
Whale Watching in Patagonia, Chile
Guaranteeing a Sustainable Ecotourism? 

Heritage Preservation in Cambodia 
The Case of Battambang

The System of Rice Intensification (SRI) 
Challenges for Timor-Leste

Issue #38 | July / August 2012 | www.pacific-news.de | ISSN 1435-8360 | € 6,00

News | Notes | Insights from the Asia-Pacif ic Region

Pacific News#38

China’s Mineral and Metals Industry  
towards Sustainable Development?

 Corporate Social Responsibility in Vietnam
 Integration or Mere Adaptation? 

Reflections on Climate Change  
by Artists in Papua New Guinea 



CONTENTS      | July/August 2012

Pacific News #38 • July/August 20122

#38

4 Corporate Social Responsibility in Viet- 
            nam: Integration or Mere Adaptation? 
 Brigitte Hamm

9 ‘Orphanage Tourism’ in Cambodia:   
 When Residential Care Centres Become  
 Tourist Attractions 
 Tess Guiney

15 PN Photo Pages:
 The Beijing 798 Art Zone:  
 A Maturing Creative Cluster? 
 Michael Waibel & Philipp Zielke

18 China’s Mineral and Metals Industry:  
            On the Path towards Sustainable  
            Development?  
 Jost Wübbeke

22 Yavirau: A Traditional Fijian Fish Drive  
            as an Example of Culturally Embedded  
            Community Development 
 Michael Fink

26 Reflections on Climate Change by Con- 
            temporary Artists in Papua New Guinea   
 Marion Struck-Garbe

32 PN Picture: 
 Burmese teenagers with ‚thanaka’  
            makeup in Salay town near Bagan  
 Walter Koditek

Reflections on Climate Change by Contemporary Artists in 
Papua New Guinea – 26

Yavirau: A traditional Fijian Fish Drive as an Example of  
Culturally Embedded Community Development – 22

China’s Mineral and Metals Industry: On the Path towards Sustainable Development – 18



3Pacific News #38 • July/August 2012

EDITORIAL

Pacific News

Dear readers,

The recently released UN Asia-Pacific Human Development Report 2012 re-emphasises the  
need for countries in the Asia-Pacific region to sustain growth, lift people out of poverty – and  
reduce greenhouse gas emissions at the same time. Despite these seemingly contradictory  
goals, the priorities are clearly stated: “growing first and cleaning up afterwards is not an 
option any more”.

Indeed, questions of sustainable development in the Pacific and in Pacific-rim countries have 
been on the agenda of a wide range of researchers for a long time now. Whilst natural-
scientific or technical topics such as Jost Wübbeke’s assessment of sustainable development in 
China’s mineral and metals industries are increasingly well understood (but by no means sol-
ved!), issues of social and cultural sustainability remain under-researched. The current issue 
addresses some topics in that latter context. First, Michael Fink’s exploration of implications 
of the traditional Fijian fish drive and its contemporary adaptations discusses a traditional 
practice as a potential means for community development. Marion Struck-Garbe presents 
the work of contemporary artists in Papua New Guinea that depict the artists’ reflections 
on the effects of climate change on their respective communities. Related topics on social 
aspects of sustainable development are raised by Brigitte Hamm who discusses corporate 
social responsibility in Vietnam and by Tess Guiney in her examination of ‘orphanage tourism’ 
in Cambodia.

If you would like to contribute to our magazine yourself – please do not hesitate to let us know.

We wish you a pleasant and informative read.

Dr. Michael Waibel and Dr Julia N. Albrecht
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This picture is showing labour migrants  
living at so-called boarding houses in 
close proximity to an industrial zone in 
Binh Duong Province, which is located 
within the metropolitan region of Ho Chi 
Minh City. In the extensive peri-urban 
industrial belt around HCMC, more than 
500,000 workers are employed in indus-
trial zones alone. Most of them are from
15 to 29 years old and predominantly 
female.The Association for Pacific Studies (Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Pazifische Studien e.V., 

APSA) was founded in 1987 at the Department of Geography of the University of 
Technology in Aachen. Activities include workshops, conferences, public lectures and 
poster exhibitions. The book series Pazifik Forum was initiated in 1990. In 1992, it 
was complemented by the publication of the semi-annual journal Pacific News. 
The latter has developed into the major activity of APSA in recent years.
The APSA sees itself as one of the largest scientific networks in Germany for acade-
mics and practitioners with an interest in the Asia-Pacific region as well as  academic 
exchange.

The Pacific News (PN), ISSN 1435-8360, is a peer-reviewed semi-annual publication 
published by the Association for Pacific Studies (Arbeitsgemeinschaft fuer Pazifische 
Studien e.V., APSA) in co-operation with the Department of Human Geography of 
Hamburg University, Germany. The PN provides an interdisciplinary platform for an 
academic discussion of social, cultural, environmental, political and economic issues 
in the Asia-Pacific region. 
In order to uphold scientific standards, the PN is implementing a peer-review process. 
Articles marked as „scientific papers“ have been peer-reviewed by two external revie-
wers. Articles marked as „research notes“ have been peer-reviewed by one external 
reviewer and a member of the editorial board. All other articles have been reviewed 
by the editorial board.
APSA-Members receive the Pacific News at no cost as a membership benefit.
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Corporate Social Responsibility in Vietnam   
Integration or Mere Adaptation?  

Brigitte Hamm

Abstract: Initially, corporate social responsibility (CSR) had been a movement of businesses emphasising the wil-
lingness to behave ethically and simultaneously drawing a profit from this. Increasingly however, the topic be-
came integrated into the broader concern of how to govern the global economy. In this article, CSR is understood 
as an institution of transnational governance. CSR has been exported by Western actors to production countries 
of the Global South. Against this background one of the questions raised revolves around the relevance of the 
domestic embeddedness of CSR. In Vietnam transnational corporations, development agencies of Western donor 
countries and international organisations have been drivers of CSR. The concept is taken up in a pragmatic way 
using the term in regard to varying issues, thereby emphasising the competitive advantage for the country. Until 
today, a public CSR policy is lacking in Vietnam, and also the responsibility within the government needs to be 
further clarified.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR); Vietnam, Private Governance; Global Governance; Globalisation 

[Submitted as Scientific Paper: 04 May 2012, Acceptance of the revised reviewed manuscript: 28 May 2012]
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In the past decades, the production of goods, especially in labour-intensive sectors such 
as the textile, garment and electronics industries, was outsourced by major brand firms to 
countries with cheap labor and weak enforcement of labor rights. Often these are located 
in Asia, with prominent examples being China and India, but also Bangladesh, Cambodia 
and Vietnam. To many observers, Myanmar/ Burma will be the country that offers even 
cheaper labor force in the near future. In competition among each other, governments of 
such countries wish to attract foreign direct investment (FDI) and other foreign business 
activities by rendering favorable conditions of production often at the cost of weak regula-
tory standards. However, Western brands not only ask for cheap production conditions, but 
under the pressure of civil society actors in consumer countries, they increasingly request 
the respect of suppliers for social and environmental standards, for example through 
compliance with codes of conduct. Thus, in their attempt to increase their integration 
into the global economy, governments of production countries also enhance activities to 
strengthen corporate social responsibility (CSR), as required by Western companies. Today, 
we encounter debates and policies on CSR in all parts of the world.

Garment Factory in Hanoi, supplier to a  
German member of the Fair Wear Foundation
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Parallel to the process of  econo-
mic globalisation, these debates have 
emerged since the 1980s. Companies 
have supported this trend, inter alia 
because the focus of  CSR on volunta-
riness corresponds well to the neolibe-
ral course of  the globalisation with the 
emphasis on flexibilisation, deregula-
tion and privatisation (Utting, 2005). 
At the same time, a strong transna-
tionally organised anti-globalisation 
movement that has boosted since the 
early 1990s took up the topic, linking 
CSR with demands for corporate 
accountability and corporate responsi-
bility for human rights. 

This article will direct the atten-
tion to CSR in Vietnam. Questions 
covered relate to the emergence of  
the CSR debate in that country. Who 
are the actors involved? How is CSR 
becoming embedded in Vietnam?

The research partly rests upon inter-
views which were carried out in the 
context of  two projects during several 
research trips to Vietnam since 20101. 
These were designed as structured 
face-to-face interviews. Interviewees 
were CSR representatives of  transna-
tional corporations (TNCs) in Viet-
nam, suppliers and representatives of  
national business associations. Further 
interview partners represented other 
stakeholder groups such as internati-
onal organisations, German organisa-
tions active in Vietnam, civil society 
organisations and unions as well as 
ministries and further stakeholders 
close to the government.

CSR and Private Governance 
Today, the term CSR may be taken as 
a catch-all phrase for discussing the 
responsibility of  businesses in the 
global economy. However, in spite 
of  the popularity of  the term, a lack 
of  conceptual clarity remains, which 
is expressed by varying understan-
dings of  what CSR should entail. The 
vagueness of  the concept is extensi-
vely discussed in the Oxford Hand-
book of  Corporate Social Respon-
sibility (Crane et al., 2008). In 2011, 
the European Commission presented 
its second communication on CSR, 
defining it as “the responsibility of  
enterprises for their impacts on soci-
ety” (European Commission, 2011, 6). 
This most recent definition abandons 
the focus on voluntariness and instead 
underlines due diligence and accoun-
tability as comments of  the Commis-
sion reveal: “To fully meet their cor-

porate social responsibility, enterprises 
should have in place a process to inte-
grate social, environmental, ethical, 
human rights and consumer concerns 
into their business operations and core 
strategy in close collaboration with 
their stakeholders, with the aim of  
1) maximising the creation of  shared 
value for their owners/shareholders 
and for their other stakeholders and 
society at large and 2) of  identifying, 
preventing and mitigating their possi-
ble adverse impacts.” (ibid.)

The shift to due diligence and 
accountability reflects the impact of  
the debate on ‘Business and Human 
Rights’ on the topic of  CSR. This 
debate has especially emerged with the 
nomination of  John Ruggie as United 
Nations Special Representative of  the 
Secretary General for Business and 
Human Rights in 2005. Ruggie sees a 
need for adequately closing so-called 
governance gaps created by globalisa-
tion (United Nations, 2008, 5). This 
particularly refers to measures of  self- 
and co-regulation as demanded in the 
context of  due diligence. In June 2011, 
the UN Guiding Principles on Busi-
ness and Human Rights (Guiding Prin-
ciples) were launched, which are based 
on Ruggie’s UN “Protect, Respect and 
Remedy“ Framework. This Frame-
work is built on three pillars, namely 
the state duty to protect, the corporate 
responsibility to respect, and access to 
remedy. As a consequence, the gover-
nance contributions and interaction of  
the state and of  private actors gained 
further attention, and human rights 
were included in key policy documents 
on the topic of  corporate social res-
ponsibility. 

More or less parallel to this political 
development and reflecting it, CSR 
and private governance have increa-
singly become linked in the academic 
literature (e. g. Brammer et al., 2012; 
Fransen, 2012). This linkage means 
that normative discussions on CSR 
are complemented with the reflec-
tion of  the role of  business in society. 
The focus lies on the question of  how 
corporations manage their operations 
globally, placing CSR within the wider 
field of  “[…] economic governance 
characterised by different modes, 
including the market, state regulation 
and beyond.” (Brammer et al., 2012, 7) 

Characteristic for new modes of  
CSR governance is the inclusion of  
non-state actors – above all business 
and civil society. Decision-making 

takes place along vertical and horizon-
tal levels, through formal and informal 
coordination and varying mechanisms 
of  enforcement and control. In addi-
tion to state regulation and internatio-
nal regimes, other types of  formal and 
informal agreements emerge with soft 
law instruments such as the above-
mentioned Guiding Principles or 
corporate codes of  conduct. Private 
control mechanisms such as labelling, 
auditing, and certification are incre-
asingly becoming important. Thus, 
state regulation is complemented and 
sometimes substituted by activities of  
private actors on multiple levels. Espe-
cially economic activities with trans-
national outreach are governed by a 
mix of  state/ international regulation, 
market-based self-regulation and vari-
ous systems of  co-regulation, most 
often in the form of  multi-stakeholder 
initiatives. 

Brammer et al. (2012) propose 
understanding CSR as comprising a 
set of  institutions in the sense of  for-
mal and informal rules, regulations 
and norms that enable or constrain 
behaviour of  private governance at 
the transnational level. Accordingly, 
they perceive CSR as a means of  trans-
national governance with influence 
and impact at all levels. Thereby, they 
distinguish between three areas. First, 
they point to transnational and global 
institutions with private, semi-private 
and public regulations, standards or 
self-commitments: Examples are the 
Global Compact or ISO26000. “These 
standards seek to institutionalize parti-
cular elements of  CSR. […] This new 
‘public domain’ […] with ‘global public 
policy networks’ […] is […] one of  
the most powerful sources of  isomor-
phic pressure to institutionalize CSR 
in business” (Brammer et al., 2012, 
15f). Also, institutionalisation of  CSR 
takes place as corporate governance 
within the transnational organizational 
structure of  TNCs, for example with 
the implementation of  codes of  con-
duct. Moreover, new modes of  inter-
national and transnational governance 
emerge with Western norms being 
spread leading to institutional changes 
in countries of  the Global South.

These transnational CSR endeavors 
encounter varying institutional set-
tings at the national and local levels. 
The variations of  CSR policies fol-
lowing different traditions and cultu-
res have been discussed extensively (e. 
g., Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2007; Visser 
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& Tolhurst, 2010). One of  the questi-
ons raised revolves around the linkage 
between CSR as a globally travelling 
concept and its domestic embedded-
ness. Thereby, reference is made to the 
rootedness of  business ethics in reli-
gions such as Christianity and Confu-
cianism. All over the world, the most 
often encountered traditional forms 
of  corporate responsibility are expres-
sions of  philanthropy.

CSR in Vietnam
Especially since the early 2000s, Asia 
has become a prominent focus of  CSR 
research (see Chapple & Moon, 2007). 
The topic is also considered as being 
of  importance by ASEAN of  which 
Vietnam is a member.

In spite of  regional initiatives, the 
main proponents for spreading CSR in 
Asia still are Western TNCs (Debroux, 
2006, 17) and up to now, the major CSR 
topic in Asian countries has been envi-
ronmental standards (Chapple & Moon, 
2007, 185; Debroux, 2008, 25). This is 
also the case in Vietnam with a regu-
larly cited scandal of  corporate mis-
behaviour that had been made public 
here in 2008. It refers to the violation 
of  environmental standards by the Tai-
wanese food manufacturer Vedan who 
was accused of  illegally dumping waste 
in the Thi Vai River from its Monoso-
dium Glutamate (MSG) plant for about 
14 years (Nguyen & Pham, 2011).

The proposal of  Brammer et al. 
(2012) to perceive of  CSR as an ins-
titution of  transnational governance 
perfectly applies to the situation in 
Vietnam, because CSR is predomi-
nantly pushed by international and 
transnational actors. At the same 
time, the topic has been taken up as 
an important concern in the transition 
process from a planned to a so-called 
socialist market economy. Thereby, 
the Doi Moi renovation of  1986 with 
the admittance and encouragement of  
privately-owned enterprises besides 
state-owned enterprises was the initial 
spark for a dynamic economic deve-
lopment with the aim for a better inte-
gration into the global economy. The 
entrance of  Vietnam to the WTO in 
2007 was a further step in this direc-
tion. The topic of  CSR is understood 
to fit well into this overall policy goal 
of  further developing the Vietnamese 
economy to an export-orientated mar-
ket economy. 

Following the Vietnam Cham-
ber of  Commerce (VCCI), CSR was 

first introduced by TNCs who asked 
their suppliers to implement codes 
of  conduct (Nguyen, 2007). In 2003, 
the topic was brought to the Vietna-
mese government through the World 
Bank. The country was a part of  the 
World Bank’s program Strengthening 
developing country governments’ enga-
gement with Corporate Social Respon-
sibility which “was set up to explore 
the potential roles of  the public sector 
within developing countries to encou-
rage and strengthen […] CSR” (Twose 
& Rao, 2003, 1). The research focused 
on the footwear and garment industry 
which is the second largest export sec-
tor of  the country after crude oil. The 
results revealed governance challen-
ges caused by contradictions between 
internal parameters, such as national 
laws and codes of  conduct of  TNCs. 
Furthermore, the report highlighted 
that the labor inspectorate needed 
to become more familiar with CSR 
demands. Opportunities were seen in 
an increase of  competitiveness of  the 
involved enterprises. Also, a positive 
relation between CSR implementation 
and law enforcement at the enterprise 
level was emphasized. The report con-
cluded with six recommendations to 
the Government of  Vietnam, with the 
Ministry of  Labor, Invalids and Social 
Affairs (MOLISA) being addressed 
explicitly. They were directed towards 
enhancing CSR in Vietnam, giving 
guidance to buyers and harmonising 
international demands with natio-
nal and local conditions. However, 
it seems that in the following years 
MOLISA did not take over an active 
role in this respect, and up to now one 
major characteristic of  CSR in Viet-
nam is the lack of  a coherent public 
CSR policy. Challenges may be the lack 
of  a respective legal foundation, weak 
law enforcement and also corruption 
may be hindering the development 
of  such a policy. Today, there are att-
empts by the government to enhance 
CSR through laws such as the labor 
code and the reform of  the union 
law. It also seems that TNCs and their 
associations such as the European and 
American Chambers of  Commerce 
more and more address the Vietna-
mese government not only to establish 
a business-friendly surrounding for 
doing business in the country, but also 
raise social issues such as decent wages 
as a means against the increasing num-
ber of  wild cat strikes.  

At present, the major public actor 

with respect to CSR seems to be 
the VCCI. However, also the VCCI 
appears as a weak actor for entren-
ching CSR, partly because of  a lack 
of  external funding and also corrup-
tion may be an issue. Nevertheless, the 
VCCI is active in many topic-related 
international initiatives. 

The Global Compact Network 
Vietnam (GCNV), for example, was 
launched in 2007 as the cooperation 
of  the United Nations (UN) and the 
VCCI. This endeavor was supported 
by the Spanish Agency for Internati-
onal Cooperation (AECI) and Unile-
ver Vietnam. According to the official 
website the GCNV has the goal “to 
be the national corporate social res-
ponsibility centre of  excellence”.  Also, 
according to the website, the GCNV 
had “over 95 active members, con-
sisting of  national and international 
companies, non-governmental orga-
nisations (NGOs), academic, United 
Nations (UN) and government agen-
cies” in 2011. While the network was 
growing until 2010, it seems to be 
stagnating since then. Moreover, the 
UNDP recently withdrew its support. 
It seems that up to now the GCVN 
cannot take over the role of  facilitator 
of  CSR activities in Vietnam.

An important international initia-
tive to spread the idea of  CSR among 
Vietnamese enterprises is the pro-
ject of  the United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization (UNIDO) 
Helping Vietnamese SMEs Adapt and 
Adopt CSR for Improved Linkages with 
Global Supply Chains in Sustainable 
Production. It is financed by the Euro-
pean Union and one important coun-
terpart from the Vietnamese side again 
is the VCCI. The aim of  the project is 
to raise awareness and entrench CSR 
standards in small and medium enter-
prises in Vietnam, thus enhancing their 
competitiveness towards global buyers. 
In order to reach this aim, UNIDO is 
cooperating with universities, minis-
tries, civil society organisations and 
local networks.

Also other development agencies of  
Western donor countries and interna-
tional organisations have initiated pro-
jects to enhance CSR in Vietnam, and 
often VCCI is an important partner. A 
very recent initiative that is financed 
by the US State Department is of  
the Fair Labor Association (FLA), a 
multi-stakeholder initiative in the USA 
with transnational outreach. FLA and 
VCCI agreed to a project to enhance 
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social standards in 50 garment facto-
ries, who are suppliers of  big Western 
brand firms. Beside these factories 
and the buyers also MOLISA and the 
Vietnam General Confederation of  
Labour (VGCL) are partners in the 
project. 

Similar to the VCCI the VGCL is 
more or less a government body. While 
some deplore that VGCL is not acting 
as a trade union standing up for wor-
kers’ rights, others also see a positive 
development because VGCL branches 
are increasingly cooperating with uni-
ons from Western countries thereby 
taking up the topic of  CSR in order 
to strengthen labour rights. Moreover, 
the government seems to be willing to 
grant the unions more autonomy via 
the reform of  trade union law, which 
may strengthen their role as stakehol-
der for workers’ interests (Chan & 
Wang, 2003).

According to the Bertelsmann Stif-
tung (2007, 182) the incorporation 
of  further external nonstate actors 
into agenda-setting, such as NGOs, is 
also important for the enhancement 
of  CSR in the country. In addition to 
transnational NGOs such as OXFAM, 
national NGOs play an increasing 
role in the institutionalisation of  CSR. 
Mostly, they are networking with Wes-

tern transnational NGOs. An example 
is the Center for Development and 
Integration (CDI) which is also an 
active promoter of  the ‘Business and 
Human Rights’ discourse to Vietnam.

While these various transnational 
activities are meant to strengthen CSR 
as a mode of  governing the Vietna-
mese economy for the purpose of  glo-
bal market integration, we find many 
expressions of  philanthropy as more 
traditional commitments of  business 
to the communities and the overall 
society. It seems that these two types 
of  CSR more or less coexist. However, 
the tradition of  philanthropy may be 
a fertile soil for the reception of  CSR 
in the Vietnamese society in the future.

Conclusion 
Up to now there scarcely existed 
empirical research on CSR gover-
nance in Vietnam. This article inten-
ded to make a very first step in this 
direction by looking at the vari-
ous actors involved and focusing 
on the transnational dimension of  
CSR governance. Further empirical 
research of  how CSR governance in 
Vietnam functions is needed. Loo-
king at Vietnam, we encounter incre-
asing activities of  and for enhancing 
CSR. Predominantly, this has been 

driven by Western actors – TNCs, 
development agencies and transnati-
onal NGOs. The proposal of  Bram-
mer et al. (2012) to understand CSR 
as an institution of  transnational 
governance fits well to understand 
the approach to CSR in Vietnam. We 
encounter international projects and 
initiatives, which are partly set up in 
the form of  multi-stakeholder initiati-
ves. At the same time the open ques-
tion for further empirical research 
refers to the Vietnamese ownership of  
these initiatives. 
It seems there is a rather pragmatic 
reception of  Corporate Social Res-
ponsibility in Vietnam because Wes-
tern buyers ask for it, funding is being 
provided to enhance the topic at the 
political level and as a research focus, 
and furthermore an overall competi-
tive advantage in the global economy is 
expected. Up to now however, there is 
no clear responsibility for CSR within 
the government. More or less paral-
lel and scarcely linked is a traditional 
focus on philanthropy or community 
investment. Following Visser (2010, 
XXV) this is typical for developing 
countries and often goes hand in hand 
with a mere superficial adaptation of  
Corporate Social Responsibility as a 
marketing strategy.

In Vietnam, labour migrants are often suffering from precarious employment- and housing conditions

So
u

rc
e:

 M
ic

h
a

el
 W

ai
b

el
 2

0
0

8



8 Pacific News #38 • July/August 2012

Dr. Brigitte Hamm [brigitte.hamm@uni-due.de], is senior researcher at the Institute for Development 
and Peace (INEF) of the University of Duisburg-Essen / GE, Lotharstr. 53, 47057 Duisburg, Germany.

Participants at the CSR-UNIDO-Work-
shop in Hanoi, December 2011
(Source: Florian Beranek)

Endnotes
[1] From 2010 to 2011, the author was 

head of  the research project “Social 
Market Economy: Potential for Poverty 
Reduction and the Development of  
Labour Rights in Vietnam. A Vietna-
mese-German Research Cooperation”. 
It was financed by Misereor, the Ger-
man Catholic Bishops’ Organisation 
for Development Cooperation. In 
the course of  this project, a research 
cooperation with the Vietnamese Aca-
demy of  Social Sciences (VASS) on 
the topic of  CSR has been established. 
The author has continued her work on 
labor conditions in the garment indus-
try in Vietnam as head of  her current 
research project “Human Rights, Cor-
porate Responsibility and Sustainable 
Development”.

[2] See http://www.csr-weltweit.de/en/ 
laenderprofile/profil/vietnam/index.
nc.html (30th April, 2012).

[3] According to the Financial Times 
the number of  wildcat strikes dou-
bled in 2011. http://www.ft.com/
intl/cms/s/0/67380b5c-427e-11e1-
97b1-00144feab49a.html (24th Janu-
ary, 2012).

[4] See http://globalcompactcritics. 
blogspot.com/2007/09/un-global-
compact-network-launched-in.html 
(18th April, 2012).

[5] See http://www.globalcompactviet-
nam.org/ (18th April, 2012).

 [6] See http://www.fairlabor.org/our-

work/special-projects/project/promo-
ting-sustainable-corporate-social-res-
ponsibility-vietnam (04th May, 2012).

[7] Examples are Tencati et al. (2008), 
ILSSA (2004) and UNIDO (2010).
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Abstract: Cambodia’s recent history of instability has garnered it international notoriety as a place of genocide, cor-
ruption and insecurity. Currently, this perception of Cambodia has resulted in an influx of tourists seeking to volunteer 
at and visit orphanages throughout the country hoping to combat the perceived poverty and suffering. With only 21 
state-run orphanages in Cambodia the remaining 248 (although it is potentially even more) rely significantly on over-
seas donations with many advertising and heavily encouraging ‘orphanage tourism’. Although touted as an altruis-
tic, beneficial experience, awareness of the darker side of ‘orphanage tourism’ has recently grown and the negative 
impacts that such practices can have on a vulnerable section of society have become evident. Orphan numbers in 
Cambodia are at their lowest point in decades, whilst orphanage numbers have undergone a 76 per cent increase in 
the last five years, coinciding with a 76 per cent increase in tourist numbers. This research investigates the forms that 
‘orphanage tourism’ takes in Cambodia and the impacts of this popular phenomenon on those who are purported 
to benefit: orphanages and orphans. 

Key Words: Orphanage tourism; ‘voluntourism’; Cambodia; orphans

[Submitted as Scientific Paper: 12 March 2012, Acceptance of the revised reviewed manuscript: 2 May 2012]

‘Orphanage Tourism’ in Cambodia 
When Residential Care Centres Become Tourist Attractions 

Tess Guiney

‘Orphanage tourism’ (visiting, volunteering and performances at orphanages for tourists) has 
become a burgeoning tourism form in countries throughout the world, however, it is yet to un-
dergo rigorous examination in existing literature. This research focuses on the interaction bet-
ween tourists and orphanages in Cambodia which, with its history of instability, has become an 
important site for voluntourism and poverty tourism, of which orphanage tourism is a dominant 
form. This article seeks to illustrate the pervasiveness of orphanage tourism in Cambodia and 
the significant impact it is having on those centres participating. Firstly, the methodology of this 
research will be explained before moving on to examine the existing literature and the gaps that 
this research seeks to fill. A brief outline of tourism in Cambodia is then given before moving 
on to examine the form that orphanage tourism in Cambodia takes. Finally, the impacts (both 
positive and negative) of orphanage tourism will be examined to illustrate the significance of 
such a phenomenon in a nation such as Cambodia.
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Methodology
The research methodology for this 
project was qualitative in nature. The 
constructivist component of  qualita-
tive methodology is particularly rele-
vant to my research topic, as a signi-
ficant portion of  my data collection 
will focus on personal opinion and 
perception about volunteer tourism 
and Cambodia as a destination. These 
are not objective accounts, but rather 
the impressions and interpretations of  
specific people (see Sarantakos, 2005). 
The orphanages interviewed differ 
greatly from each other making quan-
titative data collection impossible as 
not all parameters are the same. Semi-
structured interviews as well as focus 
groups were conducted due to their 
usefulness in determining opinions 
and information about various orpha-
nages and about volunteer experiences. 
They also allowed flexibility as not all 
questions were applicable in all situa-
tions. Complete anonymity of  both re-
presentatives and orphanages will be 
maintained throughout this article as 
it is not my objective to give a road-
map of  unscrupulous organisations in 
Cambodia; also I was concerned that 
without complete anonymity many is-
sues would not be freely discussed.

Interviews and focus groups with 42 
key informants were conducted from 
March until May 2011. These key in-
formants included representative from 
fifteen different orphanages (22 or-
phanage representatives, sixteen vo-
lunteers), a spokesperson for Friends 
International (who work with margi-
nalised urban children and youth), and 
three representatives for a responsible 
tourism organisation in Siem Reap. 
Several internet searches identified 
the majority of  orphanage key infor-
mants, although several were identified 
through snowball sampling, as was the 
responsible tourism organisation in 
Siem Reap. Volunteers were identified 
when visiting different orphanages and 
interviewing volunteers present during 
those visits. Due to the web-based 
method used to identify orphanages 
there could be a particular bias as it 
does not include those which do not 
have a website, and therefore poten-
tially favours those which have larger 
tourism programmes, however, due 
to the difficulties in locating orpha-
nages this was unavoidable. The bulk 
of  the orphanages visited were in the 
main tourist areas of  Siem Reap, Ph-
nom Penh, and one from Battambang. 

Nevertheless, one was from Takeo and 
another from the surrounding Takeo 
area which are more removed from 
the main tourist trail. However, it is 
intended that this will be extended in 
2012 during a second research trip to 
include a wider range of  orphanages, 
including more in rural areas.

Existing literature
Tourism since the 1980s has diversi-
fied greatly and there has been an in-
creased interest in alternative tourism 
options (Callanan & Thomas, 2005). 
Niche tourism approaches are often 
seen as more sustainable, less envi-
ronmentally or socially damaging and 
more responsive to tourist and host 
needs (Robinson & Novelli, 2005; 
Wearing, 2004). Callanan and Thomas 
(2005, 183) depict the late 1990s and 
early 2000s as experiencing the ‘volun-
teer tourism rush’ and this has led to 
tourist activity in previously unknown 
areas, as has poverty tourism which 
has taken tourism’s reach into previ-
ously avoided areas. ‘Orphanage tou-
rism’, encompassing both volunteer 
tourism and poverty tourism, is by no 
means unique to Cambodia; it is oc-
curring throughout nations in Africa, 
Latin America and Asia (Birrell, 2011; 
Richter & Norman, 2010; Kelto, 2010). 
However, it is an under-researched 
area within the existing literature. Alt-
hough a vast amount of  literature fo-
cuses on volunteer tourism (see Wea-
ring, 2001; Guttentag, 2009; Tomazos 
& Butler 2009, 2010; Callanan & Tho-
mas, 2005; Lyons & Wearing, 2008 to 
name but a few) there has been a fai-
lure to examine orphanage tourism to 
a significant extent.

The most substantial study on or-
phanage tourism comes from Richter 
and Norman (2010) in their examina-
tion of  ‘AIDS orphan tourism’ in sub-
Saharan Africa. They note that the 
global perception of  an AIDS orphan 
crisis has created a recent explosion of  
tourist attention and predominantly 
western desire to travel and help care 
for these children. The main concerns 
raised by Richter and Norman (2010) 
relate to the impact that institutional 
care and western visitors has on the 
social and psychological development 
of  the children. This is a rigorous ex-
amination of  orphanage tourism and 
adds significantly to literature on vo-
lunteer tourism, however, it appears to 
be the only existing academic exami-
nation specifically focusing specifically 

on orphanage tourism. This gap fails 
to reflect that community welfare pro-
grammes, including orphanage volun-
teering, is the most popular form of  
volunteer tourism (Callanan & Tho-
mas, 2005). 

Other literature does examine or-
phanage tourism in some form. Lacey 
et al (2012) examine the potential for 
understanding the ‘other’ that can be 
gained while volunteering at an orpha-
nage. Tomazos and Butler (2008) also 
use an orphanage volunteering project 
as their case study, though it is not to 
specifically examine orphanage volun-
teering but rather the motivation to 
volunteer. Barbieri et al (2011) simi-
larly use a case study of  volunteering at 
an orphanage to illustrate the need for 
greater managerial actions and trans-
parency; however, it is limited in its 
actual examination of  the orphanage 
and the orphans themselves. Also, alt-
hough volunteering is an integral part 
of  orphanage tourism, my study seeks 
to go further than this to also examine 
orphanage visits and cultural perfor-
mances which have transformed many 
orphanages from homes into tourist 
attractions and are reflective of  po-
verty tourism in many countries. In ad-
dition, no data currently exists about 
orphanage tourism in Cambodia spe-
cifically. 

My research seeks to examine four 
key questions:

1. What are the primary forms of  
tourism interaction with orphanages?
2. How are tourist interactions with 
orphanages regulated and are there 
standards in place?
3. How is Cambodia, as a tourist de-
stination, perceived and framed and 
what contribution do orphanages 
make to this?
4. What are the benefits and prob-
lems associated with tourist interac-
tions with orphanages?

I feel that these research questions 
produce a well-rounded basis for an 
examination of  orphanage tourism in 
Cambodia. It considers both the rati-
onale of  people participating in such 
tourism as well as the form it takes and 
the benefits and consequences it causes.

‘Orphanage Tourism’ in  
Cambodia
The tourism industry is Cambodia’s 
second largest economic contributor, 
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amounting to 16 per cent of  GDP in 
2006; with over two million arrivals 
per year since 2007 this is on the in-
crease (Chheang, 2008). “The Grea-
ter Mekong Subregion has been iden-
tified as the fastest growing tourism 
destination in the world [...] after re-
ceiving over 1 million arrivals in 2004 
Cambodia’s market is expected to 
continue to grow by 20-30 per cent 
growth for the coming years”. Cam-
bodia is perceived as an exciting and 
exotic destination, and as an alterna-
tive to traditional destinations such as 
Europe (Hitchcock et al., 2009). With 
the stagnation of  Cambodia’s traditi-
onal industries, such as textiles, tou-
risms’ influence continues to increase 
(Hitchcock et al., 2009). 

Cambodian orphanages are regula-
ted under the Ministry of  Social Af-
fairs, Veteran and Youth Rehabilita-
tion (MOSVY). Currently, orphanages 
must be registered with MOSVY and 
therefore follow minimum standards, 
created in 2008, to continue opera-
tion. The minimum standards required 
of  orphanages relate to the provision 
of  medical and dental care along with 
three meals a day, clean drinking wa-
ter, regular clothing and other necessi-
ties such as sleeping materials and hy-
giene materials such as tooth brushes 
and first aid kits. There are also requi-
rements that children are given the op-
portunity to participate in community, 
recreation, leisure and sporting oppor-
tunities, to practice religion etcetera. 
Children are to be allowed contact and 
visits from their families and be able to 
access counselling if  they have come 
from traumatic backgrounds. Child-
ren must also be provided with at least 
nine years of  schooling. There are also 
requirements for the buildings of  or-
phanages as well as criteria for the ma-
nagement and the caregivers of  such 
centres (MOSVY, 2008). However, 
from key informant interviews in 2011 
it appeared that some orphanages were 
not visited regularly or that standards 
were checked thoroughly. One orpha-
nage director even commented that or-
phanages that were not registered with 
MOSVY did not have to follow their 
standards and were not under their ju-
risdiction, meaning that they could not 
be closed down by MOSVY. 

Although officially registration re-
quires minimum standards of  care the 
situation in different orphanages dif-
fers significantly due to the amount of  
funding that different orphanages re-

ceive. There is no government support 
for orphanages in Cambodia; there-
fore, orphanages are heavily reliant on 
oversees donations/charities for fun-
ding, leading the way for orphanage 
tourism. Currently, there is no ove-
rarching government policy relating 
to orphanage tourism in Cambodia. 
Therefore, different orphanages have 
their own policies regulating tourists. 
However, this is set to change with a 
draft law being created to regulate or-
phanage tourism.

Visitors were accepted at all but one 
of  the fifteen orphanages interviewed 
and volunteers were encouraged at all 
but two. The number of  visitors and 
volunteers varies significantly between 
the fifteen orphanages interviewed, 
some receiving hundreds of  visitors 
a month and some receiving very few 
or none. Many orphanages actively en-
courage visitors and volunteers by ad-
vertising in local hotels, guesthouses 
or shops, or through distributing pam-
phlets, some even sending orphans to 
busy tourist areas, especially in Siem 
Reap, to encourage donations and vi-
sits. Others are even mentioned in Lo-
nely Planet Cambodia, on www.tripad-
visor.co.uk or similar travel guides. All 
the orphanages visited have a website, 
although this could be a reflection of  
my research methodology and its limi-
tations, several also have a Facebook 
or other social media pages. 

Volunteers are generally short term, 
a few days to a few weeks, although 
some do stay long term. Volunteers’ 
roles differ between orphanages, pri-
marily teaching English or other skills, 
they take activities or play with the 
children. Other orphanages use volun-

teers to increase staff  capacity rather 
than to educate the children or for spe-
cific needs such as one which sought a 
volunteer for survival swim coaching 
and another for piano lessons. For visi-
tors, some have visiting hours that are 
more about education than interaction 
with children and some do not allow 
photography. Others I spoke to said 
they continued orphanage tourism out 
of  necessity and would prefer to stop 
if  they had alternative funding. 

Some orphanages host cultural per-
formances, some every night, or for 
visitors giving donations. Increasingly, 
big hotels also ask orphanages to per-
form for their guests as they recognise 
its appeal to tourists. Some orphana-
ges receive several hundred visitors per 
month, the busiest appear to be those 
which host performances, others had 
received only five in 2010, and another 
enforced a policy of  absolutely no vi-
sitors at their orphanage. The majority 
of  centres take a relaxed approach to 
visitors, allowing ‘walk-ins’ at any time 
of  day. However, a few take a more 
structured approach, with visiting 
hours or organised visits. Similarly, vo-
lunteer numbers vary greatly. Two of  
the orphanages visited have a strict no 
volunteers policy, three others only al-
low longer-term volunteers, those wil-
ling to stay a minimum of  either three 
or six months. However, the remaining 
ten orphanages visited allowed volun-
teers for any length of  time, often with 
no arrangements made prior to arrival. 
The orphanage of  key informant 7, 
possibly the most popular orphanage 
in Cambodia for volunteers, received 
600 volunteers in the two years prior 
to my interview. However, others sta-

Daily cultural performance at a Siem Reap orphanage

So
u

rc
e:

 T
es

s 
G

u
in

ey



12 Pacific News #38 • July/August 2012

ted that they had received three the 
previous year and none so far that year 
(interviewed in May 2011).

‘Orphanage Tourism’ impacts
Orphanage volunteering is often de-
scribed both by sending organisations 
and orphanages as a meaningful, wor-
thwhile experience which helps those 
who are disadvantaged in ‘developing’ 
nations. However, recent newspaper 
articles, documentaries and campaigns 
now indicate that the negative impacts 
of  ‘orphanage tourism’ can be devas-
tating. This section will outline the 
main positives and negatives of  orpha-
nage tourism in Cambodia.

The most frequently stated benefit 
of  ‘orphanage tourism’ was the finan-
cial benefit from volunteers and visi-
tors; many orphanages stated that wi-
thout ‘orphanage tourism’ they would 
be unable to continue their work. Key 
Informant 1, an orphanage director, 
stated simply that 

“If  no tourists, no donation to this 
orphanage there will be no staff  and 
no children, no food, no everything 
here.” 

Visitors and volunteers donate both 
at the time of  their visit and in the fu-
ture, some even raising money from 
friends, family and fundraisers in their 
own countries. Many volunteers and 

visitors went on to sponsor large buil-
ding projects, to provide equipment or 
to sponsor children. Therefore, it is 
clear that ‘orphanage tourism’ is a si-
gnificant form of  revenue in a nation 
often defined by its poverty. With si-
gnificant leakage of  money overseas 
being a common occurrence of  tou-
rism in the ‘developing world’ (see 
Scheyvens, 2011) it could be argued 
that ‘orphanage tourism’ is a more 
responsive and responsible form of  
tourism because the money is going 
to local organisations rather than to 
international actors. Indeed the majo-
rity of  orphanages interviewed stated 
that they avoided large international 
gap year or volunteer sending organi-
sations because the money did not go 
to the orphanage projects, but rather 
to the sending organisation.

There was also recognition that the 
educational opportunities provided 
by the volunteers were vital, not only 
for the children but also for increasing 
staff  capacity. In a country such as 
Cambodia where the education system 
is described as inadequate, corrupt or 
costly for poor families, education is 
seen as a vital tool to overcome po-
verty but one that many struggle to 
achieve (Brinkley, 2011). The opportu-
nity for children to learn English was 
the primary educational benefit noted, 
with English seen as the route for em-
ployment opportunities. The ability to 

acquire free, native English speakers is 
seen as invaluable: Key Informant 3, 
an orphanage spokesperson, stated 

“I think you can’t beat having native 
speakers to practice with.” 

and this was repeated by multiple 
key informants. Several key infor-
mants also said that volunteers were 
able to role model different career op-
tions for the children and provided 
knowledge of  the world and other cul-
tures that Cambodian orphans would 
otherwise be unable to witness. Simi-
larly, some stated that ‘orphanage tou-
rism’ helps to raise awareness and un-
derstanding of  the Cambodian culture, 
with many volunteers interviewed sta-
ting that they felt they were able to ex-
perience the ‘real Cambodia’ and gain 
more insight than conventional tou-
rists. Simpson (2004, 688), conversely, 
is pessimistic of  the knowledge gained 
by volunteering, concluding that 

“The limited critical engagement 
within gap year projects means that 
students are able to confirm, rather 
than challenge, that which they already 
know.” 

This appears to perhaps ring true 
in Cambodia, with many stereotypi-
cal descriptions repeated by key infor-
mants, such as the oft-repeated ‘poor 
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Franziska Blum
With a Foreword by Hans-Bernd Zöllner

Since 1988, Aung San Suu Kyi 
– Nobel Peace Prize laureate, 
daughter of the country’s natio-
nal hero and General Secretary 
of the National League for De-
mocracy – aims at establishing
democracy in Myanmar / Burma. 
But the question of how democ-
racy is understood has hardly 
been analysed due to a lack of 
primary sources.
Analyzing fi ve speeches deliv-
ered by Suu Kyi for Burmese 
attendees in 1995, the study 
focuses on the communication 
of democracy. The hypothesis 
consists in that, according to 
Suu Kyi, the process of democ-
ratization depends on a transfor-
mation of the Burmese mentality 
by educative means. Finally, the 
speeches included in the adden-
dum are published in English 
for the fi rst time and provide an 
insight into Suu Kyi’s perceptions 
beyond the scope of the study.

Jonathan Menge
Zivilgesellschaft in 
Vietnam
Ein westlich-demokratisches 
Konzept auf dem Prüfstand

isbn 978-3-9401-3236-9 
207 pages • price € 23,90 (D)

Zivilgesellschaft in der Sozialistischen 
Republik Vietnam? Auf den ersten 
Blick scheint der Gegenstand paradox, 
steht das Konzept doch in enger Ver-
bindung mit westlich-demokratischen 
Gesellschaftsmodellen. Allerdings ist 
das Zivilgesellschaftskonzept selbst 
gespickt mit zahlreichen Ambivalen-
zen und Paradoxien. Zudem hat Viet-
nam längst die Segel auf die Höhen 
und Untiefen des globalisierten Kapi-
talismus gesetzt und die entstandenen 
Widersprüche werden pragmatisch 
von der Kommunistischen Partei ver-
waltet.
Um die Eigenheiten der vietnamesi-
schen Zivilgesellschaft zu ergründen, 
entwickelt Jonathan Menge einen 
Zivilgesellschaftsansatz, der Abstand
nimmt von westlich-universalistischen 
Vorstellungen und die Untersuchung 
spezifi scher zivilgesellschaftlicher Rea-
litäten erlaubt. Dabei eröffnen sich 
auch neue Perspektiven auf das Zivil-
gesellschaftskonzept im Westen.

Ein westlich-demokratisches Konzept 
auf dem Prüfstand

Zi
vi

lg
es

el
ls

ch
af

t i
n 

Vi
et

na
m

Jo
na

th
an

 M
en

ge

Jonathan Menge

Zivilgesellschaft in Vietnam

€ 23,90 [D
]

www.regiospectra.de
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Michael Kern

Welchen Einfl uss haben aus-
ländische Investitionen auf poli-
tische Ereignisse? Wie werden 
ausländische Investitionen in Li-
teratur und Film dargestellt und 
verarbeitet?
Anhand dieser Fragen beleuch-
tet Michael Kern die politische 
und die literarische Geschichte 
Indonesiens seit 1967 neu.
Die Analyse zeigt, dass aus-
ländische Investitionen bei ver-
schiedenen historischen Schlüs-
selereignissen Indonesiens eine 
wichtige Rolle spielten und Fra-
gen nach einer indonesischen 
Identität großen Herausforde-
rungen aussetzten.
Der richtige Umgang mit aus-
ländischen Investitionen ist eine 
der zentralen Zukunftsfragen, 
denen sich Indonesien stellen 
muss.

Martin Gobbin
Große Mauer 
des Autoritarismus
Die Rolle der Volksrepublik 
China in der Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation

isbn 978-3-9401-3232-1 
135 pages • price € 19,90 (D)

Große Mauer 
des Autoritarismus
Die Rolle der Volksrepublik China in der  
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Martin Gobbin

Die bisher kaum erforschte Shang-
hai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) 
ist ein sicherheitspolitisches Bünd-
nis, in dem China, Russland und 
vier zentralasiatische Staaten ihre 
anti-terroristischen Strategien ko-
ordinieren. Doch ihre Aktivitäten 
richten sich nicht nur gegen Sepa-
ratisten und Extremisten, sondern 
auch gegen friedliche Oppositions-
bewegungen sowie den Einfl uss 
von USA und NATO in Zentralasien. 
Wächst hier eine militärische Allianz 
und mit ihr eine neue Systemkonkur-
renz zwischen Autoritarismus und 
Demokratie heran?
Das Buch stellt die Entwicklung der 
SCO vor, untersucht ihr Verhältnis 
zu westlichen Akteuren und bindet 
die gewonnenen Erkenntnisse in die 
Theorien der Internationalen Bezie-
hungen ein. Zudem beleuchtet der 
Autor die Rolle Chinas in der SCO, 
indem er die mit der Organisation 
verbundenen Intentionen der Volks-
republik erörtert und in die chine-
sische Geschichte einbettet.

ISBN 978-3-9401-3232-1

www.regiospectra.de

€ 19,90 [D
]
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but happy’ cliché often associated with 
Cambodia. It is clear that many support 
and encourage ‘orphanage tourism’ and 
that it could be providing an important 
service for the children in Cambodia.

Nevertheless, increasingly aware-
ness has risen about the negative im-
pacts that ‘orphanage tourism’ can 
have on the vulnerable children in 
these centres. The most often repea-
ted concern from key informants was 
the child protection issues that having 
tourists in orphanages raised, speci-
fically paedophiles which are a major 
concern in Cambodia. In 2005 Coates 
stated that up to 22 per cent of  all tou-
rists to Cambodia came for sex, and 
this statistic, or similar, was reiterated 
throughout interviews with orphanage 
directors. Key Informant 2, an orpha-
nage director, stated that he has been 
approached by a Westerner passing his 
orphanage asking if  it allowed sex with 
the children, clearly illustrating that in-
deed this is an issue in Cambodia, and 
one that is unlikely dealt with in such 
an upfront manner on most occasions.

Similarly, questions are being asked 
about whether some forms of  orpha-
nage tourism were actually exploiting 
those children it professes to help. 
Such concerns generally related to the 
exploitation of  children by the cen-
tres themselves. One concern which 
UNICEF and Friends International 

have become increasingly concerned 
about is some orphanage actors as 

“"unscrupulous people"...engaging in 
a charity business and using children 
to make money” (Carmichael, 2011a). 
Key informants reported cases of  
children kept in states of  poverty to 
engender continued donations from 
tourists whilst directors were receiving 
significant donations for the children 
(Key Informant 19). 

From key informant interviews cul-
tural performances were identified 
as a particularly problematic practice. 
Some stated performances were si-
milar to monkeys having to dance for 
their food, or dolphins performing in 
shows. One orphanage director sta-
ted that one child within their orpha-
nage had been moved by her family 
to his orphanage because she was so 
unhappy having to dance every night 
(Key Informant 35). Another key con-
cern was the practice of  orphanages 
sending children around Pub Street to 
encourage donations or visits to their 
orphanage with Key Informant 3, an 
orphanage spokesperson, stating:

“If  you’re taking children off  the 
streets...and they’re no longer having 
to beg, what are the ethics of  having 
kids out there at 10 o’clock at night 
dancing and inviting you to come and 
visit their orphanage? How is that any 

different to them being out there at 
10 o’clock at night asking for a dollar 
from a tourist? And how is it any sa-
fer?”

Another serious potential problem 
identified is that ‘orphanage tourism’ 
can actually separate children from 
their parents with allegations that 
some orphanages seek out poor fami-
lies, in some cases even offering mo-
ney, if  they send their children to or-
phanages. Coates (2005, 8) writes 

How do I explain that some or-
phans have parents, some kids are sto-
len, some children are sold for a small 
sum? Sometimes a broker from Ph-
nom Penh will appear in a village and 
tell a young mother: 

“Give me the kid. I’ll pay you $50, 
and you’ll get pictures of  the child’s 
happy new life overseas.” 

And the broker will go away, with 
the kid in her arms, and the mother 
will think it’s all for the best. But she 
starts to wonder when the letter’s don’t 
come – they never arrive – and she ne-
ver hears another word of  her child

Although writing primarily about the 
trade in children for international ad-
options, similar practices have arisen 
due to the high demand for orphans 
as a tourist attraction. The Indepen-

Dance at Siem Reap orphanage
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dent article by Carmichael (2011b) sta-
tes that the UNICEF representative in 
Cambodia “Mr Bridle said even those 
tourists and volunteers who visited 
with good intentions were sustaining 
a system that was separating children 
from their families.” The article notes 
that many aid organisations in Cambo-
dia “suspect that those running homes 
for children are enticing more parents 
to give up their children with promises 
of  food, shelter and, crucially in Cam-
bodia, education” (Carmichael, 2011b). 
In addition, orphanages are seen as 
‘sexy’ for donors and tourists but can 
actually divert resources and attention 
from community development pro-
jects which keep children in homes 
and can be seen as taking jobs from 
locals, increasing poverty. One tourist 
I spoke with had recently visited an or-
phanage and stated that he was con-
cerned with some of  their projects as 
the orphanage stated that it was hel-
ping some of  the children’s families by 
giving them donation or animals, how-
ever, he feared that potentially it could 
have been in exchange for letting their 
children live at the orphanage.

There can also be numerous psy-
chological issues due to lack of  privacy 
with children taking on the persona of  
a performing animal as they may in-
ternalise the perception of  difference 
which orphanage tourism encourages 
(Key Informant 8, Friends Internatio-
nal Representative). Literature and in-
terviews with key informants suggest 
that attachment issues are created due 
to the inconsistency of  the bonds crea-
ted which is in keeping with Richter 
and Norman’s (2010) findings. Multi-
ple key informants, both orphanage di-
rectors and volunteers, raised concerns 
about the potential loss that children 
feel when volunteers leave and the pos-
sibility that they will then be unable to 
form healthy relationships later in life.

Conclusion 
Founded on perceptions of  poverty 
and of  aiding ‘others’ in ‘developing’ 
countries ‘orphanage tourism’ has 
become a significant tourist form in 
Cambodia, alongside many other ‘de-
veloping’ nations. This research clearly 
illustrates the prevalence of  orphanage 
tourism in Cambodia. Many orphana-
ges rely heavily on tourists for both 

revenue and teachers and claim that 
it is of  great benefit for the children 
within their centres. Others, however, 
claim that although primarily founded 
on the best of  intentions there can be 
many negative impacts from orpha-
nage tourism, especially if  there are 
no regulations in place. The possibility 
of  creating lasting attachment issues, 
the internalisation of  notions of  dif-
ference, separating children from their 
families and contributing to corrup-
tion in some centres can have signifi-
cant and long lasting effects. However, 
although orphanage tourism has been 
increasingly labelled as problematic it 
is unclear what could happen to the 
children in these centres if  orphanage 
tourism ceased and centres were una-
ble to operate which makes this an ex-
tremely complicated issue.
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The Beijing 798 Art Zone: 
A Maturing Creative Cluster? 
Michael Waibel & Philipp Zielke
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The Beijing 798 Art Zone (北京798艺术区) is certainly the most 
famous cultural district within China. It is located on a spa-
cious factory site of a former military-industrial project from 
the 1950s. At that time, it was realized with the support of 
architects from East Germany, who were responsible for desi-
gning many buildings in Bauhaus style. 
Already during the late 1990s, avant-garde Chinese artists and 
designers started to move into the mostly derelict area. The 
site soon became the blossoming epicenter of contemporary 
art in China. It was finally saved from bulldozing before the 
Beijing Olympic Games and has turned into a popular urban 
leisure area not only for the emerging bourgeois bohemians 
(Bobos), but also for an increasing amount of international 
tourists. As a pioneering art zone it became a role model for 
the development and management of many other creative 
spaces in China. 

15

Entry Gate of Beijing 798 Art Zone
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In 2012, China displaced the U.S. 
as the leading market for fine arts 
by sales value. Just one decade ago, 
many of  the now internationally 
renowned Chinese artists moved 
into an abandoned factory complex 
in the northern suburbs of  Bei-
jing. The site had formerly served 
as a military factory, constructed 
and developed by China's socialist 
brother countries East-Germany 
and the Soviet Union. The pioneers 
rented cheap workshops and were 
only tolerated by the local govern-
ment at that time. 

During the following years, re-
valorisation of  the industrial buil-
dings began on a bigger scale. Al-
ready in 2003, six galleries had been 
established, subsequently the district 
witnessed a phase of  consolidation. 
Global media coverage promoted 
public attention of  the “798” area, 
which soon gained an unique repu-
tation as the hotspot for modern 
Chinese arts. Nonetheless, specula-
tion of  property developer compa-
nies and state fear of  potentially cri-
tical artists threatened the district in 
its very existence – indeed, many art 
villages around Beijing had already 
been demolished before. 

Pacific News #38 • July/August 2012

More photos of  
798 Art Zone at flickr

http://www.flickr.com/
photos/23925432@N07/
sets/72157630009840696/
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International attention even in-
creased when Beijing prepared for 
the Olympic Games: As a conse-
quence, the municipal government 
officially recognized the 798 dis-
trict as a creative and cultural clus-
ter in 2006. This led to a booming 
development. A Belgian couple 
opened the biggest non-profit place 
for contemporary Chinese arts, the 
UCCA gallery. In 2008, already 150 
galleries could be found within the 
area. But this also put pressure on 
individual artists, who were not able 
to afford the rising rents anymore. 
Consequently, many of  them were 
forced to move out. In spring 2012, 
gallery managers complained to the 
authors that the number of  people 
interested in buying original art has 
dramatically decreased during the 
past years. In contrast, the number 
of  people just wanting to experi-
ence the site as leisure area has sur-
ged. Also, the district has become 
a popular spot for shooting wed-
ding photos. Recently, 798 served 
as a fancy stage for big commercial 
events such as the China Fashion 
Week or an Armani fashion show.

Meanwhile, the local government 
of  Beijing has embraced the 798 

Art Zone as integral part of  its city 
branding. It is a vivid symbol of  
the success of  the so-called “Se-
cond Transition“, the overall strive 
to restructure the economy from 
the “factory of  the world” towards 
more value-added production and 
services based on domestic innova-
tion. In that way, “Made in China” 
is meant to become “Created in 
China”. It shall represent creativity 
and is standing for the presumably 
vast reservoir of  talents, in a wider 
sense also for tolerance. However, 
the latter has apparently strict li-
mits as the ongoing controversy 
around Ai Weiwei is showing. 

Nowadays, the 798 Art Zone 
can be labeled as maturing crea-
tive cluster. The initial phase of  
bottom-up development has been 
succeeded by a phase of  consolida-
tion. Its maturing character can be 
traced back to its complete passage 
of  a gentrification cycle. This went 
along with a massive commercia-
lization of  the whole area into a 
hotspot for urban entertainment. 
Individual artists have increasingly 
been displaced by galleries, presen-
ting Chinese fine arts to the global 
arts scene.  
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China’s Mineral and Metals Industry:  
On the Path towards Sustainable Development?  

Jost Wübbeke

Abstract: China’s enormous demand for natural resources is vividly discussed among researchers and po-
liticians. The investments of state companies in foreign oil and gas fields and mines, the government’s re-
source diplomacy, and increasing prices are mostly associated with the Chinese policy. A concern which 
received much less attention is the exploration and exploitation of resources within China. This research 
note presents the empirical basis of a PhD-project on sustainability in China’s mining and metals industry. 
It examines the recent development path and challenges of sustainability in this industry. The Chinese re-
source culture has been traditionally struggling with inefficient extraction and wastage of resources, severe 
environmental impacts, high resource-intensity and illegal mining. The question is whether it is heading 
towards a more sustainable path and which factors determine this possible transformation. It will be con-
cluded that in spite of some progress and political efforts in resource and environmental protection, China 
so far did not realize a sustainable mining and metals industry. The production is planned to further incre-
ase with demand, inefficiency and environmental pollution remain a problem, and environmental policies 
face series of challenges.

Keywords: China; Mining and metals industry; rare earth; steel industry; sustainable development
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China’s economic development is driving up demand for natural resources, in particular mine-
rals. The construction and manufacturing sectors have an insatiable hunger for steel and cement. 
Steel production in turn requires more coking coal, iron ore and other alloy metals. Geologists 
searched the national territory in the quest for mineral deposits. Today, China is the world’s 
largest producer and consumer of dozens of minerals and exports many of them. Others, such 
as iron, copper, and nickel have to be imported in masses. The tremendous mobilization of 
minerals is paid at a high price for the environment and also the economy. The mining and 
metals industry is haunted with low efficiency, wastage of resources, high energy intensity and 
concentration on low-value products. Moreover, the economy is very resource intensive. To 
what extent has China been able to uncouple from this “unhealthy” resource culture? To what 
extend did China successfully increase efficiency and produce more high-value products? Is 
the mining and metals industry on track of the official goal of a sustainable economy? The 
answers to these questions serve as an empirical basis for a dissertation project on sustaina-
bility in China’s mining and metals industry. Preliminary results show that China did not leave 
the resource-intensive path and the industry is still struggling with old problems. However, a 
general trend towards more efficiency is visible and the government launched some promising 
policies but also meets several challenges.
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Rise of a resource giant
The resource culture of  early Qing Dy-
nasty (1644-ca.1750) was quite different 
from today. The mining industry was in 
a difficult position: The authorities for-
bid mining in many cases because they 
considered it to harm local fengshui, the 
harmony of  man with his environment, 
and the “dragon life lines,” which ran 
throughout the country. But at the end 
of  the dynasty, reformers believed that 
the insufficient use of  minerals has con-
tributed to China’s backwardness (Wu 
& Shen, 2001). China stepped up its ef-
forts to explore the country’s geological 
richness in the 1930s. The largest depo-
sits have been discovered until the late 
1970s, such as the iron mine of  Bayan 
Obo in Inner Mongolei, the copper mine 
of  Dexing in Jiangxi, the iron mine of  
Panzhihua in Sichuan, and the lead-zinc 
deposits of  Lanping in Yunnan (Zhu, 
2006). That China today holds the largest 
reserves of  many minerals is due to the 
geological mobilization around that time 
(Xibu Ziyuan, 2011). However, China re-
mained a dwarf  in production, with the 
exception of  tungsten (also known as 
wolfram) and antimony. This changed in 
the reform era, when domestic demand 
revitalized the mining and metals indus-
try, especially since the 1990s. Economic 
reforms allowed state-owned enterprises 
(SOE) more leverage and town-and-vil-
lage enterprises (TVE) became an im-
portant pillar of  the resource economy. 
Regarding steel and coal, around half  of  
production was provided by TVEs and 
local SOEs in the mid-90s. As of  2007, 
the mining and metals industry accoun-
ted for 5.5% of  GDP (Lin et al., 2011). 
Chinese think that their country has “a 
large total amount of  minerals, but little 
per capita, and a poor natural endow-
ment” (总量大、人均少、禀赋差). Alt-
hough China is rich of  natural resources, 
the amount is small regarding the huge 
population. The low ore grade of  Chi-
nese minerals makes extraction more 
difficult, more expensive, and more re-
source-intensive (Lin et al., 2011).
China is today the greatest producer 
of  magnesium (54% of  world produc-
tion), fluorite (54%), baryte (57%), sili-
con (65%), germanium (67%), graphite 
(73%), tungsten (85%), antimony (91%), 
rare earths elements (95%), and other 
minerals. Many of  these have impor-
tant application in industry. Rare earths 
are relevant to the wind-power sector, 
electronics (e.g. mobile phones), electric 
vehicles and other appliances of  highly 
efficient generators. Tungsten is primarily 

used in cemented carbides in construc-
tion, metalworking, mining and the oil 
industry (USGS, 2012). Most of  produ-
ced minerals are consumed domestically, 
but China also became a major exporter. 
The share of  exports in total production 
is decreasing, however. 27% of  antimony 
metal output was exported in 1995, but 
today it is only 2.7%. A similar tendency 
can be observed for tin, zinc, and other 
metals. But as of  2009, China was the 
largest supplier of  many resources for the 
European Union, including rare earths, 
antimony, indium, tungsten and tin (Raw 
Materials Supply Group, 2010).

Resource use at high costs
The extraction of  domestic resources 
puts particular strain on national reser-
ves. China’s production-to-reserve ratio 
is generally lower than the global average. 
Current reserves of  antimony could be 
used up within eight years, zinc in ten ye-
ars, baryte in 13 years, and manganese in 
18 years. Although these reserves are go-
ing to increase due to economic demand 
and technological change, this points to 
an appalling overuse of  national deposits. 
Whereas the investments in geological ex-
ploration are growing, discovery of  new 
reserves is declining (Gu & Cheng, 2010).
 The wastage and inefficient produc-
tion of  resources is a persistent problem. 
Compared to foreign mines, the percen-
tage of  recovered minerals in China is 
much lower. Associated ores have an 
average benefication recovery rate of  
50 to 60%, which is 20% lower than the 
average in industrialized countries. Many 
associated minerals are often not pro-
cessed and end up unused in the tailing 

dams (Xu et al., 2010). Although Bayan 
Obo is China’s largest niobium deposit 
and contains large reserves of  thorium, 
these two associated minerals are not 
recovered. In the last four decades, rare 
earths at Bayan Obo had only an average 
recovery rate of  10% (Xu & Shi, 2005). 
Moreover, the use of  scrap for the pro-
duction of  metals is much lower in China 
than in industrialized countries, although 
it is increasing (Xu et al., 2010).
Mining and refining is a very resource-
intensive industry. The steel industry is 
the largest industrial energy consumer, 
currently accounting for about 20% of  
national energy consumption. Energy 
intensity of  the industry has been de-
creasing fivefold since 1994 but is still 
high compared to international levels and 
has not yet reached the level Germany 
had already achieved in the 1960s (Li & 
Qin, 2011; Stahlinstitut VDEh, 2010). 
Until now, the consumption of  coking 
coal for the steel industry is still two to 
three times higher than in the US and 
Japan. This is due to the significantly 
lower share of  scrap steel used for pro-
duction. Moreover, the steel companies 
work inefficiently in terms of  output per 
employee. The ten largest Chinese steel-
makers produce 350 tons per employee, 
but the leading international companies 
produce about 2,550 tons per employee 
(Yu & Yang, 2010).
 Environmental impacts of  mining and 
refining are severe in China. Because 
many mining companies use old tech-
nologies and have inappropriate envi-
ronmental equipment, their mines and 
factories emit untreated waste waters, 
waste airs and solid waste. They often 
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do not meet national emission standards. 
In early 2012, a spill of  huge amounts 
of  cadmium at a local mining company 
polluted the Longjiang River in Guangxi 
causing threat to human health and the 
local eco-system (Xinhua, 2012). Tailing 
dams contain hazardous chemicals or 
even radioactive substances in some cases 
and are prone to collapse. If  the dams are 
not appropriately secured, waste is scatte-
red in the surroundings by wind and rain 
and trickles down through the soil.
 The mining and metals industry strugg-
les with a range of  other problems which 
have not been solved yet. Producers still 
concentrate on low-value products. The 
steel industry mainly produces long pro-
ducts (bars, wires, tubes and sections) 
which are used in the construction sector 
and for home-appliances and less high-
value flat products (steel strips and sheets) 
for the manufacturing sector. However, 
the share of  the latter is increasing (Hal-
loway et al., 2010). Moreover, mining di-
sasters are a frequent occurrence, mostly 
resulting from gas explosions and intru-
sion of  water. Because most coal deposits 
are located in deeper layers, Chinese coal 
has to be mined underground. This more 
dangerous method leads to the high num-
ber of  mining deaths in China. In recent 
years, this number is decreasing, though: 
Whereas in 1980, eight people died per 
1 million tons of  coal produced, it was 
only three in 2005 (compared to 0.3 in 
the U.S.) (Lin et al., 2011; Wright, 2012).
The growth of  the Chinese economy is 
still very resource-intensive. The con-
sumption of  minerals is growing at a 
faster rate than the GDP. China consu-
mes about 40% of  global cement, one 
third of  global iron ore, steel and tin, one 
fourth of  aluminum, and one fifth of  
copper. The immense demand is rising 
further and a change of  this pattern is 
not really in sight (Yao, 2006; Li & Liu, 
2011). One exception might be the re-
cent slowing down of  steel consumption 
growth. Commonly, iron consumption is 
believed to peak at a per capita income of  
US$ 14,000. Thus, the recent trend might 
also be only a short-term phenomenon 
due to the global economic downturn. 
Aluminum and copper are likely to peak 
at higher incomes due to their different 
use in basic appliances (Lin et al., 2011).

Government policies
This short overview demonstrates that 
the Chinese resource culture is still awai-
ting the transformation towards a more 
efficient and environmentally friendly 
pattern. But still, China has become ac-

tive in various fields to tackle the notori-
ous problems of  the mining and metals 
industry. The greatest concern of  the 
Chinese government is to satisfy incre-
asing future demand. The government 
predicts that resource demand will grow 
for at least another decade. Thus, while 
pursuing resource and environmental 
protection, the government is continu-
ing to increase the exploitation of  mine-
rals. According to the National Minerals 
Plan promulgated in 2007, China strives 
to extend the geological exploration of  
the national territory. Until now, only one 
third of  the resource potential has been 
fully explored, in particular the Western 
provinces Tibet and Xinjiang have many 
blank spots. The plan foresees to raise 
production of  iron ore (by 17%), tin (7%), 
tungsten (4%), and other minerals and to 
reduce reliance on imports (MLR, 2007).
 At the same time, resource protection 
is a major concern of  the government. 
The government policy aims at avoi-
ding overproduction beyond production 
plans and oversupply beyond demand. 
The main goal is the conservation of  
scarce resources. Measures are mani-
fold, including production quotas (for 
rare earths, tungsten and antimonium), 
national stockpiles (for rare coal types, 
copper, chromium, manganese, tungs-
ten and rare earths), export restrictions, 
resource taxes and other measures (MLR, 
2007). The government tries to control 
oversupply in order to prevent falling pri-
ces. Oversupply has become a particular 
problem since the financial and economic 
crisis when foreign demand went down. 
These policies are only partly successful. 
Production quotas are often surpassed 
and illegal mining and smuggling are 
hard to control (Lian et al., 2011). Mo-
reover, Chinese export restrictions on 
raw materials were subject to two WTO 
dispute settlement cases. China lost the 
first case on nine raw materials. After 
the Chinese Ministry of  Commerce de-
cided to decrease the export quota for 
rare earths by 40% in 2010, a major row 
erupted between China and major buy-
ers. China still restricts exports through 
quotas, taxes (between 15 and 25%), li-
censing and minimum export prices. In 
March 2012, Japan, EU, and U.S. filed a 
new WTO case against China’s export 
policy on rare earths.
 The Ministry of  Industry and Infor-
mation Technology, responsible for the 
mining industry, promotes the consoli-
dation of  many mining and metals indus-
tries. The goal is to reduce the number 
of  miners and refiners and to build few 

national champions. This is due to the 
fact that the government identified the 
fragmentation of  the industry as a major 
cause for high pollution and inefficiency 
as well as low prices. For example, some 
7,000 companies are operating in the 
steel industry alone. Although China is 
the world’s largest steel producer by far, 
only some companies are among the 
world’s largest producers (KPMG, 2011). 
The “12th Steel Industry Development 
Plan” published in November 2011 plans 
to increase the market share of  the 10 
largest producers from 34.7% (2005) to 
60% (2015) (MIIT, 2011). However, the 
policy meets with much resistance from 
local authorities which try to protect their 
own local champions.
 Minimizing the environmental impacts 
of  mining and processing is an important 
goal of  the government. In the rare earth 
industry, the Ministry of  Environmental 
Protection decided on much stricter emis-
sion standards in 2011. But these take ef-
fect for existing market participants only 
from 2014 on (MEP, 2011). In the steel 
industry, small blast furnaces (less than 
400 cubic meters), converters, and electric 
arc furnaces (less than 30 tons) are going 
to be eliminated until 2015 (MIIT, 2011). 
The recovery rate and the use of  associ-
ated minerals as well as the reuse of  by-
products and tailings is to be increased 
under the label of  the circular economy. 
In 2009, the government created the 

“Circular Economy Promotion Law” with 
the purpose to incite reuse and recycling. 
About 50% of  raw materials could be 
supplied from the use of  tailings, com-
prehensive utilization and recycling by 
2020 (Xu et al., 2010; Wang, 2011).
 Because domestic supply cannot satisfy 
demand, about half  of  iron ore consump-
tion has to be supplied by foreign sources, 
93% of  chrome, and 75% of  copper ores 
(Gu & Cheng, 2010). Endowed with huge 
foreign currency reserves, investment in 
foreign mines and mining companies 
is becoming more important. In 2009, 
about 16% of  Chinese foreign direct in-
vestment were directed into the mining 
industry (mainly oil and gas) compared 
to 40% in 2009. The Chinese “going 
out” policy has not only spurred much 
criticism from the West, but has shown 
limited success. Only 25% of  imported 
iron ore comes from Chinese-owned 
mines, whereas Japan imports 60% from 
own mines (Gu & Cheng, 2010). Chi-
nese mining companies failed to increase 
their share in Australia’s Rio Tinto and 
to overtake other miners. Within China, 
the Ministry of  Land Resources strives 
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to increase international participation in 
exploration projects in order to improve 
the technological level.
 The whole bunch of  policy measu-
res meets with several other challenges. 
Laws are often not detailed and precise 
enough. The “Mineral Resources Law” 
is very vague about environmental pro-
tection and does not provide operational 
provisions in this regard. Its revision is 
in discussion, but no decision has been 
made yet (Li, 2007). More generally, bu-
reaucratic power struggles inhibit policy 
effectiveness. The large number of  in-
volved ministries makes coordination 
difficult. Moreover, implementation re-
mains weak. Although the Ministry of  
Industry and Information Technology is 
currently conducting a campaign against 
illegal rare earth mining and violations of  
environmental regulations, those measu-
res are often not effective in the long run. 

Methodology & further steps
The sustainable transformation of  the 
Chinese resource culture might still take 
some more time to become more appa-
rent. Regarding industry efficiency, com-
prehensive use of  minerals, recovery rate, 
and environmental protection some pro-
gress is visible. But compared to interna-
tional levels, these are still poor records 
and the mining and metals industry is 
still facing notorious problems. Based 
on the insights gained here, the disser-
tation strives to understand the growing 
but difficult role of  sustainability in the 
mining and metals industry and relevant 
policies. It examines the challenges and 
opportunities which sustainable practi-
ces face in more detail. The conceptual 
foundation is Actor-Network Theory 

which helps to track the interaction of  
humans and materiality in the process of  
constituting the network of  sustainability 
and changing its relationships. The task 
is to inquire into the network of  actors 
that shapes the resource culture and the 
factors that inhibit or promote the trans-
formation towards sustainability. Data 
is produced through expert interviews 
with bureaucrats, industry represents, 
non-governmental organizations and in-
dustry analysts as well as a documentary 
analysis of  official documents, academic 
articles, and industry publications. 
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Yavirau: A traditional Fijian Fish Drive as an Example of 
Culturally Embedded Community Development

Michael Fink

Abstract: A yavirau (traditional Fijian fish drive) is an ancient Fijian custom which has been adapted to today’s 
needs. Implemented and organised by a village community without external assistance, this highly this culturally 
specific custom is an example of development on a local level. According to theorists and practitioners working on 
development issues, such a strategy for Community Development (CD) is promising because it seizes current ap-
proaches as it fosters local, decentralised, cultural specific development and aims at a high level of local participa-
tion. This research note analyses a yavirau as an example of CD, showing its advantages as well as its limitations.

Key Words: Fiji; Community Development; participation; culture; neo-traditionalism
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The Fijian islanders, together with other populations of Small Island Developing 
States (SIDS), are exposed to various kinds of social and ecological threats. SIDS are 
characterised by a geographically isolated location and small absolute numbers of 
residents; two factors that account for barely diversified, weak economies. Because 
of their limited surface, the density of population on some islands is high, whereas 
marine and land resources are scarce. Yet, Fijian coastal villagers highly depend 
on them as they live on semi-subsistence fishing and agriculture. However, these 
resources are likely to be overexploited and polluted. Climate change and sea level 
rise are further stressors and are likely to intensify hazards like tropical cyclones 
and coastal erosion. Moreover, with political instability and a military dictatorship 
in charge, Fiji has a democratic deficit – like other insular states in the South Pacific. 
All in all, SIDS have no voice in international discourses but are strongly affected by 
the impacts of global change (Baldacchino, 2009; Chand & Walsh 2009; Kaly et al., 
2002; Mataki et al., 2008).
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Globalisation shapes the world eco-
nomy and affects social structures and 
spatial organisation. It is characterised 
by the simultaneity of including and 
excluding processes that tend to frag-
ment societies (Dittrich, 2011). The Fiji 
Islands are subject to this global phe-
nomenon. The Fijians are confronted 
with capitalistic economic interactions. 
Furthermore, the influence of neo-
liberal, individual sets of values chan-
ges their livelihoods. Many Fijians are 
afraid their cultural individuality might 
dissolve, causing a loss of cultural iden-
tity (Abramson, 2004), which would 
harm the quality of their lives.

Having all these challenges in mind, 
the Fijians have urgent needs to foster 
their development. Fortunately, many 
Fijian communities provide over a 
broad range of strategies to handle 
these challenges. Community Deve-
lopment (CD) is considered to be an 
auspicious approach to strengthen 
the capabilities and the resilience of 
local community members (Kay, 2005; 
Veitayaki, 2006).

This research notes examines the 
promotion of a traditional fish drive 
and its contribution to mitigating the 
impacts of globalisation, climate and 
environmental change. It thus provi-
des a practical example of successful 
CD. After a short introduction on the-
oretical concepts and the methodology 
used by the author, the yavirau will be 
described, highlighting the specific 
challenges the fish drive addresses. 
Furthermore, its limitations will be 
presented, followed by a conclusion 
on the efficiency of the yavirau to 
improve development.

Development in theory
Human development is defined as a 
process of enhancing people’s free-
doms and capabilities, improving the 
quality of people’s lives (Sen, 1999; 
UNDP, 2000). At least three condi-
tions of development must be ful-
filled to make this process an entirely 
positive one. First, development must 
target vulnerable people. Processes of 
improving quality of life which exclude 
the most suffering groups within 
society do not lead to development. 
Second, development must be susta-
inable. The development of the pre-
sent generation should not decrease 
the capabilities, assets and livelihood 
opportunities of the following genera-

tions, so human and natural resources 
are not to be exploited (Chambers & 
Convey, 1992). Third, human dignity 
must not be harmed. In this way, deve-
lopment means the protection from 
violence, the ensuring of basic needs, 
and the freedom to take action on 
one’s own behalf, in accordance with 
the concept of human security (CHS, 
2003). Besides the enhancement of 
international human rights, local cultu-
ral values need to be considered as well, 
as the quality of people’s lives should 
be measured by their own value sys-
tems. CD substantiates the important 
role that culture plays in development. 
Using a decentralised approach, it 
focuses on specific local and cultural 
desires of vulnerable people and ple-
ads for changes from within cultures. 
CD emphasises types of participation 
in which local people control the pro-
cess as this enhances empowerment 
(Ensor & Berger, 2009; Kay, 2005; 
Kumar, 2002). Therefore, CD has the 
potential to improve sustainability and 
the quality of life.

Of course, values are never sta-
tic, but change over time. Likewise 
culture is not fixed or homogenous. 
People have multiple identities and 
build complex societies. Some values 
and identities are shared by almost all 
members of a society, while on others 
they disagree. Due to globalisation 
and colonisation, native Fijians have 
been exposed to different value sys-
tems. Even before the colonial era, a 
huge variety of values and customs 
existed (Ravuvu, 1987). Tradition is 

understood as a prolonged process 
of integrating changes, omissions and 
additions of customs into one culture 
without degrading cultural identity 
(Toren, 1988). Therefore, though not 
a homogenous people, Fijians share 
a system of values, beliefs and cus-
toms which can still be described as a 
unique Fijian culture, and which has 
been idealised as the “Fijian Way of 
Life” (Ravuvu, 1983; 1987). Develop-
ment must handle contradicting values, 
beliefs and customs within this system.

Participatory research methods
The investigated yavirau was organi-
sed by the villagers of Malawai, Gau 
Island. In order to understand their 
needs, values and challenges, a highly 
participatory set of methods was cho-
sen. The author lived in the village 
for five weeks and gathered informa-
tion through participant observation, 
informal conversations and various 
methods from the “PRA-toolbox” 
(participatory rural appraisal), inclu-
ding transects, scorings, Venn-dia-
grams of social institutions as well as 
trend-analyses of social and ecological 
problems (Kumar, 2002). Each PRA-
method was facilitated several times 
with different focal groups regarding 
to age, sex, clan-membership and 
confession to identify possible social 
vulnerabilities. Community participa-
tion not only provided the researcher 
with information, it also tried to place 
empowerment of communities to arti-
culate, protect, maintain and enhance 
their ideas of a good life.
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Traditional fish drive
The decision to undertake a yavirau is 
made within a traditional community 
meeting. It is scheduled on Christmas 
Eve. At this time of the year, which 
is the local summer vacation, non-resi-
dents join the fishing most easily. The 
interviewed villagers say that the yavi-
rau sometimes is the major reason why 
people in the urban areas spend their 
Christmas break in the village.

First of all, to implement a yavirau, 
the graveyards must be cleaned, which 
has enormous ritualistic importance as 
it links the present generation to their 
forefathers and -mothers. All men 
of the village engage in this enjoyable 
activity, while women prepare a feast 
in the community hall. The people 
celebrate and drink yaqona, so that the 
yavirau will receive the blessing of their 
ancestors.

Preparations for the fish drive start 
with the collection of vines, which are 
tied together. The villagers then obtain 
coconut fronds that are wrapped 
around the liana ropes. Prepared lianas 
have to be whipped with the branches 
and leaves of the blinding tree to ward 
off bad luck like unsuccessful cat-
ches, accidents or drowning. Pregnant 
women are not allowed to take part in 
the yavirau as it is believed that they 
bring bad luck, especially if they have 
kept their pregnancy secret. In this case, 
even the leaves of the blinding tree are 
powerless to prevent misfortune.

Once the ropes are prepared, they 
are rolled up and loaded into moto-
rised fibreglass boats. At high tide they 
are taken out towards the reef. Once 
the ropes are released to the sea, they 
are tied together, forming a horseshoe 
shape whose opening faces the shore. 
The rope, which is about four kilo-
metres long, frames the fishing site. 
A marine protected area (MPA) ins-
talled several years before to sustain 
the fishing ground is a no-go area; an 
exception is made for the yavirau. The 
people are positioned along the rope 
to keep it in place. Depending on their 
number each clan is in charge of a part 
of the loop. Visitors are free to choose 
their position. As a rule – like pregnant 
women – children and latecomers are 
not allowed to join. This is to minimise 
the risks of drowning and distraction, 
though nowadays exceptions are made 
for latecomers. Usually, the comman-
der of the yavirau is the chief’s herald 
or the chief himself. He is the only one 
who is allowed to talk and give orders. 

In the past disobedience entailed cor-
poral punishment. Nowadays people 
are talking, laughing and playing during 
the whole process. The commander 
stands in the boat, constantly moving 
from one end of the rope to the other. 
When he is satisfied with the deploy-
ment of his people, the hauling of the 
rope begins. The prepared vines are 
noisily drawn through the sea to chase 
the fish. The rope is pulled towards 
one end, where the lianas are piled 
up on the shore. At the commander’s 
order the process is repeatedly rever-
sed and the rope is pulled to the other 
end. In this way, the enclosure slowly 
narrows. Simultaneously the piled up 
vines are used as a second or third row 
to strengthen the rope so no fish can 
escape.

Towards the end of the drive at low 
tide, the fish are driven to a small pool 
close to the shore in shallow water. 
Everyone has to sit down so the fish 
are neither upset nor provoked. A kind 
of human wall is built to minimise 
breakaways. Yet, people stand up to 
get out of the cold water, so that rela-
tives of the chief’s herald consider it 
their duty to constantly remind them 
of the order given by the commander. 
Once the commander gives permission, 
everybody catches the fish using spears, 
machetes, nets or their bare hands.

Later the capture is distributed on 
the lawn of the village centre. Every 
village member gets his or her own 
share. Some species are reserved to 
specific clans. The reason for this goes 
back to ancient beliefs on how certain 
living beings are associated with the 
traditional functions of each clan. Fur-
thermore, the chief, the priest, the visi-
tors, the owners of the boats and the 
hosts from whose land the vines and 
coconut leaves have been taken get an 
extra amount. This distribution is per-
ceived as fair because it compensates 
for the responsibility these people bear 
and the expenses they have incurred. 
In a second step, the families indivi-
dually share parts of their stock with 
friends and relatives in neighbouring 
villages.

Challenges for development
The process of change in society has 
accelerated and is getting more com-
plex and dynamic due to globalisation. 
Accordingly, the Fijians fear that new 
habits cannot be integrated properly 
anymore and traditions and cultural 
identities weaken (Abramson, 2004). 

This harms development because the 
quality of life depends on culturally 
specific components. Social transfor-
mation induced by globalisation erodes 
social safety networks as well because 
these networks are built on trust which 
correlates with cultural identity. So, 
especially the weakest groups, who 
depend most on such safety networks, 
become more vulnerable. As develop-
ment aims at the most vulnerable peo-
ple, social transformation likely contra-
dicts development (Tröger, 2003). 

The inhabitants of Fijian villages in 
the periphery have insufficient means 
to earn a living. Apart from working 
as teachers they hardly find jobs to 
earn regular wages. Due to high trans-
portation costs and weak accesses to 
the nearest market, the villagers can 
hardly sell anything except yaqona – a 
plant that takes three to seven years to 
grow – and hand-woven mats. There-
fore the villagers rely on remittances 
coming from family members, who 
live in Fijian cities or overseas. Thus, 
they are vulnerable and dependent on 
safety networks.

Most Fijians who participated in 
the PRA-methods praised communal 
life. The performance of the yavirau 
requires sound social relationships and 
simultaneously re-strengthens these 
networks. The benefits are impressive 
as the yavirau not only enhances rela-
tionships within the local village com-
munity, but also those with the friends 
and relatives joining from urban areas 
and neighbouring villages. Even peo-
ple who did not partake themselves 
were given a share of the fish as it is 
meant to support socialising during 
Christmas time. 

The yavirau focuses on peripheral 
villages. It targets vulnerable people. 
Furthermore, each villager decides in 
how far he or she participates in the 
decision making process, the prepa-
ration and the execution of the yavi-
rau. Thereby, knowledge is passed on 
over generations. This unique custom 
fosters cultural identity, strengthens 
social ties, enhances human security 
and therefore improves the the quality 
of peoples’ lives.

However, the yavirau has been sub-
ject to changes. Corporal punishments 
to sanction misbehaviour do no longer 
exist, as a consequence the custom still 
appeals to the younger, more modern 
generation. Additionally, it is adaptive 
to other strategies of development, for 
example, because it does not violate 
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the borders of MPA. As for Malawai 
village, the yavirau can be conside-
red as a powerful activity to develop, 
as it is culturally embedded, yet open 
to changes to face today’s challenges. 
Therefore, it supports the “Fijian Way 
of Life” and gains widespread accep-
tance among the participants.

Limitations to development
The yavirau needs a specific environ-
ment. Minimum requirements are a 
suitable reef, resources to produce the 
rope, expertise to carry out the yavirau 
and a supporting community. Thus, 
only few Fijian villages perform the 
drive. As the villagers themselves can 
only implement a yavirau, options for 
external support are rare and there are 
few chances for other village commu-
nities to copy this specific CD strategy.

There are negative impacts on the 
environment to be mentioned. The 
amount of fish caught at once threa-
tens the future of the fishing ground, 
especially as the villagers catch juve-
nile and small fish. Moving around the 
coral reef for hours in large groups is 
destructive to the sensitive corals. Yet, 
an intact coral reef can be expected to 
cope with most disturbances, as there 
is only one yavirau per year, followed 
by a fishing ban of several days. On the 
other hand, due to general tendencies 
of overfishing and impacts of climate 
change and pollution, one must assume 
that the quality of the reef is already 
degrading, which means that the yavi-
rau cannot be called sustainable.

Neo-traditional movements aim 
at re-establishing ancient customs in 
order to strengthen cultural identity 
and consider development. The prefix 

“neo” highlights that traditional cus-
toms are not acted out for their intrinsic 
values only, instead neo-traditionalism 
actively tries to reinforce such values. 
The yavirau can be described as a neo-
traditional activity because the villagers 
are aware that they carry out the fish 
drive as a development strategy. They 
do not only want to take part in the 
yavirau because of its intrinsic attrac-
tiveness and to use the cooperation of 
the village to catch fish for Christmas, 
but also to reinforce cultural norms 
and values in general – to uphold the 

“Fijian Way of Life”. Yet, neo-traditio-
nalism often denies innovations. There 
is a potential risk that the yavirau will 

not keep its adaptive capacities, if use-
ful future changes are forbidden.

Furthermore, among political nati-
onalists the neo-traditional slogan of 
the “Fijian Way of Life” is popular for 
manipulation. On the national level, 
Fiji is a multi-ethnic state with an Indo-
Fijian minority that currently makes 
up about 37 per cent of the whole 
population (FIBOS, 2010). Demands 
to reinforce ethno-Fijian traditions 
can be understood as directed against 
minorities. Since 1987 several coups 
d’état consolidated ethno-Fijian rights, 
referring to the “Fijian Way of Life”. 
Instead of integrating foreign influen-
ces into the Fijian culture, political rhe-
toric can misuse neo-traditionalism to 
demand ethno-national privileges and 
to stir up racial tensions. In the last 25 
years many Indo-Fijians left the coun-
try creating a brain drain and shrinking 
economies (FIBOS, 2010; Lal, 2003; 
Lawson, 2004). Though the yavirau 
itself does not create any racial tensi-
ons, there is a risk that on the national 
level the example of the yavirau can 
be abused as a means of dividing the 
nation.

All things considered, the yavirau is 
an outstanding example of local CD. 
This note tried to highlight two cha-
racteristics of advantageous CD, the 
cultural embeddedness, which ensures 
great acceptance and the openness to 
changes to meet new challenges. Yet, 
the yavirau itself is such a specific 
adaptive strategy that it cannot be ext-
rapolated widely.

Acknowledgements
The author wants to thank the villagers 
of Malawai, the four Fijian students of 
Geography at the University of the 
South Pacific (USP) who assisted in 
gathering information, and especially 
Dr. Eberhard Weber and Prof. Dr. 
Joeli Veitayaki from USP for their 
vast encouragements. The Asia Pacific 
Network on Global Change Research 
(APN) and the USP are gratefully ack-
nowledged for their material support 
to undertake research. 

References
Abramson, A. (2004). A small matter of rent to 

be paid. Towards an analysis of neo-traditional 
direct action in contemporary Fiji. In van Meil, 
T., & Miedema, J. (eds.). Shifting images of iden-
tity in the Pacific. 75-99. Leiden.

Baldacchino, G. (2009). Thucydides or Kissinger?  
A Critical Review of Smaller State Diplomacy. In 
Cooper, A. F., & T. M. Shaw (eds.). The Diplo-
macies of Small States. Between Vulnerability and 
Resilience. 21-40. London.

Chand, S. S., & Walsh, K. J. E. (2009). Tropical 
Cyclone Activity in the Fiji Region: Spatial Patterns 
and Relationship to Large-Scale Circulation. Jour-
nal of Climate, 22, 3877-3893.

Chambers, R., & G. Convey (1992). Sustainable 
rural livelihoods: practical concepts for the 21st cen-
tury. IDS Discussion Paper 296. Brighton.

CHS. (2003). Human Security Now. New York: 
Commission on Human Security.

Dittrich, C. (2011). Geographie. In Niederberger, 
A., & P. Schink (eds.). Globalisierung. Ein interdis-
ziplinäres Handbuch. 180-187. Stuttgart.

Ensor, J., & Berger, R. (2009). Community-
based adaptation and culture in theory and practice. 
In Adger, W. N., Lorenzoni, I., & O’Brien, K. L. 
(eds.). Adapting to Climate Change: Thresholds, 
Values, Governance, 227-239. Cambridge.

FIBOS (2010). Key Statistics. March 2010. Su-
va: Fiji Islands Bureau of Statistics.

Kaly, U. L., Pratt, C. R., & Howorth, R. (2002). 
Towards Managing Environmental Vulnerability in 
Small Islands Developing States (SIDS). SOPAC 
Miscellaneous Report 461.

Kay, A. (2005). Social Capital, the Social Eco-
nomy and Community Development. Community 
Development Journal, 41 (2), 160-173.

Kumar, S. (2002). Methods for Community 
Participation. A Complete Guide for Practitioners. 
London.

Lal, B. V. (2003). Heartbreak Islands: Reflections 
on Fiji in transition. Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 44 
(3), 335-350.

Lawson, S. (2004). Nationalism versus consti-
tutionalism in Fiji. Nations and Nationalism, 10 
(4), 519-538.

Mataki, M., Koshy, K., & Nair, V. (2008). Top-
Down, Bottom Up: Mainstreaming Adaptation in 
Pacific Islands Townships. In Leary, N., Adejuvon, 
J., Barros, V., Burton, I., Kulkarni, J., & Lasco, R. 
(eds.). Climate Change and Adaptation. 264-278. 
London.

Ravuvu, A. (1983). Vaka I Taukei. The Fijian 
Way of Life. Suva.

Ravuvu, A. (1987). The Fijian Ethos. Suva.
Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. New York.
Toren, C. (1988). Making the Present, Revealing 

the Past: The Mutability and Continuity of Traditi-
on as Process. Man, New Series, 23 (4), 696-717.

Tröger, S. (2003). Akteure in ihrer Lebensgestal-
tung (livelihood) zu Zeiten sozialer Transformation 

– Theoretische Überlegungen und ihre Anwendung 
auf das Beispiel von Landnutzungskonflikten in 
Tansania. Geographica Helvetica, 58 (1), 24-34.

UNDP. (2000). Human Development Report. 
Human rights and human development. New York: 
United Nations Development Programme.

Veitayaki, J. (2006). Caring for the Environment 
and the Mitigation of Natural Extreme Events in 
Gau, Fiji Islands: A Self-help Community Initiati-
ve. Island Studies Journal 1 (2), 239-252.

25

Michael Fink, M.A. [michael.fink@geo.uni-goettingen.de], PhD Candidate, Department of Geography, 
Division of Human Geography, University of Göttingen, GE, Goldschmidtstr. 5, D-37077 Göttingen.



26 Pacific News #38 • July/August 2012

Reflections on Climate Change by Contemporary 
Artists in Papua New Guinea  

Marion Struck-Garbe

Abstract: The consequences of climate change are already felt in Papua New Guinea, especially on the atoll islands. 
Between 3,500 and 6,000 dwellers will need to resettle due to increasing land loss, salt-water inundation and gro-
wing food insecurity. Once resettled as ‘climate refugees’ at nearby Bougainville Island, they face losing their self-suf-
ficiency as well as their cultural identity. Contemporary art has been a focus of local artists since the 1970s. Usually, 
themes and motives are dealing with changes in society, depicting scenes of traditional and cultural events or body 
art, and decorated dancers. More recently, some artists started focusing explicitly on environmental issues. Losing 
home and culture due to the consequences of climate change, losing the forest due to logging by multinational com-
panies, or staying hungry because of fish shortage due to over-fishing have become their concern. By presenting and 
commenting on the motives I want to show how this fear of loss is reflected in their artwork.

Keywords: Art; Papua New Guinea; climate change; resettlement; loss

This paper shifts the discussion on climate change from a mere scientific or policy 
discourse to an artistic and cultural perspective on the issue. It aims to draw attention 
to Pacific culture as seen through the eyes of contemporary artists.
Artistic explorations are not restricted to illustrate scientific discoveries but represent 
how people in the Pacific think and feel about the threat of climate change. Papua 
New Guinea artists are conscious of local issues; and through their contribution they 
are documenting major social and environmental concerns of their people. Art can 
challenge perceptions of and the relationship with climate change and environmental 
modifications by deconstructing common views and revealing alternative perceptions.

Climate change in PNG
Papua New Guinea is highly exposed 
to the effects of  climate change and 
has often experienced extreme weather 
conditions. Some of  the 600 islands of  
the Pacific Island Nation experience 
flooding and severe cyclones more of-
ten than in previous years. In the long 

run, rising sea levels will lead to signi-
ficant land loss. Flooding, landslides 
and droughts have adverse effects on 
people’s lives in the coastal and low land 
areas, but also in the highlands.

Another climate change issue is defo-
restation, which is rarely mentioned in 
connection with the Pacific Islands. The 

forest’s importance for carbon storage 
was realised fairly recently. Rainforests 
play a key role in regulating local and 
global climates. Massive degradation and 
destruction result in a loss of  natural 
carbon storing and leads to an increase 
of  greenhouse gas emissions.

Papua New Guinea is still hosting 
some of  the world’s largest and remai-
ning intact forest landscapes. The forests 
have always provided a livelihood but 
due to continued legal and illegal de-
structive logging and the conversion of  
forest areas into plantations, the forests 
and living environment of  the people 
are now under threat.

Sinking islands
It was widely reported in November 
2005 that the low-lying Carteret Islands 
of  Papua New Guinea have progressi-
vely become uninhabitable, with an esti-
mate of  their total submersion by 2015.  
The islands gained dubious fame as the 
inhabitants had become the world’s first 
climate refugees.

The islanders have fought a more than 
twenty years battle building a seawall and 
planting mangroves. However, storm 
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surges and high tides continue to wash 
away homes, destroy vegetable gardens 
and contaminate fresh water supplies.

Due to the loss of  land and inunda-
tion, the islanders are no longer able to 
grow crops (bananas and taro) to feed 
themselves. Families survive on mainly 
fish and coconuts; they are battling the 
swamp mosquitoes that have brought 
malaria.

60 % of  the land area of  their islands 
disappeared already and in a few years 
they are likely to be completely submer-
ged. Being small in area and low-lying, 
inhabitants will have nowhere to retreat 
to as the seas inundate their coastlines.

Carteret Islanders now have to move 
permanently to another place and find 
a new home. In July 2009, nearly 3,000 
islanders began what will eventually 
become a big evacuation to Bougain-
ville, the next major island about 80 
kilometres away from their ancestral 
grounds. Relocation will continue over 
the next 10 years. As the national and 
local government's relocation plans are 
slow, the islanders have set up a relo-
cation team. They founded the NGO 
Tulele Peisa (sailing on our own) that 
raises money and campaigns for social 
justice on behalf  of  the islanders and 
has begun a series of  urgent tasks to 
move families closer to security (Struck-
Garbe, 2009a, 21-23).

The painting from Alexander Mebri 
shows a disturbed crowd. Men, women 
and children are rushing away from their 
island. They carry their bilum (net bags) 
with their belongings or an infant inside. 
They have only a small amount of  space 
at their disposal. The blue sky merging 
with the blue ocean evokes a feeling of  
being lost in a vast environment and es-
caping into the void. At the same time 
the painting emphasizes the declining 
space showing people crowded together.

Alexander Mebri wrote about his canvas: 

“This painting depicts the experiences 
of  the people of  the Carteret Islands 
in Papua New Guinea, whose islands 
are disappearing through rising sea le-
vels. Their struggle to survive, as their 
gardens are covered by sea water, has 
finally resulted in their resettlement on 
higher land, giving hope to the islanders.”

Climate change is provoking the 
people to migrate further inland and 
is causing a social security threat due 
to enhanced population pressure. The 
tensions intrinsic in migration of  peo-

ple can easily become open conflict 
as people compete over scarce re-
sources. Access to land for gardening 
or housing and access to fresh water 
could gear up further conflicts among 
the islanders. If  villagers start to mark 
borders, forbidding others to come 
and fetch water from their community 
wells the existing order might shift 
(Böge, 2009).

In her terms Ursula Rakova spokes-
women from Tulele Peisa endorses the 
picture: 

“For you it (climate change) is a mat-
ter of  lifestyle, but for us it is a mat-
ter of  life and death. If  we do not 
move we are going to be drowned.”

Displacement seems to be unavoida-
ble. Rising sea levels are not only eating 
away the land of  the tiny atolls of  the 
Carteret Islands, but also their inhabi-
tants' way of  life.

Displacement & resettlement
Fear of  the resettlement environment 
and possible tensions with the host com-
munities are strong feelings among the 
families. They want more safety and 
security in their new communities. For 
instance, the ten Carteret Islanders who 
had been transferred from the islands 
to the mainland Bougainville in 2009 
could not get the legal rights to the land 
they needed. Landowner issues and the 
feeling of  insecurity towards the new 
environment drove them back to their 
home island.

The collage from Julie Mota pictures a 
couple. The woman is holding a baby in 
her arms. They are in distress, moving, 
fleeing and leaving their hearts behind. 
People are faced with looming crises or 
in other words: 

‘‘we have a feeling of  anxiety, a fee-
ling of  uncertainty because we know 
that we will be losing our homes. It is 
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our identity. It is our whole culture at 
stake.” (Ursula Rakova)

Loss of  the land is a disaster. Living 
on other peoples’ land is not an easy 
way of  life. Land is a very high-ran-
king issue not only in Papua New Gui-
nea but in the Pacific as a whole. Pa-
cific identity is closely connected with 
land: the land is part of  me and I am 
part of  the land. Furthermore, land 
has spiritual quality and connects peo-
ple with the past, present and future. 
It is life and nurture and it gives the 
inhabitants a sense of  being and be-
longing. They bury the umbilical cord 
and want to be buried there when they 
die. The inhabitants are the guardians 
of  the land and want to stay where 
they belong, maintaining the key link 
with the land. In short: land holds 
life together and holds meaning, land 
equals identity.

This attitude becomes apparent in 
the remark of  a tribal chief  of  the 
Carteret Islands, when asked by a jour-
nalist: You are not afraid to stay on the 
island? He answered: 

“I am not frightened. If  the island is 
lost, I’m lost too. I’ll get lost with the 
island.” (Marshall, 2007, 10, 23-10, 27)

If  the land is already inundated by 
salt-water gardening, food supply is 
becoming a major problem. This adds 

to the workload of  women. They have 
to find another piece of  land to start 
again to grow a productive food gar-
den. The new garden might be further 
away from home and the journey to 
and from will take a longer time. If  
there is a shortage of  land, women’s 
concern increases. They are at the 
heart of  climate change vulnerabi-
lity (Boncour, 2009, 11; Struck-Garbe, 
2009b).

Even though women have the roles 
of  care giver, agriculture worker and 
water provider they are mostly margi-
nalised from information about and 
participation in climate change adapta-
tion and mitigation strategies.

While women often have the know-
ledge, for instance ancestral know-
ledge about water supplies, that will be 
useful in planning and implementing 
community level adaptation strategies, 
they are not always given the oppor-
tunity to voice their ideas. When it co-
mes to politics and decision-making 
women are mostly excluded despite 
them being central figures in everyday 
life. This also holds true for resettle-
ment issues.

Coral bleach and overfishing
The small islands of  Papua New Gui-
nea are reef-dependent. Pressures on 
the reef  systems represent significant 
threats to livelihoods and well-being. 
Strong reefs play a vital role as natu-

ral breakwaters minimising wave im-
pacts during storms and cyclones and 
as food provider supplying fish (and 
protein) and sea-food for daily con-
sumption.

Sea temperatures in the tropics have 
increased by one degree Celsius over 
the last ten years and are still increa-
sing currently.  Reef  building corals 
become stressed by higher temperatu-
res, they bleach and finally they die in 
great numbers. Less corals mean less 
protection and less food for the islan-
der in times when they are experien-
cing stronger and heavier storms at the 
same time (Hoegh-Guldberg, 1999).

This work of  Alexander Mebri il-
lustrates people walking on the reef  
looking for fish and shellfish. They 
seem to be in panic because they can-
not find any seafood. He gives the fol-
lowing statement to his painting:

“Marine life in the Pacific is slowly 
being destroyed, as uncontrolled 
fishing is being carried out by more 
developed countries, with big-
ger ships and sophisticated machi-
nery. The simple coastal villager now 
struggles to catch fish for his daily 
family’s meal.”

His comment points to an additional 
problem: Having fished out their own 
waters, countries like Japan, European 
Union member states, Taiwan, Korea, 
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A Fijian boy playing with a miniature rugby ball 

Image 3: A. Mebri: Where has my fish gone, No. II, 2008, Acryl on Canvas
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the United States and China are now 
sending their industrial fishing fleets 
to the Pacific to exploit the region’s 
stocks. Overfishing is seriously 
depleting tuna stocks and destructive 
fishing practices are killing other 
valuable marine life. Pacific Island 
countries are being exploited for their 
resources. For them the ocean is no 
longer the provider of  food. This is a 
terrifying situation and such a threat to 
the sustainability of  the entire social-
eco-system of  the islands that it forces 
the islanders to act desperately.

Deforestation
The importance of  the forest and the 
necessity to reducing emissions from 
deforestation was recognized by Pa-
pua New Guineas then Prime Minister 
Michael Somare. He said at UNFCCC 
COP 13/CMP3 meeting in Bali in De-
cember 2007: 

“If  we lose the world’s forest we lose 
the fight against climate change. Rain-
forests are our earth’s greatest utility – 
our planets lungs, thermostat, and air-
conditioning system.”

Despite this comprehension the So-
mare government continued to faci-
litate the expansion of  large-scale in-
dustrial and destructive logging.

In this painting, Julia Mota shows 
again a folded person surrounded by 
trees and plants. The person is sad and 
concerned about forest loss.

Although much of  this area is still 
untouched, policies and practices point 
to PNG is loosing the struggle against 
forest degradation. Poor governance 
and a high level of  corruption have 
led to illegal logging. Forest manage-
ment is poor. The people have seen no 
benefit from logging, just destruction. 
At some stage they thought they give 
away forest for development: Accor-
ding to a former missionary and lan-
downer Brother Jim Coucher from Va-
nimo: 

“At first they welcome the loggers be-
cause they think it might mean money, 
but in fact they get very little out of  it. 
The loggers don't do any replanting or 
clearing up at all … and they give no 
benefits to the people. They use bull-
dozers to drag the logs which create all 
sorts of  problems with erosion.”  

Forest protection on the one hand 
and small-scale eco-forestry on the 

other could be a way to stop the speed 
of  destruction and to solve the prob-
lem of  forest loss.

Alexander Mebri depicts a couple 
who is involved in inflaming a bush 
fire. In the background there are other 
people standing closer to the origin of  
the fire. In the flames appear the eyes 
of  the ancestors watching and crying 
black tears. The eyes are also symbo-
lising the soul of  the forest. The artist 
comments his works as followed: 

“Bush fires, one cause of  climate 
change in the world today, are caused 
by uncontrolled burning of  forests to 
make more gardens as population in-
creases.”

A significant threat to Papua New 
Guinea's forests is agricultural expan-
sion. The country's high population 

growth rate means increasing amounts 
of  land are converted for subsistence 
agriculture. Typically fire is used for 
land-clearing and at times - especially 
during dry el Niño years - agricultu-
ral fires can burn out of  control. Du-
ring the 1997-1998 el Niño events, fi-
res burned thousands of  hectares of  
dried-out forest while hundreds of  
people died from food shortages and 
famine in the central highlands.

One aspect of  Alexander Mebris 
statement is based on the assumption, 
that less forest means less carbon di-
oxide (CO2) is absorbed by trees, which 
accumulates in the atmosphere as a re-
sult of  pollution. Deforestation is one 
of  the main causes of  climate change, 
accounting for almost a fifth of  all 
greenhouse gas emissions. At the same 
time, there will be an increased pre-
sence of  CO2 if  trees are being burnt 
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Image 4: J. Mota: Forest Concern, 2009, Pen illustration,  charcoal and watercolor on paper
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or being logged (Greenpeace, 2008).
The greatest hazard for the eco-

logy of  the rainforest in Papua New 
Guinea derives from industrial log-
ging. Officially ’selected logging’ takes 
place. However, at present, and for 
the past two decades, forest harves-
ting has occurred in a destructive and 
in an ecologically unsustainable fa-
shion. Phil Shearman’s report shows 
nearly one quarter of  the rainforests 
was damaged or destroyed between 
1972 and 2002 .The numbers indicate 
that Papua New Guinea can not and 
does not regulate forest operations 
(Shearman et al., 2009).

The impacts of  climate change are 
being felt hardest by some of  the 
world’s poorest and remote commu-

nities with little opportunity or sup-
port for adaptation to these impact. 
In 2008, Kiribati’s President Anote 
Tong told at an environment confe-
rence in New Zealand: 

“The climate change is an issue of  
human survival for sinking islands 
not economic development”. 

But nothing has changed. The emis-
sions in the atmosphere will carry on 
contributing to climate change, so in 
time the small low lying islands will 
be submerged according to the worst 
case scenarios within this century.

Ursula Rakova is riled at this per-
spective: 

‘‘We are angry. Some of  our people 
do not understand the science, but 
they know they are losing their homes 
and they are angry they are having to 
pay for what other people in industri-
alised nations have done’’.

John Danger illustrates this comment 
by means of  image 6. In his painting 
he depicts the human influence on cli-
mate changes. Industrial activities in 
the developed countries produce car-
bon dioxide and increase the green-
house gases concentration while the 
island village is drowned due to sea 
level rise. Despite the fact that Pa-
cific Island countries are low emit-
ters of  climate changing gases, they 
are in fact among the most vulnera-
ble to the adverse impacts of  climate 
change. They are the first victims of  
climate change, which hampers their 
development. Living in a contem-
porary society that is culturally di-
verse, rapidly changing and threate-
ned by environmental disasters and 
damages means it is important that 
the arts of  this society embrace and 
reflect these changes. Art is a sensor 
of  society; and it challenges percep-
tions of  climate change by visualising 
the feelings of  threat and danger that 
comes along with climate change.

Endnotes
[1] Rising flood waters at the coastlines 

and in the river areas are also attri-
buted to consequences of  climate 
change. For instance, in December 
2008 a severe flooding at the Nor-
thwest Coast affected 38,000 people 
or in 2010 between March and May 
this year many communities along 
the Sepik River experienced the worst 
flood in 40 years. An estimated 20,000 
people of  the East Sepik Province had 
been affected. But residents have been 
able to sustain themselves. There are 
inter-community supply chains thanks 
to traditional coping mechanism. So 
that people had enough food and shel-
ter (see also Kempf, 2010).

[2] Pacific Small Islands Developing States, 
United Nations Members, 2009, Views 
on Possible Security Implications of  
Climate Change to be included in the 
report of  the Secretary-General to 64th 
Session of  the United Nations General 
Assembly, p. 11; http://www.un.org/
esa/dsd/resources/res_pdfs/ga-64/cc-
inputs/PSIDS_CCIS.pdf

[3] All statements from Alexander Mebri 
were written in an email to me.
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Image 5: Alexander Mebri: Bush Fire, 2008, Acryl on Canvas
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[4] Morton, Adam (28th July, 2009): 
First climate refugees start move to 
new island home; http://www.theage.
com.au/national/first-climate-refu-
gees-start-move-to-new-island-home-
20090728-e06x.html

[5] Personal communication in Tin-
putz, Bougainville, Papua New Gui-
nea, (March, 2011)

[6] Mashall, Steve (2007): PNG-Carte-
ret Islands, Broadcast; http://www.
abc.net.au/foreign/content/2007/
s1903373.html

[7] Spiegel Online Wissenschaft (2nd 
May 2011): Prognose: Meeresspie-
gel steigt stärker als erwartet; http://
www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/
natur/0,1518,760148,00.html

[8] Planetark (13th December, 2007): 
http://www.planetark.com/daily-
newsstory.cfm/newsnewsid/45991/
newsDate/13-Dec-2007/story.html

[9] Zwartz, Barney (27th Feruary, 2010): 

Rampant logging‚ destroying PNG; 
http://www.smh.com.au/environ-
ment/rampant-logging-destroying-
png-20100226-p94l.html

[10] United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (6th June 2008): The Envi-
ronment in the News. World Environ-
ment Day Coverage, p. 12
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Image 6: John Danger: Climate Change, 2009, Acryl on Material
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