






























Translation of VKS Presentation at Land Tender Briefing 
Thursday 11 March 2010 
Chief’s Nakamal, Port Vila 
 
Page 1 – Background 
 
The Vanuatu Cultural Centre’s mandate is to “preserve, promote and develop 
Vanuatu’s customs, cultures and traditions” including the environment. A big part of 
our work is to help the people of Vanuatu protect their land. The VCC believes that 
land is at the heart of everything we do, our food comes from it and our entire 
livelihood is sustained by the land. VCC works within this belief that the land is like a 
mother. We emphasise the spiritual links to the land.  
 
The VCC has worked closely with the Ministry and Department of Lands, as well as 
AusAID who has funded many fieldworker workshops, some of which have been 
about land, women and land tenure systems in Vanuatu. At present, we have a Land 
Desk that is funded with the support of The Christensen Fund, which provides 
awareness to people around Vanuatu to help them better understand land laws, lease 
agreements as well as the pros and cons of land development. Our main message is to 
tell the people of Vanuatu to not sell their land. Selling the land is only a short-cut to 
becoming poor.  
 
Page 2 – Mama Graon Land Program 
 
The Vanuatu Cultural Centre wants to make it clear to everyone that land is not to be 
played with. Once the government, or anyone, starts to talk about land, people will 
react quickly. VCC wants people to think carefully about the land issues before they 
start to talk about them – once you touch on land issues in Vanuatu, you are touching 
on life issues also. The people of Vanuatu have a strong spiritual relationship with 
land and it is so important we have to handle it carefully.  
 
Page 3 – Component 1: Informed Decision-Making by Customowners 
 
The VCC asks the Vanuatu Government to see the importance of land. Before we can 
talk about land we need to know about our society, how it works, how we are 
organised traditional. What are our spiritual links with the land? We need to know all 
of this before we try to implement a new land program that could potentially de-
stabilise traditional systems that have been in existence for thousands of years. We 
know that today, most of Vanuatu’s land operates under customary law, where 
families manage the land rights, not individuals. This is what we want people to be 
clear about. We don’t have land owners in Vanuatu, rather we have groups, and all 
these groups need to be involved in land matters.  
 
Page 4 – Component 2: Participatory Land Governance 
 
The only thing I have to say here is that we do not want a program that will facilitate 
land speculation.  
 
Page 5 – Component 3: Effective and Enabling Services 
 



We have been inviting the Land Department to participate in the VCC land awareness 
campaign in 2007, 2008 and 2009, but to date no-one has come with us to talk with 
the grassroots about land laws. We have continued with awareness nonetheless, and 
tried to explain to people the two systems: the customary system and the formal 
system.  
 
We would like to see VCC, the Malvatumauri, the Ministry and Department of Lands, 
the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Education working together on awareness 
to help people understand their custom rights over custom land. This is very important 
and the program should support this.  
 
Page 6 – Component 4: Customary Land Tribunals 
 
It appears that the Customary Land Tribunal work has the government and aid 
agencies like AusAID and NZAID trying to follow a NZ model, which we need to be 
very careful about. In Vanuatu, from the Torres islands to Aneityum, every person 
and family is linked. So there can be a conflict of interest within the decisions of a 
land tribunal.  
 
Page 7 – Other comments 
 
The Vanuatu Cultural Centre wants everyone (MoL, DoL, Malvatumauri, Ministry of 
Justice, Ministry of Education) to work together to help people know their customary 
land rights. Awareness needs to be done jointly with the people. I can’t say much 
about the support of NZ and Australia in relation to the land program, even though 
they are funding a lot of money for the program, they still do not understand Vanuatu 
society enough. I believe that the land experts in Vanuatu are the chiefs, the people, 
the women and the nasara chiefs  - and we should be working closely with these 
people on land issues. Today we claim to know our customs but we don’t know 
enough. So we need to have awareness on this too. For example, in 2008 AusAID 
funded a workshop with the fieldworkers on women and land to help us build our 
understanding of this.  
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