


























































Pacific women have played and 
continue to play dominant roles in 
conserving, practising and passing on 
traditional knowledge . Women have 
specifically defmed roles and contribute 
to all spheres of the traditional 
subsistence lifestyle in Pacific Island 
nations. Modern development however 
has seen the gr.1dual loss or erosion of 
some of this knowledge. Women 's 
knowledge, work and participation are 
usually described as complementing 
men's tasks. As a result , women's 
traditional knowledge is not seen as 
important and their contribution is not 
included in decisions pertaining to 
resource management or conservation, 
nor are they included in mainstream 
development. They however continue 
to pass on traditional knowledge to 
other women and to children through 
the various activities they partake in at 
the village or community level. 

Because Pacific countries are 
predominantly patrilineal, women face 
various socio-gender constraints, which 
hinder their full participation in village 
activities. In most ritualistic hunting 
and fishing activities, women do not 
participate. Taboos which prohibit 
women from fishing when pregnant or 
when menstniating, and prohibitions on 
travelling in boats are typical barriers. 
Women also do not participate in 
traditional rituals and ceremonies of 
food presentation. Their involvement is 

Page 28 

E__cowoman 

Women's Role in 
Traditional Knowledge 
by Aliti Vunisea 

basically through the preparation of 
food or catering during village or 
community functions. Consequently 
women's diverse knowledge of both 
the marine and terrestrial environment 
developed through generations of usage 
are not fully utilized. 

Some Pacific societies customarily 
recognize women's rights. In Polynesia 
for example, females are not considered 
intrinsically inferior to males. Samoan 
women who are unmarried, divorced or 
widowed and continue to reside in the 
village are known as the 'ladies of the 
village'. Such women hold high 
ceremonial status that is independent of 
male rank and which enables important 
decision making powers within their 
families. Fijian women of chiefly bi1th 
also hold special status and can ascend 
to chiefly positions if they are first born 
in their families. 

I will discuss women's traditional 
knowledge with emphasis on the 
fisheries sector. Most examples will be 
from Verata Province , on the south­
eastern coast of Fiji. Fishing provides 
the sustenance and livelihood for most 
Pacific Island nations. Early Pacific 
societies were in foods , 
many of which were acquired through 
family fishing, foraging and collecting 
efforts. Women 's subsistence fishing 
activities, which concentrated in the 
inshore area, were a major component 
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of these efforts. Traditional fishing roles 
were specifically defined with men 
fishing in the deeper oceanic waters 
while women gleaned the reef flats and 
inshore zone. 

In some parts of Polynesia fishing is a 
test of manhood. Thus only men are 
perceived to fish even though women 
partake in numerous fishing activities. 
Incidences of women's prohibition from 
such fishing activities ;ue often 
explained as protection of femininity. 
Schoeffel (1995: 8) explained that such 
biases were very strongly felt in 
Melanesian cultme where there existed 
"a kind of sex class system in which the 
superiority of men anti the inferiority of 
women was strongly asserted . Thus 
what men do is considered important 
and what women do is not important". 

Women participated in all spheres of 
traditional village life, although in some 
cases this involvement was passive. 
Where men had specific customary 
tasks or roles within the community, 
women also had defined roles that 
complemented men's activities. During 
ritualized fishing activities for example, 
women were expected to look after the 
household until the men returned . 
Women also participated in important 
communally performed fishing 
activities such as the leaf sweep (yavi 
rau) . Women also had set traditional 
tasks to perform during ritualised 
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fishing or farming activities. 
Consequently women had an intimate 
knowledge of such rituals and were 
familiar with the different roles played 
and associated taboos and restrictions. 

The description of women's fishing 
activities as gleaning and collecting on reef 
flats does not accurately portray the 
immense knowledge and skills that 
women's fishing activities entail. Contrary 
to conunon assumptions about women's 
gleaning activities, their activities are quite 
varied and involve in-<lepth knowledge of 
individual species and their habitats, inter­
species relationships and the seasonal and 
temporal patterns of abundance. Because 
their target species vary considerably in 
terms of their habitats, women are more 
aware of the minute details of the inshore 
reef flats, the different names given to 
them and the various habitats of species 
than their male counterparts. Intricate 
skills of gently prying or pulling away 
shellfish from under rocks, clamping hands 
on crabs and catching fish barehanded, 
give women a unique edge over men in 
fishing. Interestingly, the fishing lore is not 
confined to the older generation , as 
younger women who have informally 
learned from their mothers and other 
women are also very well informed and 
skilled. Gina-Whewell ( 1995) 
demonstrnted that Roviana women in the 
Solomons are as informed in terms of 
fisheries knowledge as their male 
counterparts. 

Associated with women's amazing ability 
at finding and trapping or catching 
species was the unique understanding of 
tides, lunar cycles, weather and seasons. 
In Fiji the best locations for line or net 
fishing at the incoming or ebbing tide 
were well known to women. Low tides 
in the afternoons were the best times to 
collect shellfish. Fish habits and how 
they migrated inshore with the incoming 
tide was fully utilized for line and net 
fishing purposes. Other natural 
influences on marine species behaviours 
were also well known. Thus crab fishing 
and shellfish collection was targeted 
during stormy weather. Mud lobsters 
were especially collected after an 
occurrence of thunder. The effect of 
thunder was supposed to leave some fish 
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and other marine species disorientated 
and they would come out of their 
abodes. 

Seasonality of species was also well known 
and was the major influence on fishing 
patterns and emphasis. Not only were 
women familiar with availability and 
abundance patterns, but specific habitats 
or areas colonized by different species 
were well understood. Thus when women 
were out collecting ark shells , spider 
conch shell or andara, they would target 
certain areas of the reef. Tum; on a typical 
fishing day women could be found in little 
groups or clusters in different locations 
depending on their target species. 

Women are also very familiar with 
terrestrial resources, their abundance, 
seasonality and harvesting techniques and 
how this correlated with marine products. 
A good grasp of this knowledge enabled 
people to alternate harvest of m:uine and 
terrestrial resources, thus utilizing an 
inbuilt resource management system. The 
bearing of fruit or flowering of certain 
terrestrial trees or plants served as 
indicators for the availability of some 
marine species. For example the 
flowering of the dadap (African tulip) was 
associated with the seaweed and octopus 
season. During the month when yams 
begin to grow oune), seaweeds also begin 
to grow. Genernlly good harvests of yams 
are indicative of good harvest<; of seaweed. 

As collectors of firewood and traditional 
medicines, women have an untapped bank 
of knowledge on the different tree, plant 
and herb types that are utilized. Women's 
knowledge is not confined to the use of 
different plants, but also of the prepar.ition 
and administration of medicines . Apart 
from medicinal uses, women also use 
plants and herbs for a variety of other 
reasons. This included the making of scent 
for body oils. Coconut cream is cooked 
and special flowering plant<; are immersed 
in the oil to give it an attractive odour. 
Most women plant trees and shrubs for 
the above use in the backyard garden-; and 
around their home. 

Women are also the major informal 
traders throughout the region, 
dominating municipal markets and other 
roadside and street outlets . Fairbain-
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Dunlop (1995) maintains that if the 'self­
employed' category is used as an 
indicator of informal sector activity, then 
almost one-<1uarter of Jl',tcific women are 
engaged in informal trade. Contributing 
to this significant participation is 
women's distinct processing and 
preservation activities. Complex skills 
and knowledge involved in selective 
processing and preservation are well 
understood by women. 

Traditional exchange or barter is an 
ingrnined system of acquiring artifacts or 
food not produced locally from other 
areas. For example, women in Vatulele 
(Fiji) who make tapa exchanged this with 
mats from women coming in from Vanua 
Levu or other areas of Fiji. Women made 
most of the traditional crafts or artifacts 
used in barter. There were also areas of 
specialization. For example women of Lau 
in Fiji are well known for special mats; Bua 
and Macuata are makers of kuta (a special 
mat made from a reed); women in Vatulele 
and Moce were experts at masi or tapa 
making. Mat making is a complex process 
of harvesting the pandanus, cutting the 
edges, drying, boiling, smoothing and 
stripping to the appropriate size before 
weaving. All these skills have been passed 
down through hundreds of generations. 

Modernisation and monetisation are 
gradmlly integrating rural populations into 
the market economy. The grJduaJ erosion 
of trnditional stmcnrres and norms could 
result in the loss of valuable indigenous 
knowledge, especially that of women. This 
is more so given the predominantly 
negative attitude to their traditional 
knowledge , skills and participation . 
Despite women 's active role in village 
dynanlics, their progress is still hindered by 
social and gender restrictions that 
continue to undermine the inlportance of 
the knowledge they have. With increasing 
change supported by 'western models' of 
education, a lot of the intimate knowledge 
of the environment, tr.iditional ethics or 
norms that go with it may be lost in the 
near futme. 

Altti Vunisea teaches in the Geography 
Department at the University of the 
South Pacific. She is a member of the 
Women & Fisheries Network, one of the 
founding organisations of Ecowoman 

Page 29 



- continued from page 14 

community innovations need not be fixed and tlnal, but can 
be ongoing or evolutionary; and communities retain 
exclusive monopoly control over their folklore innovations 
for as long as the community continues to innovate. 

Bio-Prospecting Agreements - Under article 15 of the 
Biodiversity Convention, the sovereign rights of States over 
their naturJ..l resources and their authority to determine access 
to genetic resources is recognised. Bio-prospecting - the 
research, collection and utilisation of biological and genetic 
resources for the purpose of applying the knowledge to 
scientific or commercial purposes - is being canied out today 
by both foreign and local collectors. The initial question facing 
indigenous conununities is whether they should earn income 
from their tr.tditional knowledge and biodiversity. P'.iyments 
for access to samples are low because the high added value of 
the final product has been provided by the pharmaceutical 
industry; a decade or so may pass before significant revenues 
materialise; there is an abundance of unimproved genetic and 
biochemical resources; and a good chance exists that no 
commercial dnigs will be produced. 

Problems arise when consent is not informed, when it is given 
by a few or not at all, or when it is given outside accepted 
conununity processes. The Philippines has produced a draft 
Executive Order which attempts to control access to the 
resource and to avoid potential problems. TI1e objectives of 
the regulation are to ensure that: 

• all information about bin-prospecting becomes available 
to the public; 

• before the activity is undertaken, indigenous and local 
communities have given their prior informed consent. 

• both the countr}' and communities benefit from its 
results. 

Above all, what the Executive Order does is make the 
activity of bio-prospecting transparent so that interested 
parties may make decisions and act on them with the 
proper information. 

It has been suggested that bio-prospecting laws are not an 
answer to biodiversity or indigenous knowledge protection, 
but that they allow breathing space until stronger 
protection can be obtained. It has also been suggested that 
bio-prospecting arrangements are not likely to provide 
adequate compensation to either indigenous peoples or 
developing countries unless they are made within the 
fr.1111ework of broader intergovernmental arrangements. 

Materials Transfer Agreements - These agreements treat 
genetic material as a commodity rnther than as knowledge. A 
contract is reached between buyer and seller based on the 
potential value of the commodity. Such contracts generally 
involve both an initial 'up front' payment and a formula for 
additional payments if and when the material is 
commercialised. Such contracts are inevitable in situations 
where both parties realise that the material to be transferred 
has real (and relatively inunediate) commercial potential. 

Sui Generis Laws 
While current IPR laws may offer limited protection of 
community knowledge and innovations, in genernl they are 
inappropriate because: 

• they seek to privatise ownership; 

• they are suited to applications by individuals and 
corpor.ttions rather than commwuties; 

• they are expensive to apply for and to maintain; 

• they give a restrictive interpretation of invention. 

Work on drafting alternative IPR laws which more suitable 
to communities has accelerated, particularly since the 
inception of the Convention on Biological Diversity. In 
recent months Costa Rica has passed a law which will allow 
for the formulation of alternative or sui generi.s IPR laws. In 
a parallel development, the Organisation of African Unity 
has endorsed a model law on access to genetic resources 
and sui generi.s IPR. 

Pacific Island countries would be well advised to develop 
their own sui generis laws to protect the indigenous 
knowledge of Pacific peoples. 

Clark Petem i.s a Samoan lawyer who has done extensive 
work on intellectual property rights issues. He organised tbe 
Pacific Indigenous Peoples Knowledge and Intellectual 
Property Rights Consultation sponsored by the Pacific 
Concerns Resource Centre in F(ji in 1995 and rej1resented 
PCRC at the 1998 Pacific Networking Conference. This 
article was based on materials from various sources, 
parUcularly Rural Advancement Foundation lntemational 
(RAFI). 

Looking for more information about Indigenous 
Knowledge & Intellectual Property Rights Issues? 

Pacific Concerns Resource Centre (PCRC) 
Contact PCRC lo obtain copies of the procreding.~ of the 
1995 Pacific Indigenous Peoples Knowledge & 
Intellectual Property Rights Consultation. 

Private i\lail Bag 
Suva, Fiji 
Tel: 679-304649 
Fax: 679-304755 
Email: pcrc@is.com.fj 

Rural Advancement Foundation 
International (RAFI) 
RAFI does research and advocacy and produces 
extensive up-to-date information on indigenous 
knowledge and intellectual property right-; issues. 
Check their website to find out more about their current 
publications and activities. 

http://w11w.rafi.org/ 
l lO Osborne Street, Suite 202 
Winnipeg, i\IB R3l. l YS 

Tel: 
F;1x: 
Email: 

204-453-5259 
204-925-8034 
rafi@rafi.org 
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Late August saw nine Pacific Ishmders and two Canadian working in the Pacific travel to 
the west coast of Canada. The pmpose of the visit was to share their experiences in 
rnanagement of marine and coastal resources, and to increase networking and linkages 
between the Pacific and Cmada. The group (see Box 1) represented six Pacific Island 
Countries: Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Samoa, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. The 
participants were made up of a cross-section of people with experience in coastal and 
fisheries management in the Pacific. They included two hereditary chiefs, three 
university lecturers and researchers, staff of fisheries and environment departments from 

two cotmtries; the wethmds management officer from the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme, the director of ;1 
national cultural centre ;md a Canadian CUSO cooperant working with the cultmal centre. 

Funding for the visit came through the Canadian International Development Agency's major aid program in the Pacific, the 
Canada-South Pacific Ocean Development (C-SPOD) Progr.im Phase II. The visit was coordinated by William Cross, the 
C;madian Program Coordinator and Kenneth MacKay, the Field Progr.!lTI Coordinator, both with the Cmadian coordinating 
agency for C-SPOD, LGL Limited, environmental research associates. SPPF offered considerable assistance with local 
atT.ingement-; and facilitated post-conference visit-; for some of the paiticipants. 

The group attended the Coastal Zone Canada 98 (CZC98) meeting in Victmia, 31 August to 4 September, patticipated in a 
special workshop focused on A5ia ;md the Pacific, and also attended a meeting with members from the P'.icific community 
living in Vancouver. Some of the group 
stayed on for additional meetings 
facilitated by SPPF including the SPPF 
Pacific Networking Conference, "Our 

BOX 1 - Participants in Pacific Islanders Visit to Canada 

Name Address 

Knowledge Our Rights; Traditional TeTika Mataiapo 
Knowledge and Pacific Peoples" and Dorice Reid 

Te Tika Mataiapo 
Dorice Reid 

Name 

Temakei 
Tebano 

the Canadian Aboriginal Science and 
Technology Society's annual 
conference. 

At CZC98 the group participated 
actively, presenting four papers and one 
poster in the session on Empowering 
Coastal Communities, attended the 
technical sessions and shared their 
experiences in the workshop 
cliscussions. 

One of the highlights for many 
participants was a special meeting 
organized by First Nations at the 
traclitional Long House beside the Royal 
British Columbia Museum. This 
traditional West Coast dwelling is 
located next to the museum and is a 
living museum facility that also hosts a 
number of First Nation's meetings. The 
Pacific and other international 
participant5 at CZC98 were introduced 
to some of the problems in coastal 
management faced by Canada's First 
Nations through stories, song and 
dance and then treated to traditional 
food. The Islanders appreciated the 
sharing and closely identified with the 
respect for tradition and the 
environment. 
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Vina Ram Bidesi 

Aliti Waqairamasi 
Vunisea 

Koutu-Nui of the 
Cook Islands 
Rarotonga, 
Cook Islands 
Lecturer, Marine Naomi 
Policy, University of Biribo 
the South Pacific, 
Suva, Fiji 

Lecturer, 
Geography 
Department, 
University of the 
South Pacific, Suva. 
Fiji 

LucilleApis­
Overhoff 

Michelle Lan1 Fisheries Division, Francis Hickey 
Ministry of 
Agriculture and 
Fisheries, 
Solomon Islands 

Nelson Kehe Kile Chief, Baehai Clan, Ralph 
Honiara, Regenvanu 
Solomon Islands 

Kenneth MacKay Field Program Willi;un E 
Coordinator, Cross 
C-SPODPII 
Fornm Secretariat 
Suva, Fiji 
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Address 

Director 

Atoll Research 
Programme, USP, 
Tarawa, Kiribati 

Ministry of Nan1ral 
Resources 
Development, 
Tarawa, Kiribati 

Wetlands 
Management 
Officer, South 
Pacific Regional 
Environment 
Progrnmme 
(SPREP), Apia, 
Samoa 
Vanuan1 Culn1ral 
Centre, Port Vila, 
Vanuatu 

Director 
Vanuan1 Cultural 
Centre, Port Vila, 
Vanuatu 
Canadian Program 
Coordinator, 
C-SPOD II 
LGL Limited, 
King City, 
ON, Canada 
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Te Tika Metaipo Dorice Reid, a chief 
from Rarotonga, Cook Isl:mds, made a 
very moving presentation to the Chief 
of the Tsartlip Tribe, our hosts at the 
Long House. She thanked the hosts, 
indicated that there were m;my things 
in common between Canadian First 
Nations and Pacific Peoples, and 
presented him with traditional gifts 
from the P'.acific. 

As Francis Hickey and Ralph 
Reganv:mu reported: 

First Nations meetings, 
particularly tbe welcoming at tbe 
bigbouse provided an ex:cellent way 
to deepen one's understmuling of tbe 
First Nations' approacb to resource 
utilization and mmwgement, and in 
a broader sense bow Ibey view tbe 
world around tbem, tbe two being 
ine'<tricably rek1ted. Tbis opportunity 
belped to facilitate tbe ongoing 
excbange of issues and ideas between 
tbe First Nations of Canada and 
participants from tbe Pacific. 
Tbrougbout tbese sessions, and tbis 
process of excbange, it became 
increasingly clear bow the 
management approach of tbe First 
Nations is analogous wit/J that of 
Pacific Islanders. It was very 
interesting to (!;'!:Change numagl>rrtent 
approaches with First Nations people 
and to draw parallels with the Pad.fie 
approach. 

The major activity of the visit to 
Canada was a special workshop, Asian 
and South Pacific Experiences in 
Community Involvement in Coastal 
Zone Management, held after the main 
CZC conference had ended. The 
P'.acific participants were joined by one 
Canadian First Nation presenter, two 
from the Philippines and one with 
experience in Indonesia to present 
case studies, approaches and tools for 
involving coastal communities in 
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assisted many countlies in the region 
in drafting their fisheries laws. The 
presentations focused on practical 
approaches that have been used in the 
field and included Community 
Involvement, Empowerment and 
Tr.aditional Knowledge Systems. 

The workshop was attended by over 
60 very interested participants, 
including a mm1ber from Canadian 
First Nations. The details of the fon11al 
presentations are given in Box 2. The 
expected results included: 

• to supply coastal zone management 
practitioners with methods, 
approaches and resources to involve 
coastal communities in issues related 
to coastal zone m:magement. 

• to develop potential links between 
Canadian and Asia-Pacific groups 
involved in community based 
management of coastal resources. 

These results were clearly achieved. 
Many of the special session 
participants indicated this was the best 
session at the conference and should 
have lasted all day. The Pacific and 
South East Asia clearly had 
considerable to offer to those 
interested in community based coastal 
management. In addition a munber of 
contacts and lasting friend5hips were 
made. The group returned to their 
respective countries full of new ideas 
and better prepared to address the 
challenge of managing their own 
precious coastal resources. 

BOX 2 - Presentations at the Special Session on Asian and South Pacific 
Experiences in Comnmnity Involvement in Coastal Zone Management 
Chair: Judith Sw:mn, Swansea Ocean Environme.nt, Waverly, N.S. Canada 
Introduction: Ke1meth T Mac Kay, Fornm Secretariat, Suva, Fiji 

• Community Involvement 
• Community Awareness and the Pacific Year of the Coral Reef Programme, 

Lucille Apis-Overhoff, SPREP,Apia, Samoa 

• Community Resource Management in the Solomon Islands, 

Nelson Kile and Michelle Lam , Solomon Isl:mds 

Empowennent 
• Empowerment ofWomen,Aliti (Vwlisea) Waqairamasi, 

• University of the South Pacific, Suva, Fiji 

• Empowerment and Conflict Resolution, 

Rebecca Rivera,Tanlbuyog Development Centre, Quezon City, Philippines 
Traditional Knowledge 
•Collection ofTraditional Marine Lore, 

• Francis Hickey and Ralph Reganvanu, Vanuatu Cultural Centre, Port Villa, 
Vanuatu 

• lntegr.ation ofTraditional and Formal Management Systems, 

• Tom Sampson,TsartlipTribe, Brentwood Bay, B.C., Canada 

• The Indonesian Sasi System and Community Monitoring of Marine 
Protected Areas in Biak, Irian Jaya, Indonesia, 

Irene Novaczek,Yayasan Hualopu,Ambon, Maluku, Indonesia 

• The Ra'uiTraditional Management System in the Cook Islands, 

• TeTika Mataiapo Dorice Reid,Trnditional Chief, Rarotonga, Cook Islands 

• Integration of Scientific Information with Traditional Knowledge and 
Customary Land Tenure Systems with Reference to Pacific Atolls, 

• Temakei Tebano, and Naonli Biribo,Tarawa, Kiiibati 

Summary 

• WE Cross, LGL Linlited, King City, Canada 
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Ambassador Says 
Thank You 

SPPF received the following message 
from Papua New Guinea's ambassador to 
Canada and the US. 

I have noted at the back of your 
September 1998 issue a special mention 
of the effort of the Yukoners and 
Canadians in general in selflessly 
raising funds for the Aitape v illagers 
stuck by the tsunami. 

Please convey, through your bulletin, 
heartiest thank you and appreciation 
for this kind humanitarian gesture on 
behalf of the Government and people of 
Papua New Guinea. 

Thank you, 

SFFF in 

action 

Update on Overseas Projects 
~ SPPF's executive director, Stuart Wulff, spent a month (Novemher­
~ December) visiting projects in Vanuatu and Fiji. The Vanuatu visit 
~ was particularly important and exciting as it featured an SPPF 
~ facilitated evaluation of SPPF's three years of project support to 
~ the Vanuatu Society for Disabled People . To make the evaluation 
~ of greatest benefit to VSDP, it was structured as an overall 
~ evaluation of VSDP, leading to various recommendations about 
~ future directions for the organisation. The project was also 
~ supported by two dioceses of the Anglican Church of Canada and 
~ by the Canadian International Developme nt Agency, to whom 
~ VSDP and SPPF extend our thanks. 

~ Much of the time in Fiji was spent visiting Ecowoman , a project of 
~ the South Pacific Action Committee for Human Ecology & 

~ Environment, and WAINIMATE, a women healers ' organisation. 
~ Both are being supported by SPPF and CIDA, with the Anglican 
~ and United Churches of Canada also providing support for 
~ WAJNIMATE. SPPF has also learned ahout a major success arising 
~ from our earlier support to childcare research by another Fijian 
~ organisation, Women's Action for Change. WAC's efforts have led 
~ to an agreement for WAC to manage an innovative workplace 
~ based childcare for women workers in garment factories. 

~ Donations also continue to trickle in for reconstruction efforts 
~ following the tsunami (tidal wave) in Papua New Guinea. 

"------~~~~~~-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Ambassador Nagora Bogan, KEE 
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