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Cycas seemannii or namele

Cycas seemannii is a species of cycad that is found and 
sacred in Vanuatu, even though the plant is found in Fiji, 
Tonga and New Caledonia. 

In Vanuatu, the cycad is known as namele and is an 
important symbol of traditional culture. It serves as a 
powerful taboo sign, and a pair of namele leaves appears 
on the national flag and coat of arms. Together with the 
nanggaria plant, another symbol of Vanuatu culture – 
the namele however also gives its name to Nagriamel, 
an indigenous political movement. 

The crossed leaves of the namele fern that rests within a 
boar’s tusk and the black triangular field along the hoist 
or the national flag of Vanuatu symbolise peace amongst 
the Ni-Van people. 



Hello and welcome back!

You Talem is a native phrase of Vanuatu which entails the importance of dialogue or “let us talk about it”. Including 
the word, Pasifika would make the title of this month’s The Conch Edition more authentic and relevant to the 
Pacific context. 

Culture and traditions are essential in our multicultural society and how we interact with the ever-evolving world. 
They portray a sense of identity and belonging that would help shape our values, cultures and our lives, particularly 
in most communal settings within the region. 

The February edition emphasises the need to value and talk about our traditions which were, and will always play, 
an essential part in developing a solid sense of self and understanding the cultures that shape us. 

You will find a wealth of information about certain aspects of traditions that are sacred and valued in the Pacific 
which I am certain you will enjoy reading. This wealth of traditional knowledge would start our readers on a 
voyage to the Island of Emae in Vanuatu, where you will get to read and understand the traditional practices or 
preparations towards marriage amongst the Ni-Vanuatu people. 

In this issue, readers can also find the contribution made by Mr Sipiriano Nemani, Director of the Fiji Museum. 
Mr Nemani is passionate about the need to maintain our culture and traditions. He shared two crucial cultural 
aspects that are sacred in Fiji – the traditional installation protocol of our chiefs and the isevu (first offering) norm 
either to the high chief or in church. This practice is usually observed in February, and the idea synced well with 
February as vula isevu in the Fijian calendar. 

The above is just a sneak peek into what you can expect as you browse the pages, with more exciting traditions 
and cultural stories from some of USP’s member countries. 

For now, enjoy the voyage to our second destination, You Talem Pasifika, and we will meet and greet you again on 
our next phase of the journey to celebrate the contributions made by our Pacific women. 

Until next time…. 

Natasha 
Manager Public Relations and Communications
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Traditional Marriage 
on the Island of 
Emae in Vanuatu

1. Outline and describe significant 
cultural practice/aspect.

The traditional practices or preparations towards 
marriage.The traditional processes and procedures 
of marriage on Emae Island in the Shepherds. 
There are many variations in Vanuatu. Before any 
talk of marriage can begin, the groom’s family 
traditionally informs the head of the bride’s family 
of their intentions. The groom’s spokesman would 
approach the head of the bride’s family with a 
mat and state their intention which is a sign that 
discussions can begin regarding the marriage of 
the couple in question. 

The “tipapri natau” is given to the groom’s 
family to signify that preparations towards the 
wedding can commence. [Source: Kathleen 
Arthur circa 1998]

If the couple has not been engaged, then 
the future bride’s family will decide that an 
engagement must happen first. In Bislama, this is 
referred to as “kakae blong blokem woman” and 
tells the community witnessing this ceremony 
that the girl has been spoken for. The engagement 
ceremony entails an exchange of gifts between 
the future bride and groom, including mats. In 
the old days, this would have consisted of mats 
and personal adornments. Today, this consists 

of undergarments, clothing, personal hygiene 
products and jewellery which are placed in a 
small suitcase and exchanged by the couple. An 
engagement ring can be added if the couple 
can afford it. Once the engagement ceremony is 
completed, both families can now agree on the 
date of the wedding and start preparing for this 
day.

On the week or the days coming up towards the 
traditional marriage ceremony, the bride’s family 
will bring a small amount of food, a cow, kava and 
mats to the groom’s family to signify the start of 
the marriage preparations. The bride’s family will 
dance the “nambalasa” to remove the “heaviness” 
of the items they have brought with them. It is 
believed that when the chief of one clan brings 
food, pigs and mats to another chief, it comes 
with its spirits. These spirits must be removed 
by the clan “Atavi” or medicine man before they 
can be taken away by the other chief. In the case, 
of marriage ceremonies and other traditional 
ceremonies, a “nabalasa’’ is danced.

The bride’s family dance the “nambalasa” to 
remove the “heaviness” of the food they have 
brought.[Source: Kathleen Arthur circa 1998}

Feature 
article.
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The future bride shaking hands with her father 
at the last meal she will have with her immediate 
and extended families. This last meal is called 
“navinaga ni na talofana” Here she is wearing a 
“rope” made of new fabric wrapped around her. 
This signifies the new journey she is about to 
embark on. [Source: Kathleen Arthur circa 1998]

Lastly, the bride price. The groom’s family will 
bring the bride price (taro, yams, cassava, banana, 
mats, pigs and cash) to the bride’s family. The 
amount is according to what the bride’s family 
has requested. Usually, this has been agreed to 
during discussions between both parties after the 
engagement. The timing of the payment of the 
bride price is determined by both parties. Some 
prefer that it is done before the Church wedding 
and others prefer that it is done after.

After the traditional wedding (and Church 
wedding), the last ceremony is the “Na moriana” 
which is when the bride is officially taken to the 
husband’s family along with the “boks” or trunks 
of household items, by her family with singing and 
dancing, to start her new life. When this happens, 
the bride’s family will wrap her with the fabric 
“rope” that the uncles (mother’s brothers) have 
prepared. The rope will be tied in such a way that 
the end will be hidden where it would be hard to 
find easily and for the rope to not unravel. The rope 
can weigh anywhere from 20-30kg depending on 
the number of fabrics attached. When the bride’s 
family arrive at her new home, a chief appointed by 
the groom’s family (if the couple is from the same 
island, if not, then one of the uncles who is a chief), 
must locate the hidden end. If it is done properly 
the rope bundle will fall off the bride easily. The 
practice of na moriana usually happens in the late 
afternoon or evening.

Several traditional ceremonies happen before 
the actual wedding. Families can decide whether 
it happens a month or a few weeks before the 
wedding or it can be spread out over the months 
coming up towards the big day. Usually, the latter 
is the better, finance-wise.

These rituals are forms of respect accorded by the 
future groom’s family to the future bride’s family 
and they recognise the Clan, the mother, children 
born out of wedlock, and the family of the bride. 

The first of these rituals is “Kakae blong Jif” which 
is a payment of food, pigs, mats and some cash, 
made to the clan chief of which the bride is from.

The second of the payments is to the mother of 
the bride. This is to say thank you to the mother for 
caring from conception to babyhood to adulthood. 
This is called “kakae blong titi” which translated, 
means “breast” payment. 

If the couple already has children before marriage, 
payment is also made for the children. This can be 
in cash only or cash, mat and fabric. 

Another tradition called “fasem rop” or a literal 
translation would be “tying the rope”. This is 
usually done by the uncles of the future bride. The 
“rope” consists of 20m of fabric tied onto a 40 or 
60m length of fabric. This fabric will eventually be 
wrapped around the bride when she is taken by 
her family to her future husband’s family during 
her “na moriana”. The fabric will then be shared 
with her in-laws when she arrives at her new home.

The other tradition which is conducted by the 
bride’s family is the one called “fulumap boks”, this 
translates to “filling up the box” and means that 
the bride’s family fills up a trunk or trunks with 
all the household items that the bride will need 
in her new home. This will range from beddings, 
kitchen crockery and utensils, umu stones (in 
some cases), pots and pans, mats, fabric, newly 
sewn Vanuatu dresses and many more. The latter 
will be eventually shared with the new in-laws and 
their extended family.

Just before the custom marriage takes place, the 
bride has a last meal with her extended family. This 
is her formal farewell. It is the bride’s opportunity 
to thank her family.

3The Conch   |   Issue 2  |  February 2023



2. Is it being practised throughout 
Vanuatu or in certain places/
communities only?

This is being practised in the majority of islands in 
Vanuatu with variations, depending on the level of 
respect deemed by the culture of the island itself. 
What I am describing is what generally happens 
in the Shepherd Islands in the central part of 
Vanuatu. This consists of the following islands 
(Tongoa, Emae, Tongariki, Buniga, Makira and 
Mataso).

3. How are Ni-Van current generation 
responding to this cultural aspect/
practice, given the waves of 
westernisation taking a toll on our 
cultural values and identity?

Many ni-Vanuatu current generations still opt to 
go through the custom marriage ceremony. The 
expenses of this kind of marriage are not borne 
solely by the bride and groom’s family like in a 
Western ceremony. The bride and groom’s family 
will be assisted by their extended families who 
are from the same clan or tribe. Everyone in the 
community will help by bringing food, pigs, mats, 
kava and cash. Marriages are a community affair. 
Vanuatu law recognises three types of marriages; 
religious, custom and civil, so current generation 
ni-Van can opt for either one or two out of three 
or if they can afford it, all three types of marriages.

4. How often and when exactly do 
people in your home country 
perform or observe this norm?

It is common thing for a marriage to take a week 
or more because they will respect all these parts 
of the traditional marriage. Many may have a 
civil wedding and then later have the traditional 
ceremony as well. Similarly for church weddings.

5. Any other information that is 
necessary regarding this traditional 
practice/norm or general advice 
regarding the importance of 
safeguarding our culture and 
tradition.

• I have described the marriage practices of only 
one part of Vanuatu. Other parts of Vanuatu 
have even more elaborate and extensive 
marriage practices which I am not qualified to 
describe. The ceremonies may seem too much 
to the outsider who does not understand the 
significance, but they hold great value in our 
small islands and communities as they bring 
families together, they bring peace, they are 
linked to land and most importantly they 
maintain respect. 

• Many young people have grown up in town 
and adopted western practices portrayed 
on American TV. These practices promote 
selfishness and individualism which is not part 
and parcel of Vanuatu or the Pacific way of life. 
Young people must question and understand 
the significance of our traditional way of life 
and maintain those values because they make 
us who we are.

Contributed by Ms Ruth Amos - Chief Executive Officer 
Administration & Finance Division 

Vanuatu Bureau of Standards

The bride price given by the groom’s family. This is made of mats, pigs, sugarcane, 
manioc, banana, kava and cash. [Source: Kathleen Arthur circa 1998]
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Fiji’s isevu month and 
chiefly installation 
process tells Nemani

Feature 
article.

Miau sa Bula re!

I am Sipiriano Nemani. I hail from Natokalau village, 
Tikina Kubulau, in the province of Bua, Fiji. I have 
maternal links to the people of Nausori, Nalawa 
in the Ra Province. We are seven (7) siblings – 4 
boys and 3 girls and I am the third youngest in the 
family. I received my primary education at Marist 
Convent School Lami, secondary education at 
Marist Brothers High School, and then pursued 
Foundation Social Science at The University of 
the South Pacific. I was honoured to have been 
awarded a gold medal in this regard. I furthered 
my education at the University of Southern 
Queensland in Toowoomba, Queensland, Australia 
via the then Ministry of Fijian Affairs Scholarship 
Scheme. Upon returning to Fiji, I was fortunate 
and thankful to the then Ministry of Fijian Affairs 
for recruiting me as a young graduate and worked 
on cultural projects for the Ministry before moving 
to the Ministry of Education, Heritage & Arts (Fiji) 
in 2009 before moving to Fiji Museum in 2017. I am 
currently the Director of the Fiji Museum. 

1. Field or areas of expertise
I was always passionate about history, heritage 
and society. And later while pursuing Foundation 
at USP, I was introduced to “cultural anthropology” 
by my sociology lecturer Ms Luisa Manueli who I 
found to be very enthusiastic about the subject. 
This paved the way for my studies in Australia so 
at its culmination, I graduated with anthropology, 
history and international relations, a combination 
of subjects that have helped me work and 
strategise about Fiji’s culture and heritage sector, 

assist our Pacific island neighbours in their effort 
to sustain and safeguard their cultures, and travel 
the world advocating on the same subject. 

A skill I am passionate about is research and data 
gathering and has helped me greatly in my work. 
The first task I remember vividly when joining the 
Ministry of Fijian Affairs was creating an inventory 
and catalogue-like (with greater details) of all the 
publications in the Institute of Fijian Language & 
Culture Library. Sadly, I was not able to finish this 
task because of a bigger calling to undertake, I 
was thankful for the assignment as it opened my 
eyes to historical records and reference materials 
in Fiji which unknowingly were going to be 
important for work in future. Also, it pointed to the 
lack thereof of publications and materials written 
from the perspective of Fijian authors. 

Nevertheless, research and writing became a part 
of my professional life and I remember seeing 
my first article on the “Na Mata” which was then 
the monthly magazine/newsletter for the Fijian 
Affairs Board distributed to all provincial offices 
and the like. The topic I researched was the 
origins and use of the kamunaga or tabua. This 
received accolades and positive responses from 
those who glanced at the magazine. Much of 
this is owed to my superiors then – the Director, 
late Ro Misiwaini Qereqeretabua and Mr Sekove 
Bigitibau, our Senior Researcher at the Institute of 
Fijian language and culture, who saw my skill set 
and capitalised on this. 

Cultural project planning and management is an 
area I am fascinated by. Notable projects I worked 
on included the Government’s cultural mapping 
of the 14 provinces of Fiji. This methodology has 
been emulated across the Pacific and other parts 
of the world. With the support of the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community Culture Division, I was 
able to put together a “Pacific Intangible Cultural 
Heritage Mapping Toolkit” to aid our pacific 
peoples and community in mapping their cultural 
heritage. Available online, the toolkit is used 
as reference material by students and project 
implementors alike. 

After some 20 years of hard work by Fiji heritage 
specialists, the nomination and listing of the 
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Historical Port Town of Levuka Project was not 
an easy initiative. Without the smart approach 
and spearheading by the then Director Heritage 
& Arts, the late Mr Peni Cavuilagi, partnerships 
strengthened by the Principal Officer – Adi Meretui 
Ratunabuabua, and the blessing of the 4 Tikina 
Chiefs on the island of Ovalau, the listing of Levuka 
Port Town as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 
2014 would not have been possible. I was fortunate 
to have done a final review and refinement of 
the Levuka world heritage nomination dossier 
resulting in its subsequent inscription. 

Cultural management and policy development 
are areas I also love to work on and inspire me to 
make strategic decisions about the culture sector 
and national stakeholders. Together with Ms 
Noriko Aikawa, and at the request of UNESCO, we 
worked with the Ministry of Education and Culture, 
Samoa in advancing its national intangible cultural 
heritage policy and action plan. I am also thankful 
to the Fiji Government for listening and allowing 
the strategies proposed to be featured in Fiji’s 
national development plan. Fiji’s culture sector 
budgetary provisions also increased significantly 
as a result of aligning our achievements to regional 
and international benchmarks. 

I am also an International Trainer of Trainers for 
UNESCO around Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(ICH). This has been a blessing to communities 
and cultural specialists in the Asia Pacific region. 
From Nepal to Tuvalu, I have worked with country 
officials to develop safeguarding mechanisms, 
document and inventorise their ICH, and plan 
strategies on how to tackle challenges posed by 
climate change and natural disasters. The latter is 
important for the Pacific!

2. Cultural aspects or practices that 
are sacred and continued to be 
observed now

For me, the 

(a) Installation of our chiefs remains a sacred 
affair especially when we look at the elaborate 
and intricate ceremonies associated with 
the choosing, the installation, and the taboo 
period for the newly installed chief. 

(b) The sevu (first offering) either to the high chief 
or in the church is considered a sacred ritual 
which has many elements that resonate with 
the principles of mana, thanksgiving, solidarity, 
communal trust, respect, decorum and the 
related. We have seen and heard inspirational 
stories in our societies that have come about 
as a result of the sevu being practised in their 
communities. 

The installation of Chiefs in ceremonies varies 
from one vanua to another (note I am not using 
‘province’ because this is a colonial construct). This 

I always would like to 
see indigenous peoples 
of the Pacific talanoa 
more, find ways to 
revitalise their cultural 
practices deemed 
morally right and 
appropriate in this day 
and age and work as a 
community to put into 
action these approaches.
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diversity in the protocol for a particular practice 
makes our culture, and that of other Pacific Island 
cultures, very rich. The introduction of modern 
ways to expedite the ceremony and reduce cost 
often diminishes the essence, value, mana and sau 
associated with these practices. 

iSevu, on the other hand, I am pleased to see used 
in different facets whether at vanua level, church, 
schools and even in workplaces. This is pivotal to 
ensure its continuity. 

Nevertheless, I always would like to see indigenous 
peoples of the Pacific talanoa more, find ways to 
revitalise their cultural practices deemed morally 
right and appropriate in this day and age and 
work as a community to put into action these 
approaches. Focus less on what governments 
can do to assist but more on members of their 
communities drawing on the vast and rich 
resources that surround them.  

3. How often and when exactly do 
people in your home country 
perform or observe this norm

The month of February is translated in the 
traditional calendar as Vula iSevu (iSevu month). 
First harvests are taken to valelevu (Chief’s house) 
and presented at church as well for special 
thanksgiving service. 

Discussions, observance and installation processes 
for chiefs take months and often years to plan. 
If urgent, planning and appointment of a new 
chief by elders can happen after the burial of the 
current chief who may have passed suddenly after 
an illness. The day of installation and planning 
necessary is done by a group of elders often from 
the Sauturaga (nobleman) clan or the Qase ni vale 
or others with which the vanua have earmarked to 
be responsible. This is a sacred task and all taboos 
must be observed. 

4. The traditional medium of passing 
down this traditional norm to the 
younger generation.

Everything begins at home. Parents are key 
to teaching and learning for their children. It is 
important that right an early stage, children are 
taught about their customs and traditions, taught 
to observe and respect while their parents and 
elders participate during ceremonies, and taught 
the principles and values associated with these 
traditions and customary practices and why these 
are important for sustainability and humanity. I am 
always encouraged to see videos posted by Fijian 
diaspora communities overseas doing simple 
things such as teaching their children to read and 
write in the vosa vakaviti or their dialect for that 
matter. The same for Fijians especially during the 

COVID-19 lockdown, using this period of dormancy 
as an avenue to share stories and of course male 
parents teaching their sons the tubetube and 
vosa ni veiqaravi vakavanua. This is encouraging. 
I do not agree with parents thinking and leaving 
teaching and learning of traditions and customs to 
be done at school. 

In the context of transmission, this must be done 
in the right space and at the right time. Critical 
to mould the “receiver” (in this case the young 
person) to be receptive and to care and to be able 
to receive the gift. It is quite sad to see the passing 
of our elders with ‘gifts’ that they were not able to 
share with their descendants who were not too 
keen to receive the gift or they often associate this 
with demons because of their newfound beliefs 
and religion. I hope that our people will see how 
we have undermined our culture and traditions 
leading to many adversities we are facing in this 
day and age. The answer lies in our traditional 
knowledge systems, customary practices that our 
ancestors have trialled and perfected for thousands 
of years. 

5. Any other information that is 
necessary regarding this traditional 
practice/norm or general advice 
regarding the importance of 
safeguarding our culture and 
tradition

I would recommend for Fiji that we should make 
culture and heritage become part of our national 
conversation and find national solutions to our 
dilemmas. These are to be presented back to the 
vanua or the revamped Fiji Great Council of Chiefs; 
these are important forums where such national 
discussions are presented and adopted. 

I would urge our vanua, our communities, and 
our villages to encourage the documentation of 
their traditions and practices for continuity. It is 
imperative that safeguarding measures come 
from within and are not superimposed by a 
national or external authority. This information, 
with the consent of the vanua, is then published. 
For example, the people of Waya in the Yasawa 
group are one of the first Fijian communities to 
have their own dictionary – an important tool to 
sustain their dialect. 

Pacific people are very resilient. If larger and older 
civilisations in China and India can adapt to this 
modern world while staying true to their traditions 
and culture, we can do so as well. 

Contributed by Mr Sipiriano Nemani  
– Director Fiji Museum 
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Maneaba and 
the threat of 
losing traditional 
knowledge

The Pacific is among the most culturally diverse 
region in the world, with each country bestowed 
unique traditional practices that differ from its 
neighbouring island nation.

Among the treasures of the Pacific is an island 
nation, Kiribati, one of the smallest and most 
isolated countries in the world but plays a 
significant role in Oceania and is a member of 
the region’s largest institute, The University of 
the South Pacific (USP).

Though small, Kiribati is renowned for its 
building practices, especially in the construction 
of a traditional house known as the ‘maneaba’.

USP Laucala Campus Student Association 
President Bate Tiaeki Tioti, a native of Kiribati, 
said while the maneaba somehow resembles a 
Fijian Bure or a Samoan Fale, the distinction is 
mainly with its shape.

“For us, the maneaba is more like a triangular 

Feature 
article.

building. I am not too sure why it is triangular.”

Mr Tioti added that “According to what we 
were told, a famous western philosopher once 
came and observed our building structure. 
He said we copied the theory of Pythagoras’ 
theorem (a well-known geometric theorem in 
Mathematics). Somehow our ancestors knew 
about the Pythagoras theorem before we were 
taught in school about it.”

The maneaba is constructed from pandanus 
trunks and leaves with other raw materials 
sourced from coconuts, adding that such 
traditional buildings are sacred to the people.

“There are very specific people that can build 
a maneaba, and we call them the Kainga. We 
cannot build the maneaba anyhow. If we’re 
building it with traditional materials, then 
it cannot be built anyhow. There are proper 
procedures for using wood and tying it with 
fibre strings. When you do it anyhow, or just let 
anyone come and build it, they can die,” such 
is the mana associated with the construction of 
the maneaba, as Mr Tioti explained.

“The maneaba is sacred to us because it is 
where our council, the chief or the elders would 
meet. It is also a place of worship and houses 
the shrines of our Gods. There are times when 
people from all over the island would come to 
pay their tributes and offerings to our Gods,” 
Tioti remarked. 

“Nowadays, the maneaba is used as a common 
meeting place for people in the community and 
the village. The other thing is when government 
officials would come, they can’t go anywhere 
else but to the maneaba as the first place for 
meeting or visit.”

“This practice continues today and as far as I 
know, we are slowly transitioning into a more 
modern way (of building). We’re no longer using 
pandanus or coconut trunks, and we’re using 
wood and aluminium roofs. The interesting 
thing is, despite this slow change, we’re still 
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maintaining the same structure; it’s only the 
material that has changed.”

Integrated into the Kiribati culture and way of 
life, Mr Tioti fears that the changing climatic 
conditions also threaten their way of life and 
traditional building practices.

“Most of the coconut trees are dying because 
of climate change; hence, we’re losing bits and 
pieces of our traditional practices. We get fibres 
from coconut to make strings and the pandanus 
plants are declining in number.” 

Mr Tioti said as Pacific islanders “culture is our 
identity, and I am proud that our ancestors had 
these skills. This is how we set ourselves apart 
from others, our traditional building practices 
may be similar in some ways but the structure 
and the way we do it are different from others. 
It’s something we must strive to maintain and 
pass on to our younger generation, so they don’t 
forget our way.”

“We have a common practice in Kiribati where 
if you have a particular skill, you will not share 
them with anyone else and keep it to yourself 
for your gain. That mentality has affected 
and prevented people from passing on that 
knowledge to others and when that’s the end 
of it dies with them.”

“I think one way we can preserve our cultural 
practices is to encourage our young people to 
seek the knowledge of our elders. In the same 
way, we must encourage our elders to share 
their knowledge with the younger generation 
and ensure traditional knowledge is passed 
down from generation to generation without it 
being lost to the sands of time.”

The USPSA Laucala Campus President hopes to 
contribute positively to his country and ensure 
traditional knowledge is preserved for future 
generations.
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Samoan AvaSamoan AvaFeature 
article.

The ‘ava, or kava ceremony, is one of Samoa’s most 
important chiefly customs. Sharing the ceremonial 
‘ava drink marks important milestones in Samoan 
society and is a very formal tradition. 

The ‘ava is made in the tānoa, from the dried roots 
of the kava plant (Piper mythesticum) mixed with 
water. It is then strained for drinking. The tautu 
‘ava, or kava server, distributes the ‘ava in an ipu 
tau ‘ava - a kava cup made from coconut shell.

USP Alumni and Samoa High Commission 
Counselor Mr Louis Ofele Lene said, “During 
the ‘ava ceremony the Tulafale, or Talking Chief, 
speaks with his fue, or fly whisk, on behalf of the 
chiefs, family and village. 

“Similar to a Fijian sevusevu, the ‘ava is performed 
when we welcome someone to a village or for 
us here at the High Commission we will prepare 
the ‘ava for our Head of State, the Samoa Prime 
Minister and delegates of government,” he added. 

Mr Lene shared, “The ʻava ceremony within 
Samoan culture retains the same ritual pattern 
with slight variations depending on the parties 
involved and the occasion. It always includes 
speeches and oratory and the formal drinking 
of ‘ava, including women if they are part of 
the ceremony, with special attention paid to 
precedence in drinking order.” 

“It is something to be proud of when you are part 
of the ‘ava ceremony, it’s an art in itself, even I have 
started to learn and perform the ‘ava ceremony, 
and this is part of my work at the Samoa Mission in 
Fiji. However, I am still a long way from perfecting 
it,” he added. 

Mr Lene went on to explain that the ‘ava is 
prepared by a member or members of what is 
termed the ʻaumaga (ʻava makers).

“Today, in the Samoa ‘ava ceremony, the role of the 
ʻaumaga is a comprehensive term, but in former 
times the ‘ava makers were a much more select 
order. In the preparation of the ‘ava for a ceremony 
the services of a young woman or young man, or 
one or more young ladies and young men may be 
utilised,” he said. 

It is customary for the daughters of all chiefs to 
be taught how to prepare the ‘ava. If the person 
mixing the ‘ava is a young woman, it is customary 
for her to be the virgin daughter of a chief (matai). 

“Our Chiefs, families and God are the three pillars 
of our Fa’a Samoa,” Mr Lene added. 

“I believe that ava is very sacred for the people of 
Samoa, very rarely is it used as a casual drink, it is a 
sacred drink, preserved for the highest chiefs and 
prestigious events.” 

“During the ava ceremony, the man who carries 
and hands the drinking cup to the people 
assembled is termed the tautu’ava. He stands 
alongside the ‘ava bowl and the ‘ava mixer wrings 
a quantity of the brew into the kava. The ‘ava 
server then listens carefully for the call from the 
tufa’ava (distributor) and this notifies the correct 
individual to be served,” Mr Lene explained. 

He added that whoever drinks first, signifies his 
hierarchy in the ava ceremony and this is the 
usual practice, it is also taught to the young men 
in Samoa who to serve ava to and in which order. 
It is an embarrassment to him and his family if 
someone does not know what to do during an 
ava ceremony.  

There is also a way to serve the ava. Mr Lene said 
once the name is called, the tautu’ava walks 
towards the person indicated, immediately he 
hears the ‘ava title called and is aware of the status 
of the individual named if the chief to be served 
is the holder of an important chief title, he raises 
the cup above his head and advances towards the 
chief.

When the server is within comfortable reaching 
distance of the chief to be served, he with a 
graceful sweeping movement from right to left 
and with the inner side of the forearm presented 
to the chief hands him the cup.

Presentation to lesser chiefs takes the same form 
except that the cup is not held above the head but 
is extended at arm’s length at about the height of 
the waist. The back of the lamb is presented to 
Orators when being handed the ‘ava cup. 

All these motions and attitudes are indicative of 
respect during the ava ceremony. 

Mr Lene said, there are many names for various 
ava ceremonies depending on the occasion, 
however, we must also remember that there are 
different meanings and ways these are performed 
depending on where we come from.” 

“I am proud to have shared what I know of the ava 
ceremony, I know it is something all Samoans no 
matter where they were born will need to know. It 
is never too late to learn your culture because that 
is where you come from,” he added.
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My loto, the best of 
my Tongan culture

 
By Dr Mele Katea Paea

Feature 
article.

This is a small part of what 
culture means to Dr. Mele Katea 
Paea, a research professional 
at the University of the South 
Pacific, who is originated from 
Matuku, Ha‘afeva in Ha‘apai 
Tonga but grew up in the village 
of Ha‘ateiho in the main island of 
Tongatapu, TONGA. 

If I am to talanoa (talk) with you 
about me being Tongan, I have 
to say that “my culture is rooted, 
practiced, shared and safeguarded within my 
loto‘i Tonga (my Tonga heart, soul or spirit). Unless 
the context, situation or issue in hand is connected 
spiritually and emotionally to my loto, solutions 
cannot be easily identified”, Dr. Mele Katea said. 

It means that culture is spiritually driven. “It is 
about me and you. It is about the best spiritual 
values, knowledge, wisdom and ways of life that 
our parents taught us, and what their parents 
taught them. We hold dearly to those loto aspects 
of our culture because they are our life and are 
there to guide us, to inspire us to speak the truth, 
to know when we make mistakes and how to 
appropriately fix that, and to be truthful to what 
is more meaningful in life”. Dr. Mele Katea proudly 
shared. 

“What do I have in my loto that highlights the 
best of my culture? It is my māfana (a spiritual 
quality of the loto) of ‘ofa (love), loto lahi (courageous 
spirit) and falala ‘Otua (trust in the Lord)”. These 
qualities of the loto are the foundation of her 
capabilities, similar to most Tongans, according 
to Dr. Mele Katea. They do shape how she sees 
the world, how she contributes to it and how 
she relates herself to others. She explains, “Ofa 
allows me to see the best in others and use that 
to positively support them towards achievement. 
It is about building the capacity of our people and 
valuing collectives over individuals. Loto lahi gives 
me courage to affirmatively take risk, take initiative, 
be innovative, to challenge what is supposed to be 
challenging, and stay true to my loto by doing the 
right thing. Falala ‘Otua strengths my ability to be 
able to know who created me and who holds the 
best for my loto. When I go against my spiritual 
loto, I feel disconnected, demotivated and things 
do tend to fall apart. So, I have to listen to that 
spiritual voice in me and respect the sacredness of 
that voice for excellence, movement and change”.  

“What does loto mean to the 
work we do at the University of 
the South Pacific? It means that 
the key for people of Oceania to 
be resilient and sustainable in the 
office is loto driven. Something 
that has to be understood, applied 
and incentivised by people who 
work with us, especially those who 
review and make decisions for our 
performance in the organisation. I 
know it is not favourable by many 

because the quality of my loto is very difficult 
to comprehend as they are non-measurable. 
However, when we are called from different 
parts of the world to be in Oceania, then we are 
expected to understand and be considerate of the 
best of Oceania culture. Also, think affirmatively 
about how can we utilise those qualities of the loto 
in an innovative way to accomplish the best out of 
our institution for the benefit of us all”.      

Living away from Tonga, Dr. Mele Katea, said she is 
not alone in Fiji. “I do carry my fāmili (family), kāinga 
(relatives), and my people in mind and soul. When I 
am in the office, I always think of how can I use that 
opportunity to do things differently for Tongans 
and people of Oceania. The artefact aspects of my 
culture will always be evolved over time and can 
be damaged and disappeared at some point. But 
māfana within my loto will never die. Even when 
my physical body dies, the best qualities of my loto 
will continue to live in my children, grandchildren 
and my future generations’ loto”. Dr Mele Katea 
ended with an inspirational quote from her third 
daughter, Lupe Christel Victoria Paea, who wrote 
“Once your loto, your cultural identity is torn, your 
moral foundation influenced by your culture 
would be collapsed”.  

Our call is to protect the loto of Oceania. A 
challenge that will continue to shape our world 
views and the way we operate in this very nation 
we call the University of the South Pacific. 

Dr. Mele Katea Paea sees herself as a voice for 
Pacific women and Pacific indigenous people. 
She maintains considerable interest in the general 
wellbeing of Pacific communities. Her long-term 
goal is for Pacific people to continually develop 
positive influences and create outstanding role 
models in and amongst themselves in support of 
our Oceania.
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Traditional Cook Islands Maori welcome of singing and dancing - Credit, Black Tomato

There are numerous names in the Cook Islands for 
dance, where the most popular of the expressive 
arts is known as Ura. 

Ura is the word commonly used today and is 
believed to be derived from hura or mehura, the 
old Tahitian word for dance or translated into hula 
for people in Hawaii. 

Older folk used to say that the term used to be 
kapa which is still used to describe action songs. 
There is kapa rima (dance using hands), kapa 
rakau (stick dance), kapa rore (stilt dance), kapa 
pi’a (box dance), kapa a’i (fire dance) and amongst 
others. 

Lawrencia William, a Cook Island native who is 
passionate about maintaining these different 
forms of traditional dances, said that people on 
the islands, particularly the elderly, are trying their 
utmost best to preserve this tradition. 

She said cultural dance had been an effective 
mode to tell their stories to the people, expressing 
the emotion of an event. The tradition of passing 
down the skills to the younger generation 
continues. 

“Traditional dances have been part of our culture 
and the practice continues to be observed or 
entertained in most communities in the Cook 
Islands. Also, it is an excellent form of maintaining 
fitness and staying active and healthy,” she said. 

“Secondly, our country celebrates our self-
governing day every year. Communities across the 
islands will celebrate through dances, chants and 
traditional singing called ute and imene tuki. The 
primary and secondary students would participate 
in dancing competitions and that has been a way 
of preserving or passing the tradition to the young 
people,” she added. 

She also stated that tourism activity has 
encouraged locals in the Cook Islands to preserve 
these traditional dances through daily or weekly 
performances to guests at various resorts and 
hotels. 

“Fortunately, tourism fosters our cultural dance 
aspect and promotes our country as a holiday 
destination for tourists. Our Cook Islands cultural 
dances are usually appreciated by visitors and we 
could see how these traditional practices have 
improved the economic well-being of people on 
the islands,” she stressed. 

Meanwhile, traditional dances vary between the 
islands of the Cook Islands. On the island of Mauke 
it is known as ori, on Aitutaki it is known as koni, 
kosaki is the traditional dance for people on the 
island of Penrhyn and Manihiki it is known as 
hupahupa despite striking similarities in the styles 
of dance and drumming. 

Traditional dances 
in the Cook Islands 
well preserved

Feature 
article.
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Our student.
 

Andreas Hesjedal Hartwig 
Humans 
of USP.

Nationality: Norwegian

Programmes studied at USP: Exchange student

Year (s) Graduated: 2024

Details of further studies (other institutions): 
University of Bergen, Norway

Why did you choose USP?

I wanted to experience a new country and culture. 
Fiji is pretty much as far away from Norway as it is 
possible to go. In addition it is a place I have always 
had a wish to see. It has definitely lived up to the 
high expectations so far. 

Have you ever been to the Pacific prior to this? 
If yes, where?

I have never been to the Pacific before. 

What are your expectations about the learning 
experience?

I expect to learn a lot about the culture and 
look forward to comparing the differences and 
similarities between my country and continent to 
this part of the world. I am also very satisfied with 
the lectures and tutorials and really feel like I will 
be learning a lot during this semester. 

What has been the highlight of your journey so 
far?

The highlight of my journey so far has been to 
meet all the wonderful people in this country. I was 
fortunate enough to join the buddy programme 
when a delegation from Monash University visited 
Fiji the weeks before semester start. That was a 
really fun experience, and it was really nice to get 
to know the other buddies. 

What do you look forward to the most about 
studying in Fiji or in the Pacific?

I really look forward to seeing as much as possible 
of the country and region as possible. I have 
already travelled around a little bit and seen some 
amazing places looking like they are straight from 
a postcard. I also look forward to getting to know 
more people here. 

Do you miss home? 

I miss home sometimes but I stay in touch with my 
family regularly on facetime and by social media. 

I really look forward to 
seeing as much as possible 
of the country and region 
as possible. I have already 
travelled around a little bit 
and seen some amazing 
places looking like they are 
straight from a postcard.
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Our Alumni.

Kiniviliame Raiyala
Humans 
of USP.

A prayer and now a 
dream come true
One of the most heart-warming & inspirational 
stories to share from one of USP’s very own.  Meet 
our Tourism and Hospitality Management (STHM) 
brand ambassador and alumnus, Kiniviliame 
Raiyala. 

Kini hails from the beautiful island of Beqa. He has 
just started his dream job as a Guest Service Agent 
for P&O Cruises out of Singapore.

While growing up on Beqa, Kini would sit on the 
beach & watch cruise liners pass by, always in awe 
of their majestic beauty. He asked his Ta (Father) 
what were these “boats” for and he was told, “it’s a 
millionaire’s ship”. 

It wasn’t until he was in Year 12 (Form 6) at 
Queen Victoria School in Tailevu, Fiji and had 
the opportunity to visit USP’s School of Tourism 
and Hospitality (then) on Open Day in 2016, that 
he discovered those “boats” were cruiseliners 
for tourists. It was there he met Dr Dawn Gibson 
who explained the career path for tourism and 
hospitality students.

In 2017, Kini joined USP’s Foundation programme 
where he met Master Kurabui Bale, who became 
a great mentor. In semester two of 2017, Master 
Bale shared with Kini about “the power of a prayer 
book” and how it was “a checklist between you 
and God”. Following the fellowship, Kini started his 
prayer book (photo included). 

His first prayer point was graduation and the 
second was to work on a cruise liner. In his final 
semester, he approached Ms Ella Bennion to ask 
about how he could apply to P&O.

He graduated in 2022. Although his first interview 
with P&O was unsuccessful and it left him 
disappointed, he continued to pray and believe. 
Lo and behold, on Dec 4, 2022 (his birthday), out 
of nowhere, he received an offer from P&O and he 
was ecstatic.

Kini struggled while never giving up on his studies. 
According to him, he had to hustle. At one time, he 

floated around USP for three months and worried 
about where to do his laundry.

 Kini said, “Au masu tu ga”(I just continued to pray). 
His prayer during those hard times was, “Jisu, this 
is a good fight. I love my education & You will make 
a way.”

And just like that, an angel appeared and made 
friends with Kini at the Green Tables. Her name 
was Kara Tubuna (RIP). They clicked; Kara took him 
home & her family treated him like their own. 

“Losing Kara unexpectedly broke my heart. She 
was my sister. I will never forget her and my 
Tubuna family,” he shared. 

As Kini shared his story with Ms Ella Bennion from 
Singapore, they both were emotional.

Kini said, “I know and believe that a prayer book 
is one of the most powerful ways to testify of our 
living God”.

Kini is thankful to everyone who has been part of 
his journey thus far:

“Kara and the Tubuna Family, STHM Staff (Dr Dawn 
Gibson, Hupfeld Hoerder, Marika, Beth Matatolu 
Marica Karishma Apisalome Movono (Alumni), 
STHM Extended Family of our alumni Jone Akini 
Watisoni Nado et.al aka the Luvequ Squad, Six 
Senses Fiji Family & all my friends. Not forgetting 
Ta & Na who were/are always supportive, 

THANK YOU.”
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Our Staff.
 

Waisake Raliwalala

Humans 
of USP.

Country: Fiji

Your current Occupation/Position Title

Teaching Assistant (Fijian Language Studies)

Can you tell us about your time at USP?

I joined USP last year to be a Teaching Assistant 
under the Fijian Language Department. It was 
a dream come true for me and an honour to be 
serving in a prestigious institution that is rich 
with its diverse culture and unique languages 
that made everyone stand out the way they are. I 
graduated with my Bachelor of Arts degree in 2020 
and pursued my Postgraduate Diploma in Arts 
2021 whereby the two qualifications have enabled 
me to come through USP. I am super grateful for 
God’s faithfulness in my life to be where I am today. 

How do you see the role of USP in Shaping our 
Pacific culture and identity?

USP plays a dynamic role in the Pacific region 
for the preservation and the reviving of cultural 
identity. Culture is one of the firm foundations of 
love and teamwork in a learning environment, 
which brings forth peace and harmony amongst 
every individual. An institution that is underpinned 
by its unique cultural identities which are deeply 
rooted in our virtues and values of integrity and 
honesty, I believe, it helps in our social and cultural 
understanding about who we are and where we 
come from that always pushes us forward for the 
better. That is how I see USP, it engages, motivates, 
mold and empower every cultural group that has 
its own distinct culture to be who they are and be 
proud of their God gifted Vanua. 

What has been the highlight of your career?

One of the most memorable highlights is to be 
recognised as a USP graduate and being able 
to achieve the graduate outcomes and coming 
back transitioning from a student to a facilitator 
to enlighten students about the unique Fijian 
Language and Culture. 

What do you love about your current role? 

One of the most loveable things about my current 
role is interaction and engagement with my 
students. I teach and I learn from my students as 
well. 

What is your advice about the importance 
of safeguarding our tradition and culture, 
or graduates wanting to pursue a similar 
profession?

My only advise is, if we want our tradition and 
culture to be known by our future generation, then 
this is the time, the time is NOW. It is alarming to 
see various social issues, yet we blame all sorts of 
things, but everything starts from home. It is my 
plea that parents raise their children with proper 
values and teaching them their cultural identity. 
“As the scripture teaches, `Train up a child in the 
way he should go and when he is old, he will not 
depart from it (Prov. 22:6).

Use a simple phrase to describe USP

The center of knowledge that build up characters 
destined for a greater purpose.  

It is alarming to see various 
social issues, yet we blame 
all sorts of things, but 
everything starts from home.
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His Highness Malietoa Tanumafili 
II meets The University of the 
South Pacific former Deputy Vice-
Chancellor during his official visit 
to the university on the 28th of 
April 1978. 

A Samoan student who was 
based at The University of 
the South Pacific Laucala 

Campus performed during 
the traditional Samoan 

welcoming ceremony. The 
ceremony was accorded 
to his Highness Malietoa 

Tanumafili II during his official 
visit on the 28th of April 1978. 

Samoan students with 
a huge pig during the 
traditional welcoming 

ceremony. 

 

Source: National Archives of Fiji
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New USP Student 
Officers take Office

 
The USP Pacific Students’ Association 
(USPSA) Council appointed Mr Lepani 
Naqarase as the Interim Chair of Council 
and Acting President of USPSA after the 
incoming Chair and President of USPSA, 
Mr. Robea Koran, who was elected at 
the Student Councils 24th Meeting 
was unable to take up office due to the 
relocation of his campus for personal 
reasons. 

In addition to this, the Vice-President 
elect of USPSA and Deputy Chair of 
Council, Mr. Ishmael Aitorea was also 
inducted. Mr. Aitorea is based at the USP 
Solomon Islands Campus in Honiara.

Norway-Pacific Ocean-
Climate Scholarship 
Programme launches 
first PhD cohort

 

Ten candidates from across the Pacific 
have been awarded PhD scholarships 
under the Norway- Pacific Ocean-
Climate Scholarship Programme 
(N-POC) to undertake research at the 
University of the South Pacific (USP) 
in collaboration with the University of 
Bergen (UiB) in Norway. 

Funded by Norway’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Norwegian Agency for 
Development Cooperation (NORAD) to 
recruit 24 PhD candidates to undertake 
multi-disciplinary research on the ocean-
climate nexus under a Bi-institutional 
arrangement between UiB and USP.

USP Vice-Chancellor 
welcomed back 

 

The USP held its thanksgiving service 
to mark the return of the USP Vice-
Chancellor and President (VCP) Professor 
Pal Ahluwalia to the Laucala Campus.

The event which was filled with jubilant 
songs of praise and thanksgiving was 
also attended by Fiji Prime Minister 
& Minister for Public Enterprises, Civil 
Service and Foreign Affairs, Honourable 
Sitiveni Rabuka, Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister for Finance, Strategic 
Planning, National Development and 
Statistics, Hon. Professor Biman Prasad, 
Government Ministers and Assistant 
Ministers.

Professor Ahluwalia was accorded a 
traditional welcome ceremony.

Mark the dates
• USP Pacific Market Day                                        

February 28 - March 3
• Entrepreneurial Fair                                                

March 14 - March 17 
• USP Pacific Market Day                                       

March 28 - March 31 
• Laucala Campus Graduation                                  

March 30 - March 31

Recap.


