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Executive Summary 
 
Small-scale fisheries are complex, dynamic socioecological system that provide a wide variety of 
benefits to individuals, communities, and nations. They are recognized for their importance to 
human wellbeing for coastal communities around the world. Coastal fisheries contribute to 
sustainable development by providing income, food security, and a livelihood safety net. Fishing 
is also valued for many subjective and relational impacts. Understanding the values associated 
with fishing is critical to effective fisheries management to support both human and 
environmental wellbeing.  
 
This research explores the importance of small-scale fishing in a coastal village in Vanuatu, an 
island nation in the south Pacific. Through an ethnographic approach, I seek to answer the 
following research question: “how do small-scale fisheries impact human wellbeing of a coastal 
village in Vanuatu?” I focus primarily on positive contributions to wellbeing but also 
acknowledge negative perceptions of fishermen about the relationship between fishing and their 
wellbeing. Another objective is to highlight the changes in the role of fishing in relation to its 
traditional impact as perceived by village fishermen to inform how policy makers understand the 
value of contemporary community fisheries. Understanding community attitudes about the 
importance of fishing and the associated material, relational, and subjective motivations for 
fishing may serve to inform how fisheries should be valued and managed by decision makers.  
 
To provide insights into how fishing contributes to human wellbeing today, I provide historical 
context on the development of artisanal fisheries in Vanuatu. Recognizing that fishing was 
traditionally a single activity amongst a diversified livelihood strategy, focused primarily on 
subsistence when terrestrial resources were unavailable, I acknowledge changes that have 
contributed to the focal importance of fishing today. Specifically, I highlight changes in market 
access, traditional livelihood activities, and development of new fishing technologies as 
important contextual factors that frame the importance of fishing today. The increased integration 
of cash into village economies, access to high value fisheries through the introduction of boats 
and modern fishing technologies, and close proximity of markets to sell this catch have 
contributed to the contemporary role of fishing in human wellbeing for the community of Lelepa.  
 
I review qualitative data collected through seven months of participant observation, formal, and 
informal interviews in Natapao Village on the Island of Lelepa.  Following time in the field, I 
translated, transcribed, and coded interviews for themes related to wellbeing. I adopt a social 
wellbeing approach for my analytical framework. The social wellbeing approach recognizes the 
material, social, and relational dimensions of wellbeing, as well as contextually anchored themes. 
While a multiplicity of impacts on wellbeing were shared, I focus my results on three positive 
and, to a lesser extent, three negative themes. Positive themes included the role of the sea as a 
“bank” and related idea of fishing as a safety net, the changing role of fishing within people’s 
livelihood strategy, and the emergence of fishing as a preferred source of livelihood associated 
with its economic importance as well as subjective and relational values. Negative themes 
include concerns around fishery sustainability, overdependence on a single livelihood activity, 
and breakdown in communal values.  
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I present these results through the quotes and perspectives of respondents accompanied by my 
analysis. I find that fishing has come to play dual safety net function for livelihood subsistence 
and provisioning of basic needs, as well as wealth accumulation. As fishing has come to play a 
more central role in the community, it has shifted from a subsistence activity embedded within a 
traditional diversified livelihood strategy to the preferred alternative activity. It is also preferred 
because of a multitude of subjective and relational values that have been associated with fishing, 
such as a satisfaction bonus, sense of identity, and way of life. Simultaneously, I find that growth 
in fishing as a central income-earning activity has created negative perceptions about 
overdependence on a single livelihood activity, fishery sustainability, and communal values. It is 
critical for fishery managers to weigh the importance of these impacts with the sustainability of 
the system to maintain the welfare and wealth generating capacities of coastal resources and 
sustain human wellbeing into the future. 
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The Sea is my Bank: Vanuatu Small-Scale Fisheries and Human Wellbeing 
Christopher Watt 
 
Abstract 
 Small-scale fisheries play an important role in supporting the wellbeing of coastal 
communities around the globe. The concept of Social Wellbeing provides an analytical 
framework for understanding the context-specific importance of these fisheries to individual 
fishers and their families, coastal communities, and broader societies. Understanding how 
fisheries impact wellbeing is important to informing fisheries management. This article presents 
the results of an ethnographic study on the island of Lelepa, Vanuatu, exploring how small-scale 
fisheries impact human wellbeing and how those impacts has changed over time. Ethnographic 
data detail historical changes, including market transformation and access, the introduction of 
new fishing technologies, and the consolidation of livelihood activities that affect how fisheries 
are valued today. Although interview responses and ethnographic data showed a multiplicity of 
values associated with fishing, three primary themes arose: the role of fishing as a “bank” and 
livelihood safety net, the emergence of fishing as a preferred alternative livelihood activity, and 
the attachment of many subjective and relational values to fishing.  
 
Introduction 
 Small-scale fisheries are complex, dynamic socioecological systems that provide a wide 
variety of benefits to individuals, communities, nations, and global society. They are recognized 
for their importance in sustainable development and contribution to human wellbeing, food 
security, and socio-economic resilience (Bene 2006, Kolding et al. 2014, Westlund et al. 2023, 
Virdin et al. 2023). Small-scale fisheries contribute to sustainable development by providing 
employment opportunities for low-income coastal populations, sources of protein, and access to 
critical micronutrients (Kent 1997, Franz et al. 2023, Kawarazuka and Béné 2010, Béné 2006, 
Garcia and Moreno 2001, Virdin et al. 2024). Beyond these material contributions, they confer 
numerous psychological and subjective benefits, such as pride, a sense of identity, life 
satisfaction, and a way of life for many fishermen and their communities (McGoodwin 2001, 
Acheson 1981, Pollnac et al. 2001, Coulthard et al. 2011, Wearatungee et al. 2014, Johnson 2018, 
Young et al. 2016). In communities where fishing is a primary source of livelihood, it is often 
culturally embedded into the social, political, and religious aspects of society. (McGoodwin 
2001, Johnson 2018).  Understanding these values associated with fishing and human wellbeing 
is critical to determining fisheries management goals and outcomes (Weeratngee et al. 2014).  
 An important mechanism fisheries play in sustainable development is as a livelihood 
safety net, which recognizes both the pro-poor mechanisms to alleviate symptoms of poverty and 
support basic needs, as well as generate wealth and improve standards of living (Virdin et al. 
2023). Virden et al. (2023) find that fishing acts as a safety net through either a ‘welfare model’ 
focusing on poverty prevention, or a ‘wealth-based model’ achieving poverty reduction through 
rising incomes. The welfare model highlights fishing’s role in proving labor, cash income, and 
subsistence protein in resource-poor households (Béné 2010). Meanwhile, the wealth-based 
model recognizing the rent-generating role of fisheries to contribute to social welfare, which is 
more typically associated with industrial fishing sector’s contributions to GDP (Cunningham et 
al. 2009). In many contexts, the safety net function is enabled by freedom of access to coastal 
resources and provides resilience against shocks (Bene 2006, Bene et al. 2010, Virdin et al. 
2023).  
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 The importance of fishing to human wellbeing is context specific and subject to change 
with ever evolving social, economic, and environmental factors. As communities experience 
integration with the cash economy, the importance of fishing may shift from subsistence to 
commercial harvest (Stevens et al. 2014). The introduction of new technologies that accompany 
such transformations may also lead to changes in fishing activities and the values associated with 
them. In the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, access to markets is associated with 
fishery commercialization, increased fishing activity on reef fishes, and investment in fishing 
technology to improve fishery profitability (Brewer et al. 2013, Cinner and McClanahan 2006). 
With increased market access due to proximity and connectivity, population growth, and 
commercialization, shifting values ascribed to fish and associated fishing activity may induce 
fishing to become a more central focus in a community or an individual’s life (Stevens et al. 
2014).  
 I evaluate the impact of small-scale fishing on human wellbeing for a coastal community 
in Vanuatu. This research considers how the contemporary value of fisheries has evolved from 
prior understandings of the role of fishing in the traditional village economy to make fishing a 
more central element of human wellbeing. Vanuatu is a Melanesian nation of 83 islands with a 
population of 350,000 people located in the southwest Pacific. It is the most language diverse 
company in the world per capita and continues to maintain strong adherence to customary beliefs 
in rural areas. Many coastal communities rely on marine resources for subsistence and small-
scale commercial fishing activities. The country has invested in fisheries development projects 
since its independence in 1980. However, fisheries’ role in economic development has been 
affected by market access, with success limited to areas that have access to nearby urban and 
tourism markets. While communities have traditionally garnered most of their livelihood needs 
from terrestrial resources through a diversified livelihood strategy, the growth in market access 
and demand for income along with the introduction of fishing technologies such as boats, nets, 
and new fishing techniques, have been associated with increased reliance on fishing as the 
primary livelihood activity. With the increasing focus on fishing, the contributions of fishing to 
wellbeing have expanded beyond subsistence to many aspects of material, relational and 
subjective wellbeing. Such is the case of the island of Lelepa, which will serve as the research 
site for this study.  
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Map 1: Vanuatu, an island nation in the South Pacific consisting of 83 islands 

 
 Through an ethnographic approach, I seek to answer the following research question: 
“how do small-scale fisheries impact human wellbeing of a coastal village in Vanuatu?” I focus 
primarily on positive contributions to wellbeing but also acknowledge negative perceptions of 
fishermen about the relationship of fishing, particularly as it has changed, and wellbeing. My 
specific objectives is to highlight the perceived role of fishing today to inform how policy 
makers understand the value of community fisheries, particularly in relation to fishing’s 
historical role. I highlight changes in market access, traditional livelihood activities, and 
development of new fishing technologies as important contextual factors that frame the 
importance of fishing today.  Understanding community attitudes about the benefits they derive 
from fishing and the associated material, relational, and subjective motivations for fishing may 
serve to inform how fisheries should be valued and managed by decision makers.  
 I find that fishing has come to play dual safety net function for livelihood subsistence and 
provisioning of basic needs, as well as wealth accumulation. As fishing has come to play a more 
central role in the community, it has shifted from a subsistence activity embedded within a 
traditional diversified livelihood strategy to the preferred alternative activity. It is also preferred 
because of a multitude of subjective and relational values that have been associated with fishing, 
such as a satisfaction bonus, sense of identity, and way of life (Pollnac et al. 2001, Smith 1981). 
Simultaneously, I find that growth in fishing as a central income-earning activity has created 
negative perceptions about overdependence on a single livelihood activity, fishery sustainability, 
and communal values.  
 I use the social wellbeing framework as my guide for understanding the importance of 
small-scale fisheries. The three-dimensional approach acknowledges material, subjective, and 
relational aspects of wellbeing (Gough and McGregor 2007, Weeratunge et al. 2014, Johnson et 
al. 2018). It looks beyond narrow metrics that value fisheries in economic terms of catch and 
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revenues to recognize the wide contributions of fisheries to individuals, their families, 
communities and society. Wellbeing and the values that define it are not only desired outcomes, 
but also a positively motivating forces for engagement in fishing as individuals and communities 
are motivated to go out on the water in the “pursuit of wellbeing” (Dennis and McGregor 2010, 
Johnson 2018, Coulthard 2009, Weeratunge et al. 2014). Understanding the context specific 
impacts of small-scale fisheries can help “explain the motivations that shape how fishers relate to 
their fisheries resources” and the motivations of fishers that determine their behavior is necessary 
to inform fisheries management (Weeratunge et al. 2014, 15, Young et al. 2016). The success of 
policies in promoting resource sustainability as well as ensuring human wellbeing may only be 
achieved by first developing contextual understanding of the motivations that shape fishers’ 
relationships with their fisheries (McGoodwin 2001, Weeratunge et al. 2014). 
 There is little research in the literature that portrays the role of small-scale fishing in 
Vanuatu today as well as how contextual factors have evolved to inform the contributions to 
wellbeing at present. I hope to fill that gap by providing insights into the importance of fishing 
on the island of Lelepa. Recognizing the multitude of values associated with fishing can help 
inform management decisions about what values to continue to promote as well as threats to 
fishery sustainability and the aspects of human wellbeing which depend on it.  
 The sections of the article are laid out as follows: first, I provide a brief historical context 
of fishing in Vanuatu and fisheries development efforts. I highlight 3 important contextual factors 
that that are critical to understanding the central role of fishing today: the traditional role of 
fishing in the village economy, market integration, and the introduction of boats and modern 
fishing technologies. Second, I describe the site where this research primarily took place, 
including descriptions of fishing activities. I proceed by describing my research methods and the 
social wellbeing approach. In the results section, I present my results relating to three primary 
themes: the perception of fishing as a “bank,” the dual safety net role of fishing, the growing 
emphasis on fishing as a preferred alternative livelihood activity, and associated relational and 
subjective values.  
  
Historical Context: Vanuatu fisheries development 
 To understand how fishing impacts wellbeing in Vanuatu today, there are three important 
contextual factors that influence the role of fisheries today: the historical role of village fisheries, 
the development of small-scale, commercial fisheries, and integration in the market economy 
with proximity to markets. These contextual factors have contributed to the growth in fishing 
effort, the commoditization of fish, and the multiplicity of values associated with fishing today. 
 Historically, fishing was a subsistence activity imbedded within a diversified livelihood 
strategy employed to meet household nutritional needs and food security (David et al. 1992, 
David 1994, Hickey 2008). Unlike some other Pacific Island Nations, the Ni-Vanuatu people 
have not traditionally been a fish dependent people (David 1994). The traditional village 
economy involved bartering, exchange, and some subsistence fishing, but depended primarily on 
agriculture (David 2016). Fish were abundant on nearshore reefs due to low levels of 
exploitation and readily available sources of protein when cyclones temporarily knocked down 
gardens or when people wanted protein for special ceremonies. Only when there was a shortage 
of land foods was fishing effort intensive, but effort returned to low levels once terrestrial food 
systems recovered (David 1994). Strong adherence to traditional resource management systems 
and custom beliefs also governed the frequency, timing, and location of fishing activities 
(Hickey 2006). These management systems were intended to provide spatial and temporal 
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refugia that sustained resources for times of low land abundance, supplemental protein, or 
custom activities (David 1994, Hickey 2006).   
 Village fishing primarily occurred on accessible, nearby fishing grounds, on foot or out of 
small, man powered canoes. Multiple biotopes were reachable on foot or by paddle and sailing 
canoes, including fringing reefs, the intertidal zone, mangrove estuaries, sand flats and river 
mouths, depending on the geographic location (Cillaurren et al. 2002). Across these biotopes is 
an abundance of sea-life with great specific diversity.  A 1988 inventory of Vanuatu’s marine 
diversity visually identified 469 different species of fish (David 1994). With a diversity of fish 
present in a variety of biotopes, there are many different types of gear and techniques that can be 
used to catch fish. Hand spears, bow and arrows, and woven nets were popular for fishing around 
the reef on foot or from a canoe. Some communities also developed fish traps and used 
poisonous seeds or vines in tidal pools at low tide to stun or kill fish. 
 Growth in commercial, small-scale fishing began in the early 1990s in response to 
demand for cash income within the village economy, shifting dietary preferences to imported and 
purchased foods, and increased engagement between the rural and urban economies (David et al. 
1992). An influx of imported products, cash earned from leasing of indigenous lands to 
foreigners following Vanuatu’s independence and land repatriation in 1980, and national 
economic development goals created greater demand for cash outside of primary urban areas. 
Many ni-Vanuatu people say that a change happened around the turn of the century inducing 
greater need and desire for cash. Accompanying the growing circulation of cash in the rural 
economy was a change in dietary preferences by rural residents. While they continued to garden 
and engage heavily in subsistence practices, they gained greater access to imported and canned 
foods and a taste for their convenience (David et al. 1992). The convenience of canned meats and 
rice made them favorable to some traditional food products. The Copra trade had been the main 
income opportunity in rural areas, though prices and production declined in the 1990s. Tourism 
and service industries also began to grow, creating demand for workers and an injection of cash 
into villages where this labor was sourced.  
 Recognizing the potential for fisheries as a means of sustainable economic development, 
the government of Vanuatu alongside international aid organizations and funders began to push 
for fisheries development in the latter half of the 20th century. They hoped to overcome import 
deficits related to canned tuna, which is a staple protein product, and increase economic 
opportunity in rural areas (Cillauren et al. 2002). The advent of new technologies and fisheries 
development programs expanded the capabilities of fishers to target new, higher value species in 
new biotopes, developing a small-scale commercial fishery (David 2016). In particular, the 
introduction of outboard motorboats or “banana boats,” enabled fishermen to target higher value 
species and cover vaster distances in a single outing, expanding the reach of fishers from the reef 
edge to target benthic species in the outer reef slope as well as pelagic species in the open ocean. 
The aim of this program was to a) improve the diet of the new urban and rural populations, b) 
reduce imports of tinned fish, c) develop a cash economy in villages, d) create rural employment, 
e) supply the urban market, and f) develop an export industry for shellfish abroad (Anderson 
1994). The project involved training ni-Vanuatu fishers with master fishermen and developing 
25 fishermen’s cooperatives around the country (Anderson 1994, David 2016). The target 
species were snappers, groupers, and emperors, which were fished with the Samoan style bicycle 
reel developed by the FAO (Anderson 1994). The introduction of boats in small-scale fisheries 
elsewhere has led to the movement of effort from shallower to deeper waters, and to exploit 
more distant fishing grounds (Damasio et al. 2020).  
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 There have been efforts to support the development of pelagic fisheries for migratory 
species such as tuna, wahoo and mahimahi. In the 1980s, a FAD development program deployed 
131 Fish Aggregating Devices (FAD) near the islands of Efate, Espiritu Santo, Malekula, 
Pentecost, Pamma, Lopevi, Epi and Tongoa (Amos et al. 2014). FADs consist of a raft of buoys 
floating on the surface anchored to the bottom of the ocean by rope from which burlap sacks, 
ropes, or other materials are tied and drift in the currents. Small pelagic prey aggregate around 
the structure, attracting larger species of pelagic predators. These devices concentrate highly 
migratory species which would otherwise be spread out and difficult to target with small crafts 
and minimal gear.  
 The initial FAD deployment was largely unsuccessful, as many FADs were lost to 
weather and weakness in the design. A second program in the 1990s targeted only a few island 
areas, but there was a lack of uptake by fishers due to continued allegiance to the village 
subsistence economy, high costs of entry and maintenance costs, and failure in the downstream 
features of production, such as cold storage and transportation (Amos et al. 2014). Some FADs 
were still used around Efate and Malekula by game fishing associations, but many were lost. 
Again claiming the need for reducing pressure on inshore species, the Japanese International 
Cooperation Association (JICA) funded a project in partnership with the Vanuatu Fisheries 
Department (VFD) to redeploy FADs as part of a community-based FAD approach beginning in 
2012. In particular, they hoped to reduce pressure on already overexploited reef fish and marine 
invertebrates such as sea cucumbers, trochus, and green snails; promote local market 
development; and encourage ecotourism (Amos et al. 2014). By 2014, they deployed 15 new 
FADs, the deepest near Hat Island offshore of Lelepa, which is colloquially called 366, as it was 
deployed in 1,366 meters of water.  
 Despite the incentive to engage in cash earning opportunities to purchase imported 
products, these fisheries development programs have continually faced challenges from the 
traditional village social and cultural system, which largely discourages individual prosperity and 
encourages communal living. The norms of equitable society and shared prosperity made it 
difficult to justify continued investment and operating cost required to make fishing a profitable 
economic opportunity (Léopold et al. 2013). Additionally, lack of transportation and markets for 
catch have made these fisheries development project largely unprofitable for fishers across 
Vanuatu as a whole. A lack of widespread market demand to fuel intense and continuous fishing 
effort, nor cold storage and transportation routes to sustain export-oriented fishing, so village 
communities continued to switch activities to meet immediate food security and income needs 
(David et al. 1992, Cillaurren et al. 2002). The development models were poorly adapted to the 
socio-cultural and geographic constraints of village life (Cillaurren et al. 2002). Nonetheless, 
fishing has gained some relevance in remote areas for local markets. In 2021, 31% of households 
had one or more people “actively engaged in fishing,” while 29% of households consumed free 
fish that they caught on a weekly basis (VNSO 2021). Fishing remains an important aspect of a 
diversified livelihood strategy. Despite their minor contribution to national Gross Domestic  
Product, fishing remains an important source of organic and nutritious animal protein for many 
communities (Hickey 2008). 
 Access to larger markets on Efate, Santo, and Malekula has been seen as the most 
influential factor in determining their success (Cillaurren et al. 2002). Efate and Santo islands 
each have urban centers, including the capital city of Port Vila located on Efate. Larger 
populations without direct access to the sea coupled with increased demand from tourists and ex-
patriot communities for high value fish species drove demand for nearby coastal communities to 
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supply fish. A steady market for catch enabled nearby communities to lean into fishing as a 
means of consistent income (Personal Communication).  
  
Lelepa: Ples blong fis 
 Natapao Village is situated on the island of Lelepa, an outer island of Vanuatu’s capital 
island of Efate. There are approximately 400 residents on Lelepa, most of whom derive some 
aspect of their livelihood from the sea. Lelepa is regarded by outsiders as the “Ples blong fis,” or 
“place of fish,” referring to the high amount of fishing activities and fish consumption that 
happens on the island. The island’s proximity to the main island of Efate and ease of travel to the 
capital city, Port Vila, provide the community unique market access for catch. The capital city’s 
approximately 50,000 residents provide demand for reef fish that they have difficulty accessing 
on their own. Restaurants in the capital as well as coastal resorts on the mainland side of 
Havanna Harbor, which separates Lelepa from Efate, provide high value markets for pelagic and 
benthic species, which are in high demand. 
 Though there are community members who engage more heavily in fishing than others, 
when asked who or how many people fish on lelepa, there is consensus that “every person goes 
fishing”. Traditionally, all families had a hand carved canoe, which was used to paddle to their 
gardens on the mainland, retrieve water from the rivers on the coast, and go fishing at various 
nearshore and deepwater reefs. Today, there are few canoes left as they have been largely 
replaced by outboard motorboats. The children cast handlines or use homemade slings to spear 
fish on nearshore fringing reefs. Nearly all men go diving on the reef to spearfish or net. There is 
a fleet of thirty banana boats, which are used to access nearshore reefs for spearfishing and 
netting. These boats primarily are used to troll for pelagic species, such as yellowfin and skipjack 
tuna, wahoo, and mahimahi, but also provide a means to bottom fish for deep water benthic 
species, such as grouper and snapper.  
 An important feature of Lelepa’s fishery is its distinct fishing grounds and the associated 
fishing activities that occur at each. Nearshore fringing reefs that encircle Lelepa are the primary 
grounds for spearfishing and netting of reef fish. Divers also fish on reef’s under their 
communities tenure along the mainland coastline as well as around Eretoka or Hat Island. This 
fishery is highly accessible by individuals on food or small groups of men who split the cost of 
fuel for a boat. Along the reef slope and open coastal water, fishermen use boats or canoes to 
bottom fish for pule and snapper. Finally, a series of FADs, or Fish Aggregating Devices, are 
anchored in the waters off of lelepa to attract pelagic species into centralized locations for 
trolling. One FAD is referred to as “the Raft,” and is the most popular fishing ground. Pelagic 
species as well as benthic grouper and snapper species receive an average of $10 USD per 
kilogram, while reef fish are sold for $4-$6 USD per kilogram. While fishing has not 
traditionally been seen as a fulltime occupation in this context, there are men who consider 
themselves “men of the sea” or fishermen, and those who consider themselves “men of the land” 
who focus their time on gardening and agricultural activities.  
 There remains great heterogeneity in livelihood activities in the village, though a 
commercialized subsector of small-scale fishing has begun to develop in the last decade, 
particularly with the expansion of FAD fishing due to the growth in boat ownership. As a result, 
there are groups of fishing units developing, with some fishermen who associate themselves 
primarily with FAD fishing, a smaller group focused on bottom fishing, and a much larger group 
of young men being divers. There are a variety of other fishing activities, such as using 
radiational hand spears while walking nearshore reefs, reef gleaning, and night fishing using 
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hand lines on shallow reefs or for small-pelagic species. Fishing and use of marine resources 
occur daily making this a unique and suitable research site to understand the contributions of 
fishing to a coastal village in Vanuatu.  
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 Although “every person goes fishing,” there are different groups of fishers, between 
which there are some blurred lines. The largest group of fishermen are divers, with most 
households owning spearfishing equipment and nearly all young men below the age of 30 
engaged in diving for supplemental income or subsistence. Many older men dive as well and 
consider themselves “man blo diva” or “man of diving.” Because reef fishing is the most 
accessible fishery, many of these men do not own a boat. The second major group of fishermen is 
the FAD fishermen who troll for pelagic species. They consider themselves “man blo huk” or 
man of fishing. The primary distinguishing factor and barrier to entry is boat ownership, though 
there are two FAD fishermen who borrow a boat and split proceeds. There are consistently 
between 5-12 boats fishing at the FADs when the weather is permissible. This group is growing 
with the number of banana boats in the community. Finally, bottom fishing for pule is a third, 
smaller group. Bottom fishing activity is cyclical out of “interest” of the fishermen (Personal 
Communication). It also depends on having bait, with skipjack tuna being the preferred bait. 
Hence, the bottom fishermen have to troll to catch their bait before bottom fishing. All people 
engage in occasional handline fishing in shallow water reefs during the day or night depending 
on lunar phase and “interest” in eating fish.  
 
Methods 
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 To develop a comprehensive understanding of how small-scale fishing contributes to 
wellbeing in a coastal village, I spent 7 months in Natapao Village on the island of Lelepa, 
Vanuatu. I was invited by a local fisherman to live and fish with him and other community 
members through the duration of my stay after being granted permission by the paramount chief. 
Through participant observation, informal, and formal interviewing, I documented a variety of 
ways that small-scale fishing impacts wellbeing. The first 3 weeks on Lelepa were spent scoping 
to determine the amount of fishing activity present and conducting open ended interviews to gain 
a general understanding of the fisheries, culture, and attitudes about fishing. I took extensive 
field notes and developed an initial set of key informant interview questions, drawing on themes 
from the social wellbeing approach. The questions were translated into Bislama, the national 
language of Vanuatu, with the help of Dr. Robert Early, a linguist at the University of the South 
Pacific. The questions were piloted with fishers with whom I initially developed relationships, 
including my host father. They are presented in the appendix.  
 I recorded 89 interviews of 44 informants. Many initial interviews followed my interview 
guide, though later interviews sought greater detail on specific topics, such as the importance of 
fishing to specific family groups, the history of fisheries development, or changes that have been 
observed over time. All respondents fished, though to varying degrees. Represented in these 
formal respondents were the paramount Chief of the community, along with two “smaller” chiefs 
as they are they are described. 39 respondents were males and 5 respondents were females. The 
minister of each of the two churches in the community as well as the head elder of each of the 
two churches are fishermen and respondents. The primary middleman fish buyer was also a 
respondent. Though he now lives in the capital city, he grew up on the island and buys pelagic 
and benthic fish from the fishermen almost every day they have catch. Beyond formal 
interviews, significant immersion and participation within the fishing community enabled a deep 
view into the “non-reducible qualitative values of small-scale fisheries” (Johnson 2018, 12). 
Fishing outings at the FAD, on nearshore reefs, and deepwater reefs as well as trips with 
middlemen following the fish from catch to final sale provided insights on the processes 
associated with fishing, emotional responses to fishing activities, and the challenges associated 
with fishing.  
 During time in the field, I focused primarily on the positive contributions of fishing to 
human wellbeing. However, a variety of negative and sometimes contradictory perceptions also 
emerged, broadening my interest to the impacts of fishing on human wellbeing in my analysis. 
Moreover, I honed my questions and interviews to ask about changes in the fishery and values 
associated with fishing. In particular, I asked about the context specific changes that have 
influenced the framing of values associated with fishing. Through inductive and deductive 
coding of interview transcripts us NVivo Coding software, I draw on the social wellbeing 
approach to recognize the multiplicity of values associated with fishing but focus on the role of 
fisheries today in providing a material safety net, a preferred alternative livelihood strategy, and 
an important source of subjective wellbeing. I use both inductive and deductive coding 
processes, leaning into my understanding of social wellbeing from the literature as well as 
coding for emergent themes (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006, Vanover et al. 2021). 
 The results of this research illustrate how small-scale fishing impacts wellbeing in 
Lelepa, focusing on fishing’s role as a “bank” in providing a livelihood safety net, the changing 
role of fishing from a single alternative among a diversified livelihood strategy to a preferred 
activity, and finally the important subjective and relational values associated with fishing. I also 
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find multiple negative perceptions about overdependence on fishing, unsustainability of fishing, 
and breakdown of communal values associated with contemporary fisheries in Lelepa.  
 
Results  
 Applying a social wellbeing approach to understanding the impacts of small-scale fishing 
to a coastal village in Lelepa reveals that many values are attached to contemporary village 
fishing, which have developed from its traditional role in a diversified livelihood strategy. From 
the perspective of fishers and community members, fishing is the basis for values spanning these 
three dimensions, providing many benefits and meaning to the lives of fishermen, their families, 
and the wider community:  
 

I would say fishing is—normally when people hear the name fishing, they think about 
having fun, as in going and spending a day on the sea and having fun. But how it is for 
the island, we are surrounded by the sea, so I would say fishing is the main work that 
gives people the way to make money…I see some other people who do a different job, and 
they may be able to see that fishing is a thing that has many sides to it, but on this island 
here, you go fishing, and it is only about money—money. So people use that money for 
many things, as their income, for their needs, to buy their needs such as food or savings 
to buy something else, but I think to get the other sides (benefits), I think…no I would say 
when you go fishing on and on, especially trolling…the idea of money starts you off, but 
when it is going really well, then you feel like it is a competition. You feel like you went 
for money but another interest comes, and you go and you no longer think about money 
but you think you must catch many fish more than the other fishermen. So it is a fun thing 
too, as in you are fishing and you also think about adventure and you feel its spirit take 
hold of you, so it makes you have a feeling that you are really good, and you are happy 
with it and you feel good fishing. 

 
 Such a perspective illustrates material, subjective, and relational values of wellbeing 
associated with fishing, ranging from income and food security, competition, satisfaction, 
providing for family needs, and capital accumulation. Meanwhile, many themes emerged that 
may be contextually anchored and represent valued contributions to the wellbeing of the 
community. While this multiplicity of impacts on wellbeing were shared, I focus my results on 
three positive themes, and to a lesser extent, three negative themes. Positive themes included: the 
role of the sea as a “bank” and related idea of fishing as a safety net, the changing role of fishing 
within people’s livelihood strategy, and the emergence of fishing as a preferred source of 
livelihood.  
 
The sea as a bank—a dual livelihood safety net 
 For the people of Lelepa, the sea historically provided a store of protein for when land 
resources were not abundant. Livelihood activities were centered on terrestrial resources, with 
the sea providing a safety net to be utilized in times of need, such as following a hurricane. Fish 
provided resilience against shocks to the food system. More specifically, the nearshore fringing 
reefs were the primary fishing grounds that could be easily exploited on foot with hand spears, 
and fishery resources were abundant due to low harvest levels and strong customary 
management tabus. Residents could depend on the reef to provide when their crops were poor, to 
supplement protein needs, or for special customary rights and feasts with confidence that the reef 
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would be again replenished when their efforts shifted back to land. As members of Lelepa 
shared, “before, the old men or the ancestors of the people of Lelepa did not go fishing…They 
would just go spear one or two fish to cook with their local food, enough to eat.”1  
 In this way, the sea could be seen as a sort of savings account: fishery resources were 
available to be exploited when times were rough, but the majority of time, they were left to grow 
and gain interest. What little was taken out was exploited at low levels that maintained a healthy 
population of fish. Notably, if the chief observed that a portion of the reef was being over 
pressured, he could institute a tabu, or prohibition on entry that was believed to hold supernatural 
authority. Hence, village members respected tabus and would let the reef rest for stocks to 
recover.  
 Community members of Lelepa today continue to view the sea as a store of resources to 
address needs. However, fishing activity began to increase with the beginning of fish buying in 
the 1970s and 1980s, when it developed economic associations. Today, the sea is ascribed 
monetary language and referred to explicitly as “a bank” or an “my ATM”. Fishers stated that 
“my bank is the sea,” perceived as an unlimited store of resources. In this way, part of the value 
of the ocean and fishing remain intact as providing resilience against deprivation. However, they 
have now been commodified, reflecting the primary value of fishing being its monetary and 
income earning potential. Indeed, the most commonly shared response on the importance of 
fishing was “money.”  
 

Like I said already, fishing is mainly for money. When you do not have another place to 
make money, then there is only fishing. 

 
On Lelepa in particular, this stands out as the primary source of disposable income. It is available 
when desired or needed and let to rest when people feel abundance or financial stability. One 
female villager who fishes occasionally described this function of the see as an available store 
for times of income need: 
 

At times when the people have money, then they take a break from diving until they run 
out of money, then time to go back to the sea, because here, the income for the people of 
Lelepa is only the sea. Just the sea—they make money from the sea. 

 
One older fisherman who has a strong ethic of savings and also earns income from gardening 
expressed a nuanced view of this feature of the sea. He associated fishing with freely disposable 
income that he could use instead of leaning into his monetary savings in the literal bank.  
 

“When I see money…I leave it in the bank, then go find some other money. I leave my 
money in the bank for a time when I need to buy something big, then I go get it. But if I do 
not need it, I don’t take it out. Because I do not need it. I have a boat, I go fishing, my 
ATM is at the Raft! .” 
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Such a perception of fishing conveys the contemporary value of fishing as a readily available 
means of income to the people of Lelepa. In fact, fish are even portrayed here as the currency fed 
form the metaphorical ATM. One only needs to insert their line in the water, and monetary value 
can be pulled out. While the level of fishing effort has increased sharply, the mindset that the 
resource is abundant and inexhaustible remains from traditional conceptions of the sea as a store. 
In fact, the name Lelepa comes from the native term “Lolapa,” which means “place of abundant 
things,” referring to its resources. This livelihood safety net function of fishing was a primary 
response to questions about the impact of fishing on one’s life, particularly as a welfare based 
mechanism preventing material deprivations.  Fishermen commonly express the value of fishing 
as the first thing they turn to in times of need, particularly in response to the broad question of 
“how fishing is an important part of your life?”  
 

Now that I have come to my age, I take it as, fishing will give a hand to me in times when 
I have a need. So, I go for a need… I go fishing, I come and pay for my need, then I stop. 
I rest again.  

 
The types of needs fishermen often describe addressing are paying for their children or other 
family members’ school fees, certain food staples such as rice, sugar, and tea, covering medical 
bills, and household supplies. Many fishermen, as the one above, speak of this service of fishing 
very positively, conveying a positive sense of resilience they derive from fishing’s accessibility 
and availability. However, others, particularly those who are reluctant to becoming heavily 
dependent on the cash economy, express a sense that fishing is the last place or the only place 
they have to turn in times of monetary need: 
 

When you do not have another place to make money, then there is only fishing. As in for 
this island here, fishing is something that helps us a lot. 

 
Though this concludes with the acknowledgment of the supportive role fishing plays, it conveys 
the idea that fishing is the last resort. It presumes a sense of deprivation, for which fishing is the 
last option to solve. Typically, these types of perspectives highlighted diving and spearfishing 
being the most accessible option that provides a readily available source of protein and income 
for short term needs: When you see he goes diving, he has a need for his household, but you and 
I don’t know what it is. This quote is attributed to the main fish buyer on the island during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, who had an arrangement with a businessman in the city to daily sell fish for 
the capital at a time when food imports were low and many fishing operations were suspended.  
 The notion of fishing as a welfare safety net was especially attached to reef fisheries and 
diving. This is largely due to their open access nature and low-cost barriers to entry, requiring 
only a hand spear or speargun. Many young fishermen band together to go on spearfishing 
outings or individually walk to the nearshore areas outside the village to spearfish. Spearfishing 
is done by some for daily subsistence, but also a source of income for groups of young men who 
go net or night spearfish together.  
 Beyond individual wellbeing, the safety net of fishing was valued at a community wide 
level contributing to community economic development. Fishing was commonly associated with 
local fundraisers, in which the community bonds together around a common need for one 
individual or family and raises income to support them. Fundraisers occur weekly to pay for 
school fees, trips to visit family on other islands, and medical bills. On one instance, a woman 
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was diagnosed with cancer and needed to fund her trip to Fiji for treatment, so all the FAD 
fishing men in the village went out to fundraise for her ticket. Often times the household would 
call out to an individual or group of fishermen and pay for their boat gas, and all the fish caught 
would either be cooked and sold to support the effort or sold outright and the proceeds 
contributed to the fundraising. On a more individual level, fishermen may notice that there are 
villagers without work or other means of income and call out to them to go fishing to split their 
proceeds. In this way, they not only provide a financial safety net, but also promote social 
cohesion, engage in networks of obligation and sharing, and comradery, which are important 
values to relational wellbeing.  
 Fishing played an especially important role for the people of Lelepa during the Covid-19 
pandemic.  
 

Because during the lockdown, they were buying fish and the people were fishing plenty. 
The people really depended on fishing because, you know, you could buy food from the 
store, but it was expensive, and many people did not work because tourism closed during 
the lockdown, so lots did not work. The people employed at the resorts did not work 
because during the lockdown the tourists did not come, so they came and stayed at the 
island and had to look out for money because they needed money. So during that time, 
many people went fishing for food and money. Those are the main reasons. For this 
community, many people, I think around 70%, use fishing for income. 

 
This reflects a ‘welfare model.’  This model acknowledges the role of fishing in back-stopping 
livelihoods through nutritional security and preventing household poverty. Though monetized, 
they resemble the role of village fisheries traditionally as a “store of protein” in time of need to 
buffer against natural disasters and temporary shortages in terrestrial resources (David 1994).  
 Diverging from the welfare model that aligns with traditional village fishing activities, 
fishing has taken a more central role in the wellbeing of contemporary FAD fishermen who 
target high value species. The introduction of boats, expansion of markets, and adoption of new 
fishing technologies have led fishers to value fishing for its contributions to increasing material 
wellbeing through asset accretion, improving standards of living, and community wide economic 
development. The wealth-based model emphasizes economic development through generation of 
resource rents and wealth accumulation3 (Cunningham et al. 2009, Virdin et al. 2023). For some 
village members, fishing is a supplementary source of income while for others fishing has been 
adopted as the sole source of livelihood in order to achieve greater levels of income. In this way, 
the development of FAD and tuna fisheries represent economic development as a means for 
coastal communities to capture more resource rents and income from their marine resources. 
Fishermen see their fishing activity as positively contributing to personal, community, and 
nationwide economic development: The more we go fishing, the more we grow the shop, the 
more we—fishing contributes to the economic development of Vanuatu.  
 Along with economic value, this change has brought about specialization and 
consolidation of livelihood activities diverging from a traditional livelihood strategy.  
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[FAD] Fishing is really a very good thing. As in it is…I will say you sleep at night, you 
wake up in the early morning, but when you wake up in the early morning, you know that 
you are waking up for money now. You go out, you come back, sell your fish, then you can 
come back and rest well again. Then suppose you decide you want to rest and sleep in in 
the morning, then you sleep well, and wake up again in the morning, you do not have any 
other work you need to make. You just stay like that. But fishing is good because when 
you wake up in the early morning, go fishing, come back, you have a big day left and you 
can make some kind of work, or you can sleep, walk around, see your friends and story, 
laugh. 

 
The same fishermen began a savings program in partnership with his brother-in-law, and in their 
first week, they put $1,168 USD into a shared bank account from fishing alone. Compared to the 
median monthly household income (2020) of $753.43 USD for rural residents of the province in 
which Lelepa is located, this is a substantial weekly saving. For those who develop this ethic of 
saving, there is opportunity to accumulate wealth: 
 

When I first started working [in ecotourism], I only worked for bread and butter for the 
table. But since I got my first boat, I have everything. I have two boats, I have a solar 
freezer, I have everything. And now I am the first man on Lelepa to have a washing 
machine.  

 
As illuminated by this fisherman, the “wealth based” mechanism of fishing is largely tied to 
owning a boat. In fact, another boat owning fishermen explicitly has described the role of banana 
boats in determining how people view the sea, the values associated with it, and the economic 
potential of fishing, arguing that “for men who don’t have boats, when they need money they 
think of diving. But when they have a boat, they have a different way of thinking.”  
 Purchasing a boat is a capital investment that substantially increases the earning potential 
of fishing activities. A boat enables fishermen to access the deepwater reefs that hold valuable 
snapper and group species much more efficiently than a canoe and is necessary to reach the FAD 
to troll for yellowfin and skipjack tuna, wahoo, mahimahi and billfish. The first banana boat 
arrived on Lelepa in 1997, but fishermen say that the fleet nearly doubled since the late 2010s, 
especially as a few fishermen began to have success with trolling. Many young men began 
travelling to Australia and New Zealand as part of the Seasonal Workers Program on 6-12 month 
contracts in order to quickly earn enough income to invest in a boat. Many of these fishermen 
say that it was in 2020 that their “income became based in fishing.” One fisherman in his mid 
20’s shared that he worked many jobs, including as a mechanic and plumber in Port Vila, but 
then went to Australia to buy his boat. He then encouraged his brother-in-law to do the same:  
 

He should buy a boat because I saw that the boat was very good, with fishing, and you 
can make money with it too. Because if you come back from RSE and you say you will do 
something, like build a house, but then if you run out of money before the house is 
completed, you won’t have any more money and you won’t know where you will make 
money again. But the boat is good: you buy a boat, you come back, you make something 
small with the rest of the money that you have, after you spend it, suppose it runs out, but 
you have the boat and can make some money from it. 
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These investments and new fishing technologies have provided means for fishing to continue 
offering a safety net role but moving beyond welfare-based role to a wealth-based model. Now, 
in the context of a single village fishery with multiple fishing units (i.e. tuna fishing, reef 
spearfishing, reef fishing, bottom fishing), fishing plays both a welfare role to support immediate 
subsistence and income needs and a wealth-based model, improving standards of living and 
increasing income earning opportunities. For almost all fishermen, the association of fishing’s 
income generating quality was attached to other aspects of wellbeing, including education, food 
security, and community economic prosperity. For example, the ability to afford and purchase 
water tanks that collect rainwater on the island has replaced the need to canoe to the mainland on 
a daily basis to collect fresh water, a daily activity for many families until as recently as 2015.  
 
Preferred Source of livelihood  
 As fishing has become a more central livelihood activity, particularly with the 
introduction of boats, new fishing technologies, and market access, there has been a shift in 
fishing’s role as single activity within a diversified livelihood to an individual, preferred source 
of livelihood. Every interviewee was asked the following question: suppose you could make all 
the money you needed/get all the food you needed for your life, but it was not from fishing, would 
you continue fishing?"  All but 2 respondents answered “yes,” agreeing that they would continue 
fishing. Many of them said I must continue fishing because of its superior earning potential, 
attributes of fishing being “easy money” and efficient, as well as subjective perceptions relating 
to satisfaction, social cohesion, fun, and love of the sea.  
 Fishing is the best income opportunity for people on Lelepa. Throughout the 20th century, 
men worked in the Copra industry and women sold produce in the nearby market in Port Vila. 
Because of Lelepa’s proximity to the capital and many resorts on the mainland nearby, Lelepa 
serves as a commuter village for some, who go work in government jobs, in restaurants, or for 
the tourist resorts. As of June 1, 2023, the minimum wage in Vanuatu is ~$3 USD. Hence, these 
day wage laborers earn between $20-30 a day while government officials work for $600-$700 
USD per month (personal communication). The only employer on the island is a locally owned 
ecotourism company, which provides similar wages: 
 

And for me it is $3 times eight hours for one day. And look—all that time when I worked 
for Lelepa Island tours…I only worked for bread and butter for the table 
 

This quote is attribute to one of the most successful and active FAD fishermen, who worked full 
time for the tour from its inception in 2000 until 2020 when the pandemic shut down tourism. 
Meanwhile, trolling for tuna at the FAD to sell to restaurants in Port Vila or the resorts near 
Lelepa provides the opportunity for substantially higher income. According to the same 
fisherman, who have experienced this ‘goodness of fishing’ as many fishers describe it, fishing is 
the best income.  
 

I saw that fishing is a good kind of work that is better than any other kind of work. So I 
have been working for Lelepa Island tours for close to 25, 26 years, but then, since [the 
Covid-19] lockdown started, it made it so that tourists were no longer coming, then, those 
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two years of lockdown, I spent all of my time fishing, then I came to learn/find out that 
one really good thing about fishing, and when the border re-opened, I no longer thought 
about going back to my job, I just kept fishing, fishing only. 

 
When harvest is good, in a single outing a fisherman can outcompete the earnings of a 
government worker in a month. One fisherman shared that “if it is a lucky day, you can make 
close to $800, so in that one week you make $2,000 because of that one day—just one day.” The 
Fisherman who used to work in ecotourism, who I spent the majority of my time with, shared 
that “one good day for me…is $1,250 in one day.” He laughed uncontrollably after sharing this 
statistic because of how unbelievable that amount of income is in a single day to the people of 
Vanuatu. As noted previously, the median monthly household income for Shefa province is just 
above $750 USD (VNSO 2021). On a single outing I shared with my host father, when there 
were schools of 20-50 kilo yellowfin tuna around the FAD, he sold his catch for $1,600 USD. He 
estimates that he earns over $10,000 USD per year from fishing alone. 
 A second, related reason why fishing is the chosen occupation of fisherman is that it is 
“easy money,” as they describe it, and very efficient.  
 

But I saw that fishing is better than work because when you go to work, you can work for 
one full day, and it is many hours that you go work, but when you see your wage, it is not 
nearly as good as when you go fishing. Fishing you only go for a few hours but you make 
a high amount of money. Suppose I worked for one whole week I would earn the amount 
of money that I can earn in just one day fishing. 

 
With the use of outboard banana boats, the typical timing of peak fishing activity, and the 
proximity to growing markets for catch, fishermen benefit from short outings with high returns. 
Typical fishing outings begin around 3:30 am, involving an hour run to one of the nearby FADs, 
and trolling begins at dawn. Many outings only last 1-2 hours, depending on the bite. Then 
fishermen return to the island, clean their fish, and either take them directly to a nearby resort if 
there is demand, or sell them to a middleman who comes to the primary mainland landing site, 
Lelepa Landing. By mid-morning, fishermen have sold their catch and returned home to eat 
breakfast, take a nap, work on household projects, or go to their garden.  
 A premium is placed on the efficiency aspect of trolling as well as its relative ease as an 
activity. FAD fishermen sit and drive the boat, passively troll their lines, and only have to use 
physical effort when reeling in a fish or loading and unloading supplies on shore. Compared to 
agriculture or even other fishing activities, it requires little effort. Bottom fishing for snapper and 
grouper species is also lucrative, but requires full days on the water, constantly reeling up and 
letting down lines in 500-1000 meters of water. Spearfishing and netting also may require long 
hours in the water when the goal is income. The fish are very small, and the price per kilo is a 
third of pelagic and bottom species, mainly because reef fish are destined for purchase and home 
consumption by ni-Vanuatu people rather than at more expensive restaurants. Diving and netting 
are also physically intensive, and often involve multiple fishermen who share profits.  
 
Subjective and Relational Preferences for Fishing 
 Alongside its material values, fishermen express a multiplicity of subjective and 
relational values associated with fishing that motivate their fishing effort. Fishing is a valued 
way of spending one’s time, a desirable and enjoyable means of livelihood, and a way of life for 
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many fishers on Lelepa. In these ways, it provides important underpinnings for subjective 
wellbeing. Similar to the points made previously, these subjective values may be perceived 
differently by different fishing units. When asked “why you go fishing,” a common feature of 
respondents’ answer aligned with the quote, I go fishing because of like fishing. Terms such as 
enjoyment, glad, interest, and good feeling were used to describe people’s perception of fishing.  
Some fishermen expressed high levels of personal satisfaction with fishing, particularly when 
they were asked if they would continue fishing if they did not need to for income or food:  
 

I would keep fishing, on and on, until I am dead. *laughter*… Because fishing is a 
good—one of the best and exciting and enjoyable things you can do everyday, better than 
any other kind of work! 

   
Fishers’ descriptions of these subjective elements of fishing were accompanied by smiles, 
laughter, and small jokes. I observed a sincere, positive emotional response, especially when 
fishers recounted stories. The very first night I visited lelepa, I asked my host if he thought he 
would go fishing the next day, to which he responded, for me, fishing is always on the mind, 
pointed at his fishing rods and smiled. It is visibly evident that fishing supports many positive 
emotions. Moreover, their fishing activity gained an even recreational quality, as fishermen 
described as a fun game, my favorite hobby, and a competition.   
 

I think when I go fishing, I feel like it is good for my life. It is a form of everyday exercise. 
And some of the experiences you have, some good experiences. And it is a game—every 
day I have a competition, it is a game. 

 
One fisherman even suggested that fishing is not about money to him. To the contrary, its value 
relates to his enjoyment of the sea and desire to fish: 
 

Brother, I do not worry about money. I feel as though all I want is to go to the sea and 
fish…men will see me as a man who goes to the raft, and goes to the raft every day, and 
think that I just want to get money, no—it’s because I like the sea. That’s it for me. 

 
Moreover, fishing has been adopted as a strong source of identity. Those who fish are self-
described man blo solwara meaning “man of the sea.” They affiliate their sense of self with the 
marine space and the fishing activities they take part in, calling themselves or referring to other 
fishers as “man blo huk” or “man blo diva,” meaning “fisherman” or “diver” respectively. They 
may attribute their sense of identity with the sea and fishing more broadly, or specific fishing 
methods such as trolling, diving, or bottom fishing. This contrasts with some individuals 
considering themselves men of the garden. Beyond an occupation, many fishermen feel that the 
sea is a part of who they are.  
 

Oh me, I am from the sea…my life is the sea. I don’t mean that I only get money from the 
sea, but I mean that because I like it, I love the sea so much. 

 
 Similarly, many fishermen say that fishing is more than a learned occupation but a way of 
life that is in the blood. Fishing is regarded as an innate ability for the children of Lelepa.  
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Even outside of the village, fish and fishing are associated with Lelepa’s identity. There is an 
external perception that Lelepa is the place of fish. When visitors come to the island, they arrive 
with the expectation that their meal will include fish. One fisherman shared a story of going to 
the dentist in the city to have a tooth pulled, and he asked where the fisherman was from prior to 
the procedure. When told he was from Lelepa, the doctor responded that his gums would be 
strong because of all the fish and fish bones he had eaten.  
 Interestingly, this characteristic of fishing is contradicted by the oral history of many 
interviewees, who suggest that fishing is an emergent livelihood activity, practiced on the scale 
that it is today over only the last few decades. One fisherman even said of the past that “in the 
time before, the old men or the ancestors of the people of Lelepa did not go fishing.” This 
suggests that fishing may be emerging as a culturally relevant activity, even if this was not 
always the case, and that this positive value is emerging as a new aspect of broader cultural 
identity for the people of Lelepa. 
 
Negative perspectives about fishing’s contribution to wellbeing  
 While fishing is widely valued as an economic activity contributing a range of values, 
some members of the community expressed negative perceptions about how fishing has become 
the central activity on Lelepa today. Especially as fishing has grown from a livelihood activity 
among a diversified strategy to be viewed as the primarily economic activity, certain fishermen 
express concerns about overdependence on fishing for income, a wider breakdown in 
community, and sustainability of the reef fish fishery. They criticize the overdependence of FAD 
fishers on one food source, inexhaustibility of the sea as a store of resources, and perceived 
changes in community values.  
 
Overdependence on the bank  
 Multiple fishermen criticized the replacement of traditional livelihood activities with 
fishing. Interestingly, these respondents were fishermen themselves. Their concern is that as 
fishers focus solely on fishing to earn their livelihood primarily through the market economy, 
they sacrifice their sense of intendance and ability to take care of themselves, as well as increase 
vulnerability to external shocks. In talking about the growing class of FAD fishermen, a young 
village member who both dives and grows a garden shared his concern about this 
overdependence: 
 

Yes, that is their kitchen now, as in the FAD—Fishing. They don’t think about their 
gardens anymore. When they want to eat, they only eat from money now. That is their life. 

 
Similarly, multiple FAD fishermen highlighted the importance of maintaining their gardens 
alongside their fishing effort. 
 

One day, suppose you do not work on the ground, and nature makes it so the sea is rough 
for 1 month or 2 months, what will you do? You have food already in the garden if you do 
not have money. If you work in Vila where you have a salary, yes, you have money. But if 
you are a man of the island who depends on the sea for your work, what will you eat? 
Huh?  
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This concern about the vulnerability of putting “all one’s eggs in a single basket” and depending 
solely on money highlights the value of the traditional livelihood strategy as a buffer against 
shocks such as hurricanes, rough weather, and temporary disappearance of fish stocks, all of fish 
are likely to be accentuated by climate change impacts. Moreover, some older village members 
believe that livelihood specialization and neglecting of traditional agricultural practices is an 
abandonment of the traditional Kastom fashion, or proper cultural way of behaving. Lastly, some 
of these fishermen do not believe that fishing would be as prominent an activity today if not for 
the introduction of banana boats, claiming “If we did not switch to boats,” from traditional, 
dugout canoes, “there would not be as many fishermen.” 
 Recognizing this concern, some of the most prominent FAD fishermen emphasized the 
importance of planting gardens and maintaining livelihood self-sufficiency alongside their FAD 
fishing activities. These fishermen had experience with planting gardens and maintaining a 
diversified livelihood strategy prior to the increase in boats and expansion in FAD fishing. They 
emphasized the lack of interest in this traditional fashion in some of the young fishermen who 
want to solely focus on fishing.   
 
Communal values 
 One of the main criticisms is not only the overdependence but the overemphasis on 
money. As the value of fish has changed from a subsistence product for need to the primary cash 
earning activity, the monetization or commodification of fish has changed community members 
willingness to share, at least according to some respondents. Whereas traditionally, it was 
common to come to the village from the garden or reef and share abundant food products with 
other villagers,  
 

Now, when man goes fishing, he hides the fish—he hides them behind his back, hides 
them in his flippers, in anything. Because now he gets money from it. Suppose you want 
to eat a fish, suppose my grandson brings fish back, I tell, ‘oh let me buy your fish from 
you.’ Now, you cannot get it for free. You must pay now. 

 
Though this perspective was espoused by some community members and the commoditization is 
a material change in the value associated with fish, it was observed that many fishermen still 
engage heavily in sharing and gift giving, and that this is a prominent reason why they see 
fishing as important to the community. 
 
Fishery Sustainability—Exhausting the Bank 
 Finally, sustainability and environmental wellbeing are concerns of community members 
who have witnessed changes to fish abundance and behavior throughout their lifetimes, 
particularly for reef fish that are most accessible and least mobile. Believing that the village is 
overfishing the reef with overly exploitative practices, some community members have reduced 
their fishing effort.  
 

I no longer see as many fish as before. So I do not really like to go fishing to make 
money... I dove before, and when I dove, I saw fish were plentiful. But now, because every 
man goes to the sea—every man and their children, everyone goes fishing. So what has 
happened is the fish are no longer like before. 
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As populations have grown, new reefs have become more easily accessible with motor boats, and 
nets have expanded in popularity, there is much greater pressure on reef fish stocks. Previous 
research has shown that yields double when catch is intended to be marketed due to an increase 
in nominal effort, or time, as well as effective effort in terms of the efficiency of gears such as 
nets (Cillaurren et al. 2002). When the goal of effort is income rather than subsistence, success is 
determined by the number of fish caught and sold, and the returns to effort. Hence, fishers are 
willing to expend more time and seek higher catches to meet their income goals.  
Anecdotally, some fishers and community members have observed a decline in fish alongside the 
growth of income-oriented fishing.  
 

[In the past] there were only a few people, the fish came along the shore…at that time 
there were no fish buyers. They would just go spear one or two fish to cook with their 
local food, enough to eat…In the 1970s or so was when people first started to buy fish. At 
the same time people started to buy fish, the population also grew. So, it caused some 
changes at that time... Lots of men along the shore killed fish so the fish became afraid 
and stopped coming close to shore. The people at that time and now have been 
overharvesting the fish. They make big harvests unlike the people before who only made 
small harvests. 

 
 This overharvest is attributed to night fishing for larger, spawning class individuals, 
netting the reefs, and proliferation of fishing effort throughout the community. Conservation 
minded individuals suggest that the fishermen should catch small amounts that is enough to eat. 
But not the kind where you catch a huge quantity of fish. I think it will ruin the local marine 
resources. To those who are watching this change, it seems a wasteful use of fish for income: The 
number of fish has gone down. But that’s what I am saying, for just money, huh? I am saying, all 
for money now. These are often the same individuals who themselves maintain a diversity of 
livelihood activities, including agriculture and construction jobs in the village, and who do not 
own boats. This acknowledgement comes with recognition that depleting the resource will have 
consequences on wellbeing in the future.  
 However, some villagers who are heavily engaged in fishing do not share this same 
perspective, arguing that the fishery is an inexhaustible resource. One of the main divers argues 
that some men who work closely with Fisheries, say that now the number of parrotfish is going 
down, but parrotfish--the parrotfish will never run out.” This belief encourages continued fishing 
effort at levels that may be unsustainable for long term wellbeing of the community in the future.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 The primary findings from this research were the importance of fishing as a livelihood 
safety net as well as a preferred alternative livelihood activity, a superior income earning 
opportunity and a source of subjective and relational values. These contemporary values 
associated with fishing have evolved from fishing’s prior role as an activity embedded within a 
diversified livelihood strategy. These changes appear related to contextual factors, namely the 
growth in the cash economy and market integration, the introduction of new fishing technology, 
boats, FADs, and their associated high value fisheries, and the emergence of certain nonmaterial 
values, such as satisfaction, competition, and fishing related aspirations. The introduction of 
boats and trolling gear, access to FADs, increased engagement in the market economy, rising 
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cost of living, and greater access to financial capital, have all been factors in the determining the 
importance fishing plays in wellbeing today. Fishing maintains its role as a “bank” or store of 
resources for times of need, though this role has been ascribed monetary value as the village has 
integrated into the market economy. Importantly, it provides both a welfare mechanism, as 
people of Lelepa turn to fishing in times of material need, as well as a wealth mechanism, 
promoting wealth accumulation, economic development, and improved earnings potential.  
 Alongside these positive contributions, growth in fishing effort and fisheries development 
have led to sustainability concerns, perceived overdependence on the cash economy, and a 
breakdown in aspects of the custom system. While not a focal point of this paper, it is noted that 
divisions of opinion on both the negative and positive impacts of fishing seem associated with 
different fishing units. Nearshore reef fisheries contribute to a welfare safety net and provide 
subsistence, though major concerns about sustainability lie with some of these fishers as reef 
fisheries are becoming more valued for their quick cash earning potential. Meanwhile, deep 
water and FAD fisheries, which are higher value and require greater fishing inputs, are valued 
more for their superior cash earning potential, various subjective and relational benefits, and role 
in wealth accumulation and economic development. However, these are the fishermen who at 
times receive criticisms related to overdependence on cash income and specialization in a single 
livelihood activity from certain non-boat earning individuals.  
 To effectively manage coastal fisheries, policy makers—both local customary managers 
and national fisheries department officers—must recognize the multiplicity of values associated 
with fishing. The achievement of wellbeing must be regarded as not only a desired outcome but 
also positively motivating force for people to fish. Interventions to improve wellbeing, sustain 
fishery resources, and support the values held by fishermen must recognize how different 
fisheries contribute to wellbeing and balance benefits with fishery sustainability. Going forward, 
fisheries management, both at the community and national governance levels should prioritize 
goals for each fishery as they relate to aspects of wellbeing in order to sustain those values.  
One recommendation would be to focus expansion of effort on pelagic and deep-water species 
that are mobile and much more difficult to overfish for income generation, while the reef fishery 
can serve primarily as a subsistence fishery. Fisheries management plans may be developed and 
implemented in partnerships between the national fisheries department and local, customary 
chiefs that restrict take, the use of destructive gears, or reinstate traditional marine management 
practices that have eroded in recent decades, galvanizing the role of these fisheries as a welfare-
based livelihood safety net. Meanwhile, FAD and pelagic fisheries oriented towards income 
generation may may be further developed, so long as market demands outpace the supply of fish 
to prevent market saturation. Going forward, it is critical to weigh the importance of these 
contributions with the sustainability of the system to maintain the welfare and wealth generating 
capacities of coastal resources to sustain human wellbeing into the future. 
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