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Abstract 

Pacific Island societies, although highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate and other 

environmental changes, have managed to adapt and survive for thousands of years. Embedded in 

the cultures of Pacific communities is indigenous knowledge, including oral narratives, that 

provide alternative adaptation strategies for natural disasters and environmental changes. This 

thesis examines oral narratives in relation to climate change adaptation and mitigation in rural 

coastal communities. Data was derived from University of the South Pacific students from 

coastal areas of the province of Nadroga from Viti Levu – the main island in the Fiji group.  The 

research aims to show that while oral narratives provide a traditional mode in disseminating 

information regarding environmental changes and adaptation strategies, they are threatened by 

changing lifestyles and social structures. The thesis surveys perspectives from individuals and 

communal perception of climate change in this context. The language, mode of transmission and 

context in which information is disseminated in rural communities and between generations as in 

the case of the university students is contextualized within the above parameters. 
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1.1.  Introduction 

The chapter begins with a discussion about the recent global environmental and climate 

changes as well as the future projections for the Pacific region. It provides an overview of the 

challenges of adaptation and resilience strategies implemented in the Pacific and then moves on 

to discuss the possibility of the incorporation of indigenous knowledge in these strategies. The 

chapter also provides a problem statement followed by the aims and objectives of this thesis. The 

final section of this chapter provides a brief summary of the content and outline of the main 

structure for the thesis. 

 

1.2.  Background Information 

1.2.1.  Recent Global Environmental and Climate Change 

 According to United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), climate 

change is no longer just one of the many environmental and regulatory concerns 

but is now the major environmental issue and the single greatest challenge facing 

environmental regulators.1  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

recent changes in the global climate have been unmistakably associated with 

human activity (references, IPCC 2014). Anthropogenic climate change drivers 

have led to increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread 

melting of snow and ice and rising global sea level.2  

The warming of the Earth’s climate system is unequivocal and the past 

three decades have been the warmest over the last 1400 years.3   

 

 

 

 
                                                 

1 UNEP. 2009. Climate Change [Online]. Nairobi, Kenya: United Nations Environment Programme. Available: 
http://www.unep.org/climatechange/Introduction.aspx [Accessed 25.01 2014]. 
2 PACHAURI, R. K. & REISINGER, A. 2007. Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working 
Groups I, II and III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 1. 
3 IPCC 2013. Summary for Policymakers. In: STOCKER, T. F., QIN, D., PLATTNER, G.-K., TIGNOR, M., 
ALLEN, S. K., BOSCHUNG, J., NAUELS, A., XIA, Y., BEX, V. & MIDGLEY, P. M. (eds.) Climate Change 
2013: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge, UK and New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University 
Press. 
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Figure 1: (Fig SPM.1 pg. 4) Observed globally averaged combined land and ocean surface temperature 
anomaly  1850-2012. Source: (IPPC, 2013 pg. 4).  Reprinted with permission. 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) Working 

Group 1 Contribution to the Fifth Assessment Report of the IPCC’s “Summary 

for Policymakers,” there has been a gradual increase in land and ocean surface 

temperature (Fig SPM.1 page 4) with the averaged overall land and ocean surface 

temperatures warming roughly 0.85°C (1.53°F) from 1880 to 2012.4  

The changes in the Earth’s climate will inevitably have an impact on the 

planet and human societies. The exposure and vulnerability of communities 

determines how they are affected by climate change and according to United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) it is the 

developing countries that are most vulnerable because they have fewer resources 

to socially, technologically and financially adapt to climate change impacts.5  The 

magnitude of the impact, however, will differ among islands depending upon their 

unique contexts.  

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 UNFCCC 2007. Climate Change: Impacts, Vulnerabilities and Adaptation in Developing Countries, 

Bonn, Germany, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change Secretariat. 
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Impacts Sectoral  Vulnerabilities Adaptive Capacity 

Temperature: 
 
� All Caribbean, Indian Ocean 

and North and South Pacific 
small island states will 
experience warming. 
 

� Warming will be lower than 
the global average 
Precipitation 
 

� Decrease in summer 
rainfall in the Caribbean in 
the vicinity of the Greater 
Antilles. 

 
� Increase in annual rainfall in 

the equatorial Pacific and in 
the Northern Indian Ocean,    
in the Seychelles and the 

      Maldives. 
 
� Decrease in rainfall in the 

vicinity of Mauritius the 
Indian Ocean, and east of 
French Polynesia in the 
Pacific. 

 
� Extreme Events – 

Increasing intensity of 
tropical cyclones, storm 
surge, coral bleaching and 
land inundation. 

Water: 
 
� Water sources seriously 

compromised due to 
rising sea level, changes 
in rainfall and increased 
Evapotranspiration. 

Agriculture and food 
security 
� Agricultural land and 

thus food security 
affected 
by sea-level rise, 
inundation, soil 
salinization, 
seawater intrusion into 
freshwater lenses, and 
decline in freshwater 
supply. 

 
� All agricultural 

production affected by 
extreme events. 

 
� Fisheries affected by 

increasing sea surface 
temperature, rising sea 
level and damage from 
tropical cyclones. 

 
Health 
� Increases in the intensity 

of tropical cyclones 
increased risks to life. 

� Heat stress and changing 
patterns in the 
occurrence of disease 
vectors and climate 
sensitive diseases affect 
health. 

Terrestrial Ecosystems 
� Replacement of local 

species and colonization 

Small islands: 
 
� Whether located in the 

tropics or higher latitudes 
are especially vulnerable 
to the effects of climate 
change, sea level rise and 
extreme events. 

 
� Characteristics such as 

limited size, proneness to 
natural hazards and 
external shocks 
enhance the vulnerability 
of Islands to climate 
change.  

 
� In most cases they have 

low adaptive capacity, and 
adaptation costs are high 
relative to GDP. 
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by non-indigenous 
species. 

 
� Forests affected by 

extreme events are slow 
to regenerate. 

� Forest cover may 
increase on some high 
latitude islands. 

 
Coastal Zones 
� Most infrastructure, 

settlements and facilities 
located on or near the 
shore and will be 
affected by 
sea-level rise, coastal 
erosion and other coastal 
hazards, compromising 
the socio-economic 
wellbeing of island 
communities and states. 
 

� Accelerated beach 
erosion, degradation of 
coral reefs and bleaching 
will all have impact on 
income from fishing and 
tourism. 
 

� Habitability and thus 
sovereignty of some 
states threatened due to 
reduction in island size 
or complete inundation.
  

 
Table 1: Brief details of UNFCCC’s Regional Impacts and Vulnerabilities to Climate Change in small island developing 
States(Table IV-4). Pg. 27)  Source: (Christensen et al.(2007), Mimura et al. (2007), UNFCCC, 2007).  

Furthermore, the key changes that are faced by the Pacific region are summarized in a 

PIRCA Report6 as such: 

                                                 
6 KEENER, V., JOHN. J. MARRA, FINUCANE, M. L., SPOONER, D. & SMITH, M. H. (eds.) 2013. 

Climate Change and Pacific Islands: Indicators and Impacts: Report for the 2012 Pacific Islands Regional Climate 
Assessment: Island Press. 
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- rising carbon rising carbon dioxide in the atmosphere 

- rising air and sea-surface temperatures; 

- rising sea levels and upper-ocean heat content; 

- changing ocean chemistry and increasing ocean acidity; 

- changing rainfall patterns; 

- decreasing base flow in streams; 

- changing wind and wave patterns; 

- changing extremes; and 

- changing habitats and species distributions.7 

These changes present the Pacific Island countries with enormous challenges; hence the 

need to enhance resilience is vital for the survival of Pacific Islands, their peoples and cultures. 

 

1.2.2.  Future Projections 

 

Figure 2: (Fig 6.2 pg. 149) Projected multi-model mean changes in the spatial average global and PCCSP region 

annual  mean surface air temperature for the 21st century, relative to the 1990 emissions scenarios:  (Meterology and 

CSIRO, 2011).  ‘Reproduced by permission of CSIRO Australia, © CSIRO’ 

Based on the IPCC emission scenarios, the basic projection is that global surface air 

temperature is going to increase, the intensity of precipitation events will increase, snow cover 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
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and sea ice extent will decrease, and the intensity of tropical cyclones is likely to increase.8  The 

mean surface warming projected by the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC is an increase by 

1.8-4.0°C and the sea level is projected to rise by 0.18-0.59m by the end of the 21st century.9  

The Synthesis Report on Climate Change by the International Alliance of Research Universities 

(IARU) projects an upper end global mean sea-level rise of 1 m (±0.5 m) during the next century 

and continued sea-level rise for several centuries thereafter. 

The Pacific Climate Change Science Program (PCCSP) projects that the warming of the 

Pacific region will be about 70% of the global average warming for all emissions scenarios for 

the 21st century (Fig. 1.2) while regional sea level is projected to rise by about 0.8m which is an 

increase of about 20cm from the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report projections.10  

 1.3.  Adaptation and Resilience 

The Pacific region is an immense area with clusters of islands and atolls. The 

geographically diverse islands are prone to inundation and coastal flooding, exacerbation of 

erosion and saltwater intrusion into freshwater systems amongst many other challenges as a 

result of sea-level rise.11  These island communities, including the province from which the 

respondents for this study were drawn are mostly located along the coastal zones which will be 

heavily impacted (if not already) by future climate and environmental changes.  

 

1.3.1.  Challenges to Adaptation 

The Pacific Island countries (PICs) have for almost thirty years been 

recipients of assistance from international donors to implement adaptation 

                                                 
8 MEEHL, G. A., T.F. STOCKER, W.D. COLLINS, P. FRIEDLINGSTEIN, A.T. GAYE, J.M. 

GREGORY, A. KITOH, R. KNUTTI, J.M. MURPHY, A. NODA, S.C.B. RAPER, I.G. WATTERSON, WEAVER, 
A. J. & ZHAO, Z.-C. 2007. Global Climate Projections. In: SOLOMON, S., QIN, D., MANNING, M., CHEN, Z., 
MARQUIS, M., AVERYT, K. B., TIGNOR, M. & MILLER, H. L. (eds.) Climate Change 2007: The Physical 
Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA.: Cambridge University Press. 

9 IPCC ibid.Summary for Policymakers. In: SOLOMON, S., D. QIN, M. M., CHEN, Z., MARQUIS, M., 
AVERYT, K. B., M.TIGNOR & MILLER, H. L. (eds.). Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA. 

10 METEOROLOGY, A. B. O. & CSIRO 2011. Climate Change in the Pacific: Scientific Assessment and 
New Research. Volume 1: Regional Overview. Australia: Australian Bureau of Meteorology, 

CSIRO. 
11 MIMURA, N. 1999. Vulnerability of island countries in the South Pacific to sea level rise and climate 

change. Climate research, 12, 137-143. 
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measures.12  For climate change adaptation to be sustainable and effective in the 

Pacific Island countries, it is imperative that the local communities and 

governments fully understand the impact it will have on their livelihoods and take 

ownership of the adaptation process.   In this regard, community–level decision 

makers must be empowered to make appropriate decisions.   The communication 

of such information needs to be in ways that are understandable by the 

community for it to be meaningful and implemented.  

1.3.2.  Indigenous Knowledge and Climate Change 

Pacific societies have been adapting to climate driven environmental 

changes for thousands of years.  Bridge and McClatchey13 also state that for many 

years the island and atoll cultures have managed to survive major, unpredictable 

and locally devastating changes which are similar in nature to those expected 

from future climate changes. Therefore their extensive indigenous knowledge and 

experience derived from living on islands can provide lessons on how to adapt 

and build resilience to the recent environmental changes, including the urgent 

requirement to implement climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies. 

The current medium adopted by the Fiji Government, NGO’s and 

international bodies like the UN and EU through their programs by  agencies such 

as Pacific Centre for Environment and Sustainable Development are the most 

notable. PACE-SD, as it is referred to, is located at the University of the South 

Pacific and focuses on scientific data and awareness programs that cite such 

data.  Most awareness programs, including those that are inclusive of the 

community, started out in this vein. From my research, it was evident that the loss 

came in two fold. Firstly, it began ignoring or consigning lip service to traditional 

knowledge and secondly by ignoring traditional knowledge and oral narratives. 

 The replacement of this loss came in the form of western narratives such 

as posters, charts and brochures.  There is/was a lost opportunity to use oral 

narratives/traditional knowledge in long term and sustainable ways to address 

                                                 
12 GANI, A. 2009. Governance and foreign aid in Pacific Island countries. Journal of 

International Development, 21, 112-125. 
13 BRIDGES, K. W. & MCCLATCHEY, W. C. 2009. Living on the margin: Ethnoecological insights 
from Marshall Islanders at Rongelap atoll. Global Environmental Change, 19, 140-146.  
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climate change issues. The video gives an indication, from both the respondents 

and agencies, that a mind shift is taking place in this regard. Its effectiveness will 

derive from a much localized response and awareness structure using 

traditional/oral narratives, rather than generic solutions.   

One of the incidental consequences of the clash was that communities on 

the ground demonstrated that as the ones affected on the ground – their voices and 

oral narratives need to be heard and heeded. The research promotes oral narratives 

and for the small focus group provided cause to reflect on their own transitions 

between the traditional and the modern, and to re-think their own roles in the 

decline or oral narratives and traditional knowledge. 

For the purpose of this research, the definition of indigenous knowledge 

provided by UNEP is used. The United Nations Environmental Programme 

defines indigenous knowledge (IK) as follows: 

 

Indigenous knowledge can be defined broadly as the knowledge that an 

indigenous (local) community accumulates over generations of living in a 

particular environment. This definition encompasses all forms of knowledge – 

technologies, know-how skills, practices and beliefs – that enable the community 

to achieve stable livelihoods in their environment.        A number of terms are 

used interchangeably to refer to the concept of IK, including Traditional 

Knowledge (TK), Indigenous Technical Knowledge (ITK), Local Knowledge (LK) 

and Indigenous Knowledge System (IKS). 14 

Indigenous knowledge in the Pacific is deeply embedded in their cultures 

and is disseminated through their people’s (often oral) narratives. Indigenous 

knowledge is important for the livelihoods and security of these people and is, 

therefore, a key element for climate change adaptation, mitigation and resilience.    

                                                 
14 UNEP. 2009. Climate Change [Online]. Nairobi, Kenya: United Nations Environment Programme. 
Available: http://www.unep.org/climatechange/Introduction.aspx [Accessed 25.01 2014].  
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Additionally, the traditional food production systems enhances food security by 

ensuring that the Pacific Island peoples have access to safe, nutritious and 

culturally appropriate food.   

Many societies have forecasting techniques for anticipating extreme 

events such as changes to sky color, changes to winds, fruiting times and bird and 

animal behavior.  This knowledge enables the community to prepare for imminent 

disasters while reducing their vulnerability and increasing their resilience.  A 

combination of indigenous knowledge and scientific knowledge is argued below 

as the most effective form of community-level response to climate change in the 

Pacific region.   

 

1.4.  Justification for the Research 

1.4.1.  Importance of Indigenous Knowledge in Adaptation 

The Pacific Islands, although contributing insignificantly towards 

greenhouse gas emissions and the resulting warming will face the greatest 

impacts, as will all small island states. In order for effective adaptation to take 

place, the environment and cultural contexts of the Pacific Islands needs to be 

taken into account in any strategies, plans and implementation.  Assessments 

carried out by John Hay15 on Pacific Islands adaptation approaches indicate that 

adaptation measures need to reflect the special circumstances of the Pacific, have 

an understanding of local perceptions of climate problems and priorities, engage 

the communities and invite local inputs amongst other issues to improve 

adaptation. Therefore research on community and individual experiences and 

indigenous knowledge is essential as it will enhance societal adaptation as well as 

build resilience to future environmental changes.  

 

At this juncture, I would like to insert a personal caveat on the use of 

indigenous knowledge as an itaukei or indigenous Fijian. In my determination of 

a research position for this topic, it is important for me to divest in summary my 

                                                 
15 HAY, J. E. 2011. Pacific Adaptation to Climate Change: Past Approaches and Considerations for the 
Future. Australia: Australia’s Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency  
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genealogy that as a matter of protocol prefaces and situates my identity as an 

itaukei or indigenous Fijian. My full name is derivative from my genealogy. In 

outlining this genealogy, I am engaging in the process of situating identity beyond 

the conventions of an individual ID in a card, or as part of a sequence of numbers 

in the social welfare inventories of my later life, in Canada. 

 

I was born in a traditional Fijian chiefly home in a remote island of 

Lakemba, in the province of Lau group situated on the eastern side of Fiji. My 

great uncle from my paternal side of the family was the paramount chief during 

the time and his name was Roko Uluilakemba (meaning the apex of Lakemba) 

took me to his traditional household called matailakeba from the hospital and 

sacrifice me to the elders where they celebrated and carried me for 10 days and 

night without laying myself on the ground.Growing up in this environment and 

learning from the oral tradition from my parents, grandparents and village elders. 

I now recognize that their teachings had a deep and abiding reverence for 

animism and the belief that everything around you, from inanimate objects to 

plants and insects and other living things, has a spiritual essence. This is imbued 

in the sense of Vanua which describes tribe, place but evokes deeper associations 

with all the elements outlined above.   

This is revealed in the experiences I had during my rite of passage and 

initiation into adulthood. Adulthood in my traditional context has a different age 

as a stepping stone from that of Western societies with its distinction between 

teenagers and adults. Instead, puberty around the ages of 12-14 is seen as the 

entry into adulthood in my society. At the age of 14, I was introduced to my uncle 

from my maternal side who was the priest of the Fire Walkers of the island called 

Beqa. He was an eloquent story teller and he told me a story how their tribe 

became the fire walkers in Beqa and it goes like this: 

“Our great-great grandfather a fierce warrior went fishing for eels. The 

first thing he caught felt like an eel but when pulled from the mud, revealed itself 

to be a spirit god. The warrior set off to present his find to the storyteller but the 
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spirit god pleaded for his freedom, offering all kinds of gifts in exchange. He was 

ignored until he offered power over fire, which piqued the warrior's interest”. 

“In order to prove the spirit god's promise, a pit was dug and lined with 

stones. A huge fire burned in the pit until the stones became white with heat. The 

spirit god leapt upon the stones and told the warrior to follow. He hesitated but 

finally did and, to his surprise, felt no pain from the heat. He was then told that he 

could be buried alive for four days in a cannibal oven without being hurt. The 

warrior neglected to test this but, ever since then, members of the Sawau tribes 

are able to walk on white-hot stones”. 

 

These stories of growing up are imbued with the evolution of my world 

view.  I find this continues to play a role in how my worldview is shaped a 

continent away in Canada.  It is on this platform of narratives from my birthplace 

that I begin this study on climate change. The oral narratives gathered in this 

study resonate with my own experiences of such storytelling and community 

building. Climate change as per my study is characterized by different levels of 

impact among different countries.  This study is a small study and one that brings 

in people as if they matter to the research rather than a dry academy 

documentation of climate change. 

 

The impetus for utilizing Pacific research methods and incorporating 

elements of my lived world as an itaukei or indigenous Fijian comes from both a 

personal standpoint as well as from insights gleaned from existing scholarship in 

the area. 

As a starting point, the work of Unaisai Nabobo-Baba provides enough 

scope to situate my own study. Nabobo-Baba is one of the pioneering itaukei 

academics who have contributed to the growing field of itaukei research 

frameworks through her seminal work on Vugalei Fijian epistemology. (Vugalei 



 
 
ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON CLIMATE CHANGE      
BUILDING ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION                                                                  21 

 

is an itaukei based world view that reframes ontology that redefined knowledge 

processes, philosophies and knowledge relationships and as such redefines 

research and transmission, based on the traditional worldview of indigenous 

Fijians).  Nabobo-Baba outlines that, ‘To truly make space for Pacific cultural 

standards, protocols and epistemological bases of research and knowledge 

production, there is a need for re-searching ‘appropriate’ frames of reference to 

manifest Pacific cultural aspirations, preferences and practices that will ensure 

the achievement of Pacific outcomes of education and research.’16 

 

Of particular appeal from her research was the contention that,  

 

As a scholar I knew I had to follow rigorously University ethics and 

guidelines of research, but soon found out that it was the Vanua (tribe) and its 

protocols and ethics of knowledge that dictated research processes on the ground 

(Nabobo-Baba, 2005: 148—156). The Vanua dictated ground rules of 

relationship and most other things in the villages. As an ‘insider-outsider’ 

researcher I soon was confronted with conflicting expectations; those of the 

academy and those of the Vanua (ibid.).17 

 

The tribal aspect of life for the itaukei in Fiji is integral to their lives 

through the idea of Vanua that is more than just a community/tribe, but a spiritual 

and material entity that goes beyond that mere descriptor of social order/ordering. 

On a personal note, I am never far away from my Vanua, the tribes genealogy that 

situates me and defines me, not in a moment but in a continuum. It was this idea 

of linkage to Fiji through my Vanua links that informs this study.  In the current 

era where climate change has grave consequences globally. IT is an imperative on 

                                                 
16 UNAISI NABOBO.  Decolonising framings in Pacific research: Indigenous Fijian Vanua research 

framework    as an organic response  - in AlterNative: An International Journal of Indigenous Peoples  
http://www.content.alternative.ac.nz/index.php/alternative/article/view/50  [Accessed  4.3.2016]  

17 Ibid. 
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the daughters and sons of the Vanua in Fiji, to explore at various levels the impact 

that these global and local changes will have on the spiritual and material entity 

that binds us together.   It is what prompted me to move to an exploration of 

climate change, its perceptions and impacts on the Vanua in Fiji. 

 

The IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report noted that indigenous knowledge 

is “an invaluable basis for developing adaptation and natural resource 

management strategies in response to environmental and other forms of change”. 
18 In the Pacific, indigenous knowledge is stored and passed on via oral narratives 

with the potential to inform adaptive measures, enhance communal ownership of 

climate change challenges and build resilience to environmental changes. 

  

1.4.2.   Fiji – Geography, Environment, People and Culture  

Fiji has a total of approximately 330 islands with a total land area of 

18,390 km2. The two largest islands take up 87% of the total land area and are 

home to more than 90% of the population. The majority of the country’s 

population is coastal dwellers who depend on their immediate environment for 

subsistence. The students for the case study for this paper were drawn from these 

coastal populations. A vast majority of the infrastructure, services, agricultural 

production and major urban centers in Fiji are located in the coastal areas.19  The 

PCCSP report states that the mean sea-level rise is projected to continue coupled 

with an increase in the intensity and frequency of days of extreme rainfall.20  A 

lack of an effective adaptation strategy is likely to have devastating effects on 

Fiji’s population and economy. 

                                                 
18 ANISIMOV, O. A., D.G. VAUGHAN, T.V. CALLAGHAN, C. FURGAL, H. MARCHANT, T.D. PROWSE, 
VILHJÁLMSSON, H. & WALSH, J. E. 2007. Polar regions (Arctic and Antarctic). Climate Change 2007: Impacts, 
Adaptation and Vulnerability. In: M.L. PARRY, O.F. CANZIANI, J.P. PALUTIKOF, LINDEN, P. J. V. D. & 
HANSON, C. E. (eds.) Contribution of Working Group II to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (P. 673)  

 
19 FERESI, J., KENNY, G. J., DE WET, N., LIMALEVU, L., BHUSAN, J. & RATUKALOU, I. 2000. 

Climate change vulnerability and adaptation assessment for Fiji. The International Global Change Institute (IGCI), 
University of Waikato. 
20 PCCP. 2012. Country Profile - Fiji Overview [Online]. Suva, Fiji: Pacific Climate Change Portal. Available: 
http://www.pacificclimatechange.net/index.php/country-profiles/fiji# [Accessed 17.02 2014].  
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Over the past ten years, the sea level within Fiji measured by satellite 

altimeters showed a 6 mm increase per year; this is larger than the global average 

of 3.2 ± 0.4 mm per year.21  Despite numerous past experiences, adaptation to 

natural disasters remains reactive rather than strategic.  The most effective way to 

adapt to current environmental and climate change and to build resilience to the 

future challenges is to adapt a bottom-up approach where communities are 

involved at a decision making level.  This ensures that adaptation occurs with a 

community focus, with community involvement, and ownership of the adaptation 

process.  

1.5.  Problem Statement 

In order to understand community experiences, perceptions and knowledge, an 

assessment of oral narratives will be carried out in communities along the south western 

coast of Viti Levu Island in the province of Nadroga. Despite numerous past experiences, 

adaptation to natural disasters remains reactive rather than strategic.  

This thesis examines oral narratives as a means to measure adaptation options to 

current environmental and climate change. The inclusion of indigenous and local 

knowledge and experiences in strategies to cope with and manage extreme climate events 

and climatic changes is becoming increasingly recognized by scientists and policy 

makers as stated above. This ensures that adaptation occurs with a community focus, with 

community involvement, and ownership of the adaptation process.  

This thesis contends that the incorporation of indigenous knowledge in the daily 

lives of local communities is essential to how Pacific communities can provide cost 

effective, culturally appropriate and valuable strategies to build resilience to climate and 

environmental change. 

 

1.5.1 Aims and Objectives 

The aim of the research is to assess the value of oral narrative and its 

transference between generations towards understanding environmental change 

and building resilience in traditional villages.  
                                                 
21 CSIRO, A. B. O. M. A. 2011. Climate Change in the Pacific: Scientific Assessment and New 

Research. Volume 2: Country Reports. Australia: Australian Bureau of Meteorology and Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organization (CSIRO). 
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� To record oral narratives in a select community, in this instance, among 

students who come from the coastal regions of the province of Nadroga with 

evidence of past (or present) events related to climate change and community-

based adaptation approaches. 

� To ascertain the value of oral narratives used as a means of disseminating 

information regarding environmental and climate change and adaptation 

strategies. 

� To identify the adaptive measures used by individuals and communities to 

cope with environmental and climate changes contextualized between 

memories of past experiences and future adaptation to environmental changes. 

1.6.  Implications of Study 

The importance of indigenous knowledge in informing adaptation strategies is 

becoming increasingly recognized in international discourses.  Overall, this study could 

improve resilience and adaptation strategies by evaluating how local knowledge can 

contribute to encouraging ownership towards such strategies and enhancing their 

efficiency and sustainability. 

 

1.7.  Chapter Organization 

This thesis presents the outcomes of research study designed to assess the value of 

oral narratives in building resilience to environmental changes among students who come 

from the province of Nadroga. The content of this thesis are presented in chapters as 

outlined below. 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Methodology 

This chapter provides a background to the research with its rationale for study and 

objectives.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review, Study Area and Methodology. 

This chapter analyses work carried out on the topic globally and 

regionally. The focus of the chapter is to look at the uses and value of oral 

narratives and indigenous knowledge and to provide an overview of PICs 
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vulnerabilities and resilience towards environmental and climate changes. 

An introduction of the province of Nadroga as well as the islands of the 

Fiji Group is also provided in this chapter. The geography and climate of 

the field sites and the cultural traits of their inhabitants are presented 

together with a discussion on the environmental changes faced by the 

selected communities as well as the nation as a whole. The final section on 

methodology provides an explanation of the methods, procedures and 

techniques undertaken in this study.   

Chapter 3: Research Findings and Discussions.  

This chapter discusses the research findings as they relate to the two stated 

aims of this thesis. It establishes a preliminary survey of perceptions of 

climate change among the respondent group. This will establish 

benchmarks in how the issue is perceived in order to set a platform for the 

study of oral narratives.  

Chapter 4: Conclusion 

This chapter draws conclusions on the stated aims of the thesis and 

provides some caveats on its findings and includes a section on potential 

further research on the topic.  

 

2.  Literature Review, Study Area and Methodology. 

2.1.  Introduction  

This section incorporates the literature review and study area with the research 

methods used to address the objectives of this research project. Firstly, an overview of the 

quantitative and qualitative research methods is provided followed by the sampling 

techniques used for this project. A breakdown of the research methods with an outline of 

the data collection tools is given. Finally, the chapter discusses the methods of data 

analysis, reliability and validity, followed by a brief mention of the limitations faced in 

this research.  
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2.2.  Quantitative & Qualitative Research Methodologies 

The study of oral narratives, oral history or oral traditions has largely been 

qualitative in nature. So are numerous studies on traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). 

Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people make sense of their 

experiences of the world.  The data collection tools for this type of research include 

interviews, participant observations, personal experiences and documents and the results 

of qualitative research are descriptive, often in the form of words and pictures. 

Quantitative researchers on the other hand are concerned with the empirical investigation 

of social phenomena via statistical, mathematical or computational techniques.  

Quantitative analyses of myth motifs (or underlying themes) have occasionally been used 

for the understanding of oral narratives. 

2.3.   Oral Traditions and Oral Narratives 

2.3.1  Distinctions and Applications Globally and in the Pacific on Oral Traditions 

  and Oral Narratives 

 

There is an important distinction between oral traditions and oral 

narratives. Oral traditions are best described as oral messages which are “reported 

statements from the past beyond the present generation” and they must be “oral 

statements, spoken, sung, or called out on musical instruments only”.22  

For the purpose of this research, oral narratives refer to stories, songs, 

poems and/or accounts of personal experiences; these may not necessarily include 

oral traditions and oral histories.  

Oral narratives are universal in form and content and accounts for among 

other things many of our children’s literature. In the Pacific, none of the societies 

had a written script and until the arrival of Europeans and the ensuing 

colonization of most of the islands relied solely on the oral tradition for record 

keeping.  

                                                 
22 VANSINA, J. M. 1985b. Oral Tradition as History, University of Wisconsin Press. 
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Studies in the Pacific of these oral traditions provided material for the 

increasing recognition of both the traditions and narratives as important sources of 

information – both scholarly and of general interest.23  

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to fully document the growing 

importance and interest in oral traditions and oral narratives a few seminal works 

can be highlighted signposted. It remains problematic that reviews of literature on 

oral narratives in the Pacific region show that despite thousands of years of 

existence, oral narratives are yet to be properly and fully documented.24  

Seminal literature on this topic is dated with a lack of informed 

comparative analysis, a point emphasized by Finnegan in the book South Pacific 

Oral Traditions.25 The Pacific region including Fiji has a rich vein of oral 

narratives and traditions found in its songs, dramas, and the passing of 

experiences and historical events through word of mouth from one generation to 

the next. 26 

 

2.3.2  Oral Narratives and the Pacific 

In the Pacific, oral narratives are generally about life stories, creation and 

destruction of islands. Nunn, uses this fact creatively, in Vanished Islands and 

Hidden Continents of the Pacific.27 He provides a list of islands coming from oral 

traditions which could have existed in the past, and uses this body of Pacific 

traditions to inform questions on geological history.  

While the content of oral narratives range across all aspects of human 

activity28, narratives of the formation or destruction of ocean islands, adventures 

of ancient gods and half-gods and personal experiences in times of disasters or 

                                                 
23 MAHANTA, M. 2012. A Lost Tradition?: Reflections Towards Select Tribal Songs of Odisha. 

Master of Arts in Development Studies, National Institute of Technology. 
24 LATUKEFU, S. 1968. Oral traditions: An appraisal of their value in historical research in Tonga. The 

Journal of Pacific History, 3, 135-143. 
25 FINNEGAN, R. H. 1995. Introduction; or, Why the Comparativists Should Take Account of the South 

Pacific. In: FINNEGAN, R. H. & ORBELL, M. R. (eds.) South Pacific Oral Traditions. Indiana University Press. 
26 KNAPPERT, J. 1992. Pacific Mythology, London, Aquarian Press. 
27 NUNN, P. D. 2009c. Table 6.1 Vanished Islands in the Pacific. Vanished Islands and Hidden Continents 

of the Pacific. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press. 
28 VANSINA, J. M. 1985a. Chapter Seven: Oral Tradition Assessed. Oral Tradition as History. University 

of Wisconsin Press. 
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distress are more commonly found in the Pacific than in many other parts of the 

world. 

Contents of narratives of personal or communal experiences also hold 

similar significance as those of myths and legends. The past experiences of people 

have the potential to inform adaptation strategies and the vulnerabilities of a 

community in the recent or distant past.29 The memories and experiences of 

people living in long-established local settlements are an effective source of 

information where empirical data are unavailable.30  

The focus on documenting community perceptions of environmental 

change has increased31 leading to an increase in the value of traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK) to policy and decision makers. 

An assessment of the limitations of oral narratives has been provided by 

Jan Vansina.32 Vansina first discusses the limitations of oral tradition in general, 

and then asserts the uniqueness of oral traditions before concluding that oral 

traditions must not be ignored as a source whenever it is available. While oral 

narratives broaden the scope of history they do not conform to the standards of 

evidence, veracity and reliability of written history. This is not necessarily a 

failing in the case of this study, where the oral narratives and its foundations in 

oral traditions, provide important information in this local area case study with its 

own set of limitations, but also value in providing material for an academic 

inquiry.   

Despite the effects of globalization, “In the South Pacific, the fabric of 

culture is held together by the threads of narrative”.33 Like indigenous 

communities in many parts of the world, the Pacific societies relied on oral 

                                                 
29 NUNN, P. D. 2014. Lashed by sharks, pelted by demons, drowned for apostasy: the value of myths that 

explain geohazards in the Asia-Pacific region. Asian Geographer, 1-24. 
30 MIMURA, N. 1999. Vulnerability of island countries in the South Pacific to sea level rise and climate 

change. Climate research, 12, 137-143. 
31 NUNN, P. D., AALBERSBERG, W., LATA, S. & GWILLIAM, M. 2013. Beyond the core: community 

governance for climate-change adaptation in peripheral parts of Pacific Island Countries. Regional Environmental 
Change, 1-15. 

32 VANSINA, J. M. 1985a. Chapter Seven: Oral Tradition Assessed. Oral Tradition as History. University 
of Wisconsin Press. 

33 TAMATA, A. 2000. The Story of the Fijian Story-teller. Directions: Journal of Educational Studies, 22, 
93-113. 
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transmission of narratives as a means to sustain their cultures. Oral narratives in 

the form of chants, stories, poems and songs often contain the experiences, stories 

and historical events of the people embedded in them. The value of narratives of 

the distant past is discussed by numerous researchers34 who have attempted to 

utilize them in the reconstruction of the past. It is in the same vein that this paper 

utilizes oral traditions and oral narratives in their constructions and 

reconstructions of climate change.  

 

2.4.  Sampling. 

 2.4.1  Methods Used 

Ethnographic sampling employed in the thesis includes 

opportunistic and targeted sampling of the respondents. Opportunity 

sampling is using the knowledge and attributes of the researcher to 

identify the initial sample of key informants.  For instance, using the 

researcher’s past experiences to contact participants or gatekeepers, as 

among the students invited to this study.  

Targeted sampling on the other hand, is described as a “purposeful, 

systematic method by which controlled lists of specified populations 

within geographical districts are developed and detailed plans are designed 

to recruit adequate numbers of cases within each of the targets” (p. 420) .35 

It is simply a sampling method where a "sample" of the subject matter, be 

that people, plants, animals and etcetera is selected using certain criteria. 

For example, age group or marital status, in this group based on their 

qualification as students at a university who come from a common 

geographical, and importantly for this research, from a Province with 

shared genealogies, dialect and history.   

 

                                                 
34 GANT, R. 1986. Oral History and Local Meteorology. Oral History, 14, 67-69. 
35 WATTERS, J. K. & BIERNACKI, P. 1989. Targeted sampling: options for the study of hidden populations. Social Problems, 
416-430.  
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The research targeted student who satisfied the following selection 

criteria:  

A. Must have been continuously residing in the coastal areas of the 

Nadroga province for 10 years or more, between the ages of 6-18. 

(Rationale: It is assumed that those who have been resident outside of 

this may not be entirely aware of all the environmental changes or oral 

narrations of the local community). 

B. Must fall in the age category of 18-30.  (Rationale: It is assumed that 

younger residents will have been party to exchanges of oral narratives 

within this life frame and are now in a position to reflect on that 

experience.). 

 

The respondent group was based on a sampling from a Perception Survey 

conducted among students from Nadroga by invitation. This initial sample elicited 

35 responses and from this initial group a final respondent group of 10 responded 

to the invitation to take part in the oral narratives survey.  The final 10 oral 

narratives respondents filled in a survey form that included their age, area of study 

and place that they listed as their traditional homeland.  

 

The sampling process played a vital role in identifying the key informants 

for this study.  The sample consisted of people who satisfied the two criteria 

identified above. Efforts were made to have a gender balanced participant group 

from the outset, but this was not reflected in the final make-up of the participants 

in the climate change perception survey.  This was also a reflection of the slightly 

larger proportion of male enrollments from this province. Figure 4.1 below taken 

from  provides a participant gender breakdown by percentage. The second 

selection criteria of the age grouping were met by the final group of respondents 

for the oral narrative study on climate change.  This final grouping had a similar 

gender balance of 6 males and 4 females.  

 



 
 
ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON CLIMATE CHANGE      
BUILDING ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION                                                                  31 

 

 
Figure 2: Graph of Climate Change Perception Gender Distribution 

2.4.2.  Previous Work 

A thorough review of literature on the research topic was conducted 

before any primary sources were looked into. Secondary information was mainly 

gathered from the following institutions: Royal Roads University Library online 

data bases, Fiji National Archives, Fiji Museum, and The University of the South 

Pacific’s Library.  

 

2.4.3. Ethnographic Case Study 

Ethnography is a multi-technique approach which focuses on culture 

hence it generally requires that a length of time is spent with the group being 

studied. Ethnographic case studies on the other hand can be conducted over a 

shorter time period to explore narrower fields of interest. While participant 

observation is the most common component of this methodology; a combination 

of interviews, conversational and discourse analysis, documentary analysis and 

life histories are also used by many researchers. 

 

For this research, the students from a particular province was selected for 

their response to climate change and then their experiences of oral narratives that 

are traditional to or a reflection of contemporary times and mediums, where they 

came from. Since all the respondents were from the same province, an i-sevusevu 

(yaqona/kava presentation) was made to the group to obtain the traditional 

permission before the research commenced.   
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Figure 3: Location of province from which respondents were drawn marked in the inset. 

Source: Google Earth  

Once the traditional permission was granted, the research commenced.   

2.4.4. Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative research covers a large and diverse range of approaches and data 

gathered can be analyzed in a number of ways. Kohler Riessman36 outlines four 

main methodological approaches for narrative research. 

1. Thematic analysis 

2. Structural analysis 

3. Dialogic/performance analysis 

4. Visual narrative analysis 

These approaches are not mutually exclusive and can be combined to meet 

the demands of the study or oral narratives. A narrative inquiry approach using 

thematic and dialogic analysis helps provide an understanding of the human 

experience of the world portrayed through stories for this research.  

The approach is based on the assumption that people make sense of 

random experiences by imposing story structures. Narrative inquiry provides a 

means by which people’s stories can by systematically gathered, analyzed and 

represented. An advantage of narrative inquiry in the  talanoa conversational 

mode is that the informant has to tell all relevant details in order to produce a 

comprehensible narration, whereas in a conventional interview the interviewee 

may control or limit their answers. This requires a shift in mindset to understand 
                                                 

36 RIESSMAN, C. K. 1993. Narrative Analysis, USA, Sage.  
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such resistance to answering questions within the cultural protocols of indigenous 

Fijian, therefore the development of a conversational mode of inquiry following 

the tradition of the  talanoa – literally having a chat rather than the formal 

interview technique. This places the respondent in a comfortable and familiar 

cultural domain, even though as university students they are familiar with the 

formal interview format.  It is important at this point of this study that the use of  

talanoa as a research method is explicated and contextualized.  

My early research on indigenous research frameworks also signposted for 

me particular research methods to incorporate in my study. I was aware of the use 

of  talanoa or the Fijian context what is perhaps superficially explained as 

conversation as among the research methods gaining popularity among my peers. 

Using the idea of  talanoa as conversation as a baseline I was encouraged to learn 

the increasing intellectual space given the term in contemporary research across a 

variety of disciplines by indigenous and non-indigenous scholars studying Pacific 

societies.  It is beyond the scope of this particular research to fully document this 

growth, but I hope to use a few examples to justify my usage of this particular 

research method and its relevance to this study.  

Timote Vailoeti, is among pioneering indigenous Pacific islands scholars 

who have challenged the envelope on research frameworks and methods. Timote 

M. Vaioleti is a leading Tongan scholar and an expert on adult and continuing 

education.  His work on Pacific research frameworks goes back to the late 1990s, 

placing him in the same period as other pioneering academics in the area like 

David Gegeo and Konai Helu Thaman. Among his initial works was a talanoa 

series between 1999-2002, that fitted in well with his work on adult and 

continuing education.   

It was in this context that we can place Vailoeti’s argument that ‘… 

talanoa, "a personal encounter where people story their  issues, their realities and 

aspirations" (Vaioleti, 1999-2003^), allows more mo'oni (pure, real, authentic) 
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information to be available for Pacific research than data  derived from other 

research methods’,37  

 

Researchers and proponents of Pacific research methods like Vailoeti have 

long argued for considering epistemology and its considerations of origins of 

knowledge and flow on impacts on all aspects of research beyond the assumption 

that all Western, Eastern and Pacific knowledge have the same origins and 

construction so that, by implication, the same instruments may be used for 

collecting and analysing data and constructing new knowledge.  One of the key 

points that directed my research methodology towards the  talanoa method was 

that I did not want to contribute to research that has disempowered Pacific people, 

by studying them through inappropriate methods.  

Vailoeti outlines the long history and recognition of talanoa as a method 

of conversation that had many and varied outcomes and outputs tied in to its 

conventions across the Pacific. It is beyond the scope of this paper to go into the 

history of the word and its usage in various contexts. The definition and 

explication of the word by Vailoeti below suffices in the context within which it is 

used in this study.  

Superficially,  talanoa can be referred to as a conversation, a talk, an 

exchange of  ideas or thinking, whether formal or informal. It is almost always 

carried out face to- face. Tala means to inform, tell, relate and command, as well 

as to ask or apply.  Noa means of any kind, ordinary, nothing in particular, purely 

imaginary or void. Churchward (1959), in the Tongan dictionary he compiled for 

the Government, described  talanoa as to talk (in an informal way), to tell stories 

or relate experience (p. 447). Tala also means to command, tell, relate, inform and 

announce, and noa means common, old, of no value, without thought, without 

exertion, as well as dumb (unable to speak) (Churchward, 1959).  talanoa, then, 

literally means talking about nothing in particular, and interacting without a rigid 

                                                 
37 TIMOTE M. VAIOLETI Waikato Journal of Education 12:2006 TALANOA RESEARCH 

METHODOLOGY: A DEVELOPING POSITION ON PACIFIC RESEARCH.   
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framework. The communications of  talanoa are not devoid of important 

information.  

Growing up in Fiji with varied experiences of  talanoa I was aware of its 

formal and non-formal aspects for knowledge gathering and dissemination.  

talanoa is always a multi-layered and multi-level practice, according to my 

experiences of it as both a respondent and later on in life, through my work in 

religion as an active proponent of the practice in my sermons and community 

engagements – both in Fiji and later on, in Canada.   talanoa goes beyond mere 

conversation, as in my experiences in Fiji, I knew that it formed the basis of 

interactions between indigenous Fijian community leaders and government 

agencies and personnel. It was used as a means of gathering information about 

community needs that directly informed government policies and actions (or 

inaction) towards it. As Vaioleti points out; ‘In Fiji, it is a method proposed to 

disseminate information by local government departments, NGOs, village 

representatives, business representatives and local agencies. It is also 

recommended for collecting information from villages, leaders and different 

government agencies, with the aim of using findings to formulate national policy 

proposals (Morrison, Vaioleti & Veramu, 2002).38 

At the outset of this research, I was aware of the importance of 

engagement with my respondents rather than being a mere research spectator. 

This was another, and perhaps for me an obvious reason to engage  talanoa as a 

research method.  Having researched and read about the use of the method by 

other researchers, I was and am excited by its potentiality in reaching into my 

community and its people, beyond traditional Western research methods.  The 

engagement of conversation in  talanoa as Vaioleti and others point out is more 

than a mere shift in semantics. My engagement with the respondents for this study 

took on a holistic approach as is evident from my account of experiences and 

protocols followed during the  talanoa sessions. As Vaioleti points out; “In  

talanoa, it is the sum of noa and tala that adds to the total concept. It requires 

                                                 
38 Ibid 
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researchers to partake deeply in the research experience rather than stand back 

and analyse.  talanoa, then, is subjective, mostly oral and collaborative, and is 

resistant to rigid, institutional, hegemonic control (Vaioleti, 1999-2002).” 39  

The talanoa method fits in well with the narrative inquiry approach that is 

flexible and all-encompassing which enables researchers to understand life 

experiences. Jean Clandinin states that it has the advantage of remaining close to 

“ordinary lived experience … knowing that other possibilities, interpretations, and 

ways of explaining things are possible” (p. 46).40 Although, this approach does 

not work well with a large number of participants as it requires a close 

collaboration with the participants and may be logistically difficult as opposed to 

traditional survey methods for example. The challenge of using narrative inquiry 

is that the research moves at the pace of the participant, but this was offset by the 

largely captive nature of the respondents within a university campus.  

2.5.   Data Collection 

2.5.1.  Field Study  

The individuals were provided with a copy of the Research Information 

Sheet which outlined the following details: 

 

1. description of research; 

2. invitation to participate; 

3. photographs and audio recordings; 

4. participant’s rights; and 

5. contact details of the researcher. 

 

Individuals were asked to sign a consent form for the oral narratives study.  

All interviews for this research were conducted in English with translation of 

particular vernacular concepts of oral narratives made at the time of the interview. 

My knowledge of the standard Fijian dialect was enough to conduct the 

interviews. While the respondents had their own dialects, as university students 

                                                 
39 Ibid 

40 CLANDININ, D. J. 2007. Handbook of narrative inquiry, Sage Publications.  
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they were all were comfortable with the interviews in English with standard 

translations of particular idioms or phrases associated with their oral narratives. In 

order to respect the wishes of the respondent’s translations were directly 

transcribed and no audio recordings were required.  

 

2.5.2.  Semi-Structured In-depth Narrative Interviews 

Once the key informants were identified and agreed to be interviewed, a 

time convenient to them was set up for the semi-structured in-depth interview 

(references). A list of interview questions as well as a guideline was created. The 

questions were divided into two sections.  

 

The first section was for the collection of the participant’s background 

information such as name, age, occupation and residency details. These details 

were easily gathered. The second section was divided into five parts as follows. 

 

Part A: Establishing Natural Disasters and Oral Narratives 

Part B: Climate Change – Current Context 

Part C: Climate Change – The Past 

Part D: Oral Narratives - Past Environment and Migration 

Part E: Measuring Resilience 

 

Since the research targeted individuals who were students, efforts were 

made to keep the interview conversation light and free flowing, with much code 

switching between English and Fijian. The interview process was carried out at a 

time and place convenient to the interviewees and with the least amount of 

distraction possible. While efforts were made to carry out individual interviews, it 

quickly became apparent that the respondents preferred the traditional Fijian 

convention of group conversation or  talanoa.   

While conversations are universally acknowledged as integral to oral 

narratives in recent times this convention among Pacific societies has been given 

scholarly status by academics like Konai Thaman, Unaisi Nabobo and David 
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Gegeo as integral to traditional knowledge systems in the region.41 The  talanoa 

carries its own dynamics of status, hierarchy and gender coding that influences its 

uses within particular groups and for discussions on particular topics. This is 

given currency in this study because of the social dynamics of using  talanoa 

within the university setting. The telling of a narrative is performative and 

requires an audience, and to some extent this was recreated by other students who 

wandered in to the  talanoa sessions, and to ask them to leave would be against 

social norms. Their reactions to the sessions were perhaps muted, controlled and 

kept to a minimum, due to the university setting.  

 

2.5.3.   Talanoa/Group Discussions 

 Focus group discussion is a data collection method that involves a small 

number of people in an informal group discussion centered on a particular topic. 

For this research, focus group discussions were held along with interviews for the 

oral narratives section of the study. All focus group discussions were held after 

the individual in-depth interviews to avoid influence on participant’s views by 

others. This also assisted in tracking changes in participant’s views or narratives 

in the two different situations. The focus group discussions also allowed the 

researcher to observe other invited members of the audience reactions towards a 

participant’s narrative. Having three or more sources of a similar narrative 

allowed for triangulation of data which establishes validity for that narrative. 

Almost all focus group discussions occurred in the informal setting around 

the tanoa or kava-drinking sessions in the evening. While this form of data 

gathering has its drawbacks, such as frequent disruptions and interruptions it does 

create a relaxed and familiar environment for the participants to speak. During 

these  talanoa sessions, there were other members of the wider student 

community present, apart from the identified respondents, who would make 

remarks from time to time and who were interested in the content of the 

discussions. Their remarks were usually expressions of awe at the narratives or of 

complaint of not being told the stories earlier.  

                                                 
41 PRASAD, M. 2006. Vaka Vuku: Proceedings of the Pacific Epistemologies Conference. Pacific Writing Forum.  
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2.6.  Data Analysis 

2.6.1.  Classification and Attributes 

All data gathered through preliminary survey of perceptions of climate 

change was entered into a Microsoft Excel sheet. The software provides an easy 

and efficient way to summarize demographic data. In order to effectively utilize 

this application it was necessary to plan how the data was to be manipulated and, 

therefore, create or arrange the data accordingly. For the analysis of demographic 

data, the pivot table feature was used. The pivot table tool allows the researcher to 

summarize and present data without having to run formulae on the program. The 

oral narratives were transcribed during interviews or during the focus group 

sessions. 

2.7  Reliability and Validity 

From an empirical perspective, reliability is concerned with results that are 

applicable across samples, yet for narratives it relates to the experiences of individuals. 

Many narrative research studies use verisimilitude as a criterion for quality check, 

although it does not fully address the issue of quality or rigor. This research used 

observation, triangulation and overlap methods as a means to address credibility issues of 

this research. The same triangulation approach was used in the preliminary survey 

method in the perceptions study. The approach was used to test the reliability and validity 

of the surveys, interviews and the focus group sessions including the convention of 

generating knowledge within the traditional Fijian convention of group conversations or  

talanoa method.  

 2.8.  Limitations  

Ethnography and narrative enquiries are generally intensive and require thorough 

planning and preparation yet there are some issues that cannot be avoided or 

circumnavigated through, one of which was time management. 

Fiji is known for its totally laid back attitude and lifestyle.  While most of our 

interviews were confirmed beforehand, the relaxed attitude towards time in Fiji brought 

about some delays to the timeline. Re-direction was provided when some interviews took 
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a longer time to complete as the participant would talk at length about issues that were 

not important for the research or deviated from the issue of discussion. 

 

3. RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

3.1.  Background to Research Design and Findings  

The chapter is organized as per the aims and objectives of the study to document, 

discuss and analyze the major research findings and limitations of this thesis. This is 

prefigured by a brief overview of the perceptions survey that prefaced the main study of 

oral narratives. The thesis moves on in the first section to examine the role of oral 

narratives as a means of information dissemination in all study sites. The results are 

further analyzed for memories of past environmental stressors followed by narratives of 

both past and present environmental challenges. The narratives are then examined for the 

presence of memories or knowledge of adaptation strategies which the participants have 

used over the years in the face of environmental and climatic changes, as well as natural 

disasters.  The next section reports the results of respondents from the survey in their 

presentation of their original community from which they came from and the perceptions 

of climate change. The final section presents the vulnerability and the resilience of the 

communities from which the respondents were drawn.   

 3.2.  Value of Oral Narratives in Information Dissemination  

In order to determine if oral narratives play an important role in the lives of the 

communities from which respondents were drawn for this research, it was important to 

determine how information is shared within and between communities, in this case from 

a particular province in Fiji. The participants were, therefore, asked to share their lived 

experiences, experiences of oral narratives and its continuation or decline as a traditional 

dissemination practices.   

3.2.1.  Oral Narratives as Information  

Information plays an important role in disaster preparedness, management 

and recovery. For this reason, the participants were asked to share their narratives 

of natural disasters. All the participants mentioned that their main source of 

information regarding natural disasters was radio and the village headman. For 
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many, radio is also a cheap and easily accessible source of information, often the 

only media mode that has programs in vernacular languages in Fiji. Participants 

were asked to share their experiences of being taught by their elders and how they 

would in turn teach this to their children or grandchildren. The narratives had two 

aspects in common, oral repetitions and actual enactment. It was identified that 

most of the participants were taught firstly through being told what to do and, 

only after several repetitions of directions and observations, could they memorize 

and later perform the task being taught. An excerpt from an interview with a 

participant summarizes this.  

“I used to be like a shadow, following him (grandfather) around 

everywhere. He always used to tell me the names of the fishes and when is the 

best time to catch them. He would dive and I would sit in the boat and wait for 

him to come up. I know that in my heart, I hope to in the future do the same with 

my sons and hopefully, my grandsons”.   

It was observed that information was mainly stored in people’s memories 

and people with good memories played an important part in knowledge 

preservation and dissemination. This was evident as the respondents believed that 

the death of a knowledgeable person would lead to the loss of valuable 

information and traditional knowledge. The loss of traditional knowledge was 

also brought up by the participants when they were asked about the importance of 

traditional knowledge in their lives and communities.  

Some of the factors identified by the participants as the cause of loss of 

traditional knowledge and culture can be categorized by the following changes in 

lifestyle such as:  

1. Movies and television  

2. Formal education  

3. Change in family structure from extended to nuclear  

4. Urban drift  
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To identify the teaching and learning practices and to identify how 

important information is passed across generations in the communities visited, 

narratives of participants’ childhood and more recent experiences were utilized. A 

large number (90%) of the participants recall being told stories by their elders 

when they were younger. Most of these stories were about traditional agricultural 

and fishing practices while some were about taboo issues such as following 

certain practices or avoiding certain places. These stories were generally told 

several times to reinforce the messages that they contained.   

Lived experiences are also shared in the form of narratives by the elders of 

the community. Yet the frequency of storytelling is said to have decreased over 

the years. According to the participants, the most common context of storytelling 

now is during tropical cyclones or hurricanes.  

The second most common context mentioned was during family 

gatherings, especially when the grandchildren come to visit. The third most 

commonly mentioned context of storytelling was  talanoa sessions around the 

kava bowl.  

According to the participants they volunteered that the younger generation 

that have followed them between the ages of 6-16 do not seem to have the time 

any more to listen to the oral narratives that they had experienced. As such, they 

saw themselves as among the last generation or age group to have had these 

experiences.  

Communication of information in the traditional Fiji village setting has a 

notable pattern or structure. Important messages are passed on by the village 

headman by walking across the village rara and shouting the message repeatedly. 

The calls for meeting and prayer are signaled by the sounding of the lali (Fijian 

drum). The delivery of information is likely to have metaphors for specific 

contexts in order to assist understanding of the information. For example the 

phrase, “tali magimagi” which literally translates to weaving sinnet, is often used 

to mean weaving stories or telling a story in close details.  
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3.2.2.  Presence of Oral Narratives and Knowledge Systems 

Oral societies or communities in which literacy is a relatively new 

phenomenon store their knowledge in their narratives. Stories of either the distant 

past or the recent past contain lessons to be learnt or rules that need to be 

followed. To determine the existence of such narratives in the communities from 

which they came, the participants were asked if they remember being told of 

narratives which they feel were of value to their understanding of their identity, 

culture and environment. Of particular interest were narratives which dealt with 

the participants’ understanding of the environment.   

The results indicate that narratives which mention traditional indicators for 

weather forecasting exists and is easily transferred between generations. The 

participants all agreed that growing up in the village and being resident for the 

requisite time for this study was the reason for this. They mentioned that those 

who grew in urban areas and were sent away early to boarding schools or to board 

with families and go to school from there, were prone to losing this aspect of the 

tradition.  

All of the participants knew of traditional indicators distinct to their 

province as well as within the larger Fijian context. They all agreed these 

narratives regarding environmental or climate changes over the years was 

transferred to them as they still belonged to a generation that straddled communal 

living that is still maintained even in the age of hand held devices.    

Narratives of recent lived experiences were even more readily available 

and it is these that are mostly told during  talanoa sessions.  These narratives are 

context dependent. For example, lived experiences of natural disasters are more 

likely to be shared during adverse weather. These are reflective narratives which 

tell of similar experiences of the teller.    

According to the participants, the art of song and meke making is very 

rare. Meke is said to be written, sung or performed only during certain functions 

and at intervals of many years. With no regular practice or performance, the 

knowledge slowly fades from memories. They agreed that coming from an area 

now with a lot of tourist resorts, that these traditions were now being 
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commoditized and had lost its original value of documenting events. Songs such 

as Bula Malaya, originally written to celebrate the Fijian soldiers involved in the 

Malay Campaign in the 1950s, are now being used to entertain tourists, rather 

than inform young children about a historical event.  

The memories which make up the oral narratives are a combination of 

cultural practices, traditional knowledge and lived experiences. The participants 

were asked to share narratives pertaining to environmental or climatic issues. The 

most common narratives were those of lived experiences through natural disasters 

such as tropical cyclones, hurricanes, flooding, tsunami and drought. Fewer 

participants mentioned narratives about traditional indicators to forecast weather 

or impending natural disaster.   

  

Narratives of past lived experiences indicate that memories of preparation 

strategies have assisted people in coping with similar new experiences. These 

narratives are told every time a similar situation occurs, hence the memory and 

the lessons of the past are refreshed and reinforced. The narratives most 

commonly recounted by all respondents were about traditional indicators about 

weather forecasting. These included observations of animal and plant behavior. 

Participants mentioned narratives which mention that if a certain type of fish is 

caught and brought to the shore unintentionally, it is a sign of impending flood or 

tsunami.  One of the participants narrates this as:  

“It was my grandmother; I was able to be with her just for a while before 

she passed away. She always said that if someone goes out fishing and catches a 

fish called Na Ki and brings it to the village without noticing that they have 

caught them, it is a sign that there will be a tsunami or there will be flooding”.   

Another participant mentions a similar indicator based on a tale told to 

him by his grandfather, although he could not recall the name of the fish. He 

recalled his grandfather’s story:   
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“When I was in Suva I was able to experience a tsunami in 1953 

which badly hit the Suva peninsula. The ancestors would know when to go 

out fishing and what catching a different fish means, but today, no, we 

cannot do that”.   

Some of the participants also mention that their elders have told them that 

it is a sign of tropical cyclones when bees start making their hives closer to the 

ground. The excessive fruiting of breadfruit or mandarin is also believed to be a 

sign of extreme weather in the near future.  The participants also mentioned words 

of advice that they remember would accompany the narratives. One participant 

narrates this as:   

“My elders have told me that when I see these signs I have to be 

prepared. Get things ready… like house to be properly fixed. Storage of 

food for hurricane time, and also after the hurricane. Before we used to 

bury the vudi (plantain) in the ground and that would be used after the 

hurricane. It would taste as the fresh ones and it was something we could 

always rely on after the hurricane”.   

Participants, also came up with some common stories across the Province 

and in all likelihood the rest of Fiji, as they mentioned stories of how their elders 

would know bad weather or a tropical cyclone is likely to approach when the 

middle leaves of a vudi plant, particular banana species, is bent downwards rather 

than pointing straight up.  

Seven of the participants mentioned that they had noticed the vudi leaves 

were not growing straight up before tropical cyclones over the past 5 years. There 

is no time frame as to when the cyclone will approach once the bent leaves are 

sighted. The participants mention that it was used as a warning sign and the 

community would prepare for adverse weather after the sightings.  

Another common narrative found among the respondents and which I 

corroborated as a common Fijian narratives was of bogi walu or eight nights. The 



 
 
ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON CLIMATE CHANGE      
BUILDING ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION                                                                  46 

 

participants mentioned that the term was used to describe the weather pattern on 

the island. The narratives mention that there were times when the rain comes 

pouring down, the wind picks up speed and the sea gets choppy, the elders would 

say that the conditions would remain the same for eight days and nights, hence the 

term: bogi walu (eight nights). The term is still said to be used in present times 

although, it does not always correspond to the duration of the adverse weather 

condition. This is due to increased spread of more precise meteorological 

prediction that conflicts with and challenges the notion of a fixed eight day period 

of such condition.  

 3.3.  Environmental Challenges  

To understand how communities cope with current environmental stressors, it is 

important to understand how they have dealt with environmental stressors in the past. All 

the participants cited tropical cyclones and hurricanes as the most traumatic climatic 

events through which they had lived.  Most participants (80%) were able to recall the 

year(s) and month(s) of the natural disasters with great accuracy.  

Sixty-five percent of the participants were also able to identify the time of the day 

when the winds intensified for the tropical cyclones.  The participants also indicated that 

they often narrate their experiences to younger family members during family gatherings, 

kava sessions or during adverse weather conditions as all are forced to stay indoors, and 

this may be the reason for the clarity of their recollection of traumatic weather events. 

3.3.1.  Current Environmental Challenges  

Some of the oral narratives which the participants shared highlighted their 

experiences of environmental challenges in their respective communities. The 

participants also elaborated on what they believed to have caused the 

environmental changes experienced by their communities.   

Coastal communities from where the respondents for this study were 

drawn from face a range of environmental challenges on a daily basis. The key 

challenges identified by the sample communities are listed in Table 3.1. The 

results for this section we are compiled by looking at information provided in in-

depth and semi-structured interviews.  
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Environmental Issues   Frequency Of Response 

Coastal erosion    10 

Sea-level rise    10 

Marine resource availability/quality   9 

Changes in temperature    10 

Low crop yields     7 

Changes in weather cycles     9 

Extreme weather   10 

Table 2: A list of issues identified by participants when asked about the environmental challenges their 
community faced (n=10) 

 

The results in Table 3.1 show that the most commonly cited problems 

faced by the communities were coastal erosion and sea-level rise. Considering 

that all of the communities resided in close proximity to the sea, they were very 

conscious of the changes in the coastline structure. The participants mentioned 

that during hurricanes or cyclones, the coastline is even more vulnerable to 

erosion.  

The key cause of coastal erosion was identified as sea-level rise by a 

majority of the participants (90%). The cutting down of mangrove plants along 

the shoreline in the past years was identified as another cause of coastal erosion. 

Additionally, 3 respondents also mentioned that coral mining from the reef has 

caused the larger waves to reach the shore, leading to increased coastal erosion.    

 The third most commonly mentioned environmental issue was regarding 

the decreasing quality and quantity of marine resources. Participants mentioned a 

decrease in the size and number of fish caught over the years. The respondents 

from the province mentioned that the coral mining from the reef over a period of 

more than three decades has destroyed a significant amount of their reefs which 

has been a source of food in the past. The respondents mentioned that coral 

mining from the reef in the past had impacted their marine resources and they 

were glad when it was discontinued in 2003 despite the activity being an easy 

source of income for the community.   
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Changes in the weather cycle and temperature are issues that all the 

respondents mentioned either directly or indirectly. 70% of the participants related 

low crop yields or the change in fruiting seasons due to changes in the weather 

pattern. Participants mentioned that the fruiting times for the ivi (Inocarpus 

fagifer), dawa (Pometia pinnata) and mandarin (Citrus reticulate) have changed 

over the years. The yield of root crops has suffered due to seasonality or extreme 

rain.  The size of some fruits is also stated to have decreased.   

Narratives regarding tropical cyclones and hurricanes detailed 

participants’ experiences during times of natural calamities. The communities 

experience at least one major tropical cyclone annually. Located on the coastlines, 

the communities are particularly vulnerable to storm surges and salt spray. Most 

houses near the coast are inundated with sea water during these events. The salt 

spray has a lasting effect on the vegetation and buildings near the coast. The issue 

of environmental pollution was also identified as a concern by the participants. 

Most villages did not have proper rubbish disposal facility and solid waste was 

disposed of in the mangroves or near the coastline.  

 

3.3.2.  Past Environmental Challenges 

When talking of current environmental stressors, narrators often reflected 

on times when the current issues were not prevalent. They recounted that their 

oral narratives came from a generation that often laments on the current state of 

the environment saying that “these problems did not exist when I was young” or 

that “before men used to take care of his land, his environment”. Such recollection 

of comments and expressions from their elders were common when participants 

talked about issues such as coastal erosion, sea-level rise, and natural resource 

availability and weather changes.   

According to the respondents, based on the word of mouth tradition of oral 

narratives, the changes in the environment are, therefore, explained as a recent 

phenomenon. A number of respondents explained that coastal erosion has 

increased over the recent decade within their own lifetimes and they gave the 

clearing of coastal areas as the main cause for it. Another participant stressed that 
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they did not have any seawalls and it was a common practice in the past to have 

kitchens right by the beach side, while currently the villagers are encouraged to 

build away from the coastline.   

Another issue which participants claimed was not prevalent in the past was 

that of solid waste disposal. According to participants, the problem surfaced only 

when the community members became increasingly dependent on packaged or 

canned food items.  They based this on their own observations and comments 

from their elders about consumerism and the movement from garden produce to 

mass produced processed and packaged food. The materials used for the 

packaging of the food items brought from the supermarkets or the local village 

shop are mostly non-biodegradable and cause pollution when not disposed 

properly. According to at least four participants, the change in diet is also a cause 

of increasing ill-health among the community members.  

Narratives of past natural disasters reveal that past experiences have an 

important role to play in how communities prepare for such events. Participants 

told of devastating experiences of tropical cyclones and hurricanes during which 

they had lost almost all their material possessions. Out of ten participants, seven 

stated that their house had been badly damaged during at least one natural disaster 

within their lifetimes.   Participants stressed that over the years, the material used 

for building houses in their community has changed. The use of concrete blocks 

and corrugated iron makes the houses more resistant and stronger than the 

traditional bure or thatched roof houses. They, however, pose great danger to the 

villagers during strong winds when the roofs of the houses are blown away.   

3.4. Adaptation to Environmental Challenges and Natural Disasters   

The respondents response to adaptation to natural disasters and environmental 

challenges in their communities revealed a number of strategies which the coastal 

communities have been using to survive and minimize the impacts of climate change. 

Strategies for natural disaster preparedness are also featured in this section. The strategies 

for the communities of the respondents are essentially similar due to their common 

geographical locations.  
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3.4.1.  Adaptive Measures for Environmental Changes  

The key environmental changes that the communities from which 

respondents from Nadroga province the south western coast of Viti Levu Island 

are listed in Table 3.1. The responses to these changes have been both reactive 

and difficult to implement. The communities have learnt from years of living in 

the same environment as well as gathered knowledge from the media, other 

communities, and through government or provincial workshops.   

The most frequently stated problem of coastal erosion is also the one 

which is addressed most in all of the villages visited. One of the most common 

responses has been the construction of artificial seawalls along eroding coasts to 

minimize the impact of strong wave action.  

Eight respondents mentioned this method present in their villages with a 

seawall (hard-infrastructural barrier) structure. Most villages have used rocks, 

coral and concrete slabs to create a barrier between the sea and their land, and 

have constructed the seawall themselves often with assistance from the 

government. 

The respondents claim that the artificial seawalls are not sustainable and 

are often quite expensive to construct. Four respondents said their village seawalls 

are in need of assistance to repair or reconstruct the seawalls as they have 

collapsed or need expansion and they can no longer finance these projects. As an 

alternative, these villages are also planning on planting mangrove plants along the 

shoreline.  Others reported the planning of coconut palms and other beach plants 

to retain soil and sand along the beach.  

A preventative measure which was common to all the villages was the 

idea of building houses and other (new) buildings away from the sea. The village 

headmen in all the eight villages mentioned that the people were encouraged to 

build all new houses away from the coastline to minimize the threats posed to the 

population from natural disasters and environmental changes. The village 

headmen also try to enforce the building of stronger houses in their villages to 

ensure their resilience and durability.  
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According to the participants, the changes in the weather pattern have 

resulted in the changes in the fruiting season of some of the fruits and crops. As a 

result, sometimes the farmers have a low crop yield or lose their crop due to 

unfavorable weather. In order to combat this problem, a number of farmers have 

adjusted their planting time to make the best of the current weather pattern. A 

participant explains this as:  

“… there are changes in the planting time. Before during my elder’s time, 

kumala used to be planted in March. If we plant in March after five months we 

can eat it. Now we have to plant it in June so that it can be eaten in maybe 

December or in January. This is due to the weather changes. In March there was 

dry weather but now since there is a change in the weather we have changed the 

planting pattern as well”.  

The time of harvesting has been altered as well, especially for root crops. 

The participants mentioned that rainy season is presently more intense than it used 

to be approximately 15-20 years ago. Since most root crops get damaged from 

heavy rain, the participants reported that they uproot their crops before the rainy 

season begins. For them it has been a matter of commonsense. A participant 

shared his insight into the matter as follows:  

“If you pay attention to the weather, you will know what to do and when to do it”.   

According to the informants, the availability of frozen or canned food 

items has to a certain extent ensured that they still have a meal in dire weather 

conditions. Although the cost of these food items is relatively high and the 

nutritional value lower than the farm produce, it does not spoil quickly and can be 

obtained almost immediately.   

The participants recognize that some changes in their lifestyle have made 

certain traditional practices redundant. For example, the traditional way of 

preserving food is no longer practiced as the communities now have refrigerators 

to preserve food. Results from research observations shows that the communities 
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have adapted to irregular water supply with the use of water tanks. Rain water is 

collected and stored for cooking and drinking while sea water is used for cleaning. 

Some of the villages have been provided with fiber glass water tanks by 

the government while others have constructed water tanks for communal purposes 

through community finances.  Expanding national water lines to the tourist areas 

along the coast of the Nadroga province has provided tap water to increasing 

number of communities in the area. 

 

3.5.  Respondents Perception of Environmental and Climate Changes  

The understanding of a community’s perception about environmental change 

including climate change is important for understanding how they are adapting or will 

adapt to these changes. Participants were asked questions regarding their knowledge 

about climate change and their source(s) of information, known impacts of climate 

change and their adaptation measures they proposed or had implemented, if any.  This 

was done with survey of 30 respondents from the Nadroga province, from which the final 

10 respondents for the oral narrative study were drawn.  

The results from the baseline questionnaire (Appendix D) show that all of the 

respondents had heard about or had some knowledge about climate change. The most 

common source of knowledge was radio (90%), followed by online sources (70%) with 

newspapers (30%) and television (10%), lagging behind. As university students, 40% of 

the original 30 surveyed had attended seminars, workshops and public lectures on climate 

change.  

Participants were also asked what climate change means to them or what they 

understand from the term. Over half (60%) of the participants believed that climate 

change is the changes in the weather patterns while almost a third - 10 respondents of 

climate change perception group of 30 believes that climate change is a direct 

manifestation of God’s will. 50% of the participants also cited climate change to be a 

result of the misuse of marine and terrestrial resources while  (10%) of the survey group 

also listed among their notation of 1- 4 that climate change was a result of increased 

deforestation.   
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When asked if their community is affected by climate change, 90% of the 

participants said “yes” while 7% said “no” and 3% were not sure if their community was 

affected by climate change. Those who believed that their community was affected by 

climate change were asked to identify the ways in which their village was affected. 80% 

of the respondents mentioned that their village was affected by sea-level rise and 

shoreline erosion. All respondents’ also ticked giant waves and king tides as well as 

changing weather patterns as the most obvious impact of climate change in their 

communities. 

80% of the participants mentioned that they are concerned about the impacts of 

climate change in their communities and in their lives. When asked if they or the 

community as a whole was taking steps towards adapting towards climate change, 70% 

of the respondents said yes while 30 % felt they were not taking any active steps towards 

adaptation.   

 

3.6.  Community Vulnerability and Resilience  

The research also explored the challenges that the communities under study faced 

due to environmental and climate change. The participants shared their accounts of risks 

and disasters and which factors increase or decrease the risks that they face.  Through 

sharing of oral narratives, the participants shared their individual and communal 

experiences during natural disasters and the rebuilding that follows.  

3.6.1.  Community Vulnerability   

Oral narratives from the participants were used to extract information on 

three main areas: exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity. These factors were 

used to attempt to determine and characterize a community’s vulnerability to 

environmental and climate change. The exposure in this context means the extent 

to which a community is exposed or comes into contact with the impacts of 

environmental or climate changes. The sensitivity is the extent of impact the 

changes have on the community while the adaptive capacity refers to the ability of 

the community to adapt or adjust to the impacts of the changes.   

The geographic locations of the villages from which the respondents for 

this study were drawn rendered them exposed to the impacts of environmental and 
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climate change. Participants were asked to name the changes which have either 

direct or indirect impacts on them or on their lifestyles. Their responses are 

summarized and presented in Table 3 below.   

 

 

Exposure Factor   

 

Sensitivity Level  

 

Adaptive Capacity  

 

Field sites   

1. Residence near the 

sea - exposure to sea-

level rise  

 

Highly sensitive   Low adaptive capacity 

– unless relocated  

All  

2. Residence near the 

sea - exposure storm 

surges  

 

Highly sensitive  Low adaptive capacity – 

unless relocated or a 

protective barrier is 

created  

All  

3. Residence near the 

sea - exposure to strong 

winds during tropical 

cyclones and 

hurricanes.  

 

Highly sensitive  Low adaptive capacity – 

unless relocated or a 

protective barrier is 

created  

All  

4. Diminishing 

mangrove forest/coastal 

forest – exposure to 

coastal erosion   

 

Highly sensitive  Low adaptive capacity – 

unless coastal forest 

health is restored  

All  

5. Backyard gardens - 

high exposure to salt 

water intrusion  

 

Highly sensitive  High adaptive capacity - 

multiple plantation 

locations  

All  

6. Low farmland - 

exposure to salt water 

intrusion  

 

Highly sensitive  High adaptive capacity - 

multiple plantation 

locations  

  

All  



 
 
ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON CLIMATE CHANGE      
BUILDING ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION                                                                  55 

 

Low High adaptive 

capacity – only coastal 

plantations  

7. Root crop plantations 

- high exposure to 

heavy rain  

 

Highly sensitive  High adaptive capacity - 

multi-crop plantations, 

alternate crops/income 

and/or communal 

support.  

All  

8. Crop plantation - 

exposure to tropical 

cyclones and hurricanes  

 

Highly sensitive  High adaptive capacity - 

alternate source of 

income and/or 

communal support.  

All  

9. Deteriorating reefs – 

exposure to large waves 

coming to the shore and 

coastal erosion  

 

Highly sensitive  Low adaptive capacity – 

unless a protective 

barrier is created and 

reef health is restored  

Vatukarasa  

  

10. Mulberry 

plantations – exposure 

to tropical cyclones and 

hurricanes.   

 

Highly sensitive  Low adaptive capacity 

for most – tapa making 

is the main source of 

income. Some have 

alternate source of 

income.   

Taunovo  

Ekubu  

Lomanikaya  

Bouwaqa  

Table 3: A summary of participants' understanding of the risks they face due to environmental and climate change and 
the impact they will have on their lives. 

All the respondents come from villages or settlements that have a high 

exposure to factors 1-8. Exposure factor 9 was specific to the village of  

Vatukarasa, from where one of the respondents came since the village has coral 

mining as one of its sources of income.  Exposure of paper-mulberry plantations 

to tropical cyclones and hurricanes was identified as a risk by all the participants. 

The results in Table 3.2 also indicate how aware the participants are of 

their own vulnerabilities and their adaptive capacity as a community. Individual 
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households were identified to be at risk for different types of environmental and 

climate hazards.   

  3.6.2.  Community Resilience   

To understand how the communities utilized resources and responded to 

adverse situations, the participants were asked questions regarding communal 

decision making, availability of information, and access to resources. Participants 

were also asked to share experiences of disaster recovery in the past to aid the 

understanding of how the community functions.    

All the field sites were traditional Fijian villages and, therefore, had a 

hierarchical social structure. The chief is the traditional leader of the highest rank 

in the village followed by the leaders of each mataqali (clan). The Turaga-ni-koro 

or the village headman is third in the hierarchical order followed by the village 

elders and the villagers. The village headman is the liaison between the village 

and the provincial council and is responsible for implementation of policies and 

bylaws and the general functioning of the village. Other individuals, particularly 

those associated with the dominant church in the village or the school (where 

there is one), may also have an important ad hoc role in decision making.  

The participants indicated that there are a number of activities which their 

community carries out collectively. These include village cleaning, fundraising 

for community projects, planting for the elderly, and lay pastor or priest. For the 

province of Nadroga/Navosa, every Monday is allocated for collective village 

projects. All members of the community are expected to participate in the 

community activities except for those who are formally employed.   

The village headman allocates roles and responsibilities for the activities.  

According to the respondents, they shared the communal hierarchy where each 

village has different committees to address matters of concern at village meetings. 

Any issues or concerns raised by an individual are addressed by the respective 

committee. If the matter remains unresolved it is discussed at the village meeting 

and then brought to the attention of the provincial council through which it is 

raised with the relevant ministry if needed.    
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This is a common channel of communication in Fiji among the indigenous 

population that was installed by the British colonial administration that 

incorporated their values of governance within traditional power structures. 

With regard to information on climate change, the participants stated that 

they have mainly received such information through radio broadcasts. The glut of 

information and awareness programs that includes radio programs in Fijian is also 

indicative of the preoccupation and rightly so with climate change in Fiji and the 

Pacific, generally. Radio was also mentioned to be the main source of information 

during natural disasters. The village headman is also responsible for ensuring that 

the villagers are aware of any impending natural disaster and are aware of the 

precautionary measures to be taken. Ironically, the respondents also indicated that 

access to information regarding national environmental policies and regulations 

are limited for many of the people in their villages. They added that while lip 

service is paid to these policies mainly during visits by the government officials 

they are rarely enforced or implemented.   

 

4.  Discussion of Findings and Conclusion  

4.1  Introduction  

This chapter discusses the findings and objectives of this thesis and attempts to 

frame a relevant conclusion. In doing so it explains the value of oral narratives on 

community perception of climate change, and communal adaptive measures and barriers.  

4.2  Value of Oral Narratives  

Research on oral narratives over the previous years especially in higher latitudes 

assessed oral traditions and narratives to have value towards building strategies to cope 

with and reduce the impacts of climate change.42 The present research looked at the 

presence of oral narratives and its use in low altitude coastal communities in Fiji. It 

provided an understanding of how information is transferred and received through the 

mode of oral narratives, through a group study of students at the University of the South 

                                                 
42 CRUIKSHANK, J. 2001. Glaciers and Climate Change: Perspectives from Oral Tradition. Arctic, 54, 377-393. 
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Pacific in Suva, Fiji. The results show that oral narratives, while still being used, are fast 

diminishing with changing societal structures.   

The participants were largely unable to recall myths and legends during the 

interview and discussions. The study revealed that the presence and knowledge of myths 

and legends are diminishing and the reasons attributed to it were the change in lifestyle 

and family structure, introduction of television and movies and urban drift. This decline 

in oral narratives is an indicator of the overall decline in the traditional knowledge as in 

Fiji and in the rest of the Pacific, much of which is passed on is done through oral 

narratives. Similar sentiments are shared by Peter Muhlhausler who states that the 

introduction of literacy leads to the loss of traditional oratory .43 Once written down, the 

oral narratives are available as written records and scholarly study rather than as a living 

tradition.   

The participants in this study expressed their concerns that enough was not being 

done within their communities and nationally to preserve their oral narratives and 

traditional knowledge. The documentation of traditional knowledge though is not the best 

method of preservation. According to Agrawal, traditional knowledge can be conserved 

only in situ as it will make no sense when removed from the culture of which it is a  

part.  44 

The low level of knowledge on oral narratives regarding traditional indicators of 

weather change and impending natural disasters amongst the respondents reflects that 

traditional knowledge is progressively eroding. Traditionally, the elders transmitted oral 

narratives from one generation to another ensuring that knowledge is kept alive. The 

decline in the practice of storytelling also means a decline in the transmission and 

dissemination of traditional knowledge.  

The data collected in this study suggests information has generally been 

communicated in the vernacular with important phrases repeated to ensure it is stored in 

memory.  The information must also be communicated verbally and preferably in person. 

                                                 
43 MUHLHAUSLER, P. 2014. ‘Reducing’Pacific languages to writings. In: JOSEPH, J. E. & TAYLOR, T. J. (eds.) 
Ideologies of Language (RLE Linguistics A: General Linguistics). New York, USA: Routledge.  
44 AGRAWAL, A. 1995a. Dismantling the Divide Between Indigenous and Scientific Knowledge. Development and 
Change, 26, 413-439.  
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This has implications for how information regarding disaster preparedness and climate 

change adaptation can be made available to the rural communities in Fiji and in other 

parts of the Pacific Islands.  

 

4.3.  Experiences, Memories and Adaptations  

The results show that all the participants of this study had experienced some sort 

of extreme environmental event and could recall the details of the event quite easily and 

with remarkable accuracy (Table 5.1). Narratives regarding these extreme environmental 

experiences are shared with others during different contexts (Table 5.3) which is 

essentially the imparting of information regarding disaster risk preparedness and 

knowledge about adaptation and resilience.  The case study results show that preparing 

for and adapting to extreme climatic events is informed by past experiences and 

reinforced by the narratives of past experiences of such events.  

A list of environmental challenges was also identified by the participants; the 

most common of which was coastal erosion. The most common solution for coastal 

erosion has been the construction of seawalls which the participants mentioned to be 

unsustainable and costly. Information available in oral narratives passed on over the 

generations was stated to contain knowledge that is less frequently utilized. For example, 

the traditional indicators of weather forecasting (although still present) are no longer 

used. The main indicator of approaching adverse weather was the weather forecasts 

provided by the Meteorological Department. They were found to be more accurate and 

precise. Over time, such traditional knowledge will probably disappear as it is no longer 

considered relevant.   

Another issue which came to light was that the change in the environment and 

climate could be occurring too fast for the communities to understand and be able to form 

a knowledge base in traditional form. Most traditional knowledge is a result of hundreds 

of years of experience and observation; the current rate of change is too fast for this to 

happen. Additionally, the condition in which this traditional knowledge was formed has 

changed over time and may no longer be applicable in the present age. Therefore the use 

of traditional knowledge to inform adaptation strategies needs to be critically examined.  
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4.4.  Community Perception and Vulnerabilities  

The perception of the risks and vulnerabilities faced by the communities to a large 

extent determines how they will (re)act towards it. This research case study provides an 

understanding of how aware communities are about climate change and its impact on 

their lifestyles, environment and resources. Documenting and explaining this aspect of 

climate change is important as it defines how perceptions may compel or constrain local 

responses to this issue. The results show that perception of climate change risk and 

impacts in the communities visited are largely informed by personal experiences and the 

local media, especially radio.  

A majority of the participants claimed to have heard about climate change and 

believed that their community was being affected by its impacts in one way or another. 

Yet the understanding of climate change and its impacts are limited and/or ill-informed as 

the media has quite often focused on the extreme events and situations. There were 

misperceptions regarding the causes of climate change which form significant barriers 

towards effective adaptation to climate change in the communities. 45   

Participants had differing views about what climate change is and what impacts it 

will have on their livelihoods. This could indicate that local perceptions are personal and 

idiosyncratic. A similar result was also found by a cross-country study conducted in six 

different countries including Fiji.46  Studies over the recent past have also yielded similar 

results for Fiji and other Pacific Island nations.47  

The outcome from the interviews and observations in this study show that the 

participants drawn from communities all agreed that their sites were highly vulnerable to 

risks associated with environmental change. The participants listed the factors that will or 

have already had an impact on their livelihoods and how well they believe they could 

cope with the impacts (Table 3.2). The outcome suggests that participants are 

considerably aware of their vulnerabilities and adaptive capacity. The results although 

                                                 
45 LATA, S. & NUNN, P. 2011. Misperceptions of climate-change risk as barriers to climate-change 

adaptation: a case study from the Rewa Delta, Fiji. Climatic Change, 110, 169-186. 
46 CRONA, B., WUTICH, A., BREWIS, A. & GARTIN, M. 2013. Perceptions of climate change: Linking 

local and global perceptions through a cultural knowledge approach. Climatic change, 119, 519-531.   
47 216 NUNN, P. D. 2009b. Responding to the challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands: 

management and technological imperatives. Climate Research, 40, 211-231. 
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cannot be generalized for the rest of Fiji due to the diversity of geographical locations 

and access to information.  

4.5.  Adaptive Measures and Barriers  

In addition to prevention and mitigation, adaptation has become a focus area of 

discussion on human responses to climate change48. This is particularly important for the 

Pacific Islands as their contributions towards anthropogenic climate change are negligible 

but the impacts they will face are huge. Sustainability of livelihoods and human-

environment interactions in the Pacific islands is dependent on recognizing risks and 

strategizing resources to obviate or minimize these risks.49   

Narratives from the participants are reflective of lessons learnt in the past as well 

as lessons received through an elder. In all the villages visited, a majority of the 

individuals were reported to contribute towards the communal adaptation strategy. The 

results of this research, therefore, show that the response to environmental changes 

including climate change is dependent on how a community views the causes and the 

impacts of the changes. For example, this research found that a considerable number of 

participants believed that climate change was a direct manifestation of God’s will and, 

therefore, no one has any power to change their fate or that no one should oppose God’s 

will. Other studies have come across similar views in Fiji and elsewhere in the Pacific.50 

The study also found communities to be more responsive towards more frequently 

occurring events such as tropical cyclones. This could suggest that frequently-occurring 

events have a more lasting impression on the communities as opposed to more gradually 

occurring, more insidious changes such as coastal erosion or sea-level rise.  While coastal 

erosion was the more frequently stated environmental issue (Table 3.1), the adaptation 

measures for it have been emulated from developed countries by the local government 

and communities. The key strategy for coastal erosion and sea-level rise in almost all the 

villages has been to build a seawall. This strategy was mentioned as the answer for 

                                                 
48 AMARU, S. & CHHETRI, N. B. 2013. Climate adaptation: Institutional response to environmental 

constraints, and the need for increased flexibility, participation, and integration of approaches. Applied Geography, 
39, 128-139. 

49 GRAVELLE, G. & MIMURA, N. 2008. Vulnerability assessment of sea-level rise in Viti Levu, Fiji 
Islands. Ibid.3, 171-180. 
50 LATA, S. & NUNN, P. 2012. Misperceptions of climate-change risk as barriers to climate-change adaptation: a 
case study from the Rewa Delta, Fiji. Climatic Change, 110, 169-186. 
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coastal erosion by many of the participants despite the activity being expensive and 

inefficient in the past.   

The research results also indicate that while the communities may make plans for 

adaptation or building their resilience to environmental changes, such projects are seldom 

implemented.  Almost a third of the participants believed that there are no adaptive 

measures in place for their community to combat climate change. Those who believed 

adaptive measures were in place could not provide any concrete examples of these but 

stated praying or planning as adaptive measures.  

5. CONCLUSION  

5.1  Findings and Concluding Remarks  

The 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference, COP 21 or CMP 11 in Paris, 

provided a world stage for Pacific Island leaders to highlight the portent damage to their social, 

economic and natural environments. Fijian Prime Minister, Josaia Voreqe Bainimarama, in recent 

years, a vocal advocate for mitigation and redress against climate change, in his address at COP 

21,stated, “Like our neighbors in the South Pacific and other SIDS, we see the bright future we 

have charted for ourselves dimmed by the prospect of climate change and sea-level rise.”51 ‘The 

time for excuses is over,’ small island leaders tell.  

His statements resonated with those made by other Pacific Island leaders, 

expounding their concern that climate change will cause damages to the islands, likely to 

result in a wide variety of losses which may require the implementation of adaptive 

measures or in extreme cases induce or force migration. COP 21, provided the global 

stage for the smaller island leaders to continually make the point that rising sea level is 

projected to increase as an impact produced through climate change and is also 

considered to be a threat for Pacific Island nations because they have high coastline to 

land area ratios and in the case of atolls, very little if any high land at all.  

Most Pacific Island countries are characterized by high coastal population 

densities and have high levels of urbanization on coastlines. The same sentiments 

expressed at COP 21 were resonated in the perception survey and study of oral narratives 

among coastal dwelling university students from Fiji.  

                                                 
51 UN 2013. UN, urging global action on climate change 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=52081#.Vl6tftIrJ1s [Accessed 04.12.2015] 
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The section provides concluding statements on this research. Environmental 

change, including climate change has been an issue of concern for coastal communities in 

Fiji and in the Pacific region. This study has attempted to assess the value of oral 

narratives and the knowledge that they contain for understanding how university students 

with origins in coastal communities from the province of Nadroga-Navosa perceive 

environmental change. The research concentrated on how past experiences including oral 

traditions or word of mouth inter-generational narratives inform current and future 

adaptation strategies in rural coastal communities.  The study was preceded by a survey 

of perceptions about climate change among a larger sample of respondents drawn from 

the same province.  

 

 The major findings of this research are:  

1. The baseline survey of perceptions about climate change showed that almost all of the 

respondents drawn from the sampling of 31 university students from coastal 

communities from the province of Nadroga-Navosa outlined had a fair or better 

understanding about climate change. The survey showed that while the sample was 

university students, and not necessarily enrolled in disciplines that directly dealt with 

climate change or environmental issues, they demonstrated fairly complex levels of 

understanding about the causes and effects of climate change.  

2. These findings could best be explained by the extensive communication about climate 

change and the environment within the university community – via courses, seminars, 

conferences and coverage by the university website and media in general. This is in 

addition to the information explosion on the issues present in Fiji as it is globally.  

3. The main study of 10 respondents drawn by invitation from the original baseline 

survey group of 31 indicated that the use of oral narratives is important for 

disseminating information regarding past environmental changes and adaptation 

strategies. Narratives from the participants contained examples of past environmental 

experiences as well as means through which they adapted to those experiences. Such 

records could be utilized to inform future adaptation strategies.  
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4. The decline in the practice of storytelling and the art of poetry and song is reflective 

of the decline of traditional knowledge. In most traditional communities in the 

Pacific, storytelling has been a means of transferring knowledge to the younger 

generation for years and the decline in this practice means a decline in the 

transmission and dissemination of traditional knowledge.  

5. The language, mode and context in which new information, especially information 

regarding climate change, natural disasters and disaster risk management is 

disseminated to rural or traditional communities are important to ensure that 

information is received, well understood and utilized.  

6. Very few members of the communities studied unclear are aware of oral narratives 

pertaining to environmental changes and traditional indicators of weather changes or 

impending natural disasters which indicate that knowledge about traditional 

knowledge is declining.  

7. There is an increasing level of awareness and concern among the coastal communities 

regarding coastal erosion and sea-level rise. For example, coastal erosion and sea-

level rise and their current and future impacts on the livelihoods of the communities 

were the foremost concerns mentioned by the participants.   

8. Stand-alone policies and plans are ineffective unless communities are able to 

understand their importance and projected impacts and take ownership of the 

adaptation process.  

9. Individual and communal perceptions of what climate change is and what it entails, 

lack of informed understanding and resources are the major barriers towards planning 

and implementing adaptation strategies.  

 

An understanding of the long term environmental changes is important in assessing future 

challenges and devising strategies for adaptation.  Oral narratives contain in them lessons learnt 

and ordeals endured over generations that can aid the assessment of environmental change across 

time and space. The inclusion of such narratives and knowledge also provides a means through 

which research can be made more relevant to the Pacific Island communities.  The disconnect 

between national environmental policies and projects and community realities needs be 
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effectively addressed in order to increase the implementation of such policies and projects by the 

communities.  

From the research it became evident that the majority of our local university students 

today, even with the wealth of modern/western education, still believe and adhere to the old 

traditional itaukei talanoa (oral narrative) as vital and that forfeiting our cultural loss has a direct 

impact to the vanua (land) which has an in-direct impact to the disparity on climate change. As 

there is limited knowledge of past data and quantification of prior adaptations, it is difficult to 

accurately compare or contrast against the present situation. Part of the issue of current 

adaptation and the urgency around is the rapid material impact of climate change – for example, 

in villages being moved from their traditional grounds due to sea level rise and increased sea 

flooding making their original spiritual homes uninhabitable.  Recent volatile weather patterns 

such as floods, tropical cyclones and droughts have impacted largely on the most vulnerable of 

the Fijian society, the inhabitants of isolated islands and rural villages. An understanding of the 

context of the localized circumstances as well as oral narratives is needed. The difficulty is not 

so much in capacity to understand and act, but to realize that the oral narratives of the past are 

now situated within larger laws – such as those on the environment or on land tenure that brings 

in outside agencies and forces into play – giving rise to conflict situations rather than adapting to 

or resolving Climate Change issues. 

In rethinking the parameters around mitigation and adaptation, it is increasingly clear that 

the latter be given greater importance in our strategies to counter climate change. This is brought 

about by the force of climate change and its rapidity. Mitigation is inbuilt into oral narratives that 

demand a greater responsibility for our actions on the environment and I feel that this should not 

be left out of the equation. During the past years in Fiji and the SIDS states there were so many 

mitigations taken place through seminars, workshops and universities academia forums. This 

current research on iTaukei or indigenous Fijian oral narratives on climate change builds on 

adaptability (first) and mitigation second which is interwoven into the fabrics of adaptation. 

  

One of the common threads that emerged in this research was the number of current 

climate change adaptation, mitigation and awareness programs that adopt a top down approach. 

This thesis counterpoints such an approach by involving the community in both an interactive 

but also a participatory approach. There is a realization that given the intrinsic spiritual values 
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given to the environment/place under concepts such as Vanua, that it is imperative to be 

inclusive of oral narratives in any programs dealing with local communities. Once this thesis is 

completed I would likely consider working on the ground to impart on younger members of the 

community in the importance of their oral narratives – I hope that this can be achieved through 

traditional methods of knowledge sharing such as the itaukei talanoa (oral narrative), traditional 

Fijian cultural (mekes) dances and (seresere) songs that depicts the ancestral beliefs and gods of 

our forefathers, promote through vernacular teaching from elementary to university curriculum, 

document and achieved this research findings and revive them by practising the traditional Fijian 

rituals.    

It is important to realize that oral narratives are not mere traditions but often contain 

adaptive responses that have evolved over time. Disseminating any new information in culturally 

appropriate contexts in peripheral communities is likely to increase the likelihood of the 

information being understood and utilized.  COP 21 has come and soon will be gone and the year 

2015 marked down as another when the issue of climate change has dominated news channels 

and increasing percentage of the global population facing issues of extreme weather. In the 

Pacific, research in this area is projected to grow, not because it is the in research area – but as 

both the survey and study have shown – concern real problems for people in coastal 

communities.  

 

5.2.  Opportunities for Future Research  

This study has assisted with assessing how oral narratives aid information sharing 

and knowledge transfer in the study area. It provides the basis to understand the impact of 

community views and beliefs on adaptation to environmental changes. However, more 

research on the traditional knowledge of other communities would prove useful in 

improving the understanding of how communities deal with environmental change, 

particularly climate change.   

Further narrative research, not possible within the scope of this present study, in 

local communities could provide a socially, structurally and conceptually inclusive 

method of communicating which would assist in informing and implementing adaptation 

strategies.  Additionally, narrative research into local communal governance approaches 

with the aim of understanding how social-cultural factors influence adaptive capacity 
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could greatly assist in understanding and implementing community responses to 

environmental change adaptation.  

In conclusion, this study serves as a starting point in accessing local traditional 

knowledge and perceptions in understanding their impact on adaptation planning and 

implementation through oral narratives. Further research in this area and through this 

method could lead to a better understanding of the dynamics of environmental change 

science, policy and practice in Fiji and the Pacific.   
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APPENDIX A  
Information Sheet for Participation in a Research Study  
 
Royal Roads University and the University of the South Pacific  
 
Project Title:  ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON BUILDING 
ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE – CASE STUDY OF AMONG THE 
UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH PACIFIC STUDENTS FROM PROVINCE OF NADROGA FROM 
VITI LEVU – THE MAIN ISLAND IN THE FIJI GROUP. 
 
Program 
Master of Arts Thesis - ENVR 690 
The School of Environmental Management & Sustainability 
Faculty of Management & The Faculty of Social and Applied Sciences 
Royal Roads University 
 
USP Research Permit: Faculty of Arts, Law and Education RC. Chair.  
 
Researcher(s): Principal - Roko Netani (Ned) Gucake. Assistant - Vilimaina Ratu  
 
Description of Research: This MA thesis research looks oral narratives as a means of recording and 
disseminating information regarding past climatic changes and adaptation strategies. The study also aims 
to determine and/or characterize communities’ vulnerability and resilience to climate change.  
 
Invitation to Participation: I invite you to participate in this project and provide much needed 
information for the successful completion of this project. Should you agree; you are required to answer 
the questions asked by the interviewer(s) accurately with reference to past experiences of others, oral 
narratives of your community and your lived experience in the area. Each interview will take 
approximately 45 minutes. There is a possibility that you will be interviewed on more than on occasion.  
 
Please note that there are no direct benefits attached to participation in this research.  
 
Photographs and Audio Records: The interview process will be recorded on a voice recorder for ease of 
reference, if participants agree. Onsite transcription and translation will be made available for verification 
by respondents.  
 
Participant’s Rights: You are under no obligation to accept this invitation. If you decide to participate, 
you have the right to:  
 Decline to answer any particular question  

 Withdraw from the study at any point in time  

 Ask any questions about the study at any time during participation  

 Provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used unless you give permission for 
this to the researcher  

 Be given access to a summary of the project findings when the project is concluded  



 
 
ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON CLIMATE CHANGE      
BUILDING ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION                                                                  73 

 

 Ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview  
 
Project Contact: Principal Researcher 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

CONSENT FORM 

 
Project Title: ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON BUILDING 
ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE – CASE STUDY OF AMONG THE 
UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH PACIFIC STUDENTS FROM PROVINCE OF NADROGA FROM 
VITI LEVU – THE MAIN ISLAND IN THE FIJI GROUP. 
 
I have read and understood/ been explained in vernacular the information sheet pertaining to the 
above named research project and have been given the chance to ask questions. On this basis I agree 
to participate as an informant in this project. I consent to the publication of the results of this project 
on the understanding that my anonymity is preserved.  
 
I understand that at any time I may withdraw from the project, as well as withdraw any information 
that I have provided.  
 
I note that this project has been reviewed and approved by the Faculty of Arts, Law and Education 
Research Committee and has been given ethics clearance for research by a visiting scholar.  
 
Name (please print): …………………………………………………………….  
 
Signature: …………………….  
 

Date: ……………………………….. 
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APPENDIX C Participant Information Form 

 

 

Interviewed by:   

Date:   

Time:   

Location:   

Context/ Any other factor of importance:  

 

 

 

 

 

Name of Participant  

Age  

Gender  

Language and Dialect Used for the Interview  

Religion  

Household Clan/Mataqali (if applicable)  

 
Occupation  

 

 

Main source of income  

Number of household members  

Education Level: Undergraduate  Postgraduate  

  

Duration of Residence in Nadroga Province:  

  

 
 
 
5 
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APPENDIX D  
 
PROJECT TITLE: ITAUKEI (INDIGENOUS FIJIAN) ORAL NARRATIVES ON BUILDING 
ADAPTABILITY AND MITIGATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE – CASE STUDY OF 
AMONG THE UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH PACIFIC STUDENTS FROM PROVINCE OF 
NADROGA FROM VITI LEVU – THE MAIN ISLAND IN THE FIJI GROUP. 
 
List of Interview Questions  
 
Part A: Establishing Natural Disasters & Oral narratives  
1.  In the time that you have lived here; have you experienced any major natural disaster?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
If no  Go to Part B  

 
2.  Were you aware of the event before it struck? If so, how did you receive this 

information? (Radio, television, phone calls)  
 
3.  Please tell us more about this.  

i. What was it?  
 

☐Cyclone  
☐Earthquake  
☐Tsunami  
☐A combination of natural disasters  
 
ii. When did it occur? (Year, month, time of day)  

iii. Please tell us about your experience during the event. How were you affected?  

iv. What were the experiences of people around you? Were they affected otherwise?  

v. How did you handle/manage the situation?  
 

4. In terms of managing/adapting; did you know what needed to be done or were you 
informed by someone else?  

 
☐Already knew  
☐Was informed  
i. If informed by someone else; please inform who and how did they pass on the 
 information.  

 
5.  After the first natural disaster; was there a second similar event?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If yes, were you better prepared for it the second time?  
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Yes ☐ No ☐  
6.  Do you often speak about the event(s)?  

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If so, to who?  

ii. In what situation(s)?  
 
7.  Do you recall the event when you hear of a similar event?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If yes, please elaborate.  
 

8.  Do you teach your children/grandchildren about disaster preparedness or other survival 
knowledge (fishing/hunting)?  

 
Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If yes, please elaborate how, when.  

ii. Were you taught in the same manner?  
 
Part B: Climate Change – Current Context  
 
1.  Have you heard of climate change?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
 

If no  Go to Part C  
i. If so, Where?  

ii. From who?  

iii. When?  
 
2.  What does it mean to you?  
 
3.  Do you think you or your community is affected by climate change?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If so, how?  
ii. Can you give example for these effects/changes?  
iii. Are these good or bad changes?  
 
Good ☐ Bad☐  
 

4.  What are the impacts of climate change in your community, if any?  
 
5.  Are you concerned about these changes?  
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Yes ☐ No ☐Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. Why?  

 
7.  Is there any way you or the community dealing with the changes that are bad?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If not – why?  

 
8.  Have these changes affected you or your life (style) in any way?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. How or why?  

 
Part C: Climate Change – The Past  
1.  Do you know of any stories/narratives which tell of extreme climatic events in the past?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If so, please share.  

 
2.  Do you know of any stories which predicted any changes to the weather or the area of 

residence?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If so, please share.  
 

3.  Do the stories mention how people could save themselves should any natural disaster 
occur?  

 
Yes ☐ No ☐  
Please elaborate. 
  

4.  Do you repeat/recite these stories to others?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. In what context?  

ii. How often?  

iii. To who?  
 
5.  Do you feel oral traditions (stories, meke, songs, poems) or knowledge about oral 

traditions are declining?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
Please elaborate. 

 
6.  Do you think the community/people are responsible for the changes?  
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Part D: Oral Narratives - Past Environment and Migration  
1.  Do you know of any narratives of changes in weather pattern?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
2.  Have you noticed any changes in the fruiting/cropping seasons? Yes ☐ No ☐  
 
3.  (If living near water) Have you noticed any shoreline erosion or salt water inundation 

over the past years?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
If yes, please elaborate/draw locations. 
  

4.  Are the any songs, dance, meke regarding any environmental changes for your village?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
If so, could this be shared?  
 

5.  Do you know of any stories/narratives which tell of a community or a group of people 
having to move from their normal area of residence to another place?  

 
Yes ☐ No ☐  

 
6.  Could you name the residence(s) of these people?  
 
7.  Would you be able to draw the locations involved in this narrative(s)?  
 
8.  When did you first hear of this narrative?  
 
9.  Do you remember who narrated this story to you?  
 
10.  Have you since, recited it to others?  
 

If so, to who, when, in what context?  
11.  Do you know of any meke originating from this narrative?  
 

Yes ☐ No ☐  
If yes, please elaborate/share  
(Ask questions regarding the context, setting, time, when it originated, who created it, on 
what occasion it is performed, when was it last performed, if not performed anymore  
why?) 

 
12.  Do you know any old stories about another village or neighbouring island with whom 

you have traditional ties?  
Yes ☐ No ☐  
If yes, please elaborate/share  
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(Ask questions regarding the context, setting, time, when it originated, who they heard it 
from first, are the stories still told  to who and when?)  
 

13.  Do you know any meke and or oral narratives of any other area (outside the island)?  
 
Yes ☐ No ☐  
If yes, please elaborate/share (ask questions regarding the context, setting, time, when it 
originated, when it is performed, when was it last performed, if not performed anymore  
why?)  
 

14.  Please tell us a little bit about this island – of traditional significance and that has tribal 
ties with you? Its origin and history.  
 

Part E: Community Vulnerability and Resilience  
 

1.  What factors/event poses a risk to your community/livelihood?  

i. How will it impact you/your livelihood?  
 

2.  Have your experiences these factors in the past?  
Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. How have you adapted/adjusted to these events in the past?  
 

3.  Does the community carry out any activity collectively?  
Yes ☐ No ☐  
i. If so, please list/elaborate the activities  

ii. How often does this happen?  

iii. Are the roles divided or is anyone free to contribute in any way they feel comfortable   
with?  

iv. Do all or a lot of people take part in the activities (mentioned earlier in i above)?  
 

4.  How are communal decisions made in the village/community?  

i. Do people generally agree with the decisions?  
 
Yes ☐ No ☐  
ii. Is there a mechanism for everyone to voice their concern?  
 
Yes ☐ No ☐  
Please provide examples. 

 
iii. Do people normally voice their disagreement with decisions made by the village 
head/elders?  

 
5.   Please indicate the level of importance you would provide to the following in your 

community:  
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Issues Not 

Important 
Slightly 
Important 

Of some 
Importance 

Highly 
Important 

Extremely 
Important 

Level of individuals 
education  

     

Level of individuals income       
Availability of clean water 
supply  

     

Availability of land for 
farming  

     

Availability of health care 
facilities  

     

Availability of energy 
(electricity/firewood/fuel)  

     

Infrastructure and 
transportation  

     

Traditional Knowledge and 
Culture  

     

 
 
 
Thank You - Vinaka Vaka Levu 
 


