I cannot totally eschew the discipline, as it is also a part of
my genealogy.
Appro ach to research
Considering my positionality as an anthropologist with Indigenous genealogy, or a
part-Indigenous person with an anthropological genealogy, the question of who I am doing
research for and why is central. It is not merely a matter of looking at a map and deciding that
a place looks like a suitable research site based on its geography. You think about your
community, your family, their needs and aspirations. It may be a backwards approach to
research - I first chose Levuka because of my connections to the place, then identified World
Heritage as a major activity that might impact peoples lives. My research question was not to
first try to understand a phenomenon of being human by focusing on a particular place and
people, but first to think about the place and the people and try and understand how and why
particular phenomenon are taking place.
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Kanaka ʻŌiwi (Indigenous Hawaiian) anthropologist Ty Tengan discusses the
importance of kuleana (rights and responsibilities) for Indigenous anthropologists. Rather
than ethnographic research being curiosity-driven, Tengan points out, “genealogy and
kuleana are perhaps even more salient driving factors for Indigenous ethnographers” (2005,
248). This is also true in my research journey. My pull towards Fiji and Levuka is
strengthened through my yaca (namesake) relationship with my Fijian grandmother, Nanise
Baba Daunaqaqa. Tuwere (2002, 21) explains that naming a child after someone within kin
groups or clans was one way that early Fijians transmitted oral tradition. It helps to ensure
3

continuity of the vanua, with a connection maintained through the yaca relationship. NaboboBaba (2006, 56) describes the significance of naming in her district of Fiji. “The cyclical
concept of time is indicated by the way names are given to people and the way they alternate
generations are called ‘tako’ and ‘lavo.’ Loosely defined, this links the first and the third
generation as being, for example, like brothers.” It is common to ask who a person takes
after/replaces, ‘who are you named after, who do you reflect?’ I cannot say for sure if similar
language is common in Ovalau, but the sentiment around naming is similar. A yaca
relationship also comes with i tavi (like kuleana - responsibility/obligation). Namesakes can
be close or distant relatives, and might be expected to have a close relationship (‘like
brothers’ as Nabobo-Baba says) and serve each other through reciprocal gifting or acts of
service. Tengan’s description of his grandmother bestowing him with kuleana resonates with
my experience of a yaca relationship. He says, “Kuleana also chooses us rather than the other
way around, and it comes as a gift from our kūpuna (ancestors both living and deceased)”
(2005, 252). In essence, my genealogical ties and noqu i tavi are strengthened, both
consciously and subconsciously, since I carry my grandmother’s name. During one follow-up
visit to the village (which ended up focusing more on family obligations) the aunt I was
staying with said to me, “It must be your name. That is why you keep coming back.”
Research framework
My research framework is, as best as possible, based around responsibility to the
people in this study, as explained above, which includes consideration of key cultural pillars
and protocols. iTaukei academic Unaisi Nobobo-Baba (2006) proposes a “Vanua Research
Framework” for Indigenous research that is modeled on the Kaupapa Maori research
framework (Smith 2012). Nabobo-Baba’s Vanua Research Framework incorporates
3

Lindstrom 2011 also discusses social and historical continuity through naming in Vanuatu.
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principles for Indigenous research methodology such as taking into account values and
protocols, ensuring accountability to the community, using Indigenous researchers as
principle investigators, and obtaining permission from chiefs to carry out research. Like
Linda Tuhiwai Smith in her path-breaking book Decolonizing Methodologies (1999),
Nabobo-Baba advocates for an approach to Indigenous research that is framed around
Indigenous self-determination and valuing Indigenous knowledge.
In discussing a way forward for Indigenous research, Nabobo-Baba proposes that all
research must recognize and be grounded in the four primary epistemological categories of
vanua (land), lotu (spirituality, both Christian and Indigenous), tovo vakavanua (custom) and
veiwekani (kinship). In reflecting on my own research, I found that information I gathered,
and the act of research itself, becomes inevitably organized around these key cultural pillars.
As a partial insider, there are aspects of vanua research that came together for me almost
naturally, and some things I carried out relatively subconsciously as part of family or village
protocol that I participated in since childhood.
Nabobo-Baba proposed a Vanua Research Framework “VRF” consisting of seven
principles. Initially, I was wary of following a formula that seemed too structured and
‘traditional’ in a sense. However, once I began my fieldwork I found Nabobo-Baba’s VRF to
be a useful guiding framework. Other Indigenous research on Ovalau has also applied VRF to
devise an approach to traditional knowledge education called Bu ni Ovalau (see Lagi 2015).
Below, I address attempts in my research to uphold the seven principles of vanua research.
(i) Research, especially that related to knowledge access, legitimization,
Indig enous ethics and sanctions, and boundaries, focuses on Indigenous
people’s needs and takes into account Indigenous cultural values, protocols,
kno wledge and processes.
Before beginning interviews and informal talks, according to Fijian protocol I first
asked permission from the relevant chiefs of respective villages to carry out my research,
making and offering (sevusevu) of a kava plant (yaqona) to request permission from village
chiefs to move around and speak to anyone willing to participate, while insuring a balance of
gender and age as much as possible.
As Nabobo-Baba points out, “A relation of the researcher from the matanivanua
(herald) clan of the researcher’s village, or a male relative of the researcher, attends as
spokesman and presents the yaqona (2006, 29). As I explain below, my research consultant
was a male relative who acted as my liaison. I also paid him for his time and effort in
supporting my project. When asking permission from the village chief in our own village (we
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do not have a vanua chief in the village), my mother also attended. The chief at the time was
her cousin – her mother’s brother’s son. When visiting Levuka Vakaviti, a village we are not
connected with, with a different vanua chief, the former village chief of our village (also my
mother’s cousin from a different uncle) presented the sevusevu and spoke for us. When
visiting Lovoni, a village where have strong genealogical ties (see below), my research
consultant’s brother-in-law, who is from Lovoni and lives there, accompanied us to the two
chief’s houses and spoke for us in the sevusevu.
In the context of this project, people’s needs mostly related to wanting information
about the World Heritage program and specifically, people frequently questioned what
benefits a World Heritage listing would bring to their village. I asked permission to record
their comments and stories, not only based on university ethics requirements, but also asking
permission to publish that knowledge, considering that they may want to keep certain
knowledge private. In one case, a chief expressed that he did not want outside tour companies
to know their stories and details of their heritage sites. This is one reason my research was
not centered around gathering information about iTaukei heritage sites.
(ii) Researchers are fluent in or understand the Fijian language and/or the
dialect of the researched community.
Though most people can speak basic conversational English, village interviews were
conducted mostly in Fijian, and interviews with non-Fijian townspeople were conducted in
English. I am not fluent in Fijian, but have been exposed to the language since childhood and
took formal lessons as an adult. My research consultant assisted by translating between
English and Fijian simultaneously, though I understood most of the Fijian and also asked
questions in Fijian, picking up the phrasing and rhythm of the questions after a few
interviews. Later, during transcribing, I used my mother’s strong Fijian-English bilingual
ability to assist with translations where I was uncertain or identified comments that had not
been translated during the interviews. For this reason, and also for the purpose of refreshing
my memory on thoughts and feelings during particular interviews (also while reading
interview notes), I transcribed all of the interviews myself. Some translations were worked
out through discussion, in order to come to the most appropriate translation possible. We
sometimes called those interviewed in our own village to clarify comments, as those people
could be approached informally. So the voices that come through in this research are
conveyed not only by me, but also through my research consultant Lowa and my mother.
These processes have incorporated them into this research at different levels.
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(iii) Indigenous persons are used as principal researchers in team research.
My research was not team research, officially, but I considered my research
consultant to be my guide on protocol and take the lead in establishing rapport when visiting
villages and conducting interviews. As mentioned above, my research consultant was also my
spokesperson.
(iv) Researchers acknowledge and affirm existing elders and v anua structures
and protocols. In terms of reciprocity, researchers ensure there is suffi cient
means to show appropriate appreciation for people’s freely given love,
support and resources.
I began interviews with village chiefs after obtaining permission through sevusevu
(see i & vii) to interview others in the village, and ensured that I also gathered views of
village elders. My mother and grandmother (before she passed away) were also important in
facilitating my fieldwork in this area, as things can sometimes get tricky with family and
village politics. When traveling alone to Levuka, I am always given specific instructions to
visit particular people with particular gifts, and avoid others that might be currently involved
in a dispute with allied family members that I might otherwise be unaware of. I have also
been warned to stay away from certain areas of the village where black magic might be
practiced. I listened to these warnings, and also applied my own judgment taking into account
what I already knew of village dynamics. In this respect, it was sometimes easier to stay at a
lodge in town and only stop in for short visits with family. It was also difficult to write field
notes and have space for reflection when staying with relatives, particularly when they hosted
kava sessions in your honor and you might be expected to at least be present until the wee
hours of the morning, as it might be impossible to sleep anyway while the party carried on.
Nabobo-Baba also recognizes that “Respectful language, appropriate choice of words,
gestures, correct gifting and respectful deportment are particularly important in vanua
research. For me to be vakamarama (behave like a lady at all times) was important” 2006:
27). It is important to dress with legs and shoulders covered, and better to wear sulu jaba,
formal Fijian attire similar to a muumuu. Both men and women are expected to cover their
legs in the village. “Acting like a lady” sounds antithetical to gender equality, but for the
purpose of visiting and gathering information, following village protocol such as this is
important. It signals respect for iTaukei values, though it could be argued these are purely
colonial.
At every visit I distributed gifts to the appropriate people, mainly in the form of food
and clothing. To contribute to village livelihoods, I also made sure to purchase items from the
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village canteen, fish, and other food grown in village gardens. However, I admit that I feel
like I failed to contribute more during my research, as I was unable to live on the island for
an extended period of time, making several visits instead (see below). On a researcher’s
budget, I also did not have large amounts of cash to contribute to any major projects. My
hope is that my research can be a tool for advocacy and information, or at least as a record of
conditions and sentiment at a particular moment in time.
One important material item that I was able contribute to my family’s village was
digitized copies of an ethnographic film my father made in 1978 called Carasala Ki Lovoni or
Opening the W ay to Lovoni. My father and mother narrate the video, which documents a
ceremony to mark the return of the Nasinu people to reestablish lost ties to their ancestral
village of Lovoni. Not living in the US, it took about one year to organize digitization of the
VHS tape, copied over from 8mm film in the 1990s. Within a couple of hours of first
watching the DVD at an aunt’s house where I stayed, people began appearing at the house to
request copies for various families who appeared in the film 40 years ago. The younger
generation of cousins who first viewed the video were eager to see their parents as children,
grandparents who had passed on, and great grandparents they were named after but had never
met. They watched the ceremony preparations with interest noting the techniques the past
generation used for activities such as harvesting kava, preparing pigs for the earth oven, or
lovo. The older generation also noted the ceremonial style and expressed nostalgia over the
music and singing performed after formalities were completed. Scenes in the film also show
my sister and I as children participating in the ceremony. Days after I left the village, I even
received requests via Facebook from other relatives who heard about the DVD and wanted a
copy. It is rare that family history/vanua history would be documented on film, in addition to
techniques that are no longer practiced. The film, now distributed to most families who took
part in the ceremony 40 years ago, is an important source of knowledge and information on
history, identity, and particular ceremonial practices. For that, I am thankful to my father for
making the film and assisting with digitization, and feel a sense of satisfaction that I was able
to provide something of special value to family in Nasinu. Later, I also presented the film to
Lovoni and the Levuka Museum.
Since my daughter accompanied me on a few trips to Levuka, I followed Fijian
protocol to formally present her to village elders to gain acknowledgement and acceptance of
her genealogical ties to the village. After the ceremony, with formalized language and
presentation of kava and other goods, it was then appropriate for her to come and go from the
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village. This was a way of respecting vanua, and respecting and acknowledging the status of
elders in the village.
(v) Researchers ensure that, as much as possible, local people are co-opted as
members of the research exercise as a means of building local capacity and
ensuring that research is of benefit to the vanua.
My research consultant and translator was a cousin, Lowa (grandson of my
grandmother’s cousin), a subsistence farmer who is also such an avid reader and lay
philosopher that a few people in the family nicknamed him “Dr. Bush” (“bush” since the
village farms are located some distance in the rainforest covered mountains behind the
village). I discovered that Lowa is highly skilled in visiting village houses from his
experience as a Jehovah’s Witness, which was a great asset to have during door-to-door
visits. He did not know the occupants of all of the dwellings we visited in other villages, but
always knew the most appropriate way approach houses and whether or not to proceed based
on activity around the house, or lack thereof. He also had experience working on other
research projects in Nasinu and Ovalau.
(vi) Researchers build into their research, procedures for accountability and
the provision of meaningful feedback to the relevant community.
From the beginning of my research I factored in time and money to return to Levuka
after completing a draft of my dissertation to present my observations, collect feedback, and
confirm permission to publish comments from interlocutors. In the early stages of my
research, I shared conference papers and my research proposal with the Department of
Heritage to obtain feedback and approval to proceed. I presented my findings to chiefs and
interlocutors in the three villages, and held a public presentation in Levuka attended by the
town CEO, other town leaders and residents, generating discussion and feedback.
(vii) Vanua chiefs as well as village chiefs give their permi ssion for all
research done in the vanua.
Before beginning interviews and informal talks, according to Fijian protocol I first
asked permission from the relevant chiefs of respective villages to carry out my research,
making and offering (sevusevu) of a kava plant (yaqona) to request permission from village
chiefs and vanua chiefs as relevant, to move freely around the village and speak to people. I
also obtained feedback and permission to present my observations and information gathered
in the villages.
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Research sites and interlocutors
I conducted most of my research through several visits to Levuka over five years,
from 2011-2016 and a follow-up visits to share my work and receive feedback in 2018, 2019
and 2020. I lived and worked in Fiji from 2005-2010, visiting Levuka many times and also
spent time there as a child. In addition to Levuka town, I selected three villages to visit and
conduct interviews, each with their own distinct histories, locations, and socio-economic
characteristics. Nasinu village, along the main road 5km from the town, is where my mother
and grandmother were raised, and where we stay when visiting the island. Our closest
relatives live there – siblings and cousins of my grandmother, and cousins of my mother, my
sister and I. Lovoni village, located in the mountainous interior of the island, is the ancestral
home of the Nasinu people and also renowned in Fiji for being a warrior village that fought
against domination from other tribes as well as European colonizers. We have cousins and
other distant relatives living in Lovoni, and the village leaders and elders knew my
grandmother well. The third village I included was Levuka Vakaviti village, which borders
Levuka town and is therefore strongly intertwined with the town’s history and economy.
I interviewed approximately 74 people of different ages, genders, ethnic groups, and
occupations. I had informal conversations with more. This number includes 55 iTaukei
residents of Nasinu, Lovoni, and Levuka Vakaviti. I interviewed 13 townspeople and town
leaders, meeting up with some of them repeatedly over several years. Keeping in mind that
Levuka town itself is small, I spoke with five descendants of European colonial families, and
three Indo-Fijian families. I did not include interviews with descendants of Chinese
immigrants who settled later in Levuka, and mostly have moved away (I was told only one
such person still lives in Levuka). Due to time constraints, I also did not interview
descendants of blackbirded colonial laborers most of whom reside in a village a few
kilometers outside of town. I felt that researching this group would be a large sub-project of
its own that I would want to devote more time to later.
iTaukei interviews were split almost evenly between men and women, and one gender
non-binary interviewee who I refer to as male when quoted. Of this group, about 20 people
were between 20 and 50 years old. The rest were between 50 and 78, or 85 if I count my
grandmother, who I never formally interviewed with my standard questions, but whose
knowledge and mana I drew upon in writing this dissertation. This also applies to my mother,
and my research consultant who supported me with interviews, translations and provided
background knowledge. I spoke with a larger amount of older people than young people,
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about a 60-40 split. Younger men were working on their hillside gardens during the day,
while younger women were at PAFCO. That left more of the older generation and retired
people at home during the day when I was able to carry out interviews.
I completed about half of the interviews in Nasinu village, my family’s village where
I often stay while visiting. Logistically, and socially, it was easier to speak with people in
Nasinu. Although I had hoped to complete more interviews in Lovoni and Levuka Vakaviti,
my time was limited in these two villages. As a result, I focused on village leaders and elders
with historical knowledge. Lovoni Village is difficult to access, deep in the mountainous
interior of the island, and fell ill on the way to conducting interviews and was unable to speak
with as many people as I intended. It was not easy for me to arrange the trip, and then I had to
travel for over an hour on a winding dirt road in the back of a rattling cargo truck, eventually
vomiting after I arrived in Lovoni. I did not venture back. I realize anthropologists and others
face far more difficult circumstances in work, and in life. It might have been having a baby at
home that I did not feel as brave and tough as I normally would have. However, I do plan to
go back now that my daughter is older, and my mother is keen to make arrangements and
take the trip together which will make the stay smoother. When I say make arrangements, I
am referring to consideration of village protocol, family, gifting, meals, and so forth, which
all have political elements that must be considered to maintain harmonious relationships (see
discussion on Vanua Research Framework).
Levuka Vakaviti is easy to access, however, being so close to town, many residents
are away working during the daytime when I could visit. My research consultant and I were
told once to come back when we tried to visit on a Saturday because most villagers were
away watching rugby at the sports ground. Sunday is a day for rest and worship and therefore
not ideal for visitors to walk around asking questions. However, in Nasinu, I was given
permission to move through the village on a Sunday after church services and Sunday lunch.
It was more like I was going around visiting relatives, rather than doing work and prodding
into the lives of strangers. I was able to interview most young people in Nasinu on a Sunday
afternoon when they were home from work. Evenings were also not the most opportune time
to do interviews, unless I was able to stay in the villages. It was too difficult to manage when
I had a breastfeeding baby. It was difficult enough staying in a familiar village, in
comparatively comfortable circumstances with a flush toilet and cold shower in my cousin’s
home. In the cool season water had to be heated in a kettle for the baby’s bath, and our baths
for that matter, which entailed scooping water out of a bucket in an unfinished concrete
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shower stall. I admit that I was too risk averse to take my baby to stay in unknown conditions
in the other villages.
Over the years, I carried out repeat interviews with government officials and
community leaders in Levuka town. This includes four national level government officials,
three provincial officials, four town officials and staff and seven town leaders and community
members. I observed several community and national level events held in Levuka, as well as
observing daily life through ‘participant observation.’ I did not interview UNESCO officials
for logistical reasons, and because of my experience working in the Pacific development
industry for five years in Suva, where I developed an understanding of development agency
policies and practices from the perspective of a participant observer. The focus of this project
has not been on illuminating the workings of UNESCO, as this is a popular and already wellresearched topic, as discussed in Chapter 4. Rather I focus on how the government and
community understand and respond to World Heritage related development.
After asking permission from village chiefs to conduct village interviews, I explained
my project and asked each participant for verbal permission to interview and record our
conversations based on human subjects ethical requirements. Most people agreed to be
interviewed and recorded. About three people agreed to be interviewed, but did not want to
be recorded. I wanted to know what iTaukei on Ovalau understand about heritage, if and how
they identify with the heritage of their village and Levuka town, and how much importance
they place on the heritage of their village and the heritage of Levuka. From preliminary
research, I found that heritage, and particularly World Heritage, might be understood
primarily as an economic opportunity. I also wanted to learn about their views on tourism –
how much people are participating in it currently, or plan to participate in the future, and
what kind of attitudes iTaukei and Levuka town residents hold regarding tourism. Ultimately,
through these questions I wanted to understand how heritage and Levuka’s World Heritage
designation was impacting peoples’ lives.
I carried out informal interviews and semistructured interviews that lasted anywhere
from ten minutes, for example, with young people who did not think much about heritage, to
two hours with leaders and officials. I asked five standard questions during most of the
interviews, in addition to demographic questions on age and occupation. I used the same
general questions for iTaukei village interviews, and interviews with local officials and
leaders. The questions are intentionally broad, and I prodded when necessary, as I aimed to
gather basic cultural domain information (Bernard 2006). These questions were: 1) What is
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your definition of heritage? (What do you think of when you hear the word heritage?) 2)
What do you think about heritage? 3) Have you participated in any heritage-related activities?
(Which ones? Why or why not?) 3) What do you think about the heritage of this village? 3)
What do you think about the heritage of Levuka town? 4) What do you think about tourism,
in your village or in Levuka town? 5) Do you have any other thoughts or comments related to
heritage? I used the English word ‘heritage,’ code switching with Fijian, since the word
‘heritage’ has many meanings and I did not want to define it for them. Fijians refer to
Levuka’s World Heritage and activities of the government Department of Heritage as
‘heritage.’ Heritage in this context, is not officially translated into Fijian. Interlocutors
provided different Fijian language translations by asking them to define the English word
heritage, therefore providing insight into how they understand heritage.
When speaking with national level officials who were managing Levuka’s heritage
inscription and heritage projects, what Bernard (2006) might refer to as “cultural experts” my
four questions were not relevant and interviews became open-ended and were more akin to
updates on the status of the World Heritage nomination and associated activities. Since
Levuka and Ovalau is a small community, I did not use names very often to avoid causing
conflict, and did not attach pseudonyms to interviewees, which may make them easier to
identify. Permission was given where real names are used. I have deliberately left out some
information because it is unspoken, and would cause tension if brought out into the open.
Conclusion
I tried to the best of my ability to take into account iTaukei values, protocols and to be
accountable to the community that gave me time and information, and showed me hospitality
and kindness. As a part-Indigenous anthropologist, it is sometimes easier to carry out
research where connections, background knowledge, and stories already exist. At the same
time carrying out research in a place you are deeply connected is not easy due to the layers of
social obligations and constraints that must be managed in order to gather the information
you need. But it also means that these connections keep pulling you back. It is a long-term
relationship, even if your research focus or career changes, you keep returning. I hope that
my research, and action taken based on my findings and recommendations, is just a first step
in giving back to the place, people and relationships that have enriched my life and helped me
make sense of not only my part-Indigenous identity, but also my approach to anthropology.
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Figure 6. Left: Jope, a relative who guided us through Lovoni village, with Lowa (2014).
Figure 7. Right: Scenes from Carasala Ki Lovoni film; author held by an aunt in front of kerosene and fabric
gifts. Top photos: harvesting kava and preparing kerosene (1978).

Figure 8. Left: Having kava during the Kaumata ni gone; presentation of my daughter to the village (2014).
Figure 9. Right: Kaumata ni gone during Carasala ki Lovoni; author's sister, Makita, presented by our mother to
the Lovoni Chief (Tui Wailevu), Ratu Isikia Rogoyawa (1978).
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Figure 10. PAFCO factory entrance (2019).

CHAPTER 3. PAFCO: LEVUKA’S HERITAGE OF GLOBALIZATION
Introduction
When I began research in Levuka, one of the first things I did was to carry out
participant observation of a Levuka heritage tour offered by the Levuka Museum and
Community Center. The tour guide was a soft-spoken older man, walking with a slight limp,
and his young grandson joined us from kindergarten mid-way through the tour. He walked
me through the town pointing out the historical buildings. I was slightly confused when at the
end of the tour, he kept walking to the edge of town until we reached the Pacific Fishing
Company, or PAFCO, the tuna cannery and main employer in Levuka and Ovalau Island. I
was surprised and maybe a little dismissive at first. The company is about 50 years old, and is
not housed in any heritage buildings, so it would not have any ‘heritage value’ by state or
UNESCO World Heritage definitions. I wondered why he wanted to take me to PAFCO, as it
was a stark contrast looking at an enormous aluminum warehouse after walking through the
town while appreciating quaint colonial architecture.
This chapter explores the significance of PAFCO for Levuka’s heritage, and in
particular iTaukei women who make up the majority of PAFCOs workers. I draw upon a
critical documentary film, In the Name of Growth, which happens to be co-directed by a
relative originally from Nasinu village, to understand the historical role of PAFCO in the
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island’s development. I describe my experience visiting the factory, the current status of
PAFCO and some impressions from current PAFCO workers. I conclude by presenting my
understanding of where PAFCO sits in Levuka’s heritage landscape and why it has been
important to Levuka’s World Heritage inscription.
The heritage of PAFCO
As a visitor to Levuka, visiting family, it is common to bring cans of PAFCO tuna
back from the trip, along with fresh fish and taro, but I had not thought very much about the
importance of PAFCO to the people on the island, especially iTaukei women. PAFCO is a
fixture of Levuka’s physical and economic landscape, and is now employing a third
generation of Ovalauans, mostly Indigenous Fijian women. Almost every woman I met,
interviewed, and casually came across, in addition to women relatives, had experience
working at PAFCO. Some had worked there for only a few years, while others had spent up
to 30 years of their lives with the company. Men are also employed at PAFCO, but they are
fewer in numbers – only about 15 percent of the workforce, and unsurprisingly tend to
occupy the supervisory and heavy labor roles (Baleivanualala 2001, 107). PAFCO employs
up to 1000 people during the peak season, and, as of this writing, is supplying Bumble Bee
Foods (USA) with about 50 percent of its canned tuna for American consumers.
The establishment of PAFCO in Levuka stems from the legacy of Levuka’s ‘old
capital’ status. The town has generally been viewed as ‘in decline’ since the capital was
moved to Suva in 1882. European-descended townspeople with business connections worked
to ensure that Levuka maintained some type of economic industry (Kumar 2001, 97). Copra
was Fiji’s second largest export crop after sugar, and Levuka became the center for
processing and shipping. However, this operation eventually moved to Suva in the 1950s,
which subsequently led to an economic crash in Levuka. “The town essentially came to a
stand still. Many people left, moving to Viti Levu or elsewhere, and those that stayed worked
to try and revive the economy, and looked for support from the government to revive industry
in the town” (Emberson-Bain and Preston 2001).
In 1963, the PAFCO tuna cannery was established as a joint venture between by a
Japanese firm C. Itoh, and another Japanese shareholder Nichiryo Ltd., with support from
Japan’s Ministry of Trade and Industry, the Fiji Government, and a small group of individual
shareholders. Japan’s fisheries industry had ties with Fiji that began during the colonial
period, including a commercial fishing operation established Suva in the 1930s
(Baleivanualala 2001, 102). The PAFCO venture built upon Japan’s early interests in Fiji’s
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fisheries to spur economic development in the post-colonial period and offer rural Fijians
access to the cash economy through factory work. McGowan, a Levuka businessman
supported by a group of Levuka citizens, secured PAFCO’s location in Levuka. Three Fijian
high chiefs who were closely connected with Levuka gave their support to the venture - then
Prime Minister Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, Ratu Sir Edward Cakobau, and his cousin, the
Vunivalu and paramount chief of Fiji, Ratu Sir George Cakobau (Ritova 1989, 4).
Emberson-Bain and Preston reveal in their documentary film In the Name of Growth
(2001) that, “PAFCO’s history is one of instability and controversy.” PAFCO expanded its
canning operation over the years and benefitted from access to European markets under the
first Lomé Convention in 1978 (Baleivanualala 2001). In 1987, when Fiji experienced its first
two coups d’état, Japanese partners pulled out of the company citing a depressed tuna market.
The Government of Fiji acquired almost full ownership of the company (99.58%, with the
remaining held as private shares), though it was essentially bankrupt (Emberson-Bain and
Preston 2001). “Under state ownership PAFCO enjoyed a brief run of good fortune. In less
than a year the company was celebrating a turnover of $30 million dollars, and it's first profit
in six years” (Emberson-Bain and Preston 2001). Sainsbury’s, a large British grocery store
chain, was its prized customer for ‘dolphin safe’ branded tuna (Keith-Reid 1996). But before
long, the company was recording straight losses despite a $17 million aid package from
Australia. “Workers staged a strike in 1993, asking for better working conditions, but the
strike was deemed illegal. By the end of 1997 the company had accumulated over $16
million worth of losses and the cannery was locked in a cycle of closures sometimes for
months at a time” (Emberson-Bain and Preston 2001). Observers also accused the company
of mismanagement and corruption. Keith-Reid writes (1996,15),
Talk to some of the business people of Levuka and they will quietly tell you the need
for a different attitude amongst the workers at the [PAFCO] cannery in the town….
They say there are three problems in the work force that hurt the cannery and its
efforts to compete internationally: lack of productivity, the high rate of absenteeism;
and industrial relations that never recovered from a crippling strike in 1993. Some put
the blame firmly on the workers while others also put some on the attitude of the
company’s management.
At the time of my research, periodic closures and down scaling of employees continued as a
frequent practice. PAFCO employees attributed this to seasonal supply fluctuations, or
simply that there were no fish coming in.
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Exploitation of Indigenous women’s labor
When PAFCO began, Fijian women were recruited from many villages around the
island to work in the factory. Emberson-Bain (1994) points out, “The manufacturing sector
has proved to Fiji’s own little economic miracle or success story. It is a miracle that has been
built on the foundations of an export-driven development ideology, and which has been made
possible by access to the relatively cheap and tractable labour of thousands of Fiji’s women”
(1994,150). Emberson-Bain notes that the preference for women workers at PAFCO is a
policy inherited from the company’s former Japanese management,
It conforms to the long-established trend set by world market factories in regions like
Asia and Central and South America, and it replicates the practice on the emerging
production or assembly lines of the Pacific, including the fish canneries of the
Solomon Islands and American Samoa. The policy has its roots firmly planted in the
economic benefits that derive from the so-called ‘traditional’ gender division of
labour which encapsulates discriminatory values about ‘womens work’ and well-worn
arguments about their ‘natural’ dexterity and precision (or ‘nimble fingers’), patience,
speed and efficiency, and thus their suitability for assembly line work” (1994, 155-6).
Rajan (2005, 153) quotes a PAFCO Quality Control Manager saying, “Women are
capable of dexterous work, better with their hands, more productive and more committed
than men.” Rajan points out that with severely limited employment opportunities on Ovalau,
employing women for the processing line works well for the company. Women are really
preferred because they are “wiling to work for low wages, follow orders easily and are not
aware of their rights as workers” (2005, 254). An industry manager at another factory agreed
that, “With women in the industry, really they are the backbone of the industry, Particularly
on the factory floor. Here and certainly at PAFCO. The women are very productive, they are
good, dedicated workers, they don't give us half the problems that the men do” (EmbersonBain 2001). A local chief, Tui Cawaci, says in the film,
It’s wonderful what the women manage to do. It’s due to the women that we have all
these houses on Ovalau. It is the fruit of their labour. They achieve what they set out
to do, all our church and traditional obligations. When we need something, it’s easy to
appeal to the women. With us men, it’s hopeless.
Emberson-Bain and Preston (2001) capture several poignant stories of women’s
experiences working at the factory. According to the women, once the Fiji government took
control of the company, they were faced with hardship and exploitation under difficult
working conditions. Wages were so low, and made worse by high interest loans arranged by
PAFCO with the only local bank, that it was almost not worth working at all. In the 1990s,
PAFCO paid assembly line workers about $70 Fiji dollars per week (about US$45 equivalent
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at the time). One worker interviewed in the film said, “After all the deductions are made from
my pay at Westpac [bank], I am left with $14. Out of this $14, I spend $4 on school bus fares
for my children, and $10 on food for the family. The money is not enough to reach the next
week.” Others pointed out that there were no lighter duties for pregnant woman, and under
government management, women were penalized for staying home to take care of sick
children, and a full hour of pay was docked if they were 15 minutes late to work. After
Japanese management left, fans were removed from the assembly line to save on operating
expenses. Conditions were hot and uncomfortable, and sickness spread quickly among
employees due to poor ventilation.
As PAFCO operates in a competitive global trade environment, it became an example
of the ‘race to the bottom’ approach brought about by free trade. As a former manager of the
company said, “We have to fight tooth and nail to gain our place on the international market.
The Solomon Islands has its own canning facility. Thailand, they are also threatening our
own traditional markets” (Emberson-Bain and Preston 2001).
PAFCO management claimed that the workers attitudes were too casual, and productivity
was low compared to other canneries. At one point, in an attempt to increase production,
management put forth impossible, backbreaking targets that led to some workers losing their
jobs and eventual lawsuits, which ruled in favor of the workers. “In 1997, two industrial court
rulings rejected the mass sackings by PAFCO, and the court ordered the company to reinstate
all workers for not meeting the new production targets. The dismissals for absenteeism were
criticized as ‘unfair, unreasonable, and unlawful.’ Despite this many workers were not given
their jobs back” (Emberson-Bain and Preston 2001). A woman assembly line worker
describes the labor demands at the time,
We women were producing about 50 tons a day. He instructed us to raise this to 70
tons, the ideal target. After a while, we were hitting 65 tons. Then the supervisor told
us that what they wanted was for each woman to clean 30 fish an hour. We really
tried, but we couldn't manage the target of 30 fish. Many of us could only manage 25
or 26 fish, not 30. We run to get the fish because we are afraid of losing our jobs at
the end of the week if we don’t reach the target. Also we reduced our tea break, 15
minutes at 10 o’clock, and cut down our one-hour lunch break. I just want to tell you
this, because sometimes we can’t even go to the toilet as we keep trying to meet our
target every day.
Another employee said, “My hourly rate of $1.65 an hour used to give me $70 a
week. Now we’re paid half a cent per carton. This means that we have to make 14,000
cartons to earn that $70 a week. That’s like one carton every 10 seconds.” Women also
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sustained horrific injuries, and chronic pain and swelling from years of standing on the
assembly line. A woman’s story of injury captured in the film,
In my first accident, I was hurt by the flaking machine. There was nobody next to me
to stop the spill of fish. I was alone, none of the supervisors were nearby. The cans
were overflowing with fish. And while I tried to stop the bouncing cans with my
hands, the power kept everything moving and the hammer pounding on the cans. It
was about five minutes before they were able to free my hand from under the
hammer. By the time they got to me, I had blacked out.
Another woman says,
As far as I am concerned, my illness began when I was working in the factory due to
the standing. By 1993, I couldn't work anymore. My legs were all swollen so I had to
stay home. My knees are still swollen even as we’re talking now. During the cold
season, I can feel the pain in my knees.
In the film, a young male employee expresses his view on women’s working conditions,
I feel pity for the women when I see them working, standing from morning until 5 in
the afternoon, and they get only $1.65 an hour. It really hurts me to think about it. I
watch them everyday; especially the old women and I ask myself, why are they still
working? It just shows how hard life is here on Ovalau. I really don't agree with what
the company has done.
While conducting my own interviews, I met women who were retired from PAFCO
with chronic injuries. After telling me that she worked at PAFCO and a little about her
family, one woman volunteered a complaint: “Na gauna qo sa mosi na yavaqu na cakacaka
me na PAFCO.” (Nowadays I have pain in my legs from working at PAFCO.) She added that
all the women working in PAFCO suffer from that ailment. In this way, the women PAFCO
workers I encountered embodied the heritage of global labor exploitation in Levuka. As I
moved through the villages doing interviews, it was not uncommon for women 30 to 50 years
old to be absent, as they were doing shift work at PAFCO. The children were home with the
men, grandparents, or other relatives. I began to enquire more about PAFCO particularly with
my own relatives working there. They invited me to visit the factory to see things for myself.
The PAFCO tour
When I visited the factory in 2016, PAFCOs reputation had improved. Although Fiji
had experienced another coup d'état in 2006, and PAFCO was seemingly on the brink of a
shutdown at any given time, people did not speak negatively of the company. Pay was still
set at the minimum wage; F$3.15 per hour for permanent employees, F$3.85 per hour for
casual workers (about US$1.54 and US$1.86, respectively at 2016 exchange rates). “While
Bumble Bee does not pay workers at PAFCO, it does play a major role in how much workers
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are paid. In fact, Bumble Bee was looking for a low cost producer in the Pacific close to its
major competitor, Star Kist in American Samoa” (Tabureguci 2002 in Rajan 2005, 157).
According to Rajan (2005), Bumble Bee pays PAFCO a fixed amount per year based on
PAFCOs production costs, which they cannot raise because fixed payments from Bumble
Bee would remain the same. Rajan also finds that “work conditions improved significantly
after Bumble Bee Seafoods arrived,” adding a laundry, day care, credit union and gym (2005,
159).
A cousin of mine with four children was happy with PAFCOs childcare services that
cost only F$10 per week. Bumblebee had donated toys and supplies to the daycare facility.
She stated that in exchange for one year of work, she received 10 days of paid annual leave.
It made me wonder how much the improved labor practices were due to the partnership with
Bumble Bee, versus locally driven changes. After Levuka was hit hard by cyclone Winston in
2016, Bumble Bee reverse-shipped containers of tuna from its processing plant in San Diego,
donating three cartons each of canned tuna to every employee to support disaster relief
efforts. I received a few of these cans as a gift when visiting relatives a few months after the
cyclone. Clearly Bumble Bee was making attempts at corporate social responsibility.
The Bumble Bee operations general manager from headquarters in San Diego said
during a site visit, PAFCO is “a critical part of Bumble Bee’s operations…. The quality is
excellent here because the staff have acquired years of experience, knowledge and they
understand Bumble Bee’s standards and requirements and they’ve delivered very well… So
we cannot over emphasize the importance of Fiji for Bumble Bee” (“Bumble Bee To
Strengthen PAFCO’s Levuka System.” Fiji Sun. September 27, 2014).
The day I decided to visit PAFCO, I approached the front security gate on a warm,
sunny morning. The receptionist was stern and almost turned me away. She said it wasn’t
visiting hours. I asked when are the visiting hours and she said, “Not during work hours.” She
then asked what I wanted to see, and told me that photos were not allowed. I said I would
look at anything, even just to walk around the outside and see how big the compound is and
that I wouldn’t take photos. The receptionist informed me that I couldn't go inside and that I
needed an appointment with the manager. I said that was okay, and that I was just coming to
inquire if I could visit. I was about to ask her how to contact the manager when she asked me
to wait a while she made a phone call. She talked briefly on the phone, and then handed me
the receiver. One of the managers was on the line so I explained that I had some relatives
from Nasinu Village working there who told me to come and visit the factory, so I wanted to
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check if that was possible. She agreed to my request after I had specified my genealogical
references and directed the security guard to take me up to her office. PAFCO is not open to
anyone who just feels like stopping by for a visit.
I had not been on a visit to any large factory since a school field trip many years ago.
I was in awe of the operation. Up close, the building was enormous; it was hard to grasp the
scale just passing by from a distance on the road. We walked around the side, near a massive
freezer and steel containers for holding frozen fish before processing, and then up to the top
floor where the management offices are located. It was a very modern Japanese style
industrial building design that I recognized from my previous experience living in Japan.
I took a seat in the office and waited for the manager to finish sorting wet gear with a
clerk. She asked if I was my grandmother’s namesake; she knew my grandmother. She asked
which mataqali (kinship group) I was related to, and I named some ancestors and shared
some family history. This seemed to confirm to her that I was who she thought. She listed
names of other relatives that I didn't recognize, and said she was married to a relative of mine
from Lovoni. Once our genealogical connections were established, it was smooth sailing.
The clerk found a protective suit for me so I could enter the factory floor; it included a
mask, cap and rubber boots. I took some photos while I was wearing my protective suit (that
went missing with my phone the next day). These were the only photos I was allowed to take,
as I had to leave my camera in the office. They were very strict about photos, due to
commercial sensitivity they said.
I was surprised to see a woman in management after all of the stories about PAFCOs
insensitivity in the 1990s and early 2000s. She had worked at PAFCO for about 30 years,
starting on the assembly line cleaning fish. She said she helped Uncle Michael (Preston of
Emberson-Bain and Preston’s 2001 film) with the PAFCO documentary and was a union
leader at the time the film was made. She said that things have improved since then, but the
union is not as strong due to split leadership.
Though PAFCO is one of the smaller pacific canneries, the whole operation was
something of a marvel. It was a perfect example of ‘Fordist production’ with ‘fragmented’
jobs that keep training requirements to a minimum (Rajan 2005). Workers did their assigned
jobs, each in a particular section the in factory, wearing a particular uniform color-coded
according to their role in the production process. The impeccable organization of it was
almost eerie.

42

I was taken all the way through the factory by a pleasant security guard, who was
hospitable and informative – as much as possible in speaking above the noise and masks. As I
entered the pre-processing freezer to begin the tour, the first thing that happened was that a
cheerful cousin ran up to me to say hello. It was he who had initially encouraged me to visit
the factory, which I didn't think was possible at first. He was working as a quality control
inspector, and was in the middle of inspecting tuna being unloaded from a Chinese fishing
boat that happened to be docked and in the process of being unloaded at the factory during
my visit (I was told that boats are not always present at the dock).
The most impressive sight was a large number of women cleaning the cooked tuna.
Later they would pack less desirable portions of the meat to distribute locally in
supermarkets, and separately pack pristine white albacore meat in plastic, for freezing and
shipping to San Diego to be canned at Bumble Bee. Altogether they would pack 100,000 cans
of tuna per day while working on three conveyor lines of about 30 women on each line. Most
of the women looked up at me when I came into the cleaning room, all the while continuing
their work. Many smiled and cheerfully said “bula!” in the usual Fijian fashion. Then I saw a
young male cousin who had proudly been with the company for several years, working as a
supervisor on the line, and another aunt waving at me from the second cleaning line a bit
farther away. The room was clean; we had to step in a pool of disinfectant and wash our
hands before entering. The cleaning lines were well lit and seemed well ventilated by large
industrial fans blowing above the line to mitigate what would otherwise be an overpowering
smell of fish. Despite the fans, I was hot from walking around from the deep freezer to hot
cooking areas while being almost entirely covered in a polyester safety suit worn over my
normal clothes.
We moved on to see the canning process for the local tuna brand, Sun Bell, a lower
quality meat. After canning the tuna and filling the cans with water, oil or brine, workers
cooked the meat again in the can. My guide informed me that the better quality Old Capital
brand albacore was not being processed on that particular day. These brands are well known
locally, and cheaper than other regional brands such as Solomon Blue. He then showed me
the freezers for the cooked and plastic-packed Bumble Bee tuna ready for shipment to the
United States. The men working in the freezer all day kept warm in industrial snowsuits; their
role was another filled according to gender, as I observed no women doing freezer work. My
guide estimated that employees were 70 percent women and 30 percent men. The men did all
of the loading, driving, freezer stacking and lifting, and handling the fish waste.
43

We walked by the quality control lab where they test samples of fish. My guide
mentioned that sometimes they have to dump entire shipping containers for reasons of safety,
and the discarded fish are then processed as waste. At the end of the tour, I entered the fish
waste processing area, where they extract fish oil to ship to the United States and cook the
remaining waste to create manure sold to countries in Asia. The production process went
from unloading the whole frozen tuna at the top of the factory, to bagging cooked fish dust,
which is all that is left at the end of the line.
Reflecting on my visit, I felt grateful that the manager, a distant relative,
accommodated me and allowed me to view the tightly guarded factory. The fact that she was
in a managerial role as a woman, had history with the union, and assisted with the PAFCO
documentary, was a good sign that conditions had improved compared to those reported
earlier. The work is not glamorous and it is not easy, but from what I could see and hear,
employees were glad for the opportunity to earn money, and showed a level of pride in being
employed in a global operation for a well-known brand. I know my relatives were happy to
see me visit their workplace as something that was theirs to show off. However, it is not easy
to forget that there is virtually no other wage employment available on Ovalau; wages at the
factory are still at rock bottom, and the work is tedious and sometimes dangerous, leading to
severe and chronic injuries. An iTaukei elder also raised his concern to me that local youth,
mostly girls, don't want to finish school because ‘they can just go work at PAFCO’ once they
have completed the minimum compulsory schooling.
Colonial leg acy and PAFCO
The film In the Name of Growth also documents poignant personal histories that are
important aspects of Levuka’s heritage, showing that PAFCOs history is connected to a
legacy of colonialism, where the core-periphery relationships of capitalist production have
continued to negatively impact the lives of Levuka’s people. An interview with Poasa
Nauluvou, Tui Cawaci (chief) Nauouou Village captures the following story of colonial labor
exploitation,
I don't know exactly where I was born, whether it was here or at the coast. Copra was
collected here in Levuka, from all over Fiji before it was sent overseas. They loaded
the copra onto the big steamers. There were so many companies in Levuka, BP,
Morris Hedstrom, Carpenters, Palmers. I was indentured for two years from 1924-25.
My task was to produce 300 pounds of copra a day. If you didn't get the required
weight, your contract wage was cut. If you took something like eating a bit of coconut
flesh, your wage was cut again. If you lost your file, your pay would be cut just like
that. If you damaged something on the estate the European bosses would cut your
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money. At the end of the year, some people would get just 9, even 5 or 6 pounds.
From 24 pounds a year, all those cuts would be made. Those times were really pitiful.
Another elder comments on his experience of colonial labor, Esala Karavaki Tui Toki, (chief)
Toki Village,
I was born in 1923 in Toki village. The European bosses were always shouting,
“Hurry up. Hurry up. Hurry up.” Looking back at those times, we really worked like
slaves. Just like the Israelites in Egypt.
The film also documents story of the late Tui Wailevu, high chief of Lovoni, Ratu
Isikia Rogoyawa, (included in Chapter 5 along with the story of his son, Ratu Saiasi
Rogoyawa) at the annual Lovoni commemoration event telling the story of the capture and
sale of the Lovoni people in order to finance Fiji’s first government in Levuka. In the Name
of Growth serves as an important film, not only for describing the role of PAFCO in Levuka,
but also for understanding Levuka’s, as well as Fiji’s, colonial heritage and its modern
heritage of globalization.
Wo rld Heri tage as an alternative to PAFCO
Subsistence agriculture is available to most Fijians living in Levuka and Ovalau, but
there is little else available for waged employment besides PAFCO, with the exception of a
few retail jobs, manual labor, and service related jobs in a very small tourism market. “To
this extent, Levuka (like other cannery ‘homes in the Pacific such as Noro in the Solomon
Islands) exhibits features of the captive labour market (and perhaps even the company town),
with workers feeling the full weight of economic dependence, vulnerability and a weak
bargaining position in relation to their employer” (Emberson-Bain 1994, 155). Former
general manager of PAFCO Mitieli Baleivanualala said of PAFCO, “We’d save a million
dollars a year in shipping costs if the cannery was at Suva. It was built at Levuka for social
and economic reasons, and that still stands today. The truth is that without PAFCO Ovalau is
a disaster island and Levuka is a ghost town” (Keith-Reid 1996,14).
Most of the officials I interviewed said in one way or another that World Heritage
inscription for Levuka would offer an economic backstop against the uncertainty of PAFCO,
and that the community would no longer be pushed to factory work if alternatives become
available in the heritage tourism industry. A town official told me, “You know PAFCO is
dealing with a lot of problems now like two weeks break and two weeks work. If they are
getting to be registered [as a World Heritage Site], they are going give money. Then that will
inject investments. If we can make one hotel, people off from [PAFCO] can go and work
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there. Some more options for the people.” Town officials, provincial level officials as well as
national heritage officials believed that Levuka’s World Heritage designation was the main
‘development alternative’ to PAFCO.
In 2015, the government announced F$25 million would be invested jointly with
Bumble Bee into cold storage facilities to reduce uncertainty of employment during the low
season (“Signs Of Recovery At PAFCO As It Upgrades Facility.” Fiji Sun. May 21, 2015).
Tui Levuka Ratu Etonia Seru said during the foundation-laying ceremony for the new
investment: “We have been challenged to maintain PAFCO in Levuka in the past. “There
have been some heart-stopping moments when past Governments used PAFCO as a ‘political
football’… There were thoughts of relocating the factory to either Suva or Lautoka. Land was
already chosen and the ceremony we are doing here today was planned for Suva. We thank
the Government of the day for answering our prayers to keep PAFCO in Levuka. We know it
was never an easy decision due to the high cost of transport for raw materials from Suva to
Levuka and the finished products from Levuka to Suva” (“PAFCO Storage Investment In
Levuka Welcomed.” Fiji Sun. November 19, 2015).
Questions around PAFCOs future remain as the fate of the company is dependent on
the global economy and health of tuna stocks, which some studies point out are at risk due to
overfishing and climate change. But one sign pointing toward greater stability is not only
Bumble Bee’s investment into PAFCO facilities, but also the noticeable increase in corporate
social responsibility, as indicated by the company’s cyclone recovery donations and services
for employees, both of which suggest that is less likely that the company would leave Levuka
high and dry.
Conclusion
Many PAFCO workers I interviewed or casually encountered were able to benefit by
using their wages to pay for their children’s education and the construction of wooden or
concrete homes. Otherwise, it was difficult for me to see how this form of low wage
employment had measurably improved the standard of living for working families,
particularly considering the injuries that many women continue to endure. “Life for the
workers has never been gilt-edged… their stories are testimony to the fact that capitalism
does not necessarily result in holistic development, especially for those on the lower rungs of
the ‘class’ ladder. Benefits that accrue to PAFCO from its involvement in the global tuna
trade rarely ‘flow down’ to its workers” (Rajan 2005, 155). While visiting Ovalau’s villages,
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I found that many of PAFCOs retired employees are still living according to very limited
means, and the houses they built in their productive years are in need of repair.
Through my interviews, participant observation and touring the cannery, I came to
understand that although PAFCO is a comparatively new institution, the history of PAFCO is
an integral part of Levuka’s heritage spanning the three generations of Ovalauns whose
livelihoods are connected with the company. PAFCO is an important representation of Fiji’s
heritage as struggling with a colonial economy and attempting to develop into a modern
nation-state within the frame of capitalism. PAFCO is an early symbol of Fiji’s post-colonial
engagement in the political economy of globalized trade and the tensions that came with it.
The factory’s impacts on the island community, particularly its embodied impacts on
chronically injured female workers are a stark reminder of the gendered, ill effects of
capitalism. In the way that colonial legacy is an uncomfortable and contested part of heritage,
PAFCO has created generations of exploitation, which have also become part of Levuka’s
heritage. In this way, PAFCO is both part of Levuka’s heritage and a reason for preserving it.
World Heritage represents the hope of economic development; it also represents the reality of
capitalist exploitation along social lines of class, gender, and ethnicity. The next chapter
further explores the notion of heritage as development and how the Fiji government adopts
this approach of cultural governance generally and in Levuka’s World Heritage specifically.
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CHAPTER 4. HERITAGE AS DEVELOPMENT
Introduction
In exploring the question of how the Fijian state utilizes international heritage policies
for national development, this chapter looks at the role of UNESCO’s policy approaches as
they influence World Heritage inscription in the Pacific Islands, Fiji and Levuka. I discuss
how international heritage policy assumes that ‘development’ is the answer to the problems
faced by Pacific Islanders. Heritage for development frames these problems within UN
Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals that most Pacific
Islands, including Fiji have been unsuccessful in attaining. I describe the context of
development in the Pacific Islands, the local and regional development context, and how the
mandate of the Department of Heritage reflects the UNESCO heritage framework. I trace
Levuka’s World Heritage nomination process and look closely at the language of the
nomination dossier to understand official valuations placed on Levuka’s heritage.
UNESCO and its World Heri tage mission
UNESCO was established in 1945, shortly after the United Nations Charter was
ratified by the major powers after WWII, with the goal “to create an organization that would
embody a genuine culture of peace… establish the ‘intellectual and moral solidarity of
mankind’ and, in so doing, prevent the outbreak of another world war” (UNESCO 2018).
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Isar (2014, 35) writes, “It was to be UNESCO’s task to harness the forces of education,
science and culture to this objective—in other words, to be an agency for peace building
through international intellectual cooperation” (emphasis in original).
In1965, the idea of a World Heritage Trust was first proposed and the term ‘World Heritage’
was coined (Meskell et al. 2014). In 1972, the General Conference of UNESCO adopted The
Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, or the
‘World Heritage Convention.’ At the time of ratification there were only a few signatories,
increasing today to 191 countries. The Convention established international obligations to
protect heritage with ‘outstanding universal value’, “to protect the past for future generations,
an aspiration for a shared sense of belonging and global solidarity” (Meskell et al. 2014,
424).
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http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/about-us/who-we-are/history/ Retrieved 5/14/2018
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Today, UNESCO’s stated mission is to, “Contribute to the building of peace, the
eradication of poverty, sustainable development and intercultural dialogue through education,
the sciences, culture, communication and information.” UNESCO describes its work as
5

creating “the conditions for dialogue among civilizations, cultures and peoples, based upon
respect for commonly shared values… The broad goals and concrete objectives of the
international community – as set out in the internationally agreed development goals,
including the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – underpin all UNESCO’s strategies
and activities.” UNESCO’s work today is an integral part of the international development
agenda of the UN (Isar 2014, 38–39).
UNESCO’s mission, and the mission of the United Nations as a whole, to support
peace building and sustainable development, is moral and humanist in its aims. However,
other forces and motivations pose limitations to UNESCO realizing its World Heritage
mission. One is that UNESCO’s aspirations for international heritage preservation are
constrained by its inflated bureaucracy and the political motivations of member states (this
could also be said of the UN generally) (Brumann 2016; Meskell et al. 2014). In one World
Heritage Committee session, all information about one site waiting for nomination can
amount to 10,000 pages, and a result, most delegates cast their votes while remaining
ignorant of site details (Brumann 2016). A 2010 audit of UNESCOs ‘Global Strategy for a
Credible, Representative and Balanced World Heritage List,’ reinforced the idea that
decisions made about heritage site nominations, “increasingly diverge from the scientific
opinions of the Advisory Bodies, contributing to a drift towards a more ‘political’ rather than
‘heritage’ approach to the Convention” (Meskell et al. 2014, 426). Meskell et. al (2014)
suggest that inscription has become a political tool where, “Site specificity seems largely
irrelevant to the States Parties, one could say that sites have lost their heritage value. Instead
they operate as transactional devices whereby cultural, and thus political, recognition both
masks and enables a multifarious network of economic values” (2014, 427).
Bendix et al. (2013) discuss how “heritage nominations can be mobilized for purposes
of economic development and nation-building,” drawing from the examples of Uzbekistan
and Barbados where heritage nomination goals were centered on development and national
branding. “The heritage card holds a promise that successful nomination might bring tourism
and associated private and public investors” (Bendix et al. 2012, 18). Brumann and Berliner
5 UNESCO’s

global priorities and overarching objectives are found
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/about-us/who-we-are/introducing-unesco/ Retrieved 5/14/2018
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(2016) conclude that examples of World Heritage sites that attest “to the weight of neoliberal
capitalism in many World Heritage sites.”
This raises another limitation of World Heritage in bringing about ‘development,’
which lies in the problematic application of ‘development’ as a universal policy prescription
for diverse countries, and cultures with diverse values. “Notions of development are clearly
linked to the history of capitalism, colonialism and the emergence of particular European
epistemologies from the eighteenth century onwards” (Gardner and Lewis 1996, 6). The need
for people and countries to ‘develop’ is an ethnocentric assumption stemming from the
European enlightenment, classical political economy and modernization theory, and more
recently influenced by neoliberal economic theory (Edelman and Haugerud 2005; Escobar
2012; Gardner and Lewis 1996). The assumption is that societies follow a natural historical
trajectory where they should progress from subsistence or agrarian lifestyles to an industrialcapitalist social order like that of Western countries, or those in the ‘global North.’ Nonwestern countries, or the ‘global South,’ are understood to be “underdeveloped” or part of a
“third world.”

6

Escobar (2012) asserts that for the “third world,”
Development has achieved the status of certainty in the social imaginary…it seemed
impossible to conceptualize social reality in other terms. Wherever one looked, one
found the repetitive and omnipresent reality of development: governments designing
and implementing ambitious development plans, institutions carrying out
development programs in city and countryside alike, experts of all kinds studying
underdevelopment and producing theories ad nauseum. The fact that most people’s
conditions not only did not improve, but deteriorated with the passing of time did not
seem to bother most experts. Reality, in sum, had been colonized by the development
discourse, and those who were dissatisfied with the state of affairs had to struggle for
bits and pieces of freedom within it, in the hope that in the process a different reality
could be constructed (2012: 5).
Edelman and Haugerud (2005) write that ‘development’ remains the “‘foundation
concept’ … of a powerful array of international organizations (such as the World Bank, UN
agencies, Inter-American Development Bank, nongovernmental organizations) as well as
most governments of poor nations” (2005, 3). With the global financial crisis of 2008-2009,
and dire climate change predictions, global development organizations have shifted to
6

Escobar and others highlight the role of the Truman doctrine in framing countries and people as
“underdeveloped” (Escobar 2012, 3; Gardener and Lewis 1996). However, high levels of income inequality in
capitalism has made it apparent that First, Second and Third World differentiation can exist not only between
countries, but also within countries, and indigenous groups particular in settler colonial societies, may also be
termed “Fourth World” people.
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recognize ‘sustainability’ and pledge funds towards climate mitigation and adaption for
developing countries, but have not changed economic models that continue to value endless
outputs and resource consumption, i.e. endless economic growth (see Asian Development
Bank 2019; United Nations 2019; World Bank 2019)
UNESCOs development approach
UNESCO anthropologist, Raj Isar (2014) writes that the UN and its supporting
agencies such as UNESCO, acquired a development-oriented mission from the 1960s, and
“UNESCO today is firmly grounded in the ‘sustainable development’ discourse” (2014, 38).
Adding the term ‘sustainable’ to the most recent iteration of the UN global development
goals, the ‘sustainable development goals,’ or ‘SDGs, adopted in 2015, seems to indicate a
shift in development practice toward greater consideration for people and the environment.
However, as Escobar points out, approaches to development may appear to differ, but the
underlying values of modernity, and in this case a neoliberal economic modernity, are only
reaffirmed (2012, xvi). “Sustainability” is an example of a fairly recent policy buzzword used
by the development industry (Cornwall and Brock 2005) that has more to do with policy
branding and project management, than it does with limiting growth and environmental
exploitation.
As a development organization largely concerned with culture, UNESCO generally
defines culture as both ‘high culture’ – meaning the arts, the humanities, intellectual
achievement; literature, music, philosophy, and simultaneously uses something close to the
anthropological definition of culture as “that complex whole which includes knowledge,
beliefs, arts, morals, laws, customs, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by [a
human] as a member of society.” Isar (2014) highlights how UNESCO deploys the pairing of
7

culture (both definitions) with development in three different ways: “In the late 1960s, the
paradigm was ‘cultural development.’ During the 1970s and 1980s, the language shifted to
‘the cultural dimension of development.’ From the 1990s onward, the phrase became ‘culture
and development’” (2014, 39).Isar explains that the three terms often coincide and overlap,
but usually have the same underlying meaning that implies culture is to be used in some way
for economic development,
Thus, the sense may be culture for development—in other words, culture as useful
content in economic growth: cultural production, distribution and consumption
7

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/international-migration/glossary/culturaldiversity/ Retrieved 5/20/2018
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as income earners and employment generators, together with the related
sense of culture as a source of social energy, self-determination, engagement,
inspiration and the imagining of alternative futures. Culture as method for
development is another understanding—in other words, the use of different
forms of cultural expression to address development issues. A third reading
foregrounds culture in development. Here culture provides the context for
development processes, meaning the cultural, social and political environment
that must be taken into account (2014, 39).
For UNESCO ‘cultural development’ is “a process of development or progress in the cultural
life of a community, aimed at the attainment of cultural values and related to the general
conditions of economic and social development” (UNESCO 1981, in Isar 2014, 43). The
‘cultural development’ framework focuses on culture, that is – cultivation of ‘high culture’
for its own sake, rather than for an underlying purpose economic development. The ‘cultural
dimensions of development’ paradigm emerged during a time of postcolonial selfdetermination for UNESCO member countries in the 1970s, as Isar explains (2014, 43),
Currents of opinion after decolonization were also beginning to advance the argument
that development itself needed to be revisited as a plural project, and that culture in
development was no longer to be seen in the sense of high culture or the arts but as a
marker of distinct ways of life, each with its own developmental path. The policy
emphasis had thus shifted from ‘progress in the cultural life of the community’ to the
idea that culture must be made integral to the development process. Culture was no
longer the leading agenda; development was.
The ‘culture and development’ approach that emerged during the UN-wide World
Decade for Culture, beginning in 1987, was modeled after the UN’s Brundtland Commission
initiative on ‘environment and development,’ which went on to coin the term ‘sustainable
development.’ In 1992, UNESCO and the United Nations jointly established the World
Commission on Culture and Development to thresh out the various dimensions of this
approach and provide policy recommendations. Isar says that, “The World Commission saw
its task as one of … disaggregation,” a term to be used later by Kuper to mean drilling down
into a culture to see all of its parts that are influenced by different social phenomena (Kuper
1999, 245–246, in Isar 2014, 48),
Thus, in the chapter of its report entitled ‘Cultural Heritage for Development’, it
argued that: understanding of heritage everywhere still conforms to a single vision,
dominated by aesthetic and historic criteria. ‘It is biased towards the
élite and the masculine; the monumental rather than the homely, the literate
rather than the oral, the ceremonial rather than the workaday, the
sacred rather than the profane receive attention and respect’. It is time
for a broader anthropological approach to gain currency . . . leading
to the recognition that here too there are no universal recipes for good
practice . . . each society needs to assess the nature and precariousness
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of its heritage resources in its own terms and determine the contemporary
uses it wishes to make of them, not in a spirit of nostalgia but in the
spirit of development that is promoted throughout this Report.
(WCCD 1996, 17 in Isar 2014,49)
This view of development as cultural growth with an understanding that culture is
fragmented, also fit with the post-development, post-structuralist and post-modern paradigm
that gained popularity during the late 1980s and 1990s. The ‘Global Strategy’ adopted by the
World Heritage Committee in 1994 is one way UNESCO attempted to put the diversification
of heritage values (for development) into practice.
Around this time of post-modern trends and the rise of neoliberalism, it is also
apparent in the literature that use of the term ‘heritage’ starts to become ubiquitous.
‘Heritage’ begins to replace the term ‘culture’, also possibly influenced by the proliferation
of World Heritage sites and UNESCO and government discourse related to the sites.
‘Culture,’ it seems, becomes ‘heritage’ when it is linked to development, whether it is “third
world” development, or development that occurs in wealthy countries where, for example, a
historical site may be preserved as local or national heritage. ‘Development’ becomes a
marker that separates past and present – where use of the term ‘culture’ emphasizes
contemporary practices against the backdrop of development, and ‘heritage’ refers to material
or intangible culture that people wish to link with a pre-colonial, pre-development, or
‘traditional,’ past. It is via development that culture becomes heritage, and it is through the
concept of heritage that development of culture, or cultural development takes place.
Pacific development context
The Pacific Islands region, including Fiji, ascribes to the neoliberal, neocolonial
paradigm of development that has ‘colonized reality’ and dominates public discourse.
Neoliberal values (defined in Chapter 1 as an economic policy approach that values free
market capitalism and associated enabling policies such as free trade, business deregulation,
and privatization of public services) are promoted through international aid programs,
government policies, and aid conditionality, or aid ‘selectivity’ where countries must move
toward ‘free market’ policies to be eligible for donor funding on which their economies
depend (Firth 2007; Ravuvu and Thornton 2016; Slatter 2015; Wesley-Smith 2007).
Community discussions and local media are dominated by topics concerning ‘development’ –
the latest government development scheme, village development for increasing cash incomes,
or the latest funding opportunity or project from international aid agencies and NGOs.
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The Pacific Islands region is considered to be one of the most aid dependent regions,
with the highest aid per capita in the world (Dornan and Pryke 2017). Beginning in the
1970s, when many Pacific Island countries gained independence, the Pacific region received
US$50 billion in aid up to the year 2000 (Hughes 2003; Young 2013), and aid has increased
slightly since then (Dornan and Pryke 2017). However, despite high levels of aid, Pacific
Island countries have experienced limited economic growth, referred to as the “Pacific
Paradox” by the World Bank (Naidu 2019). Only two Pacific Island countries met all eight
MDG goals in 2015, namely Cook Islands and Niue, both having free association status with
New Zealand. The region as a whole is “off-track” in attempting to meet SDG targets, the
8

updated iteration of the goals, by 2030. (Naidu and Wood 2008) characterized the MDG
9

approach as neoliberal; it’s no wonder most Pacific Islands did not achieve them:
This type of approach to development could, quite aptly, be termed ‘neo-liberalism
with a human face’: that is, an approach to development which still adheres to the
central tenants of neo-liberalism (free trade, privatisation and macro-economic
stability) yet which also attempts to smooth off some of the sharper edges of the neoliberal economic approach that prevailed in the 1980s and 1990s (no longer, for
example, are countries being asked to charge for primary education) (2008:11).
In summarizing Epeli Hau’ofa’s views on development in the Pacific, Geoff White
writes the following,
Here “development” – the central trope defining relationships between the indigenous
Pacific and global capitalism – is not only a process of economic change. It is a way
of thinking, a discourse that creates its own reality. Looking back on the 1960s and
1970s, Epeli recalls that, with the drive for development, “suddenly our world
changed; we were poor.” In other words, “development” creates “poverty” even in
societies that may be largely self-sufficient outside the cash economy.” As concerns
with poverty and “underdevelopment” become internalized, dependency theory
becomes, in Marshall Sahlins’ words, “despondency theory.” (2008: xiii)
Hanlon (2015) points out that in Micronesia, the historic preservation program is
linked both in historical and contemporary times to the process of development. “I
understand development in the Micronesian context as an externally defined, imposed, and
totalizing discourse that seeks to fundamentally transform peoples’ ways of knowing, being,
and interacting with each other and their physical environment” (2015, 51). Hanlon says,
“Development is about being made to become something else and other, and includes not just

8

MDGs listed here: https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/, SDGs listed here:
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs Retrieved 10/10//2019
9
https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-and-pacific-sdg-progress-report-2019 Retrieved 10/10/2019
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the political and the economic, but the cultural, historical, religious, and spiritual as well”
(2015, 51).
Local and regional heritage development context
Since Levuka’s economic decline in the 1950s when copra processing and export
shifted to Suva, the town was without any major industry to sustain its economy. The Pacific
Fishing Company (PAFCO) was established in 1964 as an answer to Levuka’s economic
woes, though the operation was never entirely stable as described in Chapter 3. Soon after,
initiatives to preserve Levuka’s heritage began (shortly before the time Fiji gained
independence) in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Initial efforts were primarily driven by
outside individuals and organizations that took an interest in Levuka’s history and colonial
architecture (Harrison 2005; Smith and O’Keefe 2004; Takano 1996). Also playing a central
role were local residents, descendants of Levuka’s European settlers and owners of heritage
properties in lobbying for heritage recognition over the years. However, it was wider global,
regional, and national policy interests that established the enabling context for Levuka’s
World Heritage inscription.
Levuka first caught the attention of the regional tourism sector in the early 1970s,
when the Pacific Area Travel Association (PATA) dispatched architects, historians and
tourism experts to commission reports, and sponsored further visits in the mid-1980s,
followed by recommendations to seek assistance from UNESCO to preserve the town
(Gibson and Kirton 2001,136; Harrison 2005, 73–75). In 1987, the Fiji government
designated Levuka as a “National Heritage Town and Fiji’s “First Historic Town.” Special
loans for building restoration and conservation were eventually made available through the
local ANZ bank. But for UNESCO assistance, Fiji would have to sign on to the UN World
Heritage Convention, and did so in 1990.
At the international level in 1994, when UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee
(WHC) adopted the ‘Global Strategy,’ a global study carried out by ICOMOS from 1987 to
1993 revealed that Europe, historic towns and religious monuments, Christianity, historical
periods and ‘elitist’ architecture (in relation to vernacular) were all over-represented on the
World Heritage List; whereas, all living cultures, and especially ‘traditional cultures’, were
underrepresented” (as discussed in the previous section). The Global Strategy also aligned
10
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ICOMOS is the abbreviation for the ‘International Council on Monuments and Sites’, a UNESCO technical
advisory body.
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with UNESCOs paradigm shift to the ‘culture and development’ approach that aimed to
incorporate identification of heritage value in the ‘everyday’ rather than the elite. “Crucial to
the Global Strategy are efforts to encourage countries to become States Parties to the
Convention, to prepare Tentative Lists and to prepare nominations of properties from
categories and regions currently not well-represented on the World Heritage List.”

11

To implement the Global Strategy, UNESCO initiated regional meetings to focus
efforts in underrepresented places, including the Pacific. “From Paris, UNESCO
implemented the Global Strategy and generally encouraged nations to apply for World
Heritage inscription, while its Asia-Pacific office, in Bangkok, initiated its own
project (LEAP), which aimed more generally to link heritage conservation,
tourism and local development” (Harrison 2004, 356). At that time Pacific Island countries
had no World Heritage properties, while neighboring ‘developed’ countries, Australia and
New Zealand had 13 and two sites respectively. Harrison says, “The overall message was
clear. Any Pacific island nation that had signed the World Heritage Convention and wished to
nominate sites for the World Heritage List would receive every encouragement to do so. And
this was matched in Fiji by a corresponding willingness to engage in the process” (2004,
355). The first Global Strategy meeting for the Pacific region was held in Suva, Fiji in 1997.
UNESCOs regional development focus occurred around the same time that four sites
in Fiji were confirmed on the World Heritage site Tentative List in 1997 and 1999, those
were: Sigatoka Sand Dunes (a National Park administered by the National Trust) and the
Sovi Basin (natural heritage), the Yadua Taba Crested Iguana Sanctuary (natural heritage),
and Levuka, Ovalau township and island (cultural site). The tentative list is made up of sites
that countries have chosen to nominate for World Heritage inscription. The original Levuka
submission for the ‘township and island’ is not how the site was eventually inscribed – as the
‘historical port town of Levuka,’ discussed below. It seems UNESCO officials at the Pacific
regional meeting in 1997, encouraged the Fiji government to first focus on nominating
Levuka (Harrison 2004, 357). Levuka appeared to have the most potential for fulfilling the
‘universal appeal’ required of a heritage site, and being the only ‘built site,’ more urgently
needed assistance for preservation and restoration of the town’s buildings. In 1998, Levuka
was listed on the World Monument Watch of the World’s 100 most endangered sites (not a

11

https://whc.unesco.org/en/globalstrategy/ Retrieved 6/11/2018
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UNESCO program), which added urgency to having Levuka inscribed (Gibson and Kirton
2001,136).
Another key action in the regional policy arena took place in 2007, when Pacific
delegates at UNESCO’s Pacific World Heritage workshop held at Waitetoko Marae
(Tongariro) in Aotearoa/New Zealand formulated a statement titled “The Appeal to the
World Heritage Committee from Pacific Island State Parties, also known as the “Pacific
Appeal,” to further elicit UNESCO’s support for development of World Heritage sites in the
Pacific region (Smith and Turk 2013). Since 2007, UNESCO has inscribed eight of the nine
World Heritage sites in the Pacific islands region including ‘cultural,’ ‘natural,’ and ‘mixed’
sites, listed as of 2019. However, today less than one percent of all World Heritage sites are
located in independent Pacific Island countries, essentially due to lack of ‘development’
related to Pacific Island capacity to nominate and manage sites based on Western legal
frameworks (as opposed to customary and traditional knowledge) (Price 2018).
Apart from UNESCO policies, Fiji’s designation as a Small Island Developing State,
or SIDS, is another international policy framework that supported Levuka’s World Heritage
inscription. In 1992, SIDS were first recognized by the UN as a distinct group of countries
that require special attention and consideration for sustainable development due to their small
size, resulting in a number of ‘challenges,’ such as a small economic base, fragile
environments, food insecurity, high risk of natural disasters, and more recently, high
vulnerability to climate change. All of these categorizations are framed by development
discourse. The 29th session of the World Heritage Committee in 2005 adopted the World
Heritage Programme for SIDS, describing its role as, “The UNESCO SIDS Programme
develops World Heritage activities in these areas, providing support for new nominations to
the World Heritage List, and sustainable conservation and management practices for sites
already inscribed.”

12

In 2014, a highly anticipated 3 UN International Conference on SIDS was held in
rd

Samoa, while the UN named 2014 as the International Year for SIDS. The aim was to,
“Celebrate the contributions that this group of countries has made to the world,” stating that,
“Small island developing states are home to vibrant and distinct cultures, diversity and
heritage. People of Small Island Developing States are also at the forefront of efforts to
addressing pressing global issues through ingenuity, innovation and use of traditional
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knowledge.” In the SIDS development focus, culture and heritage are rhetorically brought to
13

the fore and the ‘culture for development’ approach is apparent; SIDS cultures can be used to
solve global issues, which are in essence, development issues.
The 2014 conference invoked the culture for development paradigm in its declaration,
entitled the SAMOA Pathway, recognizing that,
…SIDS possess a wealth of culture, which is a driver and an enabler for sustainable
development. In particular, indigenous and traditional knowledge and cultural
expression, which underscores the deep connections among people, culture,
knowledge and the natural environment, can meaningfully advance sustainable
development and social cohesion, strongly supporting the efforts of SIDS to promote
cultural diversity, intercultural dialogue and international cooperation in the cultural
field in line with applicable international conventions, in particular those of UNESCO
and to develop and strengthen national and regional cultural activities and
infrastructures… including through the network of World Heritage sites, which
reinforce local capacities, promote awareness in SIDS, enhance tangible and
intangible cultural heritage, including local and indigenous knowledge, and involve
local people for the benefit of present and future generations.
14

Levuka was eventually granted World Heritage status in June 2013, but the
preparations in the lead up to the 2014 SIDS conference and UN International Year for SIDS
provided additional impetus to elevate the status of Pacific SIDS through World Heritage
recognition.

15

Accompanying the above declarations of global commitment and regional programs
come sub-regional and country level ‘action plans’ that generate the work of ‘heritage
governance’ - essentially to complete planning and legislation to qualify sites for World
Heritage recognition. The ‘Global Strategy’ also resulted in the ‘Pacific 2009 World Heritage
Programme,’ which was significant as the first World Heritage initiative focused on the
Pacific Region, and was superseded by the Pacific World Heritage Action Plan 2016-2020
(Price 2018). Culture ministries and departments formulate action plans, guided by UNESCO
regional offices and, in this case the Bangkok regional office and Sub-Regional office for the
Pacific based in Apia, Western Samoa. World Heritage development aid and technical
assistance is facilitated through these action plans, and through the regional and sub-regional
offices that monitor their implementation.
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As observed at the UNESCO World Heritage workshop in Suva, 2013.
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Fiji Department of Heri tage and Arts
In Fiji, the Department of Heritage and Arts is the primary government organization
responsible for culture and development. Formerly known as the Department of Culture, it
was formed in 2000 under the Ministry of Women, Culture, and Social Welfare, later moving
to the Ministry of Tourism, and then to the Fijian Affairs portfolio. As of this writing the
Department now sits in the Ministry of Education. In 2005, the Department took over the role
of preparing Levuka’s nomination from the National Trust of Fiji, the national statutory body
for conservation that manages Fiji’s national parks. In recent years the Department has
become more established in the operation of development machinery and carrying out its role
in translating international and regional policy commitments to local implementation. A
Department website update includes the following,

16

The Department in its humble beginning began with two staff, increased to three and
now has emerged in the new millennium with a total of 23 staff. The increase is
indicative of the:
(a) Enormous work that the Department is involved in as far as linking global agendas
to grassroots cultural initiatives so that the livelihood of Fiji’s populace is enhanced;
(b) The demand to find alternative well-being and livelihood industries to cater for
increasing unemployment figures in the country – the cultural industries serves as a
force to reckon with in as far as economic growth is concerned;
(c) Increasing international recognition and appreciation of the rich heritages that Fiji
has such as the recent UNESCO World Heritage Listing of the Historical Port Town
of Levuka as one of the unique heritage features of humanity!
(d) Global pressures, unusual natural calamities and occurrences, societal problems
and others have been on the rise. Scientists, academia and researchers have resorted to
indigenous or traditional knowledge systems to address climatic challenges we face
including the decrease in world’s food resources, sea level rises amongst others.
Hence local and traditional measures are needed to solve global problems.
(e) New areas of work that the culture sector in Fiji has delved into in response to
continuing global trends. These include cultural statistics, cultural education,
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, development of the cultural industries etc.
The Department broadly focuses on the five areas listed above, many of them recently
introduced to match global heritage and development trends: 1) Incorporating global agendas
locally; 2) Development of cultural industries; 3) Nomination and oversight of World
Heritage sites; 4) Harnessing indigenous knowledge for issues such as disaster risk and
climate change; and 5) Incorporating emerging global trends in cultural policy.
Somewhat curiously, ‘culture’ was dropped from the Department’s name in 2013.
Department officials explained that ‘culture’ would be addressed through the work of a
16
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handful of multi-cultural centers in major towns around the country. The purpose of these
multi-cultural centers was to focus mainly on events and activities related to the Indo-Fijian
community. So essentially, the Department would no longer be expected to include heritage
programs for Indo-Fijian or other minority groups, although there was no precedent to so in
the past. This seemed to mirror the Department’s approach to the Levuka World Heritage
17

nomination, though officials explained ‘phase two’ of the World Heritage program would
address Levuka’s multicultural heritage.
The nomination process
Economic development activities for Indigenous Fijians, particularly those that are
part of national development programs, such as heritage development, are coordinated and
implemented through the Fijian Administration. As part of colonial Britain’s strategy of
indirect rule, the first colonial government established a hierarchical system of Indigenous
Fijian administration at the time of cession in order to insure that, ’Fijians maintained their
culture and communal lifestyle’ with ownership of most of the land, and that they paid a
plantation tax to the colonial government. Fijians were not to work on the burgeoning sugar
cane plantations mainly due to the fact that they worked their own land, consisting of
subsistence plantations, and had little interest in toiling for overseers. The colonial
government imported indentured laborers from India to live and work on large, commercial
plantations owned by Europeans (Lal 1992; Nicole 2010).
The Fijian administration is responsible for the governance and economic
development of Indigenous Fijian villages, where state responsibilities are vested in the
elected Turaga ni Koro (Village Head). Villages are grouped into districts represented and
managed by a Buli (District Officer), and further grouped into Fiji’s 14 provinces led by a
Roko Tui (Provincial Administrator). The Roko Tui is usually but not always a chief by
Indigenous descent, and does not always have customary authority over the places they are
appointed to govern (Tuwere 2001, 66). This bureaucratic system of the Fijian state exists
alongside a ‘traditional’ chiefly system of governance, formerly represented in the national
government by the Great Council of Chiefs, which was controversially abolished after the
2006 coup. The British created and institutionalized these systems of Fijian governance as a
way for Fijians to transition into a modern democratic nation-state, but they have been
17

Additionally, the iTaukei Institute for Language and Culture that focuses on research and documentation of
Fijian language and culture operates under the Ministry for Fijian Affairs. There is no equivalent for other
ethnic groups in Fiji.
60

problematic in a number of ways (see Durutalo 1986; France 1969; Nayacakalou 1975;
Rokolekutu 2017; Tuwere 2001;). Indigenous Fijians generally maintained a lifestyle based
on subsistence farming and stayed isolated to a large extent from other communities
(Durutalo 1986; Nayacakalou 1975; Rokolekutu 2007). The problematic effects of this
arrangement continue today, and contribute to the fundamental cause of Fiji’s political
instability that resulted in four coup d'états over a 20-year period.
Fiji’s multicultural municipalities are managed by councils and led by mayors (now
appointed CEOs after the 2006 coup). These positions are open to all ethnic groups. Most of
the land in Fiji is native owned – about 83 percent. In Levuka most of the land is not native
owned – 72 percent. Of this the Methodist church owns 35 percent; the Catholic Church
18

owns 10 percent; crown land makes up 27.5 percent; and native-owned land is a mere 0.5
percent (HJM Consultants and Hubbard 1994). Therefore, Levuka’s heritage related work is
19

managed by two different systems – the Lomaiviti Provincial Administration that is
responsible for village heritage including facilitation of Department of Heritage activities and
programs in villages, and the Levuka Town Council in connection with organizations such as
the Department of Heritage, the National Trust of Fiji, and the Levuka Tourism Association
that are stakeholders in the World Heritage designated ‘core zone’ and surrounding ‘buffer
zone’ in the town.
When work on the heritage nomination began, a central activity of the Department
was promotion and raising awareness among iTaukei of not only Levuka’s heritage value, but
also what ‘heritage’ should mean in the first place. As is common with development projects,
the Levuka World Heritage project entailed a number of workshops over several years to
inform, promote, consult, and train different groups related to the project, with the goal of
imparting definitions and knowledge about heritage and heritage sites, and garnering local
participation and support for heritage development. Harrison (2004, 358) questioned the
effectiveness of the process in ‘promoting grass-roots enthusiasm’ for the Levuka
nomination. “Some attempts were undoubtedly made – if, for no other reason, because
UNESCO stipulated local consultation.” Indeed, the nomination required local consultation,
which occurred several times over a number of years. Harrison lists some initial efforts made
to obtain community support for the project, and is skeptical of their impact,
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Approximately 83 percent of the land in Fiji is native land that cannot be bought or sold. The rest of the land
is 10 percent freehold (private) and seven percent crown land (government).
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The Lovoni claim that much of this land was stolen from them just before cession.
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In 1999, the National Trust [then in charge of the Levuka nomination] made a
presentation to the Great Council of Chiefs in Fiji (the stronghold of Fijian
nationalism) and held four ‘Stakeholders World Heritage Workshops’. The first, in
Levuka in January, explored the claims of Levuka as a World Heritage site, and
aimed to facilitate its nomination. However, a minority of those involved, as
participants, presenters of papers, or as members of the Levuka Heritage Committee,
were local residents, and it was largely a top-down exercise to agree an agenda for
future activities (Fiji National Trust, 1999a). The other workshops, held in November
in Labasa (Vanua Levua), Lautoka and Suva, aimed to provide local people
(especially chiefs) with general information about World Heritage Listing and explain
the advantages and obligations it would involve (Fiji National Trust & Fiji Museum,
1999b). How far these workshops really succeeded in gaining the support of other
stakeholders, especially local residents, is doubtful.
The Levuka World Heritage nomination process was delayed in the early 2000s
around the time of Fiji’s third and fourth coup d'états. Harrison points out that any
momentum for Levuka’s nomination in the 1990s was short-lived, “For the May 2000 coup,
led by George Speight, and carried out in the name of Indigenous Fijian interests (Lal 2000),
resulted in chronic political unrest and a general and pervasive lack of effective government
for years rather than months” (Harrison 2005). Political and civil unrest also affected Levuka,
including a fire that was set to the Masonic Lodge built in 1875. Local elections in the early
2000s also resulted in a town council that was not entirely supportive of a World Heritage
nomination.
To be sure, Fiji’s four coup d'états between 1987 and 2006 generally slowed the work
of the government after each coup. As the political climate in Fiji stabilized after the 2006
coup, the Department was able to progress further with Levuka’s nomination, albeit under a
military dictatorship. Local government leaders were also appointed by the regime, including
the CEO of Levuka Town, who replaced an elected mayor. In 2008, the Department
continued to hold community workshops and promote Levuka as a heritage site, and it
drafted nomination documents, mostly drafted and completed by overseas technical
consultants to make sure they met the site management criteria required by UNESCO.
Following the 2008 community workshops, the Department defined Levuka’s
‘heritage boundaries’ based on community input, and included this exercise in the nomination
documents. At that time, the ‘core zone’ was located within the Levuka town boundary, the
‘outlier’ Fijian villages included Draiba, Loreto, and St. Johns Cawaci College, while the
‘buffer zone’ was the boundary of Ovalau Island as a whole (see map below). Boundaries
that include the entire island, and inclusion of historically significant iTaukei villages as
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outliers, the Department aimed to insure that Indigenous villages outside of the main town
would also be able to benefit from heritage development.

Figure 11. Levuka World Heritage site on Beach Street (nominated property) and buffer zone situated on
Ovalau Island. Source: Fiji Government, 2013.

In early 2011, the Department completed the nomination document or ‘nomination
dossier’ required by the World Heritage Committee for consideration of Levuka as a World
Heritage Site. Community consultations were held again in 2011 for the six sections of the
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Ovalau community or the Ovalau Malo ni V anua, 26 Villages, and related government
ministries and departments, townspeople, and the Levuka Heritage Committee. The main
goal of the workshop was “for the community to endorse the Levuka Nomination Dossier
submitted to Paris in January 2011 and to prepare the people of Ovalau for the impacts and
the challenges associated with a World Heritage Listing” (Personal Communication,
Department of Heritage, Culture and Arts, 2011).
Also in 2011, the Levuka World Heritage nomination was brought under a new rural
development scheme overseen by the Prime Minister’s Office, making Levuka's World
Heritage nomination a priority for the military regime. The Prime Minister visited Levuka as
part of a campaign to garner recognition for the military government’s focus on rural
development, and took a direct interest in Levuka’s World Heritage bid. The Department
20

was required to provide monthly progress reports to the Prime Minister’s Office, which
guaranteed that as long as the government remained stable, there was a straight path for
Levuka’s World Heritage inscription. Officials reported that the project had the Prime
Minister’s full support and he would personally call the Department of Heritage to find out
the status of the nomination. The purpose of direct high level involvement was most likely
for domestic political purposes, and to further the unelected government’s standing
internationally after the country was suspended from the Commonwealth and Pacific Islands
Forum, condemned by neighboring countries, and criticized by the UNESCO Director
General Koichi Matsuura in 2009 for suppressing media freedom after the 2006 coup.
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Levuka’s World Heritage listing would also send a message to the international community
that despite being shunned for the illegal takeover of the government, military leaders were
still able to carry out state functions to further Fiji’s development, and successfully engage in
the international arena to boost the status of the country.
Political will from the top was strong, and the Department carried out consultations as
required, but townspeople generally felt they had little say in the process. They lamented that
Levuka’s heritage was being managed out of the capital of Suva, and that the government
was disconnected with reality on the ground. In the final stages of the nomination, the
Department eventually established a full time heritage officer position in Levuka. Although
20

One example of using World Heritage status for domestic political purposes was in 2010, when World
Heritage Committee delegates believed Brazil acted outside of convention guidelines to secure inscription for a
site before upcoming national elections (Meskell 2014).
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https://news.un.org/en/story/2009/04/297102-fiji-unesco-chief-voices-concern-over-restrictions-pressfreedom Retrieved 5/12/2018
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the Department conducted consultations throughout the island, the nomination documents
were published first before the community consultations took place. One town leader opined,
“They said when they've prepared it, they’ll come back and have a public consultation with
us before submitting it. The next thing we knew it was already submitted.” Referring to the
three large documents that make up the nomination dossier the leader continued, “Instead of
giving us a rundown of what is in that book they just said here’s the book and you people
read it. Who’s going sit down and read through those three books?” She felt the documents
needed to be explained to the community, “On the paper and on the ground is two different
things.”
The nomination dossier
The nomination documents contain more than 1000 pages, 450 pages without
appendices, and mostly comprise descriptions of Levuka as an exceptional representation of
European colonial port settlement, with some reference to general iTaukei history on Ovalau,
the broader history of European port settlements in the Pacific, and a comparison of Levuka
to other European port settlements throughout the world. These descriptions aim to justify
22

Levuka’s ‘outstanding universal value.’ The documents list all heritage properties and their
characteristics, including national monuments in the town. plants that make up the natural
features of the heritage zone, and plans on how the government will protect, manage, and
monitor Levuka’s World Heritage properties.
In June 2011, the Department presented the nomination dossier at the World Heritage
Committee Meeting in Paris to receive a recommendation on Levuka’s nomination. As the
process requires, a technical team from ICOMOS visited Levuka for an assessment. The main
recommendation received was that the heritage zone boundaries needed to be shifted. Instead
of the entire town making up the World Heritage ‘core zone’ and the island of Ovalau
designated as the ‘buffer zone,’ only the main road of the town itself, Beach Street, should be
designated as the ‘core’ zone, and the surrounding central area of the town with colonial
buildings would be the ‘buffer’ zone. With all the work of consultations and attempts at
inclusivity for Indigenous Fijians, in the end World Heritage designation only applied to a
very small area of colonial heritage on the island. The Department explained that the main
reason given for excluding iTaukei heritage sites was that naming the entire island as a World
22

I was surprised to see an old monograph of my father’s on Lovoni land politics frequently referenced in the
nomination dossier section related to indigenous history. I was also surprised to see indigenous history and
politics explained elsewhere at length with no references.
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Heritage site would be unwieldy and impractical from a managerial perspective. However,
Eurocentric bias also appears to be an issue, although it would not be made explicit for
obvious reasons.

23

The UNESCO World Heritage listing describes the Levuka World Heritage Site as
follows,
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The town and its low line of buildings set among coconut and mango trees along the
beach front was the first colonial capital of Fiji, ceded to the British in 1874. It
developed from the early 19th century as a centre of commercial activity by
Americans and Europeans who built warehouses, stores, port facilities, residences,
and religious, educational and social institutions around the villages of the South
Pacific island’s indigenous population. It is a rare example of a late colonial port town
that was influenced in its development by the indigenous community, which
continued to outnumber the European settlers. Thus the town, an outstanding example
of late 19th century Pacific port settlements, reflects the integration of local building
traditions by a supreme naval power, leading to the emergence of a unique landscape.
For sites to be awarded World Heritage inscription they must meet at least one out of
ten selection criteria determined by the UNESCO World Heritage Committee (WHC). The
25

two criteria that qualified Levuka are: (ii) “to exhibit an important interchange of human
values, over a span of time or within a cultural area of the world, on developments in
architecture or technology, monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design,” and (iv)
“to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological ensemble
or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history” (Fiji Government
2013).
Though the dossier describes the central feature of Levuka as a European colonial
settlement where interaction occurred with Indigenous inhabitants, the official narrative
ascribes value to Levuka’s heritage based on its place in the history of European colonization.
From the dossier (2013, 178),
The values of Levuka are identified as being:
→ It is one of only a handful of sites where tangible heritage reflects early stages in
European colonization in the Pacific and elsewhere;
→ Levuka reflects the specific form of cultural interaction associated with the history
of European colonization in the Pacific; and
→ Levuka is representative of global patterns in infrastructure development, urban and
social change associated with the British Empire following formal annexation of new
23

(Meskell 2014) writes that recently, ICOMOS has been criticized by States Parties, particularly those from
non-Western countries, over issues from factual errors to Eurocentric bias.
24
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1399 Retrieved 12/30/2019
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territory but in a unique vernacular form due to the moving of the capital to Suva in
1882.
The Statement of Outstanding Universal Value includes the following general
references to the relationship of iTaukei and ethnic minorities to the site (2013, 12),
Levuka bears testimony to the early stages of the cultural contact that took place
across the globe during European maritime expansion and was characterized by the
negotiation of social and cultural differences between Indigenous and European
systems of authority. Such expansion brought many different cultures into contact,
creating ongoing socio-cultural and political negotiation of space.
Levuka is a very rare example of a site of initial European colonization in a region
that continues to reflect this negotiation in the town’s tangible heritage.
Beyond the vague references to Indigenous people and other cultures, the narrative on
Levuka’s Indigenous history and culture are buried deep in the description of Levuka’s
historical background. The main criteria used to determine outstanding universal value appeal
to European and British values, while cultural interaction is mentioned almost as a generic
footnote.
The ‘integrity’ criteria of World Heritage guidelines (to what extent the site is intact)
are addressed as below (2013, 114),
Levuka Historical Port Town is a rare and intact example of colonial port towns
established in the initial stages of European colonization of the Pacific Islands in the
late 18th and early 19th centuries and reflects the early stages in the development of
European port towns that were essential components of European global expansion
beginning in the 15th century. The property contains all of the significant elements
which together express the outstanding universal values.
The outstanding universal value of the town lies firmly in the integrity of the
surviving built archaeological and landscape evidence that enables a full
understanding of the patterns of life in the town in the 19th and early 20th century
reflecting the processes of European colonization in the region and the associated
cultural interaction and global patterns in infrastructure development, urban and
social change associated with the British Maritime Empire.
The statement of site authenticity is as follows (2013, 13),
As a surviving example of a colonial port town established in the initial stages of
European colonization of the Pacific Islands in the later 18th and 19th centuries, the
town retains its 19th century form and layout and substantial standing structures and
works with high individual authenticity of materials and design.
The history of Levuka Historical Port Town comes through to the present day and its
attributes are credibly expressed through current landscape, which is indicative of
high authenticity levels.
After Levuka’s heritage boundaries were amended, and after decades of political
instability and governmental change impacting the nomination, at the 37 WHC Meeting in
th
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Phnom Penh in June 2013, the Committee approved Fiji’s submission, and Levuka was
inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The WHC session was streamed live on Fiji
One TV (Fiji’s main television station) and Department staff eagerly watched the
proceedings from their office in Suva. It was an immense accomplishment for the
Department, and for the government as a whole, but it was also just the beginning. UNESCO
presented five recommendations that had to be carried out over the next two years, and
required a review to be done in 2015. The recommendations were: 1) Review the Levuka
Town Plan, as it had not been renewed for two years; 2) Incorporate an archaeological impact
assessment; 3) Enact the Heritage Decree; 4) Complete the register of buildings,
archaeological sites, natural features, and monuments; and 5) Complete a long term plan for
building restoration. As of this writing, only some of the recommendations have been
completed.
Conclusion
World Heritage can serve countries and communities in important ways, but it cannot
be separated from the wider context of globalization and development. UNESCO’s World
Heritage program is part of a larger context of United Nations goals to bring about
international integration and economic development among member countries. World
Heritage designation is connected to the UN’s global development goals as an initiative to
preserve cultural diversity that is increasingly disappearing, ironically due to the neoliberal
economic development they promote and facilitate around the world. A World Heritage
listing brings with it international recognition and prestige associated with a site, and in the
case of developing countries, access to international expertise and sources of funding, in
essence, access to ‘development.’
After Fiji’s decolonization in 1970, the government looked to heritage as a means for
development in Levuka. Levuka’s World Heritage inscription is the result of a concerted
effort of ‘heritage making,’ by a number of different parties. The achievement of Levuka’s
inscription after more than 20 years from the beginning of the nomination process was
largely a result of economic development policies promoted at the international, regional and
national level. UNESCO and the UN generally have over the past decades elevated focus on
the Pacific through certain policy initiatives to diversify heritage sites and support Pacific
Island development.
The influence of UNESCOs universal model for cultural governance is reflected by
the Department of Heritage in its ‘culture for development approach.’ Through specific
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international policies, translated into regional and national policies, Levuka was able to join
the World Heritage List after many years of preparation, along with all but one Pacific site
inscribed after the Pacific Appeal in 2007. Levuka’s listing was also prioritized by Fiji’s
authoritarian government that sought to draw support and legitimization domestically and
internationally. Government support ensured successful inscription, but with an altered and
imposed ‘heritage zone’ that did not include Indigenous heritage sites as the government had
hoped. The inscription officially recognized Levuka’s outstanding universal value in its role
as a European colonial settlement, while referring to ‘multicultural interaction’ almost as a
footnote.
UNESCO has noble aims for bringing about peace through universally shared values
around World Heritage. However, bureaucracy and politics driven by neoliberal values
influence decisions on which sites get selected for inscription. UNESCO is ultimately a
development organization that treats heritage (and culture) as a means for neoliberal
economic development, aligning with UN development goals. This approach is problematic
because the notion of ‘development’ is ethnocentric and fundamentally flawed. In the Pacific
Islands, ‘development’ has ‘colonized reality’ but local values and enduring ways of knowing
and being remain resistant to capitalist transformation. Most Pacific Island countries cannot
meet the UN MDG goals and continue to pursue the same misplaced and futile development
aspirations with updated SDG targets. In the view of economic analysts, the ‘Pacific Paradox’
continues. Can capitalizing on culture and heritage for development produce an outcome that
is any different? The next chapter presents Indigenous narratives from three villages, which
complicate Levuka’s universal heritage narrative based on European colonial history.
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CHAPTER 5. VANUA NARRATIVES
Introduction
World Heritage designation and its corresponding one-size fits all criteria defining
‘universal value’ allows little space for recognizing Indigenous connections to the site,
particularly if Indigenous perspectives and epistemological frames happen to be in conflict
with or contest official heritage narratives (see also Baird 2013). If heritage as represented at
the Levuka World Heritage Site limits the understanding of iTaukei ‘heritage’ in relation to
Levuka, then how do iTaukei living on Ovalau articulate the values they hold in relation to
the past?
In this chapter, I include iTaukei narratives from Lovoni, Nasinu, and Levuka
Vakaviti that are central to heritage articulation on the island and influence heritage-making
and heritage development at the Levuka World Heritage Site. For context, I reference texts
on Fijian history that provide further detail of events that feature prominently in iTaukei
narratives. For iTaukei ‘heritage’ is not merely found in vanua as suggested by Fisher (2000),
but articulated through vanua where genealogies (kinship), spirituality, customs, and land
center iTaukei relationships with the past.
When ancestors from Viti Levu first came to Ovalau they settled in Lovoni, which
now is remembered in historical narratives for its tragic history involving deceit and
exploitation that led to the establishment of Fiji as a modern nation state. Nasinu village is
not known to have played a major role in Levuka’s colonial history because it broke away
earlier from Lovoni to form a new village after a factional dispute. Levuka Vakaviti was the
hub of Fijian interaction with Europeans in pre-colonial times, and aligned itself with
Cakobau, the self-proclaimed the King of Fiji (Tui Viti), to come under colonial favor. My
genealogical ties to Lovoni and Levuka allowed me access to hearing historical narratives
that contained often-repeated themes and names of important ancestors.
Ovalau
The origins of the people on Ovalau are varied, though it is said that the original
inhabitants migrated from the ancestral homeland of Nakauvadra, now located in Ra
Province, and settled in Verata, Tailevu near the eastern coast of Viti Levu (refer to
Appendix). When describing how the island was first settled, my relatives tell the story of
how the kalou vu, or ancestor god known as Ratu Kulati Koli Rakavono, first arrived in
Ovalau by swimming over the ocean from Verata. Chief Rakovono was originally from
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Nakauvadra, Ra province, home of the first Fijian man-god, Degei, who moved there from
the site where the original Fijian settlers landed their canoe at Vuda in Western Viti Levu. As
the story goes, in the days of Rakovono, the clans in Verata were in conflict, which forced
him to leave for Ovalau. Rakovono swam, stopping at Naigani Island on the way, and settled
in Lovoni after he reached Ovalau. The name ‘Ovalau’ refers to the motion of the waves as
he swam up and over the sea swell to reach the island. This is one among several origin
stories of Ovalau, and the story of my own family history on my iTaukei side.
The Roko Tui Wailevu, Chief of Lovoni, Ratu Saiasi Rogoyawa, whom I interviewed
in Lovoni, recorded the following story (Rogoyawa 2001, 29),
The Lovoni people originated from Nakauvadra when Verata was being settled by
various tribes from there. The Lovoni’s leader, Rakovono, was a fighting and
energetic man, but sometime mischievous, and so he and his followers were told to
leave Verata or be punished. They crossed over to Ovalau, which was then
unpopulated, becoming the first settlers and claiming sovereignty over the whole
island. Their first village, a fortress, was built on a hill named Nakorolevu…”
Ratu Saiasi tells this story in the film, In the Name of Growth, and his father, Ratu
Isikia, who served as chief before passing away, told a similar story recorded in Gravelle
(2012) and Young (1984).
Lovoni Village
The Lovoni people are fairly well known throughout Fiji to be fierce warriors who
fought against domination by other chiefdoms such as Bau, the home of Tui Viti, Cakobau.
The Lovoni are also well known as victims of deception, slavery and land theft at the hands
of Cakobau. My Ovalauan relatives describe Lovoni village as the origin of all the true
descendants who inhabit Ovalau. The phrasing here is important, as they use the word ‘true,’
or dina in Fijian language to emphasize the importance of genealogy – the ‘true’ descendants
are all tied genealogically to Lovoni. This implies that those who later settled from other
areas are not ‘true’ Ovalauans, and are not connected to the island through kinship. My
grandmother would often invoke her Lovoni heritage, reminding me, and whoever was
listening, that the Lovoni people were strong warriors. My mother would also remind me of
this fact when trying to make sense of interactions with other Fijians where we are required
to identify ourselves within Fijian kinship networks by referring to our genealogy. I heard
some talk during my research that some people on the island with unwarranted political
power were ‘not really’ from Ovalau.
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The enslavement of the Lovoni people is perhaps the most significant event in the
history of Lovoni, and it is also significant for Levuka’s heritage narrative and impact on
iTaukei perceptions of heritage and World Heritage. Several books that describe Levuka and
Fijian history refer to this event (Derrick 1968; People of Levuka 2001; Gravelle 2012;
Nicole 2010; Young 1984). In 1871, Chief Cakobau and his Bauan forces were warring with
hill tribes in an attempt to exert control and solidify the dominance of his newly formed
government. The Lovoni people fought a series of battles with Cakobau’s army and were
eventually captured. Below is the description of the Lovoni-Bau conflict in Derrick’s History
of Fiji (1968, 200),
When, in June, 1871, a government was at length established, the funds for its
launching were provided from an unexpected and quite unlikely source. Early in the
year the Lovoni, who were near neighbors and old enemies of the Europeans at
Levuka, refused to pay a tax which had been levied upon them by Cakobau, but which
they regarded as inequitable. Disaffection soon ripened into open hostility with threats
of attack upon the coast villages; and in February a raid upon Natokalau was averted
by Cakobau’s prompt action in sending a gift of tabua (whales’ teeth) in token of
peace. The Lovoni sent a friendly reply, accepting the gift; but within a few days they
waylaid the chief of Yarovudi, and having hacked him in pieces with battleaxes,
added insult to his tribe by eating the body…
Cakobau sent a high-ranking Methodist minister, Reverend Frederick Langham, with
a bible in hand, to ask for reconciliation with Lovoni. The invitation was accepted and
villagers from Lovoni went down to Levuka Vakaviti for a magiti, (feast). However,
Cakobau was only using this as a tactic to lure the Lovoni warriors down from the hills, and
ended up capturing hundreds of them. Ratu Saiasi describes how the Lovoni capture
transpired (Rogoyawa 2001, 29):
Ratu Cakobau was extremely worried [about Lovoni encroachment] so he called a
meeting with the Europeans in Levuka, the chief of Levuka and two church ministers.
The Methodist minister from Bau, Reverand Langham, declared he would go alone to
Lovoni to see it’s people. While the tribal wars raged, custom dictated that Lovoni
priests continuously worship their ancestral gods, and Lovoni warriors listened to
them for directions. When Rev Langham went up to Lovoni, he held his Bible in his
hand. The priests told the chiefs that an army was coming, consisting of only one
man. They said, “This one-man army has his eyes all over his body from head to toe.”
Reverend Langham arrived in Lovoni and was allowed to deliver a sermon. He
convinced the Lovoni people to join Ratu Cakobau and Tui Levuka for a feast of
reconciliation at Levuka Vakaviti. When they arrived, Ratu Cakobau told them the war was
over, and they could lay down their weapons (Rogoyawa 2001, 29),
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The Lovoni men leaned their weapons against the wall of a stone cave named
Qarasara on the side of the stone cliff in Levuka Vakaviti while they sat down to eat.
While they were eating, the Vunivalu signed to his warriors, who instantly captured
the Lovoni men…They were tortured and kept in captivity in Levuka. They had to
crawl on their hands and knees with a basket of soil on their backs. Men, women, and
children were all handled by force. They were paraded clan-wise and dragged through
Levuka. After a few days it was announced in Levuka that the Kai-Lovoni would be
sold as labourers to farmers spread over various parts of Fiji. The Vunivalu of Bau
[Ratu Cakobau] received £3 for each person sold. He received £1,095 in 1871, £1,100
in 1872, £1,500 in 1873, and £2,000 in 1874, the year in which Fiji was ceded to
Great Britain. The total amount was £5,695 excluding revenue from the land. Ratu
Cakobau sold Kai-Lovoni their land, and used money collected to start a new
government.
Ratu Saiasi explains that families were torn apart and forced into hard labor at
different plantations, some also escaping and hiding in the jungle for years before returning to
Levuka. “The government claimed that Kai-Lovoni had been defeated during the war, but
they were tricked. Lovoni warriors were strong and had never tasted defeat. Three years after
the sale of Kai-Lovoni, the first [British] governor of Fiji arrived…he agreed that it was an
unjust act and that people ought to be returned at once to Lovoni… all 40,0000 acres of their
land had been sold. They did not own anymore land…” (Rogoyawa 2001, 30). Below is
Derrick’s account of the Lovoni capture and sale (1968, 201),
He saw in these miserable hill people the means to buy the title, which he had coveted
for so long and while his warriors harried the rebels he was busily conferring with a
small coterie of Levuka merchants who, with his connivance, were planning a coup
d'état. The secret was well kept, and all but the favoured few were astonished when,
on 5 June, Cakobau was proclaimed King of Fiji, and his associates became his
ministers. Finding that the unfinished war at Lovoni hampered their activities, the
sponsors of the new government supported the efforts of the missionaries to induce
the rebels to give up the struggle. The Lovoni people surrendered on 29 June, and
were made to crawl on hands and knees before their conquerors, bearing baskets of
earth. This much, indeed, was a Fijian custom, and excusable; the sequel was neither.
The whole tribe, including women and children, old and young – all of them wasted
and haggard from lack of food – were marched into the native town of Levuka, bulled
and hustled by the young men of Bau. They were sentenced to transportation to the
plantations of the European settlers. Cakobau confiscated their lands, and later
mortgaged them to Europeans who advanced money to his Government; the hapless
people he “portioned out to different applicants for their services”- in plain English,
he sold them into servitude to any person willing to buy them. Many were taken to
Taveuni or Lau; the others were widely dispersed. Planters paid a premium of £3 a
head, and agreed to pay a yearly hire of about the same amount. Cakobau had never
possessed so much ready money before; from the sale of these unfortunate people he
collected about £1,100, which he used to launch his new government; for their hire he
received each year large sums, which he used to keep that government afloat.
th
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Some of the land that was lost to Cakobau was returned in 1878 as a result of then
Governor Sir John Thurston’s Land Commission findings. However, the government also
ruled that 2350 acres was legally sold and could not be considered part of Lovoni territory.
Since that time the Lovoni people have tried to repossess this land. “Feelings for the land run
deep in Lovoni, as the 2350 acres contains the site of their ancestral village of Nakorolevu,
the site for installation of their Chief, sites of old temples, ancestral burial grounds, and the
sacred site where aged people were fed each day before they died” (Young 1984, 8).
Lovoni made appeals to the Fijian Administration and had confrontations with police
and government officials, and put up road blocks at the disputed areas. The 2350 acres was
eventually recovered through a loan purchase in 1980, after many years of discussion
between the Tui Wailevu Isikia (Ratu Saiasi’s father) and the Vunivalu of Bau (chiefly
descendent of Cakobau), accompanied by a number of ritual presentations of whales teeth,
pigs and taro. In the end, the deputy Prime Minister at the time, Ratu Penaia Ganilau, who
had strong connections to Levuka and Ovalau developed during his public service career,
organized a special loan arrangement with the Fijian Affairs Board and Fiji Development
Bank to facilitate the return of the land (Young 1984). However, the Lovoni chiefs today still
point out that several parcels of land in Levuka town, and the land that PAFCO sits on
rightfully belongs to Lovoni.
When I visited Lovoni, I was told that every year on July 7 villagers commemorate
th

the day their ancestors were captured. The commemoration consists of a church service at 10
a.m., followed by a feast, “to coincide with the time they were deceived.” The entire Lovoni
district attends the commemoration, which includes villages on the coast. The incident
involved the Methodist minister Frederick Langham, who played a central role in deceiving
the Lovoni people. Although they had not converted to Christianity at that time, the
commemoration takes place in the village’s Methodist church.
The sauturaga (chief steward) of Lovoni asserted that from the time the Lovoni were
tricked and captured as slaves, there had never been an apology. In the context of vanua, a
ceremony to convey an apology i soro holds significant social weight, and is powerful and
effective in obtaining forgiveness and mending social ties (Arno 1993; Ravuvu 1983). The
chief steward commented, “For them to apologize, it’s a big issue for us because Frederick
Langham was a church minister. But Cakobau used him. [He] knew that the Lovoni people
won’t be defeated so he used him… If somebody were to apologize it would be the Bauan
people, the church as well, and the government.”
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He continued to explain, “Because of the selling of the Lovoni people, the first
government got started. That was how Fiji was subjugated – three pounds forty per
head, and they were taken as slaves to work in the cotton fields. See the government never
apologized, or even declared what happened to the Lovoni people.” One of my relatives who
lives in Lovoni said, “They are hiding the truth. Corruption is everywhere. The founder of
this island is Rakavono. He comes from Lovoni and he formed the whole place. All of it. And
the coastline as well. So when Cakobau came in, he wanted to neutralize the power of the
Lovoni people. See even the Nasinu district is from Lovoni. That’s why you come to this
house, because of that line. Now they call the Nasinu district the ‘qele vaka bau’ (Bau’s
land). Nasau Park in Levuka town, and plenty of other places, that is also Lovoni land. There
are a lot of things hidden about the Lovoni people. The qoliqoli (shore and lagoon) where
PAFCO is belongs to the Lovoni people. Nobody can get the [land rental] money. But the
government knows it belongs to the Lovoni people.”
The Lovoni people take pride in their warrior past, while also invoking their
experience of suffering through enslavement and losing their ancestral lands. These themes
around the conflict with Bau, the role of the church, the Lovoni enslavement, and lack of
reconciliation are central to Lovoni heritage and identity. My Lovoni relative added that,
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“Things go like this: If you talk about Fiji, you talk about Levuka. If you talk about Levuka,
you talk about the Lovoni people. That’s how it goes.” For the Lovoni, Lovoni and Levuka
are part of the same narrative, and the Lovoni people want their story told to bing about
reconciliation.
Nasinu Village
Nasinu villagers are descendants of Lovoni and thus identify with Lovoni people, as
they are both descended from hill tribe warriors who were victims of enslavement and land
dispossession. Some Nasinu families also lay claim to Wakaya Island, which houses a luxury
resort owned by the founder of ‘designer’ bottled water, Fiji Water. Nasinu has one or two
historical sites that villagers consider to be significant for heritage tourism: an area referred
as the old village, and an earth oven pit believed to be where human flesh was cooked for
cannibalistic consumption. However, unlike Lovoni, Nasinu is not known to have played a
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Relatives with ties to Lovoni also post photos and commentary on Facebook to commemorate the Lovoni
tragedy.
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major role in Levuka’s colonial history and does not have any colonial structures in the
village.
The origin of Nasinu village, as told by Nasinu elders, is a story of warrior resistance
to Christian conversion:
When Reverend Frederick Langham went up to the old fort at Lovoni to attempt to
convert the village to Christianity, before reaching the fort, Rakavono’s priest told
him that ‘the one coming up has eyes all over his body and is all powerful,’ and that
they should lay down their weapons and accept Christianity. Rakavono was the first
to accept Christianity, however, Eneri Loco, a member of the Lovoni warrior clan, did
not agree [with conversion] and clubbed him. Rakavono then advised one of his
wives, Adi Varanisese Vitorina, and their children to make their way down from the
fort to the coast at Nasinu to establish the Lovoni people on the coast because they
would all be killed if they remained in Lovoni. They settled the village with two
clans, Waisomo and Makuluva, and eventually did adopt Christianity.
In 1978, the Carasala ritual discussed in Chapter 1 and 2 was performed to reestablish
lost ties after the Nasinu people broke away in the missionary period. Nasinu and Lovoni
maintain a harmonious relationship today with frequent intermarriage and a tacit
understanding that certain social roles embedded in vanua still lie with Lovoni. Some Nasinu
residents believe that vanua is weak in the village because of the split with Lovoni, which left
some vanua roles unfulfilled (Lagi 2015 documents particular vacancies). One such role is
that of the sauturaga (Chief Executive/Steward), which is carried out by members of a
specialist clan in Lovoni, whose clan ancestors did not migrate to Nasinu at the time of the
split. The village was founded in a dispute over whether or not to adopt Christianity, which
later became deeply embedded in the lives of Nasinu villagers. They never quite
reestablished all of the pre-Christian, specialist vanua roles that continue to thrive in Lovoni.
Nasinu villagers are also descended from the settlements of Nabukadra and
Nakorotubu in Ra province, which gives them the right to claim ownership of nearby Wakaya
Island. In forming the Kubuna Confederacy under Cakobau, one of three Indigenous political
confederacies, Ra warriors conquered Gau Island, East of Ovalau. After securing Gau,
Cakobau presented Wakaya Island to Aporosa Lo, a warrior chief from Ra who happens to be
my great-great grandfather. Aporosa Lo settled in Wakaya and built a rock barrier on the
island. A priest from Wallis and Futuna who had prior knowledge told Aporosa Lo that
Cakobau planned to remove him from the island. Thus, it was no surprise when Cakobau
presented 50 whales teeth to appease Aporosa Lo and pressure him to withdraw to Nasinu
Village, after the island had already been sold. Derrick (1968, 95) documented the sale of
Wakaya to an Australian merchant, “In December, 1840, Cakobau sold Wakaya Island to
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Houghton, the owner of the schooner Currency Lass, which was a frequent visitor to Fiji and
was then lying at Levuka.” Wakaya changed hands several times over the years, and archival
research reveals that after each sale, the property boundaries eventually expanded to include
Wakaya Lailai, “Little Wakaya,” an islet connected to the main island. Both islands were
eventually sold in the 1990s to Fiji Water founder David Gilmour of Canada, who built a
luxury resort charging US$2000 to $8000 per night to host American celebrities such as Tom
Cruise and Demi Moore.
Cakobau was well known for selling land that he did not own in order support his new
government. Nicole (2010,19) points out widespread abuse of power. “In 1870, Cakobau sold
vast tracts of land (about 200,000 acres) to the Melbourne-based Polynesia Company,
including some land (in Beqa, Cakaudrove, Ra, and Suva) that did not belong to him, in a
desperate bid to pay off an old, accumulating debt to the United States government…By the
end of 1870, land alienation had caused such levels of discontent among Fijians that the new
British consul feared the outbreak of a racial war.” It was not easy to resist, or to take land
back once it had been sold,
Those who refused to sign the deeds of sale were arrested and carried away. Viwa, for
instance, was claimed by planters despite the island’s relative independence from
Bau. Its people were never consulted on the sale of the land, they never saw or signed
any of the deeds, and they never received any payment. The consequences for Yasawa
island dwellers were dire. When an island was sold, planters placed a tabu on
everything and effectively forbade villagers from using the land. Several old women
were sentenced to hard labour for digging their own crops while youths who ate
coconuts were sentenced to twelve months imprisonment. Anyone who dared
complain could be fluffed or sent away for long periods of enforced labour mainly on
Vanua Levu copra plantations (Nicole 2010, 19).
Descendants of Aporosa Lo in Nasinu have tried over the years to regain access to
Wakaya. For most of my adult life I have heard about Nasinu’s claim to Wakaya. Nasinu
fishermen, who understand themselves to have rightful access to Wakaya and its resources,
have attempted to fish near the island only to be chased away by resort security guards. My
grandparents tried for many years to have their case heard in court, working with an NGO,
the Fiji Indigenous Owners Rights Association (FIORA), to collect archival evidence to
prove that my grandmother and her family are Wakaya’s rightful owners. One of the last
actions they took on the case in 2009, a few years before they died, was to directly request
the military commander who was Prime Minister of Fiji to look into their claim. They
initially received a positive response from the Prime Minister’s Office, but it did not lead
anywhere.
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Vanua narratives in Nasinu further illustrate the significance of genealogy and
kinship, and how iTaukei genealogy is inseparable from land, and struggles over land
ownership. Similar to what happened in Lovoni, the Nasinu people were dispossessed of their
land by Cakobau, and share a feeling of unresolved tension in dealing with Cakobau’s
descendants and their allies.
Levuka Vakaviti
Levuka Vakaviti village, or Levuka Village, holds a prominent place in Fiji’s colonial
history. Kelepi, the resident historian of the village, tells the story of its initial settlement on
behalf of the Levuka chief, Tui Levuka: “Levuka Vakaviti was settled by the Lovoni people,
descended from Verata. We are all from Verata. To prove that, when the chief of Verata
comes to Levuka, he’ll come here [to Levuka Vakaviti].” Kelepi noted that a rebellion was
underway in Lovoni in those days, prompting two of the dissidents to move down to Levuka.
“They didn't agree with things that were going on in Lovoni. The mataqali (clans) in the
village are named after these two men: Komaiduvana, meaning the one from Duvana, named
after a hill in Lovoni; and the other was named Catakala. I am one of their great-great
grandsons.” Kelepi describes the meaning of ‘Levuka,’ which derives from the phrase, sa
levuka na mataivalu, meaning, ‘the time when warriors took to the air, or flew in the air, to
go to war.’ V uka means fly. So Levuka means, ‘Our warriors flew in the air to go to war.’”
Levuka Village hosted the first significant settlement of Europeans – mostly
“beachcombers” who disembarked from sandalwood carriers and other merchant ships, and
abandoned life on the sea during the first half of the 19 century to live freely with no western
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form of government or laws to constrain them. In establishing themselves as permanent
settlers, beachcombers made an alliance with Tui Levuka, who became known as the ‘Father
of the Europeans,’ They went on to marry Fijian women from the village and produce large
families. As discussed in Chapter 6, David Whippy, an American whaler from Nantucket,
Massachusetts, became the most prominent settler and has numerous descendants who now
live in Fiji, as well as in Australia, New Zealand and Hawaiʻi. Whippy became the mata ki
Bau, Tui Levuka’s official messenger to Bau (Ravuvu 1983). Levuka’s alliance with Ratu
Cakobau, and its large European settlement, resulted in Levuka being named as the first
capital of Fiji. Derrick describes the town in its early days (1968, 93),
By 1840, Levuka was already the principal European settlement in the islands, having
a population of about thirty men, mostly British or American, who, with their native
wives, and families, made a community of nearly two hundred people…The
settlement was strung along the beach, on the narrow strip of flat land between the
foot-hills and the sea; behind the houses the mountain ridge rose like a wall of rock;
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and beyond lay the green valley of Lovoni, occupied by a wild and hostile tribe whose
pilferings kept the traders on the alert.
The two Lovoni ancestors who moved to Levuka first settled in a central area about
100 meters inland that now serves as Nasau Park (sports and events ground). The old village,
located where Nasau Park is today, along with part of the town, was burnt down by the “wild
and hostile” Lovoni people, causing the village to move to its current location bordering
Levuka town to the north. The burning of the town and village is a significant event in
Levuka’s history that was well documented by European settlers.
Derrick describes two incidents when Levuka was raided and burned(1968, 93):
For thirty years the Levuka people lived under constant threats of raids by the Lovoni.
In November 1840, Lovoni warriors raided the settlement and carried off nine
women. In the following July, they swooped down in the night, set fire to the houses
and stores, looted freely in the confusion, and utterly destroyed both the settlement
and the adjacent native village.
In 1846, while whites in Levuka were in exile, there was another raid, seen …from a
schooner sailing outside the reef. Fires were seen issuing from eight towns on the
coast, and women and children were running in every direction, pursued by the
Lovoni. “Many plunged into the sea, and, by diving, attempted to elude the spears …
some reached the vessel and were saved. Tui Levuka was one of the victims … Five
white men who were living in Levuka had their houses burned, and one of their wives
was killed.” The men of the towns were away at the time. Over four hundred persons
were killed, and the attack was all over in an hour.
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Kelepi offered his own version of the story: “There was still wars going around and
some troublemakers, you know our village site was in the Nasau Park … The settlers at that
time they blamed the people from Lovoni for burning our village. There’s another side of the
story, our grandfathers said the settlers who came from England, Australia - they burned the
village. So that we can move down to [our current location] and they claimed that piece of
land.”
This is an extraordinary statement considering how the Lovoni people are commonly
depicted as unruly troublemakers refusing to conform to the politico-religious order of Bau
and the Methodist missionaries. Here, the blame for burning the old village is attributed to
Europeans and their desire to acquire native land. There was also talk of possible
involvement of the Catholic mission in burning Levuka to drive out its occupants and take the
land, as currently much of the area around the old village is owned by the Catholic Church.
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In 1844, Cakobau ordered all Europeans to leave Levuka, and they took up residence temporarily at
Savusavu.
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The capture and sale of the Lovoni people was also a significant event for Levuka
Vakaviti, since it took place in their village. Kelepi asks, “Did you know the Lovoni people
were tricked, where they were sold?” He continued, “Reverend Langham was sent from Viwa
to Bau, and Ratu Cakobau told him, if they accept Christianity tell them come down to
Levuka. There’s a feast there, a meke (dancing). No more war. So they came down to
Levuka, with their spears and all this.”
Kelepi walked me over to the site of the feast, under a large dilo tree (tamanu, or
Alexandrian laurel tree) that was at least 150 years old. “Just to give you a clue, there’s a
photo in the museum. That photo was taken in 1874…the houses are all bure, and this tree
was here when that picture was taken. So how long it’s been here, no one knows.”
He shows us and explains,
So this is where they held the feast when the Lovoni people came down. If you go to
the Royal hotel or the Mavida Lodge, there’s a picture there hanging on the wall. A
big war dance. People were sitting here. They were entertaining them at that time.
[They said] “Put all your war clubs and spears beneath this tree.” So they put all their
arms there. This place was like an armory, at that time. War clubs, spears, all different
types. So while the party was going on, the police were here too, at that time, with
guns. They seized all their arms. The Lovoni people had no guns. So they told them to
keep still, don't move, sit down. So they tied their hands and made them crawl from
here, up to the street up to Nakauba. That's where they sold them, three or four
pounds for one kai Lovoni. So they sold them to the Europeans, to farms in Taveuni
and all over Fiji. Even some ended up in America, the circus in America. You can see
in the museum it’s there. One way of trying to weaken the Lovoni people was by
dividing them. Divided we fall. This is where it all happened.
Later I visited the Fiji museum and viewed images of the Lovoni people who were
sold to the PT Barnum Circus as published in historical texts put on display. I found
additional images on display locally in the Levuka museum. Circuses and World’s Fair
events in the 19 century were known to feature displays of ‘exotic peoples’ as special
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attractions (Blumentritt 1998). Kelepi went on to express remorse for what happened to the
Lovoni people,
You know we felt ashamed. The Lovoni people thought that we took part in that plan.
No we didn't know anything. It was Ratu Cakobau, and David Whippy. So it was the
police that tied them up. The Europeans were here too. So they sold them. You know
in the colonial days that time when Fiji was ceded to Britain, the colonial
administration, they needed money. So one way of getting money is selling the
Lovoni people as slaves. How many hundred thousand pounds, to keep up with
development in Levuka. So the Lovoni people are asking the government of today,
“Give us back our money. The one you sold our grandfathers with.” They are
demanding that money back. Today. So this is where it happened. They had to crawl
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all the way. Europeans in those days you know, it was just like an auction sale, like
they do today.
It is well known that Tui Levuka supported Cakobau at the time, even if Levuka
Vakaviti villagers were unaware of his plans. In this context, Kelepi explains Levuka’s
relationship to Bau and Lovoni,
Levuka is one of the places in Fiji that, just like Lovoni, no one conquered Levuka.
We don't listen to any other confederacy or [anyone]. Levuka had an alliance with
Bau to make people live in peace. Not war. Bau tried to make war with everyone to
own land. So everywhere we go, if you go to Makogai, Batiki, or Gau, or Koro.
There’s land there owned by Bau. “Oh, this land belongs to Bau.” Even here in
Levuka, in Nasinu. That’s what Bau did. So we tried to make peace with Bau and
Lovoni.
Levuka Vakaviti’s genealogical connection to Lovoni is readily apparent, as the
names of Lovoni ancestors who established the village are displayed prominently on mataqali
meeting houses in the village. Ties also remain strong with Verata, Tailevu where the Lovoni
people originated. Kelepi’s alternative version of how the burning of Levuka town was a plot
to confiscate land, and how Levuka villagers were not aware of Cakobau and Whippy’s
plans, recasts the role of Levuka Vakaviti’s people as peacekeepers, and as additional victims
of Cakobau and the Europeans. Kelepi expressed support for the Lovoni people and their
claims, as well as remorse over the tragedy that transpired in his village. As happened in
Nasinu and Lovoni, the Christian church was at the center of iTaukei conflict, though today it
is upheld as a pillar of iTaukei society (Tuwere 2002), albeit with suspicions surrounding a
divide between Methodists and Catholics.
Conclusion
In all three villages, iTaukei ‘heritage’ is articulated in vanua narratives that invoke
village origins based on specific genealogies and historical events that share themes of land
alienation, exploitation by the self-proclaimed King of Fiji, Cakobau, and intervention on his
behalf by the Christian church in political and land disputes. Christianity is also central to
vanua articulations. At the center of the Lovoni incident is a story of conversion of a chief to
Christianity, and the Lovoni people being led into a trap by a Methodist missionary. The
founders of Nasinu were trying to avoid conflict over the conversion to Christianity by
breaking away and moving to the coast to settle a new village. Gravelle (2012) documents the
distrust between Methodists and Catholics during the missionary period, and the lingering
suspicion that the Catholic mission had something to gain from the burning of Levuka. With
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respect to Levuka’s multicultural heritage, the church buildings constructed during the time
constitute important symbols of the significant role of Christianity in vanua narratives.
Unresolved tensions and the desire for reconciliation and compensation for the
capture and enslavement of Lovoni people influences attitudes toward preserving Levuka’s
heritage and recognizing any benefits of World Heritage designation. iTaukei are keenly
aware of the tensions surrounding historical conflicts, and the Department of Heritage is
aware that historical conflicts are in no way forgotten and continue to influence support and
participation in World Heritage related programs. In explaining why Lovoni appeared to be
less supportive of World Heritage inscription for Levuka town, a government heritage official
commented that, “Things turned out well for Levuka, but did not turn out so well for
Lovoni.” In this respect, the Department was strategic about extending ‘development’
programs that generate income, such as the traditional arts program, to incorporate residents
of surrounding villages who may not feel that the Euro-centered history of Levuka town is
one that should be celebrated. The next chapter discusses perceptions of heritage, and
Levuka’s World Heritage inscription among iTaukei and multi-cultural residents of the town.

Figure 12. Lovoni people ,“Figi cannibals,” who were sold to the P.T. Barnum Circus around 1874. Source, Fiji
Museum.
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CHAPTER 6. HERITAGE PERCEPTIONS
Introduction
In order to understand how the Levuka World Heritage program interacts with local
ways of understanding and articulating heritage, this chapter discusses perceptions of heritage
and World Heritage in Levuka. Using Brumann and Berliner’s (2016) notion of heritage “on
the ground” as disconnected a from UNESCO World Heritage discourse where there is
neither time nor space among World Heritage decision-makers to understand local dynamics
around heritage sites, I discuss heritage perceptions of multi-cultural residents and their
experiences with the World Heritage program. I focus primarily on iTaukei, who constitute a
majority of people on the island, and how they factor into Levuka’s official World Heritage
narrative, though in a limited way. Beyond the official narratives that recognize Levuka as an
“outstanding” example of a European colonial port settlement, what does heritage/World
Heritage mean for the community “on the ground” in Levuka?
Harrison (2005) and Fisher (2000; Fisher 2003) have suggested that varying levels of
support for any town as a heritage site, whether it is a national or universal site, are
necessarily divided along ethnic lines, leading Harrison to ask, “Whose heritage is it
anyway?” Multiethnic shop owners and residents descended from European settlers saw
benefits in obtaining World Heritage status for Levuka, as their livelihoods and family
histories are tied to the town. Indigenous Fijians, most of who do not reside in the town and
represent 26 villages on Ovalau, expressed ambivalence toward Levuka’s heritage. Fisher
(2000,161) found in his interviews with Indigenous Fijians that they have no sense of
ownership of the town, and the ‘heritage’ represented by Levuka is of little concern to them.
My interviews confirmed similar attitudes, but also revealed that views on heritage
have changed since previous research was done, likely a result of the education and
awareness workshops conducted by the Department of Heritage. Surveys carried out by the
Department of Heritage in 2011 indicated that most Ovalau villagers who had completed the
workshops felt positive about a World Heritage listing and believed more tourists would visit
the island. However, they did not see themselves as gaining any personal, economic benefit
from a World Heritage listing. (Department of Heritage, Culture and Arts 2011).
Heri tage perceptio ns in Levuka Town
When Fisher (2000; 2003) conducted research in Levuka in the 1990s, he found that
“heritage, and built heritage in particular, had different meanings for different groups in
Levuka” (2003, 227). He explains that residents in and around Levuka considered it to be a
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European town, and most descendants of Europeans supported historical conservation (2000,
155). The shops in the Levuka heritage area are owned mainly by Indo-Fijians, whose
28

primary concern related to heritage was economic. “Any aesthetic value that the buildings
have is tempered by the need to run a successful business in a town with a very insecure
economic base. In addition, there is also no particular reason why they should feel an
emotional need to maintain someone else’s heritage” (2003, 228). A related finding was that
the few Chinese shopkeepers in Levuka shared similar views, prioritizing business profits and
feeling no emotional connection to heritage preservation. Regarding iTaukei, Fisher (2000;
2003) and Harrison (2005) explain that Fijians living around Levuka were ambivalent about
preserving Levuka’s colonial buildings because they had a different concept of heritage than
that of Europeans. “Heritage comes from the land, the vanua, and is not to be found in the
buildings. If the buildings go the spirit of the buildings is still to be found in the land. As one
respondent explained: if the buildings go the history is still there. There is no need for the
buildings to exist for the colonial history of Levuka to remain” (2003, 228). Fisher also found
that Fijian respondents still had a tendency to place some value the buildings for their
potential to attract tourism.
ITaukei aligned with ethno-nationalist politics viewed Levuka’s past as solely a
‘European heritage,’ while others with similar views aired grievances about stolen
Indigenous land in Levuka. The issue of stolen land emerged from one of several Indigenous
land claims that surfaced during the 2000 coup (Harrison 2005, 82). Widespread unrest in the
country erupted in looting and burning of commercial buildings in Suva. A group of Lovoni
villagers tried and failed to capture the Tui Levuka. They set the old Masonic Lodge on fire,
looking for hidden tunnels, apparently encouraged by a Methodist minister who was
suspicious of activities going on in the Lodge. They also intended to assert their claim to the
stolen land (Harrison 2004, 362). A government official explained to me that the Prime
Minister wanted the Masonic Lodge demolished, based on a request from the area chiefs who
were influenced by the suspicions of the Methodist church. The lodge now sits gutted from
the fire and unrestored, a result of a compromise between heritage managers and lodge
opponents, neither to demolish the building completely, nor to attribute value to it through
heritage restoration.
In trying to understand heritage perceptions, particularly in connection with Levuka’s
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“European” in the local sense of the word meaning a White westerner that could be from a number of
different countries.
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World Heritage designation, and in contrast to the discussion above, I found that views of
Levuka’s heritage cannot be neatly differentiated based on ethnic community. Individuals
from within the three main communities on Ovalau –Euro-Fijian (Kailoma), Indo-Fijian, and
iTaukei perceive heritage and identify with Levuka’s heritage in different ways. Euro-Fijian
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owners of heritage buildings do not all wholeheartedly support Levuka’s World Heritage
designation, and Indo-Fijian hope owners express interest in Levuka’s heritage that goes
beyond economic benefits. ITaukei do not view ‘heritage’ as a way of interacting with the
past, which they regard as a western assumption, but this does not mean that they do not have
an appreciation for Levuka’s heritage and the old buildings associated with it. Most of those I
interviewed were positive about heritage and supported World Heritage development for
Levuka, while some did not, as they questioned the benefits and showed concern about
potential drawbacks.
Euro-Fijian heritage perceptions
European descendants identified strongly with Levuka’s colonial heritage, and all of
those living in Levuka were active in the Levuka Heritage Committee, made up of heads of
government departments, the town clerk, fire station employees, shopkeepers, retired mayors
and members of the Levuka Tourism Association. All of Levuka’s lodges and hotels are
managed either by Euro-Fijians or, in a few cases, expatriates. Their accommodation
businesses in a way serve as museums displaying old family photos, old town photos, and
colonial artifacts. However, only a few people whose ancestors actually settled the town in
colonial times remain as residents of Levuka. One direct descendent of European colonial
settlers inherited a home passed down from her great grandfather who first came to Levuka in
the mid 1800s. For her, a World Heritage inscription was an important way to honor her
family and her great grandfather. In many respects she acted as the town’s leader in pursuing
the World Heritage nomination. She also aspired to have the town use its unique character
and history to prosper.
Another promenant leader, a Euro-Fijian resident who held heritage aspirations for
decades, told me that actually, “most people are gone.” His family came to Levuka in 1939.
“Originally they were from Scotland. [My father] came in the early 1900s to the little island
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As discussed in Chapter 2, the Chinese community is an important part of Levuka’s settler heritage, but only
one family remains in Levuka today. Most families moved to Suva in the 1930s, or later migrated overseas. The
remaining few families moved to Levuka in the 1980s or are recent immigrants arriving from China in the past
decade.
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of Rotuma, and then he married a local lady there, and it was that family that adopted me, my
aunty. She brought me to Fiji for education. All the islanders migrate for education. And we
came here around 1939.” Despite identifying as “part” or Euro-Fijian/Kailoma, he also
expressed a sense of separation and distance from Levuka’s colonial heritage, as his ancestors
did not originally settle the town. He expressed a stronger connection to Rotuma where he
was born. He offered a short social history of the town,
This has been a funny little town because up to the say 1930s or around about there, it
was all Europeans here. Then they started leaving when the copra went down,
business went down, they started leaving and the other races started to come in. So
it’s sort of a new community in a way. All the old ones, the ones during my time,
there’s very few of them left. It's a new generation more or less. But in those old days,
the Europeans dominated. They were the majority. As matter of fact there was only
them and a few mixed, “part.” They ran the town and things went well. You know,
but when they went, things came to a standstill when the locals had to take over. The
school particularly the public school had all New Zealand teachers, and a few locals. I
think in the late 1970s all the New Zealand teachers went back and the locals took
over. So when the Europeans left, it took the locals quite a while to get adjusted to
clubs and some of the facilities. You can see the tennis courts aren’t being used, the
bowling green, you know. In the early days this was the area where they spent most of
their time. At the town hall, they had concerts, balls and what have you, and socials.
They played bowls and men played cricket …. and spent their Saturday nights out at
the Ovalau Club.
Others were more reluctant to embrace Levuka’s World Heritage designation. A
European colonial descendent, who operates one of Levuka’s main businesses in a heritage
building, expressed his belief that World Heritage work in Levuka was not carried out in the
right way. He found heritage regulations to be cumbersome and expensive, and was worried
about development changing the town. “Before they do, [World Heritage inscription] they
need to look at the community. It’s a working community. It needs to be protected from
outside companies, so big companies don't buy out locals. There is no legislation.” He was
concerned that the government could “bypass anything” and “make agreements with outside
companies” for development, pointing to the example of a mobile phone tower recently
erected outside of town. He felt the government should first be doing more to upgrade the
town’s infrastructure. “The government says this should be a heritage site but they’re not
injecting any money. They need to look at roads, water, drainage, fire service. They need to
look at these things first before nominating Levuka for heritage.” He was also critical of
potential impacts, “People said it’s good for business, but it will spoil the quality of life.
There was a place in Japan that was deregistered because it changed the lifestyle too much.”
The building in this case was badly in need of repairs, but the owner and his family
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could not secure funds for repairs without buying a costly insurance package, made even
more expensive because the insurance company required unaffordable safety fittings to be
put in place first. This led the family to consider selling the property. The owner added,
“People are coming back to find their roots and don’t want to buy old family homes. A lady
from New Zealand came back, her great grandfather built the masonic lodge.” He thought
Levuka was unlikely to achieve World Heritage recognition anyway, and added that the
community was divided on the issue. I heard similar sentiments expressed by other
descendants of Levuka’s colonial families living in Suva that they were not confident that
Levuka was worthy of World Heritage inscription, explaining that it was too remote, too run
down and “not good enough” for international recognition. These families enjoyed traveling
to Levuka occasionally for long weekends to “take a break” from the bustle of the city.
Most Europeans whose ancestors settled in Levuka reside in Suva, Australia or New
Zealand. A few of these families have been able to use their financial resources to fund
restoration of old family homes and other heritage buildings in Levuka.
In July 2012, before Levuka achieved its World Heritage designation, about 50
European colonial descendants visiting from Suva and overseas, gathered in Levuka to hold
an unveiling ceremony for a stone monument commemorating David Whippy, an American
whaler from Nantucket, Massachusetts, who was one of the first and most prominent colonial
settlers in Levuka. It is common for descendants of Levuka’s colonial families to return for
family reunions. I was present on this occasion in 2012, when a sevusevu ritual was held at
the Methodist Church Hall in Levuka Vakaviti Village. The President of Fiji at that time,
Ratu Epeli Nailatikau, received the sevusevu offerings and gave the opening speech. David
Whippy was politically aligned with the Bauan chief and self-proclaimed King of Fiji, Ratu
Cakobau, from whom Ratu Epeli was the descendent title-holder. I expected Ratu Epeli to
highlight Levuka’s heritage in his speech, and possibly refer to the government’s World
Heritage bid for Levuka, but he did not utter the word ‘heritage’ once. His focus was on the
Whippy family and the monument itself, which is in the shape of a whale’s tale to represent
Whippy’s background as whaler. Levuka’s national or international heritage status was not
invoked during this event, indicating that heritage recognition was something separate from
family history in this context, though it is Fiji’s colonial history where the family’s ancestor
holds a prominent place.
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Figure 13. Left: David Whippy monument. Right: store window displaying "Levuka World Heritage Site" sulu
(sarongs) for sale.

Indo-Fijian heritage perceptions
The first ship carrying indentured migrants from India landed in Levuka in 1879, but
its passengers did not immediately disembark due to a measles outbreak. This event is not
often mentioned among Indo-Fijians living in town because they have a different line of
descent. Some are transient government or business employees or have moved to the town
relatively recently. Others are descendants of Gujarati merchants who moved to Levuka and
purchased properties when Europeans were leaving in the 1930s. They came to pursue
business and professional opportunities to serve the existing Indian community. Caste
consciousness is still underlies relations among Indo-Fijians, mainly based on the region in
India where their ancestors originated, and not tied directly to the Hindu caste system. The
Gujarati business class maintains a separate identity from laborers who earlier travelled to
Fiji on indenture contracts to work on sugar plantations. Levuka as the landing site for the
first migrants from India is not outwardly significant for the Gujaratis. Most narratives,
including those presented in Levuka’s World Heritage nomination dossier, erroneously
assume homogeneity among Indo-Fijians.
Shopkeepers I spoke with shared views consistent with Fisher’s findings in 2000, that
heritage designation is good for business. But I found some Indo-Fijian residents who had a
sense of belonging and ownership related to Levuka’s heritage that went beyond economic
interests. Shopkeepers happily tell visitors how many years or generations their family has
lived in Levuka. They show pride in Levuka as a heritage site. Many of them have
participated and taken leadership roles in the town and the Levuka Heritage Committee over
the years. My mother recalls the shopkeepers who were friends with my grandparents.
Though most have passed away now, their sons are running the shops that she remembers
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visiting as a young girl. Several shops have the same names as they did fifty, and even one
hundred years ago. One store owner who sells fabric, clothing and general items, always
invites my mother and me to have refreshments over a chat about old times and an exchange
of information about the well being of mutual friends and acquaintances. The store owner
told us that his family came to Levuka in 1924, “We were tailors and moved from India.”
Now the family continues to practice the same trade in their heritage building.
The owner of one of the few stores selling Levuka World Heritage apparel reported,
“My father bought the shop in the 1920s. He bought it from a European. Our family has been
here ever since. Levuka is a nice place.” He was able to restore his heritage-listed building,
which serves as his business and home. He expressed concern that other building owners
around him were not maintaining the integrity of their properties, as he had worked hard to
properly restore his shop and home according to heritage regulations. “I like heritage. It’s
good for the town, but some people are coming in and not doing things properly.”
One family I interviewed was supportive of a World Heritage inscription for Levuka,
but did not express an emotional connection to Levuka’s heritage, similar to Fisher’s (2000)
observation. This Indo-Fijian resident was a town leader, who was active for several years in
Levuka’s Heritage Committee and worked to have the town recognized as a national heritage
site and later a World Heritage Site. He mentioned that his family bought their heritage
building in the 1930s (around the same time other non-Europeans moved in). Showing no
eagerness to be personally identified with Levuka’s colonial heritage, he kept the
conversation focused on administrative aspects of the nomination. In speaking with one of his
adult children who grew up in the town, I was surprised to find that she did not feel any
particular connection to Levuka’s heritage, and that to her it was just “the place I grew up.
Like any other place.”
Levuka is officially touted as multicultural heritage town (Fiji Government 2013,
Gibson and Kirton 2001). However, World Heritage and national heritage narratives, and
related commemorative activities, offer little recognition of Indo-Fijian heritage in the town.
Heritage officials indicated that a ‘next phase’ of World Heritage activities would bring in
community leaders representing different ethnicities. Accordingly, a multicultural committee
was convened in 2018 to look into commemoration of multicultural heritage.
iTaukei heritage perceptions
In order to understand how the Levuka World Heritage program was interacting with
iTaukei heritage and ways of treating the past vis-à-vis vanua, I attempted to establish how
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iTaukei define and understand the concept of heritage. When I began inquiring about iTaukei
views on Levuka’s nomination, starting with preliminary research in 2011, the term
“heritage” seemed to confuse people, perhaps rightly so given its many definitions. My
research consultant asked me initially, “Who controls the heritage?” Another village resident
referred to Levuka’s heritage officer as “the owner of the heritage who stays in Levuka.”
These comments conveyed the understanding that heritage is something that is controlled,
owned (or managed) by an organization or individual, and it is not something belonging to
them.
I also observed that when speaking Fijian, respondents tended to code switch,
referring to ‘heritage’ using the English term. When I asked interviewees about heritage, I
used the English term partially to understand the ways in which the word is or is not defined
in Fijian. Code switching was another indication that ‘heritage’ is something from the
outside. Other iTaukei respondents confirmed for me that “heritage” in English has no
equivalent Fijian translation. I found after few years of returning to Ovalau, that iTaukei had
gained a wider awareness of the concept of heritage, an obvious change after Levuka
achieved its World Heritage inscription in 2013. Those who had participated in the
Department of Heritage workshops over the years had a better understanding of what the
term ‘heritage’ means generally and in the context of Levuka’s World Heritage nomination.
Definitions and attitudes toward heritage
In the three iTaukei villages where I conducted interviews– Levuka Vakaviti, Nasinu,
and Lovoni—most respondents had positive perceptions of heritage and Levuka’s World
Heritage inscription; only 20 percent negatively perceived preservation of Levuka’s colonial
buildings, though some in this group had positive views either of heritage in general or of
Indigenous heritage. Some young people were not interested and had no opinion (four in
number, or about seven percent of those interviewed). One man was an exception because of
his negative view of Indigenous Fijian heritage, and another woman worried about historical
items in her village being taken away to a museum.
Those who chose to speak in Fijian rather than English frequently used the word
makawa, meaning old or ancient, to define heritage, such as yaya makawa (old things, or
ancient things) or tukutuku makawa (old stories, or history). iTovo V akaviti, translated as
‘Fijian culture’ was also used, together with maroroya (to preserve or keep). Those who
answered in English sometimes offered direct translations of terms such as makawa, saying
in English that heritage means “old things.” Some iTaukei also referred to heritage as a ‘new
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thing’ or did not know what it meant. Importantly, some terms were not used or rarely used
when talking about heritage in Fijian. During some workshops and meetings the Department
of Heritage introduced the term iyau mareqeti (precious treasure) as a way to refer to Fiji’s
heritage. None of the people I spoke with used this term when talking about heritage. Except
for one chief, interviewees also did not use the term vanua or vakavanua, translated as the
“Indigenous Fijian way of life,” which includes Fijian customs, traditions, spirituality, and
particularly connections to land and kin (Lagi 2015; Nabobo-Baba 2006; Ravuvu 1983;
Tuwere 2002). This lack of usage is another indication that ‘heritage’ is not easily translated
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into Fijian language, and it is consistent with a general disconnect between heritage and the
concept of vanua. In addition, referring to heritage using the English term underscores a
separation of the Western concept of heritage from Indigenous Fijian ways of understanding
the past (and present) through vanua.
ITaukei describe heritage in multiple ways: it is old ways; old things; culture;
preservation; inheritance; identity; a new thing; reviving old things; it is Levuka town; it is a
negative thing; and for some respondents it had no meaning. In referring to heritage as a new
thing, respondents were thinking of a new activity to bring back old things, as for example,
women’s association members linking heritage directly with the revival or introduction of
handicraft making, which they overwhelmingly viewed as a positive development (see
Chapter 7).
Old ways and culture:
Many respondents referred to ‘heritage’ as ‘old things’ connected to Fijian culture,
particularly Fijian houses, and describe a sense of loss. The master builder in Nasinu told me
that he thinks of heritage as, “The old houses, old Fijian things, everything old… our culture,
that’s why it’s good. So the Indigenous ways are not lost. Because one day it will be gone.”
Another man from Levuka Vakaviti, a PAFCO retiree, explained,
A tourist came to our village and we had a talk and looked around and he said,
‘There’s no Fijian bure in the village.’ Yes, making a Fijian bure is very hard now.
Because from my grandfather to my father and then to me. We are the only ones who
make bure. Our son and grandchildren now they don’t make it. Because lots of them
when they go to education they move. That’s why everything is gone now. Most of
them need education. They say, ‘Education, education.’ But the only good education
is to stay home and learn these Fijian ways.
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Simply explained, vanua is a noun or adjective, and vakavanua is a verb or adverb.
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A young housewife in Nasinu said that heritage is, “Noqu itovo (our culture). Fijian
style. Like the houses before were bure, now they’re like western style.” Her husband, a
PAFCO worker said that heritage is: “Culture saraga” (code switching: It’s really just
culture). He went on to say, “It’s weak. We’re lagging behind in our culture. There’s no
respect.” A 76-year-old village elder in Nasinu echoed this sentiment about loss of respect
when she considered the meaning of heritage,
I like the old way of life. In the village, I like the old things. Like the young people
think of the old people before, but not now. My mum used to complain about it. The
family doesn't come visit her, eh. I said why you worry, you are ok, I’m feeding you
and all this and that. She said I don't want them to bring anything, I just want them to
know that I’m still alive, you know. I never understood that before, eh. But now I do,
as I’m old. And they don't come and visit and they take no notice of me. It really hurts
me.
Preservation:
ITaukei discuss preservation or maroroya to describe what heritage means for them,
and also connect preservation to income generation from tourism. A 60-year-old retired male
in Nasinu said, “Heritage is to observe to the old things that … the old people can remember.
That’s to preserve historical sites and all that. We don't criticize heritage but it’s good for
people to know, to learn something. It will be meaningful to them, but for people like us we
don't have any historical sites to preserve as a heritage requirement.” Another Nasinu
resident, a 52 year-old farmer said heritage is, “Preserving the past, preserving things from
the past…. It is good for us now, it brings money, and tourists come on the ship or plane. It is
a good thing. It gives some source of money for the village.” The steward chief of Lovoni at
the time spoke of his support for Indigenous preservation, and how it allows for cultural
performances for tourists,
It’s good to preserve the Indigenous way of life, from the old times, so we don’t
forget. It will bring a lot of good things. Preserve our culture in land and kinship, the
old dances … and have visitors see Fijian dancing and so on. It’s a good idea to have
heritage because it preserves the old way of our culture. The department, that heritage
group, it’s good. Because we are living an era when sometimes new things will
conflict with the old customs.
The village head of Nasinu invoked the village genealogy when discussing his
understanding of heritage, “It takes you back to your roots. Our roots, people don’t know the
roots of Nasinu. If you go and ask them, they don’t know. They don’t know this is a new
village that started from Lovoni. They don’t know their grandparents started this as a new
village. So it’s good. It takes you back to your roots. We can preserve these old things.”
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Identity:
Two men in their 60s from Nasinu and Levuka Vakaviti equated heritage with
cultural identity and preserving iTaukei identity. A traditional healer in Nasinu, retired from
PAFCO said, “It’s our identity, eh. We need to preserve it. When we go outside to other
places, we bring new things back to the village and we lose our identity. The old ways are
good for us. The new trend is not good for us.” The chief’s proxy from Levuka Vakaviti, who
is retired from PAFCO and government service, expressed that, “Heritage is your identity.
Who I am as a native. Our language, our traditional sulu wear, our manners, our way of life,
respecting people where ever we are.” The younger iTaukei I spoke with did not refer to
heritage as their cultural identity in the same way.
Inheritance:
Some also drew their understanding from the root meaning of the word ‘heritage.’ A
young housewife from Levuka Vakaviti explained, “To me heritage is something that is
inherited from generation to generation that has been there for a long time, like over hundreds
of years. And it’s been preserved for the next generation for people to see. And for people to
remember.” Another 50-year-old woman from Levuka Vakaviti, working at PAFCO said
heritage is, “Where we come from, our inheritance. What you inherit from your great
grandfather, grandmother, grandparents.”
Heritage as new/bringing things back:
While heritage invoked ‘old things’ and pre-modern Fijian culture (in reference to
bure) for some iTaukei, others perceived heritage as something new, or newly brought back.
A 35 year-old housewife from Levuka Vakaviti said, “What I think, and what I see is that
[heritage] changes Levuka. Like all the old buildings and the town and people will change.
Like the old times have gone and new times have come.” The women’s group leader in
Lovoni explained her view of heritage as cultural revival, related to material and performance
art,
For me, it’s something that is really in our culture. Like they’re reviving it, they’re
bringing it back. Like, for example, handicrafts. What Lovoni is known for- we have
our own salusalu (neck garland) for Lovoni. The meke (dance) - it used to be
[practiced] before, but once the new generation comes, they’re forgetting it. But now
when they’re having the heritage [program], it’s back. Also, basket weaving and mat
weaving.
A 52 year-old housewife from Lovoni, a pointed out her understanding of the
temporality of heritage, and its income earning potential,
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Heritage is now and the past (na gauna qo, na gauna makawa). The past because what
we normally treasure is starting to diminish. Because now we want to move ahead, we
forget about the past. For me it’s good. On the other side, heritage brings you money.
Because in the village we are not working eh, only planting gives you money. If you
work hard then you receive, if you don't work hard, [nothing]. Apart from planting,
with heritage you can get some more money.
Another Lovoni women’s group member in her 40s viewed heritage as something that
brings back Indigenous knowledge of the past, particularly with handicraft skills.
There’s a lot of things … we don’t know how to make handicrafts. We don’t know
the old things, only new things. Heritage is good, brings back the ways to understand.
That knowledge is gone. The knowledge of the past, eh. Because now we’re going
forward with new development we’ve forgotten all of those things. The weaving and
all those handicraft things. It’s good, it’s not bad. It’s bringing back what is rightfully
ours, the Indigenous. It’s acknowledging that past. It’s the first time in the women’s
group history [to do this].
The chief of Lovoni at the time was direct in his view of heritage as something new
that was yet to bring benefits, “Heritage is a new thing in Fiji. We don’t know, what is the
importance of heritage? It has no meaning at all right now.” His comments highlight his
understanding of heritage as an outside concept for iTaukei.
ITaukei also understand heritage in relation to Levuka town and its history in the first
instance. A 31-year-old male government employee living in Nasinu said, “Heritage is like
the history. It’s like the history of this town, the history of Levuka, that’s why you call it a
historical town. That’s why tourists and people come around. They want to know the history
and experience history.” A 50-year-old fisherman from Levuka Vakaviti was more specific
about heritage restoration in Levuka, “Heritage is good, it’s good. But that’s because I go a
lot to town. I see a lot of things. Because … to fix the shops up and everything like that,
sometimes they have to stop it, stop this repairing and everything like that. The things they
like to renew, you know and they come and say, ‘Oh no, don't do that because it’s a heritage
town you know.’ So all these things come up now all this repairing and everything like that.
Some of the shops they need to be repaired you know.”
Heritage is not good for iTaukei:
One view from a 61-year-old farmer in Nasinu was framed by his belief in
Pentecostal Christianity. He believed that,
Heritage is preserving old things like skulls, and maybe worshipping them. Heritage
is the path to the devil… Fijians need to move forward, but heritage is taking us back
to the dark days. As for us Fijians, our way of life, we tend to regress. As of today, we
look at our lives, we are moving forward because of exposure to new things. So we
have to move forward.
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It is not uncommon to hear Fijians refer to a dark and barbaric past before the
introduction of Christianity and European colonization. Evangelical Christianity has gained
popularity in Fiji; however, as in most of Oceania, many devout Christians integrate
Indigenous practices and belief systems with Christianity (Nabobo-Baba 2006; Ryle 2010;
Tomlinson 2009; Tuwere 2002).
Also expressing a negative view, a 29-year-old restaurant worker from Nasinu did not
support village participation in heritage related activities such as taking artifacts from the
village and hosting tourists,
I don't like heritage here. No heritage can come to the village. Because they come to
Nasinu they want to go and see- before there was like a small village up there. They
want to go up there and see what’s up there. You see that stone outside there? [My
brother] brought that from [somewhere in the village] I don't know from where. They
used it in the olden [days]. There’s a guy who wanted to come take it to the museum.
Because Fijians we got our culture, eh. When the time we’ll bring the kaivalagi [white
people] inside the village, our culture especially our, from our great grandfathers, they
will want to see… they will want to come and remove it. I Just want my culture to be
strong inside the village. If heritage comes into the village … we don't know why they
want to see it, eh. Especially the tourists when they come we don't know what they
want to see. Why? Because Fijians if we go out for tourism, we can’t go and dig their
culture, you know. Plenty tourists they want to come to Fiji and they want to see our
culture. So to me, I don't like it.
In saying that Fijians cannot go travel and ‘dig’ into other peoples’ cultures, so why
do they want to come dig into our culture, she highlights the unequal relationship between
tourists and native hosts (an uncomfortable parallel with anthropologists and native subjects).
Levuka’s colonial buildings
The extent to which iTaukei value Levuka’s colonial buildings differed between
villages. Compared with mostly supportive residents of Levuka Vakaviti and Nasinu, the vast
majority of those in Lovoni, (the village most distant from Levuka, in terms of geography,
genealogy and historical relationships), felt that the buildings were not important.
The buildings are important/positive:
Respondents in the villages closer to the town, particularly Levuka Vakaviti (which
essentially means “Fijian Levuka”), and also Nasinu, offered more positive comments on
Levuka’s heritage, particularly related to Levuka’s tourism potential. Only one person I
spoke with in Levuka Vakaviti was unsure about maintaining the colonial buildings, and that
was due to increased risk from fire and other hazards posed by old buildings. Only two
respondents in Lovoni spoke in support of maintaining Levuka’s heritage buildings. One 4395

year-old housewife said, “The buildings should be maintained, and it should be done well to
look nice.” Two respondents in Nasinu who generally supported maintaining the buildings
said:
I think it's the same [as iTaukei Heritage]. But in town it’s more like we can see the
old buildings and different sites. The old buildings are preserved, schools, churches,
even the session stone… The Levuka people are happy because they’re known in the
world as a heritage site.” – 50 year-old housewife, Nasinu.
I think it’s good. It’s nice to keep [the buildings] that way. I don't know about these
students growing up now. All the internet children. – 40-year-old male, unemployed,
Nasinu.
Preservation of Levuka’s buildings is important for tourism:
A majority of those interviewed (60 percent) who supported preservation of the
buildings pointed out that the buildings were important “so the tourists can come,” an
increase compared to what Fisher (2000, 157) found in his earlier survey where 29 percent of
iTaukei respondents who supported preservation said they valued the buildings more for their
tourism potential, rather than historical or heritage value. Some of those who supported
maintaining the buildings for tourism said:
It’s good, people can come and sight see and buy things, compared with things that
are new and modern in Suva. – 61-year-old woman, retired from PAFCO, Levuka
Vakaviti.
They need to restore old buildings, tourists will be happy to see a clean place. – 68year-old woman, retired from PAFCO, Levuka Vakaviti.
The buildings should remain so the tourists can come. – 28-year-old woman, PAFCO
worker, Nasinu.
The tourists come to see the old things, the way everything was. So for tourism, it's
the right thing- 40-year-old male, unemployed, Nasinu.
Preservation of Levuka’s buildings is important for aesthetic and historical value:
Several iTaukei mentioned that they enjoy the aesthetic of the old town, or that it
should be preserved because it has historical value as the first capital of Fiji. The looks of the
town invoke nostalgia with some elders, and also some younger people,
I like Levuka the way it is. I don’t like all these tall buildings. To me they look just
like a box. It makes me happy to hear the word heritage. – 76-year-old woman,
retired, Nasinu.
Yeah I lived in Levuka at the colonial time. It was beautiful, better than today.” –
78-year-old man, retired, Levuka Vakaviti.
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It’s nice in Levuka. As a historical site. We were all born and bred in Levuka. We’re
used to living in an old town. – 50-year-old woman, retired from PAFCO, Levuka
Vakaviti.
Levuka is the first town in Fiji. Everything was there. They should maybe change the
colors, and what else. But the shape of the house, they shouldn’t have to change
because that is the real heritage. – 31-year-old male, government employee, Nasinu.
The 20 percent who opposed preservation of Levuka’s old buildings gave the
following reasons: preserving buildings will hinder development in the town, will not benefit
iTaukei in the villages, will cause owners to lose control over what they can do with their
property, and will pose a fire hazard for the town.
You need more development. Now you can’t develop. Everything has to [stay] like
that. The town should be a heritage site, but have bigger, newer buildings. –55 year
old farmer, retired from PAFCO, Lovoni.
The village people don't care about it. They don't benefit from it. – 52 year old farmer,
Lovoni Chief.
There's a boundary from Nasova to Levuka Vakaviti so it's only those in town that
benefit from it. – 51-year-old farmer, Lovoni.
The shops are close together. If one shop gets burnt down, in one day the whole town
will burn down. – 31-year-old male, government employee, Nasinu.
I heard about one island… it’s heritage now. They can’t do anything more. They can’t
do the things they want to do. Everything that they say, they follow. Everyone on that
island they’re following it now. But now if they want to do something they have to
ask permission from Heritage. Whether they want it or not. If they want to change the
color, it depends on the heritage. If the heritage say no, it’s like that. Don’t do it. – 69year-old fisherman and farmer, Nasinu.
For those who are living in Levuka, probably the only effect is the maintenance of the
houses, of the buildings. For renovating the houses, that’s not allowed. So they just
have to stick to the old fashioned way. Maintenance of the house, the financial part of
that, probably most of [the building owners] are not financially fit for repairing.
Maintaining the standard that has been there for so long because of the materials were
there at that time probably it’s not around now. Even for our Anglican church, we
have cracked windows and those materials are not available at the shops any more. So
we have to change that, but to change that we have to follow a long process and it
takes time. – 32-year-old woman, school teacher, Nasinu.
Conclusion
Few people currently living in Levuka have ancestors who settled the town in colonial
times. Most families moved from the town during the period of economic decline in the
1930s. Others who settled in the town later supported Levuka’s World Heritage bid, but did
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not express sentiments about being deeply connected to the town’s heritage. The owner of
one of Levuka’s prominent heritage buildings, whose family had managed and later owned
the building starting from the early 1900s, considered selling it off due to the burden of
heritage regulations. He believed the town was split over whether to support a World
Heritage listing, and did not want to see unbridled development in the town. Indo-Fijian
shopkeepers and owners of heritage-registered buildings were mostly supportive, contributed
to Levuka’s World Heritage nomination, and invested in restoring and maintaining their
properties. They showed pride in being residents of a World Heritage town, and some of
them felt deeply connected to the history of the town through their family heritage, even if
they did not identify with Levuka’s longer colonial heritage.
ITaukei hold multiple definitions and understandings of heritage that are clearly
differentiated from vanua. Their perceptions of heritage are mostly positive, and in most
cases, connected with their own Indigenous heritage rather than Levuka’s colonial heritage.
ITaukei do not normally identify with Levuka’s heritage buildings as part of their own
Indigenous heritage. Compared with reluctant attitudes reported by Harrison (2005) and
Fisher (2000; Fisher 2003), I found iTaukei living in the two villages closer to town to be
more supportive of building preservation. Those living in Lovoni, which is geographically
farther removed and was historically in conflict with Levuka, in large measure held negative
views of heritage and maintaining the town’s buildings, as they did not see any benefits for
themselves. Most ITaukei who supported World Heritage inscription in Levuka did so for the
purpose of realizing economic benefits from tourism, though some supportive residents of
Levuka Vakaviti and Nasinu also expressed an appreciation of heritage buildings for their
historical value and the atmosphere they created in the town.
In this small, remote, and slow-paced town, World Heritage related development has
been contentious. On the ground, the question of whose heritage Levuka represents remains
salient. Heritage belongs to everyone and no one, and has multiple meanings that are
influenced by gender, age, ethnicity and geographic location of villagers living on Ovalau.
For the multicultural community in Levuka town, individuals claim Levuka’s heritage and at
the same time distance themselves from it. For iTaukei living outside of the town, heritage
appears to refer to culture as old, fixed, and not something that is lived and regularly
practiced. Heritage is a foreign (non-Indigenous) concept that describes things of the past,
and is not the equivalent of vanua or vakavanua, which refers to a sense of cultural continuity
and lived Indigenous practices. As Jolly (2000, 353) observed, “In Fiji, vakavanua is
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portrayed rather in terms of continuity of practices, flowing ceaselessly from past to present.”
iTaukei interlocutors felt that Fijian knowledge and Indigenous ways have been lost or are
being lost. In this way, for some iTaukei on Ovalau, the notion of heritage appears to be
defining conceptions of time, marking a split from the past and conveying a need to preserve
the “old ways.” ‘Heritage’ indicates cultural change and loss, even to those who continue to
practice vakavanua and live mainly subsistence lifestyles in communal villages. The next
chapter explores how these perceptions of heritage influenced local responses to heritage
development after Levuka finally received its World Heritage inscription.
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CHAPTER 7. WORLD HERITAGE ON THE GROUND IN LEVUKA:
THE LOCAL POLITICS OF WORLD HERITAGE
Introduction
This chapter continues the discussion of how World Heritage is experienced on the
ground, focusing on responses to World Heritage inscription after the fact. Following
Levuka’s inscription as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2013, uncertainty about its
benefits continued. The government program for World Heritage development in Levuka had
positive impacts for some people, whereas progress was slow in other areas, and town
restoration work was set back even further by a destructive category-5 cyclone in 2016.
Below, I present views that have shaped the local politics of World Heritage in the town and
the three villages, and how people responded to a ‘heritage arts revival’ program intended to
bring the benefits of World Heritage to iTaukei by preparing them to receive heritage tourists.
Views from the town
A World Heritage listing did not suddenly generate jobs, attract an influx of tourists
or attract major investments from businesses or the government. A few heritage buildings
underwent restoration, heritage signage was completed around the town, and the government
carried out small projects to improve roads and bridges, though it was not a major effort and
did not transform Levuka’s accessibility.
As already described, Levuka’s heritage inscription was a long time coming, which
meant there was ample time during the nomination period for residents either to grow
cynical, or to build anticipation, particularly with the belief that a World Heritage inscription
wold automatically trigger a flow of funding from UNESCO. Even at this writing, six years
after the town was inscribed, heritage property owners express criticism about the support to
restore their homes still not reaching them.
In 2011, two years before Levuka was inscribed, a provincial official conveyed the
feeling at the time:
Well at the moment people are still [waiting], because it’s quite long. People have
been waiting for the nomination and all that. It’s like frustrating to some of the
people, but for us because it's a government project, you know we have to support it.
But I’m still waiting, when it will be approved. Then we’ll see what happens. Because
what we’ve heard, once the thing is approved then UNESCO or something will pour
some money for maintenance.
The official gives voice to the misconception about how World Heritage would
impact Levuka and what role UNESCO would play following inscription of a World Heritage
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Site – which is to provide technical advice and guidance to member countries, not direct cash
support. The official continued, “Maybe first we need to maintain the heritage sites, before
waiting for UNESCO to send the money. Because what I see from these people, is they want
to leave it like this and want UNESCO to come and repair it. It’s for us to repair first, do our
part, then we nominate it and after that then they will send the money and we’ll start to
maintain it.”
A few months after Levuka was inscribed in 2013, a town official explained that
awareness was lacking:
The awareness program for heritage has not gone that well with everyone. And people
still don’t know what heritage means. Heritage is meaningless to them. You know
tidying up the place, lifting up the infrastructure, trying to get the homeowners to do
what they need to do. We just had our meeting today and … we got quite a few
reports from people who are negative in their outlook towards heritage. You know a
lot of people are saying because of heritage there will be no development in the town.
They don't realize that there’s no development in the town because of the problem of
transportation and the high cost of it. They don't realize that the only thing we’ve got
marketable now is our heritage.
More than one year after inscription in 2014, awareness about heritage was still
limited, as indicated by a woman school teacher from Nasinu :
I think it’s good for the heritage facility just to go out into the community, and market
and sell the idea of the importance of heritage to individuals. Some of them,
especially here in Levuka, even some are not aware of what heritage is. It’s just
because probably parents and the community are not putting in a lot of effort in
emphasizing to them the importance of heritage. That’s why it’s very important that
we have more awareness for children to understand what it is.
During the same period in 2014, a Levuka Vakaviti resident and iTaukei heritage
leader stated his belief that, “The heritage committee in Levuka is hardly interested in
renewing old buildings in town.” Another Levuka Vakaviti resident said, “We can’t see that
anything has happened. If it’s really happening you know, oh heritage is in Levuka oh that’s
good, you know. But we don't know anything that’s happened.” He was critical because he
noticed more focus on maintenance of the sports ground than on maintaining the town’s
heritage buildings. “That’s what the people come to see, the town. They never come to see
the ground. They come and see the town.”
A carpenter from Nasinu said, “[Tourists] have an idea of what Levuka looks like, but
they come to the town and it’s deteriorating.” Another Nasinu elder explained why he though
World Heritage designation was holding back Levuka’s development:
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You know, in Savusavu, Savusavu was behind Levuka. That’s what I heard. I heard a
story. But now Savusavu is right on top. See all the old houses, they changed
everything in the town of Savusavu. See all the hotels. Somebody talked about that.
But I haven’t been to Savusavu, but that guy told me about Savusavu. Savusavu at
that time, last two or three years ago, Savusavu was behind Levuka. Levuka was on
top. But now when we have heritage, Levuka, everything is still old. Everything is
there as it is. They don't change anything. But is it any good? What has come out of
it? Anything going to come of that? Everything looks old and feeble. You see the
same color, the same buildings. Has any good come out? The guy was talking to me
about Savusavu. Nothing’s going to come out of it, because it stays like that. That’s
what he told me, I don’t know.
Even three years after inscription in 2016, townspeople I spoke with felt that the town
was the same as always, “same old same,” as one shopkeeper and a local heritage staff person
told me, saying that it did not seem busier, nor were there many more tourists since Levuka
became a World Heritage site. Townspeople and officials expressed particular concern that
the qualifying criteria and comprehensive architectural survey for Levuka’s heritage
management plan had not yet been completed three years after inscription. Heritage
properties could not be officially identified, registered and protected without the criteria in
place.
Levuka’s World Heritage status did allow the town to access heritage restoration
expertise, but it was not always welcome. Some people were suspicious and directed
criticism toward foreign heritage experts advising on restoration work. A man from Levuka
Vakaviti said, “One guy here in town, he’s stopping everything. One European guy. But he’ll
just come, I can see him and just like he’s talking a lot of ‘blah blah blah’ you know. He
doesn't know what Levuka means, you know because I’m born in Levuka. I’m a Levuka boy.
But I see him jumping, keeps on jumping. He doesn't look fair and square to everybody, to
every shop in town you know. You see town now, there’s some places he’s repaired, but
some of them he hasn’t repaired.”
One does not need technical expertise in conservation to notice that most heritage
buildings remained in need of attention. Westpac Bank carried out perhaps the largest
investment into heritage restoration in the town, spending F$270,000 to renovate the ground
level of the heritage building that houses their Levuka branch. This project was supposed to
be used as an example of restoration possibilities for other building owners and heritage
stakeholders, though the cost of such a renovation is way out of reach for Levuka’s small
businesses and families. Town leaders embarked on identifying funding to restore the old
Ovalau Club, securing donations locally and commissioning work themselves. Colonial
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descendants based overseas were responsible for financing restoration work on the heritagelisted Navoka Methodist Church. The Levuka Town Hall was painted to match its original
look, and old government offices were painted and underwent small renovations around the
time of the listing, but since then have not been maintained. A few other heritage row shops
and surrounding homes kept up with maintenance as usual, while most other structures
remained in need of various levels of maintenance, repair, or restoration. The Department of
Heritage introduced a heritage building sponsorship scheme, appealing to the international
aid community in Fiji, but did not attract much funding.
In February 2016, tropical cyclone Winston, a category 5 in severity, made landfall in
Fiji. The cyclone affected 350,000 people, or 40 percent of the country, and 44 people lost
their lives. Cyclone Winston was the most intense tropical cyclone ever recorded in the
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Southern Hemisphere and was the strongest ever to make landfall in the Pacific. Levuka was
hit almost directly, when the eye of storm passed close by. Lives were spared in Levuka town
and Ovalau island, but hundreds of villagers lost their homes, and all 196 heritage properties
reported some level of damage. Five buildings were destroyed completely and 13 lost their
roofs, while others incurred less severe damage.
UNESCO made emergency funds available to carry out a rapid damage assessment of
heritage properties. Heritage property owners expressed dissatisfaction that they were given
only tarpaulins to cover damaged areas. Roofing iron and other building materials quickly
went out of stock and were difficult to access for months due to high demand for construction
materials throughout the country. Town leaders and building owners worried about further
rain damage during the months of waiting for building supplies. Later, town workers
commented that some of the damage existed before the cyclone, implying that property
owners had submitted false claims to obtain funds for repairs and maintenance. UNESCO’s
role is not to provide funding to repair damaged heritage buildings, but to provide technical
assistance and play a policy role in encouraging member governments to adhere to their own
heritage preservation regimes, based on international rules and templates. Yet misconceptions
about UNESCO providing direct cash assistance for heritage buildings persisted.
The Department of Heritage budget for Levuka increased after World Heritage
inscription, and in the case of natural disasters, contingency funds may become available
from the government, but it is also the responsibility of the building owners to have insurance
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https://en.unesco.org/news/post-disaster-needs-assessment-following-cyclone-winston-fiji Retrieved
2/19/2019
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and make repairs themselves. Under this arrangement, if heritage property owners do not
have access to finances for repairs and maintenance, little can be done.
Levuka’s location on the sea front in an area prone to cyclones, which are increasing
in severity and frequency due to climate change, makes it an extremely fragile heritage site.
The geography of the town, as it is surrounded by steep peaks, offers some protection from
severe weather, but little protection from sea level rise, sea surge and flooding. The town’s
seawall is not built to withstand the bombardment of increasingly stronger storms predicted
to come in the future.
Heritage homeowners expressed dissatisfaction to the media about the World
Heritage Program. One homeowner who had requested cyclone recovery assistance
complained, “There is nothing moving. It’s stagnant. They need to let us know whether this
town is really a Heritage Town. They told us to cover the building to protect it from the rain
and sun and they would provide the material, but until today there has been no help coming.
So I just fixed it on my own. I can’t wait, it’s been more than two years” (“Run Down
Heritage Homes.” The Fiji Times. February 10, 2019). Another homeowner raised the issue
of World Heritage de-listing for Levuka saying, “It’s an embarrassment to the government
because they’ve worked hard on it for a number of years to get it listed. If they don’t want it
to be de-listed then get on with it. Have a tighter plan and a better budget. I feel at the
strategic end where the Minister sits there are not enough serious attitudes about our Heritage
town and as a result, there is no cabinet paper or request for more money and a clear timeline
to paint it, fix it, and get it done” (“Run Down Heritage Homes.” The Fiji Times February 10,
2019).
A shopkeeper said he was ready to lodge a complaint directly with UNESCO about
other building owners not following heritage regulations, since his concerns seemed to be
falling on deaf ears in the town. He believed the reason “nothing is happening” with heritage
is that “people are stubborn and can’t come together.” He was concerned about possible
corruption and bribery. It appeared to him that building modification applications submitted
to the Heritage Committee were either being wrongly approved, or that people were simply
not following the committee’s decisions on their applications and were not being penalized
for it. Another town leader was concerned about slow progress in the town, and in particular
delays in addressing maintenance and repairs of heritage buildings. I heard rumors spreading
among townspeople that Levuka might lose its World Heritage Status (though delisting is
difficult, and unlikely according to Brumann and Berliner 2016).
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Fiji’s Heritage Management progress report to UNESCO in 2015 stated that the
country faces challenges due to, “The lack of expertise needed for the proper maintenance
and restorative action required for heritage buildings. This has resulted in improper
alterations to several buildings. This is also compounded by a lack of funding, nonavailability of the correct building materials, no access to skilled trades and craftsmen and a
poor planning approach” (Fiji Government 2015, 7-8). Berliner (2016) writes that WHC
meetings are major events with thousands of participants, and hours of agenda items, and that
these types of reports would largely be glossed over due to time constraints. Even if Fiji
failed to show progress on the recommendations, it would not result in being removed from
the World Heritage list or even trigger a monitoring visit from ICOMOS without intense
lobbying on the sidelines of the meeting, where, of course, the politics of diplomacy take
precedent over reality on the ground (Meskell 2014 et al.).

Figure 14. Display of restoration work at the Levuka Community Centre and Museum.

Views from the villages
The same provincial official, who two years before Levuka’s inscription in 2011,
expected money to ‘pour’ in from UNESCO, also questioned if iTaukei would benefit from
Levuka’s World Heritage status. “I know [heritage] will get money, but money to the
authorities. I mean how it will impact the people on the ground, the local people. Will they
get any money from it, that's what I’m worried about. So if the money is going to come, it
goes to who? Who will control the money? Will it go to town council or Department of
Culture, to the government?” He was critical of “whose heritage” Levuka represents and how
that will translate to benefits on the ground, carefully raising the contentious issue around
iTaukei land alienation and present day claims. He said:
For the people of Ovalau… I mean at first I was just asking those people; this heritage
project, this is the history of the white people? Heritage of the white people not the
local people. So I always ask that person what about the local people that were here
before. Will they benefit from this heritage? Will they get some money? You know
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some of those peoples’ land was taken away. Now they’re still crying for their lands.
But that's beside the point. What I’m saying is, if the heritage project will go through,
if UNESCO will give the money, who will benefit from that? The people that their
land was taken away, the government, town council?”
The official’s concerns were shared by village leadership, and continued after Levuka
was inscribed in 2013. More than one year after inscription in 2014, some felt that Levuka’s
World Heritage listing did not result in any benefits to the villages. One village chief
explained, “They say that it benefits the villages. But at the moment there is nothing.” He
explained that he was involved in heritage consultations and working with the government
for more than 10 years to give support to Levuka’s World Heritage bid. “We had the state
celebration [when Levuka’s World Heritage inscription was officially recognized], but
nothing has materialized from all that hoopla.” He commented, “Those old sites, the old
town. What will it bring? What will it bring to the people? Levuka is a heritage site, but no
benefits have reached us.”
The chief also said that he believed heritage is only for tourists. The Department of
Heritage shows a video of other World Heritage sites as part of its heritage awareness
consultations. “I am aware of sites in countries like Japan and Vietnam, and it’s not picking
up here like at those sites we see on TV.” The chief also stated that, “Heritage is not good.
The members of the town don't have any authority. They don't have any power to change the
structures or the paint. Everything must go through the heritage committee. They said they
would fix the cemetery, nothing done. Homes, nothing done.”
The Nasinu village headman (turaga ni koro) said, “They made the bure (traditional
Fijian house). They only came [did not do anything]. They haven’t been here in a while.” In
addition to a lack of expected government involvement in heritage development in the
village, he pointed to the need for more education about heritage and tourism, and local
development politics as a hindrance:
The problem [the village] is facing is that they need to be educated about heritage, but
nothing has been done about it, so they can take care of tourists when they come. Tui
Levuka [Levuka’s high chief based in Levuka Vakaviti] has put a stop to tourism
from the western side [of Viti Levu] to come in because he wants the local people to
benefit monetarily. So therefore there hasn’t been any progress. The tourists want to
come but the heritage [development] is slow. Heritage is lacking because they have to
educate and school the people so they can take tourists on guided tours. The will is
there, they want to, but there’s a blockage because they haven’t been educated on
what needs to be done for them to prosper. Because heritage is lacking. Heritage is
asleep.
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A village leader in Levuka Vakaviti flatly stated that, “Landowners don't get anything
from heritage.” An elder from the same village complained, “They never come and speak to
us in the village… about heritage, you know. They just come in and out just like a yoyo. I
don’t know if [this village] is really heritage because it’s never been told to us.” A 50-yearold woman from Levuka Vakaviti working at PAFCO said, “It doesn't really affect us. When
tourists come in they need to see all the heritage sites. Since Levuka is a heritage place now.
Because they come just for a few hours and they go back. Like in tourist boats.”
A Nasinu elder said, “Heritage is supposed to be implemented in the town area you
know where they usually provide money for the people living in town. But in the district it’s
hard to accept the heritage system because it does not involve anything. We don't have any
tourist attractions. So it’s very little use to us.” He also pointed to a need for more education,
awareness, and concrete action related to heritage and heritage tourism. He did not see any
benefits otherwise:
It’s meaningless to us. Only good for people who prepared some … place for tourists
to visit, and entertain visitors. If they can do that then it’s ok for them. But for people
who cannot provide those kinds of things, we don’t see any reason why we should
accept heritage. People talk so much about heritage, but they do very little. We need
some people to come and convince them with the right ideas not only just to show
ideas, but for something positive to materialize.
Post-inscription in 2014, another provincial official offered insight into the impacts of
heritage on iTaukei, and business dynamics that might limit heritage benefits for Ovalau
villages:
Looking at the reaction of people during the announcement [of Levuka’s World
Heritage inscription], that is where I gauged the involvement of the people. During
the announcement there was a mixed reaction, because with the rural community, it’s
hard for them to penetrate the business community in the Levuka town area. So, most
of them wonder as to whether there’s any benefit for them, given the announcement.
But for the business community within the town area, it was a great opportunity for
them to build up and increase the capacity of their businesses. But there are small
communities living outside the periphery of the town area. Most of them, they don’t
understand the impact of this announcement. To them that doesn’t mean anything.
Most of them, they think this thing will only benefit the council. So they wouldn't
bother about the decision of the World Heritage. They changed the name from
National Heritage to World Heritage. It doesn’t mean anything to them. But they are
also part of the Heritage, those communities.
Ovalau handicraft program
While Levuka’s World Heritage nomination gained traction, and the country began to
stabilize after the 2006 coup, the government carried out an ongoing ‘traditional arts’ revival
program (handicraft program), begun in 2009, in order to promote the inclusion of iTaukei in
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Levuka’s World Heritage development. Working mainly through the soqosoqo vakamarama
(women’s association) in each village, the Department of Heritage sponsored workshops with
local master craftspeople to teach village women weaving techniques for making pandanus
mats and baskets, carving wooden artifacts, and crafting fans, jewelry, and other items. The
department also sponsored workshops in bure construction for young men, reflecting the
gendered nature of the ‘traditional arts’ where women mostly concentrate on weaving,
sewing, making masi bark cloth and carving small objects like jewelry, while men are
involved in large construction and carving larger items such as decorative war clubs and
masks.

Figure 15. Left: Women selling handicrafts in Levuka town. Right: Vacant Levuka handicraft market.

Almost half of the women I interviewed linked heritage to handicraft making. When I
asked what they thought of ‘heritage,’ the first thing that came to mind was the Department
of Heritage handicraft program. A 65-year-old housewife in Nasinu said, “It’s good they
brought the heritage [program], it’s improved women’s livelihoods, they can do their
handicrafts, and the cruise ship comes. Since heritage, women are more together now in the
village. So it’s positive.” A 55-year-old housewife in Lovoni said she feels heritage is a good
thing because, “it gives us our own program, in the women’s group. It improved my
knowledge of handicrafts. It can be another source of income.” A 54-year-old housewife in
Nasinu who did not want to answer questions because she ‘doesn’t know anything about
heritage’ commented that the only thing she knows is “the women’s group here is really
smart at handicraft making.” A 25-year-old housewife in Nasinu remarked, “The women’s
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group is good, we learn things and you can earn money.” However, she was not interested in
selling her items, instead keeping them just for decoration.
A 65-year-old woman from Levuka Vakaviti, retired from PAFCO, felt that
handicraft workshops were, “Good for developing women. It’s a means for developing
women who aren’t working for PAFCO.” Another 55-year-old housewife from Levuka
Vakaviti, who stopped working at PAFCO after 10 years on the job, liked to have tourists
come because it benefits the whole community when they buy handicrafts from the women’s
group.
Those who said heritage did not benefit the village were mostly men, while all of the
women involved with the handicraft program spoke positively of their experience. Only two
men even mentioned women’s handicrafts— one because his wife was sitting next to him and
raised the topic, and another because his daughter was the president of the village women’s
group. The latter, a male elder in Nasinu, pointed to financial benefits, “The women have
knowledge now, they learned how to make handicrafts. Before they didn't know, and had no
money.” The former, a 57-year-old farmer in Lovoni, said that he liked the women’s
handicraft program, and that he thinks it is all connected with heritage.
Women enjoyed the program and the camaraderie they felt, but did not end up selling
many of their wares, mostly because they lacked business experience, and had poor
coordination with tourist operators and town officials (to establish times and places for
selling). A provincial official said, “Normally… when there’s like two or three tikina, or
districts, involved there’s a lot of competition within and it keeps the [program] healthy. So
what we normally do is we encourage competition within [the women’s groups]. That keeps
it healthy. And they learn from each other.” He describes how rural women are more
accustomed to a sharing economy, “There’s very little knowledge, most of these rural
women, they don’t have the capacity to run large activities, because of the way that we are
brought up. They are used to giving, rather than commercializing everything.” One woman I
interviewed mentioned, with a laugh, that she was not able to sell anything because her
family members would ask for (kerekere), or free donation. Fijian kin relationships dictate
that one can rarely refuse a request. Other women, whose handicrafts I saw displayed in their
homes, said they make them to give as gifts as well as to sell.
A women’s association leader from Lovoni said women were not allowed to sell
handicrafts to the tourists visiting on the existing village tours, so they were looking to start
their own tourism committee to run their own tours. She said they could not often sell their
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handicrafts to tourists in the town. “When the tourists come over, like last week there was a
boat in town. It’s only those in town that benefit from it.” Several other women in the three
villages, and even some of the the town’s tourism association members, were in agreement
that they could not count on cruise ship visits to sell their handicrafts due to the sporadic
docking of the ships and inability to plan far enough in advance to take advantage of their
arrival.
A town official who was supportive of the program said:
What Heritage did was get people to come in and teach a skill that's really died down
after a long time, which is making earrings out of shells and coconut shells and going
back to weaving and carving. And we had a big bazaar type thing and people brought
in all their handicrafts and it was so beautiful! It was just amazing. Then after
everything was brought in, people started buying. Even paintings by the young kids.
And after all this was being done, we knew that every time the cruise ship comes in
now all you have to do is notify the villagers and they can either sit on the roadside
because some choose to travel around on trucks or buses, or they can bring their
wares into town and then just sit by the trees there and sell them. But even the tourist
ships come in now and we don't see any of our handicraft people there. So I brought it
up in the meeting. Why are there no handicrafts around?
The official said that according to the meeting participants, the expectation was that the local
tourism association would inform provincial officials, who would in turn inform the villages
when the cruise ships would come. In the most recent case, however, the tourism association
said no provincial representatives were present at the tourism meeting, so they could not pass
along the information. The official concluded, “So these kinds of things go on. When they
start questioning, then they point [the finger] at one another. There’s no coordination, you
know. We have so many committees but they’re all working on their own. All on a tangent.
Instead of working inwards to unify the whole… that’s what’s happening.”
Bure building workshop
As part of the Department of Heritage’s traditional arts revival program for Ovalau, a
course in bure building was offered to young men on the island. I spoke with two young men
who participated in the bure workshop, one proudly showing me his bure building course
certificate when I asked him about his thoughts on heritage. A master builder in Nasinu
passed on his skills to these two men and other who constructed a bure in the village. The
builder claimed that now he is the only one on the island who has the knowledge to construct
a bure, and when he’s gone nobody else can replace him. He said, “Because now, you have
families that have three, four, five people living in the same house because the cost of
material is high. So to have the knowledge to build the bure… is valuable.” He said the
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Department of Heritage hired him to teach the youth in the district. But the bure building
workshop was a one-off event, while the handicraft workshops were ongoing.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, with the encouragement of the Department of Heritage, a
bure was built in Nasinu where houses are now made of wood, concrete, and corrugated iron.
The bure was to be used for displaying handicrafts for sale to tourists who might pass by on
the road. Essentially, its purpose was to attract tourists to the village to buy handicrafts.
According to village residents, not many tourists came, and a few months later, one of the
young men, Emosi, who worked with the master builder to construct the bure, needed a place
to stay with his new family and obtained permission from the village to live in it. From then
on, instead of a site for tourists, the bure was used for its original purpose - as a home.
However, the time and effort required to maintain a bure is just as important as the effort to
build one. If the reeds, fronds, and other natural materials are not regularly replaced, the
structure will gradually disintegrate. After about one year, while the bure was deteriorating,
Emosi built another small house for his family and moved out of the bure. Shortly thereafter,
the bure was burnt down.
When I inquired about the bure, everyone I asked found the incident rather amusing,
as Fijians tend to find mischief entertaining, especially when they are not the victims. But I
also realized that they laughed as they told me the story to diffuse any tension surrounding
the incident (Arno 1993). When I first asked Emosi what he thought about heritage generally,
he laughed and shouted, “It was burnt!” A young woman in her 20s told me that, “[Tourists]
were supposed to come because the bure vakaviti was down there and then somebody burned
the bure vakaviti down.” Another man in his 30s with knowledge of the situation said, “They
built one Fijian bure. It's burned. They should build another one. They didn’t have any
procedure for it. There was no reply from [the Department of Heritage], and it was really
deteriorating. They didn’t change it and someone burnt it. Nobody wanted to fix it. I think
they were waiting for Heritage to come and build a new one.” A retired village elder
explained, “Heritage tried to build one Fijian bure in the village. The village didn’t accept the
idea, eh. So the bure just slowly deteriorated, then it ended up someone put a fire on it.”
The master builder who guided construction of the bure also laughed when I asked
him about it. His wife laughed even harder. “Somebody burnt it!” they both exclaimed. The
builder went on to say that he felt it was wrong for people to stay in the bure. “The building
of the bure was to display handicrafts. If it was done [that] way to begin with, that would be a
source of income for the village. If it was operating now, the people would be coming if there
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was a demonstration.” His wife believed that no tourists were coming to Nasinu because
there was no longer a bure, which also highlights the perception that villages need authentic
displays of Fijian culture such as bures in order to attract tourists (discussed in Chapter 8).
As is common with failed development projects, it had no local ownership,
corresponding to a lack of interest in maintaining the structure and doing the work to attract
tourists without government assistance. Some residents in the village held the expectation
that the government program that organized and funded the bure initially should take the
responsibility to maintain it. In Nasinu, the bure became a symbol of the failure of heritage
development — another development project that literally went down in flames.
Conclusion
Many on the ground believe that Levuka’s status as a World Heritage Site has
resulted in few if any benefits. Town leaders felt that despite educational programs,
awareness among residents was still limited, and that negative attitude towards World
Heritage inscription prevailed. Small changes in the town were apparent, but many heritage
buildings remained in a dilapidated state, and heritage building owners express frustration at
a lack of assistance to restore their properties. They believed corruption and bribery were
underlying failed leadership. Foreign heritage experts supported some restoration work in
town, though locals did not always trust that they had the best interests of the town at heart.
A report on heritage qualifying criteria, and a comprehensive architectural survey
under the heritage management plan, took several years to complete, and appeared to cause
delays in maintenance and repairs of heritage buildings. Category 5 Cyclone Winston, which
stuck Fiji in 2016 and destroyed or damaged many heritage buildings, set repairs and
maintenance work back even further, and was a reminder of Levuka’s fragility and
susceptibility to the impacts of climate change. Cyclone Winston destroyed or exacerbated
the poor condition of the structures themselves, and highlighted continuing problems with
restoration work, and mistrust between town leaders and the central government.
Levuka has struggled to live up to its obligations under World Heritage rules and
regulation since its inscription in 2013, and in the future it will continue to struggle with
expectations related to infrastructure upgrades and restoration. The future will bring stronger
and more frequent cyclones, as well as other impacts of climate change, such as sea level rise
and increased flooding. The built environment of the Levuka World Heritage site as it stands
now will at best be exceedingly difficult to maintain in the coming decades, and at worst, the
town’s original historic structures may disappear altogether.
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ITaukei perceptions of World Heritage impacts were gendered; men tended to feel
that few if any benefits were in evidence from Levuka’s World Heritage designation, that
education and awareness was still lacking in the community, and that their village
realistically could not benefit from tourism. Women frequently mentioned the handicraft
program and its positive impact. However, due to lack of coordination with tourism officials
and barriers to developing their small businesses, they did not sell many of their handicrafts
to tourists. Instead the items they produced circulated internally in the iTaukei economy of
reciprocity. The bure building program appeared to be a promising initiative to impart
iTaukei building knowledge to the younger generation, but it only entailed one workshop,
had no continuing reinforcement, and lacked a sense of village ownership, which led to a
razed bure and a failed project in Nasinu.
After listening to my observations, a Nasinu elder and distant uncle residing in
Australia, expressed his view that, “They need to upgrade the town first and focus on
attracting tourists to town, and then bring in the villages, not the other way around.” A
heritage building owner agreed, “With the money heritage spends on workshops, catering,
that money can be allocated to preservation of the buildings.” A town leader expressed a
similar view saying that work needed to be done first to upgrade the town as a World
Heritage Site, and benefits to the surrounding villages should flow on from that.
Clifford (2013) discusses Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s (1998) notion that heritage is a
“second life” and explores the importance of the “second life” of heritage to Indigenous
reclamations and articulations. The Ovalau handicraft revival program is one such example,
but it appears that in the attempt to insure Indigenous inclusivity in relation to Levuka’s
World Heritage development, the focus and resources put into connecting iTaukei with
heritage tourism, particularly iTaukei women, may have shifted away from restoration work
in the town itself as the “core” World Heritage site. Both aspects of the program are
important— addressing pressing needs of multicultural minorities residing in Levuka, and
catering to the iTaukei majority who are grappling with cultural loss and lack of income
earning opportunities in villages connected to Levuka’s heritage. The balance has proven to
be difficult. The next chapter looks more specifically at how development of heritage tourism
has played out in Levuka, and local views and responses that identify how and why both
townspeople and iTaukei resist tourism development.
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CHAPTER 8. LEVUKA’S HERITAGE TOURISM
Introduction
The government of Fiji pursues tourism as its primary means of achieving economic
development, deploying the “Pacific as Paradise” narrative to attract international visitors
with relative success. Tourism is the country’s largest source of foreign exchange, and
directly and indirectly contributes to more than 30 percent of Fiji’s GDP while employing an
estimated workforce of 40,000 (Pratt et. al 2015). White and Hviding (2015, 17) point out,
“Pacific states, aided by regional organizations and development planners, were quick to
propose models for developing tourism as a major sector in post-colonial economies.” The
sugar industry, once a mainstay of Fiji’s colonial economy, has been in decline for two
decades with the emergence of free trade agreements that curb preferential access for Fiji
sugar in EU markets. In the place of sugar, the Fiji government prioritizes tourism
development to sustain the economy (Harrison and Pratt 2010).
Tourism in Fiji originated in the colonial period, when Suva became a regular stop on
the European steamship route to Australia and New Zealand. Using the sugar industry as a
model, the colonial administration saw tourism as a viable economic sector and solicited
foreign investment to build the tourism industry (Plange 1996, 208). Today, local ownership
has increased, but remains limited by large international hotel chains dominating the tourism
landscape. Despite political instability, global economic downturn, and increasing frequency
and severity of natural disasters linked to climate change, tourism in Fiji continues to grow.
Visitor arrivals in 2016 reached a record high of 792,000 and economists expect continued
growth (Reserve Bank of Fiji, 2017).
Tourism is “one of the most important and obvious “faces of heritage” where state
agencies “begin to take interest in the economic potentials of culture” (White and Hviding
2015, 11, 17). Government programs in Fiji have been less concerned with heritage tourism
connected to the World Heritage site and instead have focused on attempts to connect World
Heritage benefits to Levuka’s surrounding iTaukei villages. Government sponsored programs
have trained women in making handicrafts to sell to tourists and young men in constructing
bure to attract tourists to villages, and in general has promoted other tourism development
activities for villages, such as setting up tourism operations. This chapter explores the
heritage tourism landscape of Levuka and discusses how villages have responded to heritage
tourism initiatives, which include a Japanese government project supporting heritage tourism
development in Levuka.
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Heri tage tourism in Levuka
Despite Levuka’s previous national heritage status and current World Heritage
inscription, the town receives very few tourists. Tourism in Fiji has steadily increased over
the years, bouncing back after the coups of 2000 and 2006, and the global financial crisis in
2008. However, the nationwide increase in tourist numbers has not been felt in Levuka.
According to Harrison (2004), Levuka had 7,639 visitors in 1999, of which 65 per cent were
from overseas. The Levuka Tourism Association, a business association comprising mostly
of Levuka’s hotel operators, estimated in 2016 that the town had about 30 international
visitors per week, and that irregular visits from cruise ships brought about 50 – 100 tourists
on one-day visits to the town every month, along with s few day trips by a handful of visitors
from nearby Leleuvia Island backpacker’s resort. These numbers represent a significant
decrease in comparison to the situation 20 years ago.
The national statistics bureau does not disaggregate tourist data specifically for
Levuka. The 1999 data was collected by a special heritage management and tourism survey
team commissioned by UNESCO Bankok (Bhaktapur 2000). The Levuka Tourism
Association and town council could not provide figures for tourist visits, which is revealing
in terms of the level of resources and political will supporting tourism development and
management in Levuka. A town official remarked that, “As far as numbers are concerned it’s
quite hard to put a figure on the numbers, although we try and ask the hotels and homestays
too, how many you’re getting there… They don’t think figures are very important for us, but
they don’t realize that it is very important to us at [the town] council.” Transportation
companies also refuse to provide information to town planners on the number of passengers
transported to Levuka, citing commercial sensitivity.
In any case, it is not difficult to see why tourism in Levuka has not yet increased
despite its World Heritage designation. Hotel operators and townspeople complain that
infrastructure is not in place to support substantial tourism development. It is not easy to
access Levuka from the main tourist areas in Fiji, or even from the capital of Suva, and it is a
long distance and across the ocean from the international airport in Nadi. Seasoned tourists
and backpackers are more likely than casual vacationers to make the journey “off the beaten
track” to Levuka. Visitors can take a short plane ride from Nadi or Nausori (Suva) airports, or
take the bus from Suva and ferry across from Natovi Jetty, Viti Levu to Ovalau. Flying is
considered somewhat of a luxury and only for executives, diplomats, wealthy locals, or
higher end tourists, while most locals and adventurous travelers normally travel by bus and
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ferry. The bus and boat trip from Suva to Levuka takes at least four hours. Occasionally ad
hoc shipping services are available. A newly established ferry service enables passengers to
ride directly from wharf to wharf between Suva and Levuka, which is an easier journey for
those coming and going from Suva, but it still takes four hours. The roads on Viti Levu are
tar sealed for the most part, but tourism stakeholders in Levuka often point out that the dirt
and gravel roads on Ovalau make tourism on the island more difficult. Some short stretches
through villages are paved, but even so, passengers are covered in dust after the journey. The
paved roads and bridges in Levuka town are always, notoriously in need of repair, and the
drainage system was engineered when the town was first built and now poses a flooding risk.
For the tourists who do manage to reach Levuka, accommodations in town are limited
to a maximum capacity of around 150 beds. The one and only hotel, the Royal Hotel, is the
oldest hotel in the Pacific Islands and is listed on the heritage register. Three smaller
guesthouses provide a few additional rooms. In other parts of the island, a small number of
homestay and lodge accommodations are available. Hotel and guest rooms in town are filled
mostly with domestic business travelers from head offices in Suva who may represent mobile
phone and internet companies, banks, retail, and government agencies. Town officials point
out that it is difficult to attract investment in tourism when accessibility to Levuka is a
problem and island roads and town infrastructure need upgrading.
Levuka is “off the beaten track” and does not offer the “sun, sand, and surf” that is
central to Fiji’s touristic imagery (Young 2005). As such, Levuka is not a typical destination
for Fiji’s tourists, and it is not extensively marketed. Tourism advocates in the town faced
obstacles when attempting to coordinate marketing and tourism planning with Tourism Fiji,
the government’s tourism marketing agency. Tourism association members complained to me
about failed communication and cancellations of site visits by officials at Tourism Fiji. They
also reported conflict within the association, mainly between expatriate operators and locals,
which has hindered a coordinated approach to tourism development at the town level.
Expatriate members believed locals were too resistant to change and trying new approaches,
while local members felt that foreigners were moving to the town and trying to impose their
will in a patronizing manner. Tourism programs and initiatives usually fell flat because of
this division. For example, one foreign resident member expressed his frustration:
The development that could be is just not happening. It’s just that you make
suggestions, and there’s almost a resentment. There’s almost a jealousy like you want
to take the credit for doing it. But I mean people make the suggestions…If they’d
only just listen to the suggestion. I mean, things that would cost next to nothing to do
- things like, you know, we used to have Japanese volunteers here for years. The last
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one that was here about 4 or 5 years ago, he did a landscaping plan for the foreshore.
Very simple. Pathways meandering through gardens and everything else. It would
have cost next to nothing because just about all of the work could’ve been done by
local people. It never happened, which they brought up to council several times and
they said “Oh we can’t find [the plan].” I’m not interested in taking any pats on the
back or anything like that. All I’m interested in is the town. I mean we don’t see
ourselves as interfering we see ourselves as trying to be positive. Bearing in mind that
Fijians resist change a lot. And we’re aware of that. I mean we’ve still got to keep
planting seeds.
The same association member provided another example of lack of follow through
with respect to an application for an Australian volunteer to assist and train town landscapers.
Though the application appeared to have support at the town level and national level, he
found out 12 months later that the application had never been submitted to the Australian
program office. “They were really for it, but they didn't bother going through with it.”
A local tourism association member expressed a contrasting view about foreign
residents in the industry, “When they come they act like the owner of this town. Even myself,
I don’t act like that. We fight. I’m sorry to say this. They know nothing about this town. And
when they come they want to push us around… I spoke up sometimes when I’m angry with
them. You know Levuka, this is the place tourists came to before you come to this town… I
told them straight. Because in Levuka everyone is one family. Everybody loves each other.
Because you don't belong here.”
The provincial government also pointed out promotional problems in getting tourists
to travel from Nadi to Levuka. One official said that his attempts get tourism operators to
increase visitors to Levuka had not been successful, “Tourist operators in Nadi, they control
most of the people from Nadi to Levuka, and when you try to go in between that connection,
it’s very hard to break that.” Another local official believed that tourism would never take off
in Levuka despite its World Heritage status. “Heritage tourism is a small niche market, so
unless there are more activities like [scuba] diving, there won’t be a big influx of tourists.”
The marketing of Levuka is limited to a website Levuka.com, one page on the Tourism Fiji
website, and a few Facebook pages for local events and heritage brochures printed by the
Department of Heritage and the National Trust of Fiji.
The retail shops in town are oriented toward local customers, having few souvenirs
available, although the women’s handicraft program was intended to fill this gap. I observed
that the few existing local restaurants become overwhelmed with large groups of visitors
from cruise ships and other day trips. It would be difficult for the small service industry in
Levuka to respond to a large increase in tourism without major investment into the town,
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particularly international tourists who may have higher expectations of a tourist destination.
The tranquility and slow pace of the town is perhaps the point of appeal for both international
and domestic travelers.
Domestic heritage tourism
With limited accessibility, marketing and tourist activities, World Heritage
recognition has had little impact on international tourism; however, it seems that domestic
tourism has increased since Levuka began gaining traction as a potential World Heritage site
in the post-2006 coup period. Most local travelers, mainly school children and chaperones on
field trips, are hosted in Levuka’s surrounding villages rather than staying at hotels and
guesthouses, making it difficult to point to a numerical trend, but I found anecdotal evidence.
A town official observed, “The biggest groups that come are our own locals.” Another
tourism association member highlighted an increase in the number of schools visiting
Levuka, “Because now that Levuka has been recognized as a World Heritage Site. It just sort
of accentuates the importance of Levuka in the country, and for so many schools all of a
sudden Levuka is the place to go. And they come here for a couple of days … they add to the
economy and all that, but the good thing is that the youth of the country are aligning with
heritage.”
On October 10 of every year on Fiji’s independence day, called “Fiji Day,” the town
th

organizes a reenactment of the signing of the Deed of Cession, which officially designated
Fiji as a colony of Great Britain. The ceremonies held on this day attract hundreds of school
children, along with teachers and parents, and other interested Fijians from Viti Levu and
elsewhere. The town organizers recruit actors to play the parts of the 13 chiefs of Fiji who
signed the Deed of Cession, and solicit any available fair-skinned visitors to play the parts of
Sir Hercules Robinson, who signed on behalf of Queen Victoria and other British attendees
dressed in Victorian costumes.
At the particular reenactment I observed, various classes of children from about 30
schools were in attendance. The children watched the reenactment with interest. When it
finished, they formed a parade, holding their school banners and small Fiji flags, and
marched from the cession site to the Nasau Park events ground to listen to speeches and
watch Fijian dance performances. The main guest at the event was the newly elected Minister
for Youth and Sports, whose speech was mostly rhetoric about the recent elections and his
new government. A sign hanging at the venue read: “Fiji’s New Dawn.” Notably, he did not
refer to Levuka as a World Heritage site in his speech, though the town had been granted the
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inscription more than a year earlier. In this case, the cession reenactment served as the basis
for a type of heritage tourism that conjures and imparts a sense of nationalism through
commemoration of an historical event (Connerton 1989).
Another example of a local event that is meant to attract domestic heritage tourism is
‘Back to Levuka Week,’ a carnival that usually takes place annually in October following the
Fiji Day celebrations. The ‘Back to Levuka’ theme is intended to appeal to the nostalgia of
Fijians who may or may not have ties to Levuka, invoking a sense of returning home, or
returning to the past ‘where it all began.’ Similar to other festivals in Fiji, such as the
Hibiscus Festival in Suva, a beauty pageant was recently incorporated into the week’s
festivities, as pageants have become popular in an increasingly globalized Fiji. Young
women representing the different districts of Ovalau compete for the title of Miss Ovalau.
The town has organized the festival irregularly for about 10 years, and it attracts several
hundred people. Back to Levuka nostalgia is also a common theme in family reunions and
family trips often organized by descendants of the first colonial families, mentioned in
Chapter 6.
The Ovalau Women’s Craft Expo, another heritage tourism event, was developed as a
culmination to the Department of Heritage handicraft program. It attracts many people living
on Ovalau along with some from other islands. Handicraft sales were intended to be
coordinated with cruise ship visits, and stalls were to be set up to cater to other visitors, but
nothing along these lines has happened in an organized way. It seems that the women sell
more handicrafts when they travel to the National Handicraft Expo held annually in Suva.
The localized handicraft events held at the district and village level are mainly for display
rather than sales.

Figure 16. Left: Site of Fiji's cession to Great Britain. Right: Chief Cakobau and Sir Hercules Robinson,
Governor of New South Wales, during cession reenactment for Fiji Day (2014).
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Figure 17. Left: Signing the Deed of Cession during the Fiji Day reenactment. Right: School children form a
parade through town waving Fiji flags after watching the reenactment.

The Levuka Community Centre Museum
The Levuka Community Centre is located in a heritage building that formerly served
as a branch location for one of Fiji’s main retail chains, Morris Hedstrom. The building now
houses a small museum, which consists of a partitioned area about 5m x 5m, with an adjacent
library that occupies a slightly larger area. The museum displays photos of the early town and
prominent early residents such as David Whippy, and other items such as the Fiji Times
newspaper’s first printing press, sea glass bottles, receptacles from sunken ships, and
seashells, as a bit of natural history.
The National Trust of Fiji manages the museum and library. Behind the front
reception desk is a wall-size map of Levuka with “Levuka – UNESCO World Heritage Site”
written in large bold letters, as a statement of Levuka’s Outstanding Universal Value. Over
the years, various parties have proposed plans for enhancing the museum; one such plan was
to move the museum to the colonial governor’s old residence. The founder of Fiji Water and
owner of the nearby Wakaya Island, David Gilmore, had a philanthropic interest in
supporting this plan. A town leader informed me:
They need a lot down there. You know this millionaire guy that owned Wakaya
Island, Mr. Gilmore. He had come in and he said you know, because he knows many
people all over the world, he’s going travel and try and bring in all the photographs
and things like that and artifacts that belong to the town and set up, where the
governors old residence is in Nasova. They've got the town clerk living in that now.
But they had identified that to be the museum. So they gave that to the council to
work on that with Gilmore. I don't know happened. That project stopped. But I don't
think it will be Gilmore who’ll say, “No, I’m not going do it,” because he was the
one that offered. I’m sure it has to do with something from this end. Either they didn't
want to do what he wanted maybe or he’s come and looked at the building and
nothing’s been done about it to it to get it up to par. All they had to do was renovate
it, put air conditioning, and yeah.
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The Japanese government’s aid program also attempted to obtain funding and
technical assistance for restoration work on the old colonial residence, and was likewise
unsuccessful (see below). The museum collection and displays have remained largely
unchanged for decades, except for new cracks in the display case glass, and more recent
addition of news articles about Levuka’s World Heritage inscription. The Levuka museum
does not have the status of the Fiji Museum, the national museum located in Suva, which is a
separate statutory entity of its own having museum management expertise. However, the
Levuka Museum has access to the curators in Suva when displays or captions need attention,
which occurs about three times a year.
A town official expressed disappointment at what appeared to be bypassing of the
Levuka Museum and donations going missing,
Last year they found a real important document. The Deed of Cession. Framed inside
the commissioners office where it’s always been all these years. They took it and
went and put in the museum in Suva. It belongs here. It belongs here. And it’s been
here for years. Why take it to Suva? There’s other things that they can leave here. A
lot of things that people donate to this museum. Where it’s gone is anybody’s guess.
Like other museums in once colonized places, many items of historical and sacred
value are on display at metropolitan museums in former colonial centers, and Indigenous
owners are increasingly pursuing repatriation (Geismar 2015, 77–78; Vunidilo 2015). In
Levuka’s case, local items of historical value may end up at the Fiji Museum, or they may be
lost for good. This small museum is located in a heritage building located directly on the sea
front and in need of maintenance and restoration. The buildings next to it were damaged or
completely destroyed by the 2016 cyclone. It has only one administrative staff person, and
little funding to be able to manage anything more than the limited space and collection it
currently houses. Similar to other heritage development projects in Levuka, dreams of
gaining outside support for enhancing the museum were never realized.
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Figure 18. Display at the entrance to the Levuka Museum.

Levuka town tours
The Levuka Museum and Community Centre provides a walking tour of the town for
a small fee, if and when the (one) tour guide is available. Another town tour and guided hike
is provided through a local lodge also on an ad hoc basis. The tour consists of the guide
walking visitors through the town pointing out Levuka’s significant heritage buildings. When
I signed up for the tour, I was the only participant, which was a reminder of how few tourists
are present in Levuka on any given day. Local guides offer one or two village tours that I will
describe in the next section. A lodge operator told me:
I need somebody. I just need my own tour guide here. There’s no tour guide at the
community center. When we call them, sometimes they are available sometimes they
are not. And we have to look for one tour guide, you know. Sometimes I take them
around, especially around town. Around town that’s the big one because they walk.
They can go around the island too and see the sites. But to go around town, I always
tell them I have no time. It takes one and half to two hours, by that time I’ll be
sweating all day. That’s why I’m asking [the staff] to do tours like walking to the
waterfalls, after we get another [guide] for the town.
It is not surprising with so few tourists, local tours and guides are not always available.
Opportunities do exist in Levuka for the “off the beaten track” tourists to move about on their
own and have less mediated experiences. They are not likely to be disrupted by any preorganized activities. At the same time it is not easy for tourists to venture out on their own.
Taxi services have increased over the years, but there are no rental car or bicycle companies
for tourists. Cars have to be driven to the dock in Viti Levu and loaded onto the ferry. Carrier
trucks equipped with benches in the truck bed serve as buses, but run regularly only in the
morning and afternoon during “rush hour,” mostly for the purpose of transporting school
children.
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Townspeople’s views on tourism
Local leaders representing the main communities in Levuka are supportive of tourism
development and wish to improve Levuka’s tourism infrastructure. Town leaders believe that
it is important to have tourism as an economic alternative to PAFCO so that local livelihoods
are not totally dependent on one unpredictable industry, as discussed in Chapter 3. In
contrast, some residents of the town are concerned that too much tourism will bring unwanted
changes to the town, diminishing its appeal to international and domestic tourists alike. One
Levuka resident and lodge operator said, “Of course it would be wonderful to have a lot more
[tourists] but I think it would ruin the effect for people visiting here. We can sort of govern
the number of people that come here and the town can handle that.” Another hotel operator
and resident with family roots in Levuka said, “If they want more people to come they need
to look at roads, water, drainage, and the fire service. More tourists will face transport
problems, it will slow down tourism, which will be good. Too many people will change the
town, they need to look at controlling it.” He was opposed to an increase in tourism, “We’re
not interested in attracting more tourists, let them come if they want as long as we make
enough to pay fees, taxes, what we need.” Alluding to the split in the tourism association
between expatriates and locals, he went on to assert that tourism will change the town, and
not for the better, explaining that in one area on the island there was a “new white
community” running small tourism operations. Perhaps surprisingly, this same respondent
was supportive of limited cruise ship visits, saying that the occasional Sunday visit from
tourists “won’t spoil the way of life,” though the entire town is closed on Sundays and special
arrangements must be made with local businesses to accommodate tour groups.

Figure 19. Fiji's oldest hotel; Royal Hotel in Levuka.
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Village tourism
Village tourism in Ovalau is different type of touristic experience than heritage
tourism in Levuka town, though they are closely connected because one usually entails the
other. Most tourists come to see the colonial town and may choose to take a village tour
beyond the town. Village tourism is a distinctive type of tourism mediated as a ‘side
experience,’ or ‘off the beaten track’ from the sun surf and sand that is Fiji’s main tourism
product, or in this case, a ‘side experience’ that differs from the main World Heritage site.
Both are considered ‘heritage tourism’ or cultural tourism, albeit with one as European
colonial heritage and the other as Indigenous Fijian heritage. Town and village tourism are
managed and treated separately under the distinctive governance arrangements for
Indigenous Fijians (described in Chapter 4), though some coordination is required between
tourism operations in the town and those in the villages.
Most villages in Fiji follow the same formula for hosting tourists: arrangements must
be made ahead of time with village chiefs, and visitors must follow particular village
protocols. Tourist visits are preplanned and organized, usually as part of a ‘village
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experience’ tour. Local tour guides may arrange for tourists to participate in a sevusevu
ceremony with the village chief, offering dried kava roots to ask permission to tour the
village, or arrange for the chief to stage a welcome ceremony for his guests with tabua, or
whales tooth, used as a prop and not actually given away. Tourists typically are given the
opportunity to drink kava during either ceremony. Next, visitors are shown around the village
and offered an explanation of the village history, flora, fauna and significant structures such
as the church or chief’s house. In most instances, villages serve visitors with Fijian food
cooked in a lovo, or earth oven, consisting of taro, cassava, taro leaves in coconut milk, and
different types of meat, including fish if available. Villagers might also perform dancing and
singing for entertainment. More experienced villages are likely to display handicrafts and
other items for sale, for example as in Viseisei Village near the tourist hub of Nadi, which has
been linked with Nadi tourism operators for many years. There the majority of the tour is
spent on handicraft shopping (Young 2005).
Ovalau village tourism
For several years, tourists visiting Levuka town have been able to access only one or
two village tours organized by a tour guide in the town. The destination for most tours is
32

As described in Chapter 2 when I visited villages as a researcher.
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Lovoni village, where one tour in particular has been running more or less consistently for
over ten years. This Lovoni tour follows the usual formula, and sometimes takes tourists on a
nature hike to a waterfall and shows them some ‘heritage’ structures, such as the Methodist
church, which was built at the same time as many of the heritage buildings in Levuka, but
falls outside of the World Heritage protected zone. Lovoni village occasionally organizes its
own tours from visiting cruise ships, where the main attraction is a village reenactment of the
moment the Lovoni people were captured and enslaved by Ratu Cakobau. Tourists are bussed
to the village to view the “drama,” as they call it, and the entire village participates in staging
the event.
The historical reenactment of cession to Great Britain for Fiji Day, and Lovoni’s
dramatization of the same historical event points to a preference for performance in Levuka’s
heritage tourism where embodied performance reinforces important aspects of heritage, in
contrast to abstract explanations given in relation to static objects as, for example, in the
Levuka Museum. The Fijian way of celebrating heritage makes sense considering the
centrality of performance in Fijian and Pacific Island cultures. Reenactment fits well with
Fijian practices of live storytelling and dramatic performance.
Of the three villages I researched, Lovoni is the only village with semi-regular,
organized tours. Levuka Vakaviti occasionally allowed tour guides to bring tourists to see the
old church on the edge of the village, not following the usual protocol for cultural tours, as
there was little interaction with residents. Nasinu almost never hosted tourists under any
circumstances. Although tourism was not a central activity in any of the three villages, most
village residents that I interviewed had a positive view of tourism and hosting tourists. Most
village men have small farms while some engage in fishing, and women as well as some men
can earn wages at PAFCO. Very few, if any, villagers have tried to pursue village as a means
of gaining cash income. Limited tourism infrastructure and a low number of tourists do not
offer much opportunity.
iTaukei views on tourism
Most iTaukei I spoke with like the idea of tourism because, “they come and bring
money to the village.” As one man put it, “Heritage is nothing to us unless we have a piece of
the tourism pie.” But the work of establishing and conducting tours is not so straightforward,
particularly in a village context where iTaukei values of communalism and sharing are
strong. One middle-aged woman, formerly employed at PAFCO, felt that tours in her village
were self-centered. “The man who is doing the tours is doing it all for himself.” Another
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woman I spoke with said they were not allowed to sell their handicrafts to the tourists visiting
the village on organized tours, implying that the tour guide did not want to share benefits, so
they were looking into starting a tourism operation of their own. Two men pointed out that
the tour operator pays only a small percentage of the fees he collects to the village, which
they remarked was ‘greedy.’ In another village, organized tours were handled by just one
person who did not approve of the way the village spent its share of the fees. A villager told
me, “The money was used for a funeral, and he didn’t like that so [the tour operator] stopped
paying.” However, it is not unexpected that money would be spent in this way, as a large
amount of cash is required to meet family and village obligations for funerals, weddings, and
other events (in addition to tithes) (Narsey 2008; “iTaukei Funerals Here Cost Around
$30M: Study.” Fiji Sun. August 14, 2016, citing Vave’s preliminary research findings).
A village head mentioned that the local chief had put a stop to all outside tour guides
from Nadi bringing tourists to Levuka, as he wanted local tour guides to be trained to spread
the benefits of tourism to the community. Another chief explained that the history of Ovalau
was only for the Ovalau people and did not want any outside tour companies to profit from it.
“If anyone talks about [our village] without permission, I’ll bring legal charges against
them.” He said tourism needs to be organized and properly established, following the right
Fijian cultural protocols, and the benefits should be widely distributed. He wanted the bose
vakavanua, or meeting of the vanua, to be held to determine how to proceed. Another chief
said, “In general [the villagers] aren’t opening their eyes to how good tourism is as a source
of income to help the Vanua. Tourists come and go, you give a little hospitality. They don’t
stay. We are going to try and sit and discuss this in a meeting.”
Another issue commonly raised was the lack of communication with villages about
tour and cruise boat visits, and with the government on a variety of issues. As discussed in
Chapter 7, women were unable to sell handicrafts to tourists as they were unaware of when
tour groups would visit. In addition, the provincial administration faced difficulty when
attempting to secure locations for vendors around the town, which they attributed to
businesses in town trying to discourage competition.
Some village residents also held the attitude that the Department of Heritage or
government generally should provide funding and tell them what to do, as they had been
‘waiting for something to happen’ with heritage for many years. A provincial official
explained the approach of the Fijian administration to heritage tourism:
We are still promoting things about heritage, there’s a lot of opportunity in Levuka
having been declared as a heritage town. We’re encouraging them to utilize the
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training they have undergone with the Department of Heritage. I think women have
learned how to weave… And if they do lack in those areas regarding funding they
would be able to seek funds from this office, but we would like them to initiate. The
initiative should come from them not from us. We want things to be going from their
end then we will try to push them forward… because I believe the training has been
done, they have already undergone the training. I only see one village here that
they’re thinking about proceeding forward … They have started to think about
building bures for visitors to their old village. But they have plans; they have cleared
the area for their site, for their building. But we haven’t seen any bures coming up or
any materials there at the moment. But hopefully they will be able to commence with
that early next year. We’ll be able to assist them….They need to approach this office.
But the criteria for assistance from this office is still that they have been doing
something rather than us going and trying to tell them, ok we need to do this. It needs
to come from them on the ground. We don't want to dictate things for them up here.
The message from the government seemed clear, yet villages were taking little action
on the ground and some villagers mentioned that they were waiting for the government to
‘come and do something,’ to no avail, much like the bure incident described in Chapter 7.
The attitude expressed here is almost a Fijian trope and has existed long before becoming the
target of Hau’ofa’s (1983) satire characterizing villagers as always waiting for government
assistance, not taking the initiative to first help themselves, and exhibiting little ambition
when it comes to furthering their economic security and “development.” Clearly this points to
a mismatch between the values informing national “development” based on generating cash
income and the values of iTaukei presented in the above examples. ITaukei place importance
on equality and communal relationships (kinship and genealogy), proper customs and vanua
protocol, protecting Indigenous knowledge, and a sense of security they feel as owners and
stewards of the land. The generic framework offered under the UNESCO World Heritage
program sidelines iTaukei heritage values.
Japan’s role in Levuka’s heritage development
Japan has factored into Levuka’s modern history in important ways, previously in the
establishment of PAFCO in 1964, and presently in sponsoring several development aid
programs, including heritage projects. Since the rise of Japan as an economic power in the
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post-WWII period, some of its economic interests in the Pacific have included fisheries
resources, mining and forestry, and tourism. Development aid cultivates bilateral and
regional relationships to facilitate access to these resources. Japan is the 4th largest donor to
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Mixed race descendants of the early PAFCO Japanese management also reside in Levuka and own and
operate heritage buildings.
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Fiji and also to the Pacific region (OECD 2018) . Japan gives its development aid largely in
34

the form of grants, but technology transfer through human resource development also is a
central tenet of Japan’s assistance, all of which comes within a framework of neoliberal
economic development as the goal and marker of success (Young 2013). The publicly
announced purpose of the aid recognizes “human security” and vulnerable groups that
provides a kind of moral justification of the aid to satisfy Japanese taxpayers and outside
critics.
In Levuka, Japan’s aid program, or JICA, has been responsible for constructing a
seawall in front of the town, dispatching Japanese primary school teachers, providing grants
to Levuka’s school for disabled children, and sending individual volunteers to work in the
community. In the ‘culture sector,’ the Embassy of Japan in Fiji provided exhibition and
preservation equipment worth $US350,000 to the Fiji Museum in Suva. JICA’s heritage
35

tourism development project in Levuka, launched in 2014, is another such project referred to
as “technical cooperation,” where aid funds are used with the intention to develop capacity
and capability in the recipient developing country.
Akagawa (2015) writes that Japan uses international aid in part to strengthen its own
nationalism and sense of cultural uniqueness vis-à-vis other countries. “One of Japan’s
strongest approaches to nationalism has been expressed in the international arena through
cultural diplomacy, particularly by providing international assistance for conservation
projects” (2015, 44). In the 1980s, during an economic boom, “Japan emerged as one of the
leading players in international cultural diplomacy through its rapidly expanding cultural
assistance, which included financial and technical aid for heritage conservation” (2015, 45).
UNESCO’s Japanese directorship from 1999-2009, spearheaded major UNESCO
conventions, including the UNESCO Convention for Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural
Heritage in 2003, and the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of
Cultural Expressions in 2005.
Japan is a top donor to UNESCO paying into at least 12 different Funds-in-Trust, and
contributing $260 million over 40 years up to 2009, in addition to providing technical support
through hosting workshops and training (2015, 45). “Japan has increasingly utilized
approaches and technologies for Japanese heritage conservation as a basis for its cultural
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35 https://www.fj.emb-japan.go.jp/eco_corporation/fiji/fiji_cultural_aid.html
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diplomacy… Japanese conservation practice seeks to retain traditional conservation practice
and to disseminate it to other countries through financial and technical intervention and other
forms for cultural diplomacy” (Akagawa 2015, 46). Considering Japan’s role in UNESCO,
and its interest in promoting international conservation and and providing development aid, it
makes sense that Japanese heritage experts would take an interest in Levuka.
JICA ’s Levuka Ovalau heritage tourism project
Japan’s interest in Levuka’s heritage began most notably from 2003, when Kyushu
University produced survey reports on Levuka’s colonial buildings. Copies of the reports
were also delivered to JICA in order to stimulate interest in heritage development aid for
Levuka. JICA’s heritage tourism development project for Levuka was in the making for
several years afterwards and came together when the Fiji Department of Heritage requested
Japanese government assistance to support Levuka’s heritage development around the time of
Levuka’s World Heritage inscription. Heritage researchers and academics in Japan who took
an interest in Levuka had been seeking out such an opportunity since completing the Kyushu
University project in 2006. In 2014, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the project
was signed between the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), Hokkaido
University, the Ministry of Education (which houses the Department of Heritage), the Levuka
Town Council and the National Trust of Fiji. Later, UNESCO’s Japan Funds-in-Trust also
contributed funds for the project via JICA.
The official name of the project was: “System Building for Community Based
Heritage Management and Tourism Development in Levuka Town and Broader Ovalau Area
in the Republic of Fiji,” or the Levuka and Ovalau Heritage Tourism Project. The MOU
clarifies that ‘system building’ refers to systems to implement tours, marketing, sales
operation and monitoring. ‘Tourism Development’ means, “marketing and sales of product
development for Levuka and the surrounding villages, quality improvement for service
providers, hotels, restaurants, guides, etc.” The project objectives as stated in the MOU are as
follows and include key terms of the development discourse discussed in Chapter 4,
1) To achieve sustainable living and livelihood (sic) of the residents of the Levuka
Town and broader Ovalau (Island) by building a community based and autonomous
management systems (sic) of heritage conservation and tourism development that are
closely linked with each other, and; 2) transferring expertise that has been
accumulated over the years by Japanese professionals regarding cultural heritage
preservation. The project will be focused on developing capacity of Levuka Town
management organizations, drafting of guidelines for landscape preservation and
tourism planning, visitor attraction and operation of the site.
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The MOU also includes project outcomes (goals) and outputs (concrete actions) as follows:
Outcomes

Outputs

1) Management capacity of heritage
protection and tourism organizations are
improved and inter-organizational
collaboration is enhanced in the target
area;

1) Destination Management
Organization (DMO) established;
2) Tourism initiative and Visitor
Operators on Ovalau established;
3) Manuals of tour operation and land
operation are developed;
4) Action plans of the World Heritage
Management Plan are developed.

2) Operation capacity of Destination
Management Organizations is
improved, and;

1) C/P [counterpart personnel] are able
to present the main outputs of the
project in workshops and meetings;
2) Local Counterpart for Tourism
Operation and Management identified;
3) Product promotion policy and
promotional materials are developed
and;
3) Training and workshops held locally
and in Japan.

3) Tourism product development
capacity based on Eco museum concept
is improved.

1) Eco-museum concept inaugurated
and implemented;
2) Research to identify cultural and
natural resources is implemented and
database is developed;
3) Community based tourism product
development process and methods are
organized and integrated into a
document;
4) Develop community centre technical
proposal as core museum;
5) Trial run of tour operation and land
operation is implemented and;
6) Restoration of the Ovalau Club.

Figure 20. JICA's Levuka Heritage Tourism project design table. Source, JICA (2016).
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The project outcomes and outputs appear to be reasonable goals, however,
considering the tourism context of Levuka described in this chapter, the project was very
ambitious. Project activities were focused on the town, not the villages. A few village tours
36

are listed in the promotional brochures created under the project, but village tourism
development was to be a byproduct and not the main focus. Two project managers from
Japan and one or two locally based project staff in Levuka worked to facilitate these many
activities over three years.
According to townspeople, Fijian officials, and the project manager, the project
moved slowly, partially due to the fact that the project managers were not based permanently
in Levuka for the duration of the project. Townspeople and government staff involved in the
project tended to be critical and unenthusiastic at best, highlighting my earlier observation
that local residents are wary of change that appears to be imposed from the outside. One
member of the tourism association believed that a new donation system proposed by the
project was “a bad idea” and did not want to go along with it. This tourism association
member also regarded the tourism surveys distributed for the project as “a nuisance” saying,
“People don't want to fill out those surveys. We don't want to ask people for money. What is
[JICA] doing here? Why are they here?”
A government staff member on contract as a heritage expert said that the Japanese
experts initially proposed making a parking lot for 100 tour buses, which was completely out
of touch with the reality of Levuka’s tourism capacity. The idea was withdrawn in project
negotiations after the Fiji government pointed out to Japanese officials that it was
inappropriate. The Fijian heritage expert commented that JICA refused to recognize his
expertise and role in Levuka’s heritage development because he did not have certain
qualifications, and at one point told them that the project had not made any progress. “They
say the project is finishing and they need to hand it over but what are they doing that they’re
going to handover? JICA is more like JOKA,” he said, playing on the acronym. “I thought
they would be mapping the sites but they aren’t doing that. Don't know what they’re doing.
Vuma has Lapita pottery sherds floating down the river. I thought they would be helping to
identify sites like this.” Another town staff member whose cooperation was required for some
of the project activities simply rolled her eyes with a sigh when I asked about the project.
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The project outcomes and outputs have been rearranged from the original MOU document and project design
matrix (PDM) for clarity.
131

Two other government officials involved directly in the project gave neutral responses,
discussing the project with me but neither praising nor raising any issues with the project.
The project manager from Japan was cognizant that work was moving slowly, and
was particularly concerned with the management of Levuka’s heritage buildings, as this was
her area of expertise and reason for her involvement in the earlier Kyushu University survey.
“Japan has a preservation regime for historical wooden structures, so that knowledge can also
be applied in Levuka.” She was concerned that three years after World Heritage inscription,
the government had not completed a detailed architectural survey of the town, or determined
qualifying criteria for the heritage register.
Based on what appears to be the project’s last update, the project goals were not
entirely achieved despite producing an impressive list of documents. It is telling that the
organizations responsible for oversight of the project were not able to locate any official (or
unofficial) final report describing project achievements, despite my persistence in
corresponding with them over several weeks. The project was able to produce a number of
promised outcomes: operational manuals, new promotional materials, a newly branded town
tour of “Fiji’s firsts” (based on the ‘ecomuseum’ concept), tour guide training, a guides’
association; a training junket in Japan for higher-level heritage officials, and organizational
and policy recommendations for managing heritage tourism in Levuka. Nevertheless, it did
not appear that local stakeholders had adopted any of the manuals or recommendations.
An important goal of the project was to complete a proposal for restoration work on
the Levuka Community Centre and Museum building, as part of the second phase of the
heritage tourism project. It seems to have been completed, but according to officials, both
sides shelved the proposal. The building that houses the community center and museum falls
within Levuka’s core World Heritage zone, and is registered as a World Heritage property.
According to a JICA official, the Japanese government refuses direct funding for any work
on World Heritage designated structures because they see it as high risk, and failure would be
highly visible.
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Some aspects of the project that were not completed may have been problematic
because they overlapped or stepped too far into the area of Indigenous knowledge. Although
Levuka town itself is not managed under the Fijian administration, I was told that you can’t
tell the story of Levuka without talking about its connection to the history of Ovalau, and that
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Since the project was completed, the Fiji government has budgeted funds for the Museum and Community
Centre building restoration in their 2019-20 national budget.
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is a history of the Indigenous people, particularly the Lovoni people. The Ovalau chiefs on
their own initiative moved to protect Indigenous knowledge from exploitation by restricting
outside guides from telling the stories of Ovalau. The existing cultural mapping work of the
Fiji government’s iTaukei Institute for Language and Culture, and the Department of
Heritage completed the identification and documenting of Indigenous heritage sites and
intangible cultural practices on Ovalau and in many other parts of Fiji around the same time
as Levuka’s World Heritage inscription process was underway (Department of Heritage
2018). The mapping projects gathered protected information that restrict access only to
38

certain individuals, such as chiefs and cultural practitioners (Pigliasco 2009). The project
goal to create databases of natural and cultural sites, and develop stories to tell tourists raises
important issues around access to and use of Indigenous knowledge. Not all heritage
knowledge can be made available for universal consumption, which contradicts UNESCOs
universalist criteria for World Heritage Sites. Indigenous sites around Levuka were not
officially recognized as having universal value, but the goal of extending World Heritage
benefits to iTaukei carries a risk of exploiting Indigenous knowledge. In Fijian villages
iTaukei knowledge and stories, and the dissemination of information about important natural
and cultural sites, are at the discretion of the vanua, which works to maintain authority over
cultural knowledge.
A local official involved in the JICA project later told me that some parts of the
project were successful and some were not. “The tour guides association that was established
is not functional anymore. After the project finished, they seem to have scattered and it is
difficult to get them together or to respond when we have tours coming in.” One issue
inhibiting the project may have been the initial poor organization apparent in project
documents, and lack of appropriate indicators to measure achievements in reporting project
results. Project design flaws of a technical nature are better explored in a project final report
or project evaluation, an exercise in reflection that never happened in this case. Perhaps more
importantly, there are good reasons why heritage tourism in Levuka remains limited. Any
major and lasting changes would be difficult to realize against the backdrop of limited
tourism infrastructure and accessibility, suspicion of the motives of outsiders, and little
interest among locals in taking on and sustaining new activities initiated by the government
and outside organizations that are mismatched with local values.
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Conclusion
Despite Fiji’s overall success as an international tourist destination, tourism in Levuka
remains limited, even after receiving its World Heritage stamp of approval. Difficulties in
access to the island, limited marketing and promotion, inadequate tourism facilities, and a
small number of tours contribute to a slow tourism market in Levuka. However, residents
report that domestic tourism has increased, mainly in the form of schools taking educational
field trips to learn about Fiji’s first capital, usually concentrated around Levuka’s Fiji Day
celebrations and cession reenactment. These trips provide school children with a narrative
about Fiji’s colonial history, imparting sense of nationalism and ‘imagined community.’
Town leaders would like to see tourism become more viable as an economic activity
to sustain the town, and some townspeople and iTaukei and appear to be on the same page
when it comes to how much tourism is desirable. Town residents are concerned about tourism
changing the town too much. One hotel operator suggested that difficult access to Levuka is
positive because will keep tourism down and that cruise ship visits on Sundays are preferable
to a large increase in tourist numbers, even if that means less profit for his family’s hotel.
One iTaukei chief believed that village tourism can be profitable and remain low impact,
“they come and visit for a while, but they don’t stay.” Embracing the idea of low impact
tourism, local chiefs were adamantly opposed to the tourism industry exploiting local
knowledge, threatening legal action over the use of their stories and putting measures in place
to block outside tour guides from running tours in the village.
Though Ovalau villages completed workshops and training, and funding was made
available through the provincial office, villages tended not to be active in initiating new
tourism ventures. iTaukei still felt they faced a lack of support and insufficient information
about how to initiate tourism operations. Perhaps the problems connected with existing
village tourism operations served as a deterrent, as some respondents regarded tourism as
being involved in ‘self-centered’ activities that generated conflict around the use of incoming
tourist dollars. For others, it motivated action. Being shut out of one tour spurred a village
women’s group to begin their own tourism association. In addition, the reliance on
subsistence farming with opportunities to earn wages at PAFCO (albeit limited and
unreliable) provided a sense of economic security for Ovalauans, many of whom seem averse
to altering their lives to accommodate tourism. Clearly, the government’s goals for village
development were at odds with views on the ground, where there was no real sense of
urgency to engage with tourism. ITaukei had strong feelings centered on communalism and
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sharing, in contrast to an enterprise viewed as having selfish motives. The subsistence
farming sector provides enough food for the vanua, along with a supplemental income in the
form of wages from PAFCO.
As a newly minted World Heritage site and an obvious target for heritage tourism,
Levuka easily attracted investment from Japan, a country already on record as a major aid
donor to Fiji, as well as to UNESCO. JICA’s heritage tourism project aimed to support a
number of activities intended to give a boost to tourism in Levuka. In addition to achieving
little or no success, the project laid bare a number of problems with overseas aid projects,
which tend to be based on the neoliberal concept of development rather than the aspirations
of the local population. Good reasons can easily be found for slow tourism development in
Levuka: such as, poor infrastructure, a lack of resources and insufficient political will. The
JICA program perhaps was capable of addressing these obstacles, but not the underlying
values and attitudes of townspeople and iTaukei villagers who harbored suspicion of
outsiders and lacked a sense of community ownership and collective interest in outside
projects. The case of the bure building program discussed in Chapter 7, and the project to
enhance the Levuka museum, demonstrate how core values and attitudes can undermine
projects that otherwise seem benign to aid donors.
Though iTaukei on Ovalau are reluctant to participate in converting their villages to
tourist havens, they gladly stage historical reenactments central to a valuable and unique
touristic experience in Levuka. During such events, community members work together in
sharing, with each other and with the audience, their own heritage narratives. Without
question, townspeople and villagers alike enjoy staging these events.
Fiji has a well-established tourism market with an abundance of in-country expertise
on tourism management that could usefully be applied in Levuka. In particular, it would be
effective to bring in local iTaukei experts on tourism to assist with projects rather than
international consultants who might be viewed with suspicion, and whose actions might not
be sensitive to town and village political dynamics.
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CHAPTER 9. CONCLUSION
According to the Fiji State Party Progress report to the WHC (2015), most of the
recommendations made in 2013 when Levuka was inscribed were still in progress, and
appear to be ongoing up to this writing. The Fiji Heritage Bill was eventually passed in 2016,
becoming the Fiji Heritage Act 2016, intended to “Provide for the recognition and
management of places having World Heritage values in Fiji” (Fiji Government 2016). The
act is specific to World Heritage management, and was not passed without criticism. iTaukei
Trust Fund Board CEO, Isoa Kaloumaira believed the title of bill was misleading, “The Bill’s
intent is only a subset of Fiji’s total heritage….He made recommendations to change the
name of the bill to capture the narrow intent it merited: The World Heritage Obligation’s Bill;
The World Heritage Convention’s Obligations Bill; or The Potential World Heritage Listing
Bill” (“Title of Bill Misleading.” Fiji Sun June 21, 2016). Kaloumaira’s statement highlights
a general problem with World Heritage, particularly in the context of Pacific Small Island
developing countries. Limited resources are invested into meeting World Heritage
obligations, and World Heritage itself limits recognition of iTaukei heritage expression.
The case of Levuka reveals how World Heritage is a neoliberal project founded on
universalist values, and is shaped by ethnocentric assumptions about development that do not
align with vanua –based values that emphasize the importance of genealogy and kinship,
recognition of land rights, and reconciliation to reinstate vanua relationships. The ‘heritage
gaze’ is a specific way to relate the world from the perspective of bureaucratic management
regimes that attempt to govern culture as a way meet neoliberal economic development goals,
assuming a linear view of history and ‘traditional’ practice unlikely to be shared by
Indigenous people. World Heritage intends to be universal, but the concept of ‘heritage,’
which codifies a particular euro-centric approach to treating the past, with particular temporal
implications, is not always relevant or appropriate where there are more circular views the
past, particularly if enduring iTaukei ways of knowing and being are conceptualized as relics
from the past. As Hau’ofa insightfully pointed out, “That the past is ahead, in front of us, is a
conception of time that helps us retain our memories and be aware of its presence” (2008,
67). World Heritage in Levuka, by its nature, does not recognize Indigenous, or any other
local perspectives that may complicate the official narrative of Levuka’s universal value, and
threaten state projects that seek to benefit from it. It is primarily for this reason that Levuka
struggles as a World Heritage site.
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The role of the PAFCO cannery is important in understanding the social and
economic context for Levuka’s World Heritage inscription. Given the historical instability of
the factory, the local and national government sought to establish an economic alternative for
a town that had been economically depressed since local industries relocated to the capital in
the 1950s, and a colonial economy based on commodity exports disappeared. The main
World Heritage activity commissioned by the Department of Heritage focused on women’s
handicraft workshops where iTaukei participants found meaning in work that was
simultaneously a social activity. As a result, these women shared a positive view of World
Heritage that spread as well to women who did not participate in the workshops. In contrast,
women employed at PAFCO spent most of their time away from their community in a
physically demanding work environment that emphasized productivity over sociability.
Despite minimal handicraft sales and little income, women in the handicraft workshops found
ways to circulate their crafted products in the vanua economy of reciprocity, which became
another element of their satisfaction.
The goal of Levuka’s World Heritage listing, in the end, was rural development
driven by the domestic politics of a military regime seeking national and international
legitimacy. Levuka’s World Heritage inscription occurred in the context of UNESCO’s
global focus on diversifying world heritage sites away from Europe, and the SIDS focus of
the UN in establishing regional policies and programs to inscribe more World Heritage sites
in the Pacific Islands. This international policy environment encouraged the Fijian state to
obtain World Heritage designation for Levuka, which was important for affirming not only
international, but also domestic legitimacy of the military regime.
The multiethnic policies of the military government following the 2006 coup
d'état were not clearly evident in Levuka’s World Heritage program. The project was driven
by the political motivation to garner support from wide sections of the rural community.
Ethno-nationalist views were largely silenced after the 2006 coup d'état, as these were
antithetical to the new military ruler’s approach to treat all citizens equally as ‘Fijians.’
Before 2006, divisive ethnic politics is likely to have hindered Levuka’s heritage nomination
progress. After 2006, unified support under military rule is likely to have improved Levuka’s
World Heritage prospects. From what I observed, the government did not use Levuka’s
World Heritage status or messaging around it to directly promote national unity and
multicultural acceptance in an attempt to build an “imagined community.” Heritage events
focused on national heritage such as Fiji’s Independence Day, and local ‘back to Levuka’
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family events attended by government officials with no mention of Levuka’s World Heritage
significance. Domestic commemorative tourism in Levuka increased after inscription, as it
did in the lead up to inscription, but this increase was not the result of nation building
policies; instead it arose from regular public school activities that imparted sense of national
consciousness from learning about Fiji’s history. The schools attending heritage events,
according to my observations, were public schools serving mostly iTaukei students, a much
smaller number of Indo-Fijian students, and no Euro-Fijian students. The latter two groups
tend to enroll either in schools with a religious focus, or in private schools. Private schools
with a majority of iTaukei students tend to be Methodist. The Department of Heritage
announced in 2018, that it was embarking on “Phase 2” of its World Heritage program,
emphasizing commemoration of Levuka’s multi-cultural heritage, a topical focus that may be
more in line with the government’s multi-ethnic policy approach.
Heritage, as a European concept, for which there is no direct Fijian translation,
implies a linear view of time that contrasts with iTaukei practices of vanua as a circular
process. Therefore, iTaukei interlocutors did not naturally equate heritage with vanua (with
the exception of two indoctrinated chiefs who were extensively involved in World Heritage
information and awareness programs). However, opposition to heritage impositions cannot be
neatly drawn between Indigenous Fijians and others, including the multi-cultural residents of
Levuka town. Contrasting sentiments toward World Heritage were also shaped by proximity
to the town (the site), and the historical (and contemporary) relationship between iTaukei
villages and the town, and gendered experiences within World Heritage programs.
Based on how iTaukei define heritage, World Heritage related activities on Ovalau
appear to operate under the premise that Indigenous traditions are disappearing. White (2015)
observes a similar approach in cultural policy-making programs in the Solomon Islands,
pointing to a tendency of programs supporting Indigenous culture to “equate ‘culture’ with
pre-European custom.”
The view of intact traditional societies not yet well connected to the global modern
economy tends to see ‘culture’ as pre-European practice, separate from anything
‘modern.’ This binary is one of the liabilities of the idea of cultural policy, which is
often associated with ‘kastomizing’ culture, construing indigenous culture as just
those practices that are separate from the modern, from arenas of engagement and
adaptation to new ways (as in Christianity, for example). While this kind of
opposition of tradition and modernity can serve to highlight practices threatened by
intrusive forces from outside, it can also artificially essentialize indigenous culture to
mean only that which is pre-European and in danger of extinction. By implication,
then, the overriding concern with cultural policy becomes preservation or protection.
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Heritage-making signifies a sense of loss and a split from the past, defining where Indigenous
objects and practices sit in a linear trajectory of time. These articulations of heritage are
prioritized by heritage regimes, whereas articulations of land alienation, reciprocal exchange,
interacting according to genealogy, and calls for reconciliation and reparations are not.
It would appear that in Fiji, the heritage regime is constantly negotiating between two
processes that can be competing, overlapping, or complementary. One involves the work of
inclusivity and listening to Indigenous claims, and the other requires states to serve wider
global capitalist goals through ‘heritage development.’ As Brenneis (2013) points out,
heritage regimes are in motion and under ongoing negotiation, much like “tradition” and
“heritage” itself. On the ground Fiji, the heritage bureaucracy attempted to prioritize
Indigenous inclusivity, particularly through consultations and heritage arts programs, but
failed to link them up to tourism planning, upgrading the capacity of village tourism, and
pushing for progress in restoration of the town’s built environment. This failure attests to the
difficulty faced in negotiating between the work of cultural safeguarding and preservation,
and national development goals. Heritage-making programs based on UNESCOs ‘culture for
development’ approach are inherently limited, particularly when state programs and outside
organizations continue to implement projects premised on Western ethnocentric assumptions
about development.
Moreover, it is UNESCO that has the ultimate say in determining what is universally
valuable, defining how objects and practices fit in with lived experience. Despite the Fiji
government’s efforts to include iTaukei heritage sites within World Heritage boundaries,
UNESCO reversed course and defined Levuka’s universal value solely in relation to its place
in European colonial history. Although the site in this case is located outside of Europe, and
appears to contribute to the global strategy of diversifying World Heritage sites, UNESCO
merely enshrined another slice of time where colonialism reigned. Meanwhile remaining
marginalized, Lovoni people articulate their own history and heritage as being the founders
of Ovalau who maintained fierce independence from local warlords and European colonizers.
World Heritage can indeed be divisive and promote different interpretations where
conflicting historical and cultural meanings are ascribed to objects and monuments, such as
Levuka’s colonial buildings. Historical re-enactments and collective activities such as
handicraft making better suit iTaukei values and practices of cooperation, performance and
storytelling because they allow space for iTaukei heritage expression.
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The Department of Heritage commented during a follow-up visit that they are
exploring ways in which iTaukei practices on Ovalau can qualify for UNESCOs Intangible
Cultural Heritage (ICH) list (administered separately from World Heritage) to better integrate
iTaukei with heritage development in Levuka. ‘Ie Samoa, or Samoan fine-mat weaving, was
inscribed on UNESCOs Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity
in 2019, and shares a similar cultural significance with Fijian mat weaving. ICH may
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achieve better results if it indeed recognizes the value of unique Indigenous practices;
however, UNESCO’s ‘culture for development’ neoliberalizing logic remains as an obstacle,
along with the temporal mismatch that remakes culture (vakavanua) as heritage.
Returning the research
In revisiting and reflecting on the extent to which to Nabobo-Baba’s (2006) Vanua
Research Framework realistically served to guide my research, I question how anthropology
and anthropological research can in fact work within an Indigenous research framework to
represent, and support, Indigenous aspirations. Anthropology has not really answered
questions that are important to Fijians – mainly related to confronting the the ubiquitous
drum beat of modernity and finding a way for iTaukei to reconcile development with
vakavanua, i.e. iTaukei Indigeneity and ‘tradition.’ The way entry into the profession is
constrained by a lack of money and time, I had little opportunity to consult with villages and
village leaders on what they might want out of anthropological research and incorporate that
input into an acceptable research proposal. In other words, this dissertation may serve my
personal interests more than those of anyone else. Now I am more in tune with this issue and
prepared to acknowledge that any future research I condoct must be driven up front by the
people who are the targets of and participants in the research.
In 2019, I returned to Levuka to give a public presentation in town and meet with
village representatives to discuss my research findings and obtain feedback and permission to
publish my views and their words in my dissertation. I organized the presentation at the town
hall with permission from the town CEO, displaying poster advertisements around town, and
providing substantial refreshments for the audience (the latter being critical to attracting an
audience). I was pleased with the turnout, though not more than 20 were in attendance,
because the audience included several key leaders in the town who offered comments and
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questions. However, the Department of Heritage was unable to send a representative to attend
due to a prior engagement.
In my presentation I quoted Epeli Hau’ofa’s poignant one-liner that Pacific Island
people were never poor until they had ‘development.’ It immediately struck a chord with
members of the audience, who followed up with a discussion about its implications for Fiji.
An iTaukei town official commented that without bure building skills villagers whose houses
blow down in a cyclone villagers must wait around homeless until they receive government
assistance to rebuild. He said that, in the past, if your house blew down, you simply built it
right back up again with the help of everyone in the village working together. He offered to
illustrate agreement with Hau’ofa’s observation. Others in the audience agreed that iTaukei
are worse off without building skills, and that the heritage program should focus on reviving
them.
An iTaukei town resident and former government employee, whose family member I
previously interviewed, came early to the presentation and began asking me questions,
starting with my identity and what I was doing there. He was suspicious of me and my work,
and said. “What is this going to do for us?” At the end of the presentation, he asked several
questions and was highly critical of the Department of Heritage and the government in
general about why it appeared that no money had been invested into restoring Levuka’s
heritage properties. He pressured me further and further about my intentions and the purpose
of my work, until finally I said, “What I really want might be idealistic, but it’s for everyone
to work together out of love and honesty to make Levuka the place you want it to be.” My
comment diffused him, and by the end of the question and answer period he was smiling and
thanked me on behalf of the audience, mumbling quickly at the end that he was not sure at
first but now he knows, “you are one of us.” Though idealistic, my comment was true.
On my return, I also arranged a meeting with the sauturaqa, the steward of Tui
Wailevu (the Lovoni high chief) who is close to our family. I formally presented him with
kava roots for sevusevu, along with a summary of my work. He gave his approval for me to
tell the story of Lovoni to the outside world. He said that Fijians share information orally, but
for others to understand, things have to be written down. He expressed his hope that I would
be the “one to write it down,” after which I presented to him a copy of Carasala Ki Lovoni
for the Lovoni people to archive. As he was actively working on Lovoni land claims, he
requested a copy of my father’s monograph about the Lovoni Land Purchase Project
published in 1984, and cited in this dissertation. Interestingly, when I arrived in the village I
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heard several women shouting, “Sa tagi na toa!” Later Lowa told me that a rooster had
crowed when I set foot in the village, signaling that an important visitor was arriving. When I
mentioned to my mother that the rooster had crowed when I stepped out of the taxi, she was
very impressed.
My visit to Levuka Vakaviti was brief, late in the day, and informal. I waited on the
bank of the Levuka creek with several grandchildren of the chief’s proxy and village
historian, who had just returned from gardening work. He was happy with the narrative I had
written about Levuka Vakaviti, but asked me to omit a sentence, and I obliged. I offered him
chocolate from New Zealand as an informal sevusevu, and he happily shared it with his
grandchildren.
Final consultations with Nasinu did not go smoothly, and raised issues around the
politics of fieldwork done by a partial insider and the justification for granting me
accessibility to interviewees and the knowledge they possessed. I found it particularly
disappointing that I was not able to speak with a prominent Nasinu elder, my uncle, to obtain
his feedback and blessing. He was working long hours at PAFCO, and did not show up for an
arranged meeting in the evening over kava. I suspected he was not only too tired, but also
viewed my visit as less important because of my gender, age, less than immediate role in the
village, and a rocky relationship between him and my mother. I had interviewed him
previously when he was village head, and was highly critical of World Heritage and
government heritage programs. I also suspect that he was being protective of vanua and not
exceedingly eager discuss my work. I decided to accept permission to publish my work from
my research collaborator Lowa, who is also an important member of the village, and from my
mother, who is a senior Nasinu descendant of the original Lovoni settlers, and also a
descendant of the rightful owners of Wakaya Island. She does not reside in the village, but
stays closely connected through frequent communication, visits, and reciprocal exchanges,
and a yaca (namesake) from the village. I had a chance to discuss my recommendations with
the new village head, a cousin who happened to appear at the kava bowl when the elder uncle
did not (they are not father and son). He agreed with the idea of continuing village-led
heritage work, but said that he was too busy dealing with village disputes and had to leave it
to others to organize. I looked at Lowa hoping that he would think about taking it up.
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Figure 21. Presenting the Carasala Ki Lovoni film to the late Sauturaga of Lovoni, Sakiasi Bukalidi (2019).

Recommendations
Heritage programs can work for people if they are better aligned with local interests
and aspirations, and build upon cultural activities and reenactments that people already
perform primarily for their own satisfaction, although this approach may not end up
improving the economic bottom line. Many iTaukei point to a loss of culture and the ‘old
ways’ when considering what ‘heritage’ means for them. Some suggested that instead of
attending school, children need to learn the old ways. Many elders with this knowledge are
passing away. As Lagi (2015) suggests, the bu ni ovalau, or children of Ovalau (using the
growing young coconut as a metaphor for educating Ovalau’s children), require more
opportunities to gain traditional knowledge from elders. Heritage topics can be integrated into
traditional knowledge programs already carried out by the Ministry of Education. Villages
can set up their own informal (or formal) school holiday programs, where youths join elders
to observe, perform, and listen to talanoa (talk story). These kinds of programs, and
opportunities such as immersion schools, are more common in advanced settler societies,
such as Hawaiʻi and Aotearoa. Models can be studied from these places.
For Levuka town, more investment and technical expertise is needed to restore and
maintain old buildings, as residents are critical of the lack of progress with restoration work,
and the lenient attitude toward heritage regulation described in Chapter 7. The Ovalau Club
restoration is an example where descendants of colonial families successfully funded building
restoration, and were fortunate to secure a heritage carpentry expert. The Department of
Heritage introduced a building sponsorship scheme, appealing to the international aid
community in Fiji, but locally did not receive much interest. Philanthropic organizations and
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individuals, such as foreign owners of nearby resorts and hotels, may be willing to participate
in such a scheme, if they are informed of restoration opportunities. Another option is for the
government, or a quasi-government organization such as the Fiji National Provident Fund, or
iTaukei holding companies to purchase neglected buildings in the World Heritage zone and
take responsibility for restoration. Once properties are renovated, they can be rented as retail
shops, restaurants, and guest accommodations. All this must be done according to the town
plan with careful consideration to the impacts on town growth, focusing on a few critical
buildings.
With that said, funding and expertise must be sought to ‘climate proof’ Levuka’s
heritage buildings. The government appears to have plans to improve town infrastructure to
better withstand powerful storms and flooding. Cyclone evacuation shelters should be
established or buildings retrofitted in the town, and throughout the island. In 2016, cyclone
Winston destroyed a number of schools that the government designated as evacuation
centers, but were not equipped to withstand the storm. The heritage buildings in Levuka are
fragile and cannot withstand increasingly powerful storms, as shown by the damage and
destruction to heritage-registered buildings in the 2016 cyclone. Although the World Heritage
framework is limiting in the many ways outlined in this dissertation, in the area of disaster
preparedness the government can source UNESCO heritage experts and other international
expertise to help mitigate climate change impacts on the town.
Levuka had an existing structure to house market vendors, but it was not used at all by
women in the heritage handicraft program, and attracted only one or two vendors at most. At
this writing the UN Women Markets for Change Program will fund renovations to the market
to give better access to women produce vendors and handicraft sellers. Women’s groups still
must be informed of cruise boat schedules and tour group visits to prepare goods to sell. It
may be more effective for the Levuka tourism association to liaise directly with women’s
group leaders who are interested in selling handicrafts to tourists, or organizing village tours,
instead of relaying information through the Fijian administration where staff members have a
large workload, often travel, and may not be able to attend all meetings. Women’s group
leaders can then share the information at village meetings, and report it back to the provincial
office as necessary when village heads attend provincial or island meetings.
In the Fiji National Development Plan 2017-2036, every goal relating to heritage and
culture is for the purpose of commoditizing culture to earn cash, with the larger goal of
boosting GDP as an indicator of development progress. However, development templates
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imposed from the outside are not working in the Pacific, and they have not worked in Levuka
(referred to as the Pacific Paradox, Chapter 4). Ovalauans need access to income earning
opportunities, while at the same time continuity of the subsistence economy and knowledge
that allows self- sufficiency is crucial in this era of global environmental and economic
uncertainty. Leaders in Fiji can learn from well-being projects in Vanuatu and the Melanesian
alternative indicators for well-being (Regenvanu 2015). What do village residents want for
themselves? How do they define progress, and well-being? Measures of well-being need to
be developed to fit local values, culture and context, and progress should be measured based
on these goals. How can heritage activities help to achieve these goals – whether they are
economic or social? Provincial plans and policies and national plans should be aligned with
local well-being goals.
Local plans and policies must be put in place in Levuka town following the
recommendations made in the Levuka Town Planning Scheme. How much tourism is
manageable for residents, the local environment and infrastructure? As a starting point, a
system for collecting tourism data must be put in place. Unless Levuka becomes more
accessible, it may be worthwhile in the short run to focus on improving domestic heritage
tourism, as villages also benefit from accommodating school children on field trips.
Reenactments, tours, and heritage talanoa programs can be offered to visiting schools.
‘Levuka Living Heritage’ is an appealing brand that can attract tourism, especially by using
the book carrying the same name to continue to serve as a guide and starting point for how to
understand Levuka’s diverse heritage.
While iTaukei on Ovalau may not be eagerly participating in provincial development
schemes related to heritage, historical reenactment is popular and a unique touristic
experience in Levuka that allows the community to work together in sharing their own
heritage narratives. The town and villages enjoy staging these events. Fiji has a wellestablished tourism market with an abundance of local expertise on tourism management that
can be applied in Levuka if the will is there. Viti Levu has many examples of successful eco
tourism operations. Other villages on Ovalau (not covered in my interviews) farther from
Levuka offer village homestay experiences such as Bobo’s Farm near Rukuruku village, and
Silana Eco-lodge. These successful operations can provide an example to other villages
interested in hosting tourists, if they so desire.
For the vanua of Ovalau, my most important recommendation is to encourage the
people of Lovoni to move forward with steps toward recognition and reconciliation. Nasinu
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village leaders should also carry forward the claims of the Nasinu people. That Levuka is
now a World Heritage Site can be the impetus to gain broader attention to already compelling
vanua narratives, as well as to the voices of Levuka’s multiethnic community so that local
stories can be more than “footnotes in the histories of empires” (Hau’ofa 2000).
Future Research
Outlined below are a number of possibilities for future study related to this research:
o Expand on community histories in Levuka, including research on blackbirders and
Pacific Islander descendants. This could involve a follow-up project to Levuka Living
Heritage (2001).
o Archaeological study is needed in Levuka town and throughout Ovalau, but only with
iTaukei consent, collaboration, and support, and ideally capacity building for iTaukei
archaeologists, if not locally driven.
o Focused work on the impact of PAFCO on women’s lives, particularly the impact on
gender relations among iTaukei families and villages.
o Research on iTaukei values and definitions of well-being to better inform heritage and
other development programs.
o Follow up research can be carried out at intervals for longitudinal analysis of World
Heritage impacts on the Levuka town and Ovalau island.
o Further research must be based on village or community desires and needs, and
should include consideration of opinions from local leaders (chiefs) as well as nonleaders (non-chiefly iTaukei) and minority groups.
Final thoughts
Throughout my research the practice of carasala kept coming to mind. As a diasporic
descendent, I consider my research journey back through my Fijian genealogy as an act of
carasala, or ‘opening the way.’ Rather than carasala taking place between two estranged
villages with genealogical ties, my experience has been about connections of the researcher
to vanua, in returning to establish and reestablish relationships to place, to kin, and ultimately
to self.
As a baby, I participated in the carasala ceremony between Nasinu and Lovoni, so
formally, the way was opened for me a long time ago. Utilizing a Vanua Research
Framework—exchanging offerings of kava, food, and cash in some cases, for information,
knowledge and support—I was able to participate in carasala again—it was reenacted.
Carasala is also defined in terms of circular perceptions of time. It is a process that endures
and repeats itself in everyday village life even after formal ceremonies have been completed.
My gaining acceptance in Nasinu and Lovoni was ongoing, not a one-time occurrence. This
paradigm may provide a useful framework for Indigenous researchers, depending on the

146

circumstances, and is worth examining as to whether and how it can be applied within the
Vanua Research Framework.
I am only part Indigenous and have a different lived experience than my relatives on
Ovalau. In this respect carasala, also serves to bridge the gap between my lived experience as
a mixed-race transnational Fijian, and the lived experience of iTaukei residing in Levuka and
surrounding villages, allowing us to reach into our common genealogy to define how we
belong to each other. Part of my experience of carasala was presenting to villagers the
carasala film that my father (and mother) made when the two villages of Nasinu and Lovoni
elaborately carried out two days of ceremonies all those years ago. For me acts of carasala
illustrate, in a very real way, the circular nature of time in Oceania. In contrast, heritage,
brought from outside, as an adjunct to development, is bounded in time, and is unable to
capture the timeless nature of vanua.

Figure 22. Nasinu villagers on a bus, returning home elated after completing Carasala over two days in Lovoni
village.
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APPENDIX: Maps and photos of the Levuka World Heritage site, locating historical
buildings and natural features in the town.
Source, Levuka World Heritage nomination dossier, Fiji Government (2013).
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