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Tourism is a key contributor to the economy of the Pacific Island country Vanuatu. Yet
many Ni-Vanuatu have seen their access to natural resources lost or reduced as a
consequence of foreign investment in the tourism industry and associated land leases,
while few community members found secure employment in the tourism sector to
compensate for those losses. The tension between externally driven tourism
development and local resource access has been exacerbated in the aftermath of
2015 Tropical Cyclone Pam which caused extensive damage both to the tourism
industry and local communities. Employing a tourism-disaster-conflict nexus lens and
drawing on semi-structured interviews with hotel managers, research conversations with
hotel staff and community members, and focus group discussions with community
leaders, this study examines how the tourism sector has impacted post-disaster
response and recovery, particularly in terms of land relations and rural livelihoods.
Findings suggest that tourism can be a double-edged sword for disaster-prone
communities. While resorts play an important role as first responders, their
contributions to post-disaster recovery processes remain ambiguous and marred by
tensions between expatriate investors and indigenous Ni-Vanuatu people. These findings
also hold lessons for the tourism crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic in the South
Pacific and elsewhere.
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INTRODUCTION

Tourism crises have often been precipitated bymajor disaster events. Small island developing states in the
South Pacific have been particularly susceptible to tropical cyclones, floods and tsunamis that have had a
deep impact on the tourism industry on which these countries’ economies depend strongly (e.g., Klint
et al., 2012; Loehr, 2020). Yet, surprisingly, there has been very little research scrutinising the role of the
tourism sector in the immediate disaster relief response and long-term rehabilitation efforts.

The objective of this paper is to contribute to a better understanding of the role of the tourism industry
in post-disaster response and recovery processes, drawing on the example of the 2015 Cyclone Pam in
Vanuatu. More specifically, the aim is to determine whether the tourism sector can be a positive force in
helping local communities to restore their livelihoods. To this end, it is important to understand 1) how
tourism businesses have been affected by Cyclone Pam, 2) how they have responded to and recovered from
the disaster, and 3) how their response and recovery strategies have had an impact on their staff and local
communities. Particular emphasis is placed on land relations and the rehabilitation of rural livelihoods.
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Thereby, the article aims to generate insights that will help inform
future governance of disaster response and recovery – including from
the COVID-19 pandemic – in touristic areas of Vanuatu and the
wider Pacific region.

CONTEXT

The Importance of Vanuatu’s Tourism
Sector
Vanuatu is an archipelago of more than 80 islands located in the
Southwest Pacific (De Burlo, 1989). Its population of over 300,000
inhabitants is divided into more than 100 distinct linguistic and
cultural groups. During colonial times, Vanuatu was known as
the New Hebrides and subject to a rather unique Anglo-French
colonial rule established in 1906 (Farran, 2010). Since gaining
independence, Vanuatu’s economy has seen relatively steady
growth rates, primarily due to a substantial rise in revenues
from tourism. Tourism is a key contributor to the country’s
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the major foreign exchange
earner, and an important employment provider, particularly in
the main island of Efate and – to a lesser extent – in the islands
Espiritu Santo and Tanna (Loehr, 2020). It is estimated that over
8,000 full time equivalents (FTEs) were employed in the Vanuatu
tourism sector prior to 2015 Cyclone Pam (Government of
Vanuatu, 2015). Visitor arrivals peaked in 2014, with Australia
being the most important source market (about 60%), followed by
New Zealand (13%) and New Caledonia (12%), according to data
from the Vanuatu National Statistical Office (Government of
Vanuatu, 2015).

The tourism sector in Vanuatu is characterized by a “dualistic”
structure, whereby prior to Cyclone Pam in March 2015 about
one third of the foreign visitors arrived by air and stayed in hotels,
resorts and guesthouses for an average of 8–9 days, while two
thirds of visitors arrived by cruise ship and stayed only for 1 day
without the need for accommodation in the country. Cruise
tourists are primarily targeted by local tour and cultural show
operators, who are mostly indigenous Ni-Vanuatu whose small
businesses are protected by the so-called “Reserved Investments”
clause under the Foreign Investment Promotion Act.

Tourists arriving by air have a choice among a wide range of
accommodation, from budget lodges and motels to luxury
boutique resorts. On the major islands, the hotel business –
which is much more capital-intensive than tour operations –
is dominated by foreigners, who benefit from favourable
investment conditions, such as tax exemptions and relatively
low lease rates for beachfront properties (MTICNB, 2013). On the
main island of Efate, considered the accommodation gateway to
Vanuatu, three large hotel operators accounted for about 30% of
the available room stock in 2014 (Government of Vanuatu, 2015).

A Brief History of Land Rights Systems in
Vanuatu
In precolonial times, land on the various islands in what is today’s
Vanuatu was acquired simply by occupation and establishment of
the first meeting house (nasara) (Farran, 2010). Ownership was

marked by physical evidence, such as graves, boundaries or
planted trees, and through oral evidence (Farran, 2008;
McDonnell, 2015). Intergenerational transfer of land was
matrilineal in some communities and patrilineal in others
(Farran, 2008). Nagarajan and Parashar (2013) contend that
the rights of women to use land and be involved in decisions
affecting land were recognized under customary law. As in many
other South Pacific nations, the links between cultural identity,
tradition (kastom) and place (ples) are foundational for
indigenous (Ni-Vanuatu) people (Wittersheim, 2011;
McDonnell, 2015).

Throughout much of the 20th century, the indigenous Ni-
Vanuatu people were dispossessed of a great share of their
customary land by British and French settlers and missionaries
(De Burlo, 1989; Farran and Corrin, 2017). Under joint British
and French colonial rule indigenous land on the larger islands
was allocated to settler plantations, churches and public/
administrative purposes. According to Farran (2010), about
two thirds of the land in the then New Hebrides were in the
hand of foreigners at some point. The two colonial powers
introduced the previously unknown concepts of freehold and
leasehold and competing sets of laws and legal institutions.
Independence from the so-called “condominium government”
was only achieved in 1980, after demands for restitution of land
alienated by the colonial powers could no longer be suppressed
(Farran, 2010).

The 1980 Constitution restored indigenous land ownership
across the newly independent country and provided that the rules
of custom should form the basis for ownership, control and use of
the land (Farran and Corrin, 2017). Yet it was not always easy to
identify the legitimate custom owners, and leadership claims were
often disputed, and the number of counter-claimants was high,
particularly in areas that had been most impacted by colonial
settlement (Farran and Corrin, 2017). Chiefly leaders often play a
triple role of holding trusteeship over customary land, being
figures of authority and acting as adjudicators of disputes (Farran,
2008).

In the early years after independence land leasing activity in
Vanuatu was rather modest, confined primarily to agricultural
leases of 30 or 40 years. Yet with the advent of tourism and the
associated diversification of the economy, non-agricultural leases
with a longer duration (up to 75 years) were introduced
(Wittersheim, 2011). In 2013, the Vanuatu government
introduced a new piece of legislation – the Custom Land
Management Act – which was aimed at further strengthening
customary land tenure and making it more difficult to alienate
land through leases and sub-leases to foreign investors (Farran
and Corrin, 2017). However, the implementation of the Act has
been constrained by a phase of political instability and the nation-
wide disaster caused by Tropical Cyclone Pam in 2015.

Hazards, Vulnerability and Tourism:
Tropical Cyclone Pam in March 2015
The tourism sector in Vanuatu is highly susceptible to climate-
related disasters, such as cyclones or floods (Loehr, 2020), but also
to other natural hazards, such as earthquakes, tsunamis and
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volcanic eruptions. Cyclone activity occurs mainly during the
months January to March. During this period, tourist arrivals in
Vanuatu are the lowest. Between 12 and 14 March 2015, Vanuatu
was struck by Tropical Cyclone Pam, an extremely destructive
Category five cyclone with wind speeds of about 250 km/h. The
cyclone damaged or destroyed an estimated 17,000 buildings,
displaced around 65,000 people and affected the livelihoods of at
least 80% of the rural population by destroying crops and
livestock on a massive scale (Government of Vanuatu, 2015).
The damage was most severe on the larger islands of Tanna,
Erromango and Efate. The relatively low death toll of eleven
people was attributed to indigenous knowledge and the
availability of emergency preparation plans in many
communities as well as essential information being transmitted
across the island via social media, the radio and millions of SMS
messages (World Bank, 2015; Saverimuttu and Varua, 2016). The
long-term damage to the country’s economy was estimated to be
approximately USD 500 million, equivalent to nearly two thirds
of Vanuatu’s annual GDP (Saverimuttu and Varua, 2016; Ballard
et al., 2020).

According to the Government of Vanuatu’s post-disaster
needs assessment report, the total damage to the tourism
subsector caused by Cyclone Pam was around USD 51.7
million and total losses over the 6 months following the
disaster event were estimated at about USD 31.5 million
(Government of Vanuatu, 2015). All damages and losses were
incurred by private businesses. Two of the three largest operators
– which account for 30% of the room stock on Efate Island – had
to be closed for several months (Government of Vanuatu, 2015).
Many of the small- and medium-sized businesses in the tourism
and hospitality sector suffered near-complete damage to their
premises (see Figures 1, 2).

Hence, the massive cyclone exposed vulnerabilities of various
groups – including the corporate tourism and hospitality sector,
the predominantly Ni-Vanuatu employees and local
communities – which are linked through complex socio-
economic relations and power dynamics. Wisner et al. (2004)
contend that the root causes of vulnerability are primarily a result
of social relations and structures of domination. Their
conceptualization of disaster risk and vulnerability “focuses on
the way unsafe conditions arise in relation to the economic and
political processes that allocate assets, income and other resources
in a society” (Wisner et al., 2004: 92). As this study will show, the
proliferation of land leases for tourism has led to uneven power
relations between expatriate leaseholders and Indigenous Ni-
Vanuatu and compromised access to natural resources for
local communities, leaving the latter in a state of heightened
vulnerability in the wake of Cyclone Pam.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK: THE
TOURISM-DISASTER-CONFLICT NEXUS
This study is conceptually grounded in the tourism-disaster-
conflict nexus as identified by Neef and Grayman (2018) and
depicted in Figure 3. In the following sub-sections, the main
linkages within the nexus are described with examples from the
literature and underpinned by three theoretical concepts.

Linkages Between Tourism and Disaster
The tourism sector in the Global South has been particularly
susceptible to disruptive disaster events, as many tourist
destinations are located in coastal areas that are at risk from

FIGURE 1 | Only the foundations remain from this beachfront resort on Efate Island after Cyclone Pam struck the area. Source: Author’s own.

Frontiers in Earth Science | www.frontiersin.org December 2021 | Volume 9 | Article 7713453

Neef Tourism and Disaster in Vanuatu

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science#articles


tsunamis, hurricanes, cyclones and sea surges. The linkages
between tourism and disaster that have received scholarly
attention include disaster preparedness and disaster risk
reduction strategies in the tourism sector (e.g., Ritchie, 2008;
Becken et al., 2014; Calgaro et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2019), tourism
as a trigger or amplifier of disasters (e.g., Hall, 2001; Loperena,

2017), the impacts of disasters on the tourism industry (e.g.,
Calgaro and Lloyd, 2008; Seraphin, 2018), and tourism as a driver
of disaster recovery (e.g., Mair et al., 2016; Carrizosa and Neef,
2018). The latter is relevant to this study as the tourism industry
has often been assigned a crucial role in reconstruction and
recovery efforts following a major disaster. Referring to

FIGURE 2 | Cyclone Pam destroyed the terrace of this beachside restaurant on Efate Island. Source: Author’s own.

FIGURE 3 | The tourism-disaster-conflict nexus and underlying concepts and theoretical frameworks. Source: Author’s own.
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earthquake-stricken Nepal and cyclone-ravaged Vanuatu, the
British newspaper The Guardian (Marshall, 2015) coined the
catchphrase “your holiday can help,” whereby prospective
tourists are nudged to support post-disaster rehabilitation
simply through visiting disaster-affected areas. Yet such forms
of disaster tourismmay have unintended consequences, since less
touristic areas that have been severely affected by the disaster may
receive less humanitarian relief support. In southern Thailand, for
example, post-disaster recovery efforts following the 2004 Indian
Ocean Tsunami were primarily targeted at prime tourist
destinations, while rehabilitation efforts in other devastated
areas were neglected or delayed (Calgaro and Lloyd, 2008;
Neef et al., 2015). An important and emerging subfield of
critical tourism studies has focused on post-disaster volunteer-
tourism, or “voluntourism,” whereby visitors from the Global
North volunteer for social or environmental causes while on
holiday. Following 1996 Hurricane Mitch that devastated parts of
Honduras, US American tourists were lured with discounted
airfares into vacationing on affected tropical beaches, with debris
removal, tree planting and restoration of turtle nesting sites all
part of the holiday package (Mowforth and Munt, 2016).

Linkages Between Tourism and Conflict
Linkages between tourism and conflict include the idea that
tourism can be a force for peace and stability (e.g., Farmaki,
2017), the notion of dark tourism or thanatourism (e.g., Light,
2017), the concept of phoenix tourism in post-conflict destination
rebranding (e.g., Causevic and Lynch, 2011), and tourism-
induced conflicts over land and resources (e.g., Devine, 2017).
The latter linkage is particularly relevant for the context of this
study, given the ongoing contestations over land ownership and
leases in Vanuatu and other countries in the South Pacific. As
Neef and Grayman (2018) maintain, small islands are particularly
prone to conflicts over land and other natural resources triggered
by tourism development, as they face challenges of resource
scarcity, particularly with regard to freshwater, and have
limited carrying capacity (cf. Gössling, 2003). Land tenure
legislation tends to favour local elites and wealthy foreigners
who can easily claim the foreshore for “public” purpose, such as
tourism, while often disregarding customary rights of
communities that depend on coastal land and other natural
resources for their subsistence (Knudsen, 2012; Benge and
Neef, 2018).

Linkages Between Disaster and Conflict
The linkages between disaster and conflict include disasters as
triggers or intensifiers of civil conflict and ethnic tensions (e.g.,
Weir and Virani, 2011; Eastin, 2016), disaster diplomacy and
conflict resolution (e.g., Le Billon and Waizenegger, 2007), and
the notion of disaster capitalism (Klein, 2007) which describes the
predatory behaviour of private and public actors that consider
disasters as opportunities to capitalize on temporary or
permanent vulnerabilities among affected communities. Several
studies have shown how disasters, such as the 2004 Indian Ocean
Tsunami and 2013 super-typhoon Haiyan, have triggered land
conflicts as investors took advantage of the absence of local
landowners due to their temporary relocation to disaster

shelters or their permanent resettlement from coastal areas
following arbitrary setback policies for coastal communities
imposed by the government (Attavanich et al., 2015; Uson,
2017). When such opportunistic and predatory investors are
involved in the tourism sector, then the nexus of tourism,
disaster and conflict is complete in all its interlinkages. Recent
studies that have examined the intersection of tourism, disaster
and conflict include Cohen’s (2011) research on post-tsunami
land grabs in Thailand, Sri Lanka and India, Pyles et al. (2017)
study on post-earthquake disaster capitalism in Haiti and
Loperena’s (2017) analysis of tourism’s extractivist expansion
in the case of post-disaster Honduras. What has been lacking in
these studies was a comprehensive theoretical conceptualization.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The research was conducted between December 2016 and June
2017 on the country’s major island Efate, where most of the
tourist infrastructure is located. Around 97% of tourists traveling
to Vanuatu stay on Efate (IFC, 2015). It is also the island that
sustained most damage from Cyclone Pam. The study focused on
the tourism sector in the capital Port Vila, where the
concentration of accommodation is highest, as well as on the
southern and northwestern part of the island.

The hotels and tour operations were purposively selected to
cover a wide range from budget accommodations to luxury
boutique resorts and obtain a broad geographic coverage of
the major tourist hotspots on the island (see Figure 4). The
main emphasis of the study is placed on the accommodation
sector, includes the three largest room providers on Efate Island
and covers more than two thirds of the island’s total room
capacity. Table 1 shows a breakdown of the surveyed hotels
and tour operations. The business ownership structure appears
typical for the tourism sector in Vanuatu. Tour operations are
predominantly locally owned, and some of the budget
accommodations are also owned by locals (mostly naturalized
citizens rather than indigenous Ni-Vanuatu), while the entire
range from 3-star hotels to high-end luxury boutique resorts is
under the ownership of international hotel chains and affluent
business people from Australia, New Zealand and other Global
North countries.

The major methods employed in this research were semi-
structured interviews with hotel staff and tour operators in
management positions, research conversations with non-
managerial staff in the tourism sector and community
members, and focus group discussions with community
leaders. In total, 20 semi-structured interviews, 19 research
conversations, and three focus group discussions were
conducted by the author and a Ni-Vanuatu research assistant
in the capital Port Vila, the southern coast and the northwestern
part of Efate, covering all major tourist hotspots of the island. The
interviewees comprised three male and three female expatriate
hotel managers as well as six male and eight female Ni-Vanuatu in
managerial positions. Research conversations followed Pacific
research principles of talanoa and stori which are based on
casual talk and sharing of stories rather than formal questions

Frontiers in Earth Science | www.frontiersin.org December 2021 | Volume 9 | Article 7713455

Neef Tourism and Disaster in Vanuatu

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science#articles


and answers (Vaioleti, 2006). Such informal conversations were
conducted with nine male and nine female non-managerial staff
and one male community chief; all of them were Ni-Vanuatu
citizens. The three community focus groups were attended by a
total of nine men and ten women and conducted in a similarly
informal setting and conversation style. All interviews were held
in English, research conversations were conducted either in
English or Bislama, and the focus group discussions were
entirely held in Bislama.

In addition to primary data collection, we also gathered
secondary data from government reports, official tourism
development plans, the Vanuatu National Statistical Office and
international development reports. This secondary information
mostly served the purpose of triangulating the findings from the
qualitative study.

Analysis of the primary data was done through a close reading
of the written notes from the interviews, research conversations
and focus groups, followed by thematic, semi-inductive coding.

FIGURE 4 |Map of Efate Island with locations of hotels and tour operations (purple triangles) and communities (blue circles) selected for the study. Source: Adapted
from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Efate_Island_EN.png

TABLE 1 | Tourist businesses selected for the study, number of interviews and research conversations, and business ownership structure. Source: Author’s own.

Type of
business

Tour operators Budget/2-Star hotels 3-Star hotels 4-Star hotels 5-Star luxury
resorts

No. of businesses 4 4 6 8 4
Business ownership all 4 locally owned 2 foreign, 2 local all 6 foreign all 8 foreign all 4 foreign-owned
No. of semi-structured interviews (managers) 1 3 5 7 4
No. of research conversations (staff) 3 1 3 6 5

Frontiers in Earth Science | www.frontiersin.org December 2021 | Volume 9 | Article 7713456

Neef Tourism and Disaster in Vanuatu

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Efate_Island_EN.png
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science#articles


Based on initial coding, higher order categories and themes, such
as “land relations,” “short-term disaster relief,” and “long-term
recovery” were developed. Emphasis was placed on a thick
description of categories and themes, with the aim of
providing sufficient depth, breadth and context.

RESULTS

Land Acquisition and Resource Enclosure
by Vanuatu’s Tourism Sector
The accommodation sector on Efate Island is disproportionately
controlled by foreigners who lease waterfront blocks from
customary landowners at relatively cheap annual rates. The
high demand for beachfront accommodation has led to a
proliferation of land speculation among foreign investors.
Land conflicts are increasingly common, particularly in the
rural areas of Efate, where customary land ownership is often
ambiguous.

“Many local people have sold [leased out] their land
without thinking of the long-term consequences. The
landowner is usually the main chief in the village and
the benefit is meant to be spread evenly, but often that is
not the case.” (General manager of luxury resort in
northern Efate).

“The land ownership rights over the area where the
resorts are located have been transferred to two families.
They get most of the benefits from the resorts, the
Council of Chiefs also receives somemoney, but the real
customary owners do not receive anything.”
(Participant in focus group discussion in rural
community in southern Efate).

Hierarchical structures and differential access to land are
predominant in the communities, and benefits from the
proliferation of land leases benefit only a few. Land leases are
overwhelmingly the providence of the chiefs; in Northern Efate,
for instance, 80 per cent of the 56 leases –mostly acquired by local
expatriate investors – that have been signed off by individuals list
a local chief as the lessor (McDonnell, 2015). Hence, only a small
minority of the local population can actually take advantage of the
booming lease market, while many community members feel the
negative impacts of the continuing alienation of customary land
in the form of leases to foreign investors (Wittersheim, 2011). The
situation is particularly dire for women: none of the individual
leases in Northern Efate list a woman as the lessor, while all but
one communally signed lease contracts list only men
(McDonnell, 2015).

It is estimated that over 90% of coastal land on Efate Island has
been alienated by foreigners, in most cases for the maximum lease
period of 75 years (Trau, 2012). The country-wide lease register
makes it easy for foreign investors to use their lease contracts as
collateral when taking out a bank loan. Unlike in Fiji, a national
register for customary land ownership does not exist in Vanuatu.
Hence, many Ni-Vanuatu landowners face problems borrowing

financial capital off their customary land, which makes it difficult
for them to start their own tourism business (MTICNB, 2013).

“There are two types of processes to get land here in
Vanuatu: either you negotiate directly with the
customary landowners or you lease land that has
already been developed by someone else. In any case,
you have to check the titles carefully with the Lands
Department. The leases here are pretty cheap, for a
4,000 m2 plot you pay around AUD 1,000 per year.”
(General Manager of luxury boutique resort in southern
Efate).

“Land sales are such a huge business [. . .]. My
Australian stepfather bought a plot of land for 3
million Vatu, and we just cleared the land and then
he resold it for 23 million Vatu.” (Caretaker of 4-star
apartment hotel in southern Efate).

While the majority of the interviewed accommodation
businesses held 75-years leases from customary landowners, a
few of them had leased state-owned land (Figure 5). All tour
operators managed their business on their own land, and some of
the smaller accommodation providers also held ownership rights
to their land, mainly stemming from pre-independence times,
when land sales to foreigners were still possible.

Many resorts are fenced off, and access to beaches – and
sometimes entire islands – are exclusively reserved for hotel
guests, with security guards making sure that no trespassing
occurs. The enclosure of beachfront properties often leads to
reduced access of local people to the sea. Such “spaces of
exception and exclusion” affect women’s livelihoods, as they
engage mostly in fishing from the shore and on the reefs,
while fishing in the open sea is dominated by men
(Government of Vanuatu, 2015; Eriksson et al., 2017). By
contrast, some of the local men are still able to negotiate
access to the beach as they often know the hotel guards who
hail from their own community.

“Despite the resorts, we can still get access to the beach
and the sea. The security guards are from our
community, so we can arrange it with them.” (Male
respondent during focus group discussion in local
community).

Eriksson et al. (2017) have highlighted the importance of
fisheries and customary fishery management for disaster
recovery among coastal Ni-Vanuatu people. Hence,
discrimination of women regarding access to the foreshore has
a direct and adverse impact on their potential to contribute to the
economic recovery of their families.

Hotel managers portrayed their business operations as
beneficial for local communities, lifting people out of poverty.
In the interviews, they mentioned staff employment, lease fees,
food supply from farmers and fishers, educational support for
students, and donations of replaced hotel items as major benefits.
These narratives are used as legitimation for land appropriation
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through leases, which is one of the four exclusionary powers as
identified by Hall et al. (2011).

“Local people benefit a lot from tourism, it is the No. 1
employer, and the unemployment rate here in Vanuatu
is as high as 50–60%. Many locals here come from the
other islands to seek employment in the tourism sector
and then send money to their families back on the
islands.” (Manager of small 3-star resort in Port Vila).

“[The landowners who leased their property to our
hotel] always seem to be happy when they pick up
their monthly check and spend some money on eating
in our restaurant.” (General Manager of 4-star beach
resort in Port Vila).

This positive view is not shared by all community members. In
two of the three focus groups at community level and in a
research conversation with a local island tour operator,
participants painted a relatively bleak picture of the impact of
tourism on their communities and complained about insufficient
support from tourist resorts, the lack of transparency on lease
agreements that were concluded several decades ago, and hotels
taking a major share of the profit from local village tours. There
was also a sentiment that the benefits from the leases are not
spread evenly among the villagers.

“There has been no improvement in our community
since the time when the tourism business started in the
area. People in the community continue to suffer from
poverty.” (Brother of the village chief and officer at the

Department of Fisheries during focus group
discussion).

“In our village, there is a big gap between rich and poor,
you can see it when you look at the differences between
the houses. The rich ones are those who have sold off
their land to the foreigners.” (Community-based island
tour operator).

In another community, people expressed more satisfaction
with the benefits they got from resorts established on their leased
properties, referring to improved water supply and employment
opportunities provided by the resorts. Some of the resorts have
lease agreements that include clauses stipulating that the land-
owning community should be given priority in hotel staff
recruitments, but the majority does not have such obligations.

“We hire staff from many different places, whoever is
qualified. But in rural areas, the hotel staff is mostly
from neighboring villages and its mostly casual work.”
(Manager at 3-star resort in Port Vila).

“Most of the resort employees come from Port Vila,
only a handful are from our community. People are
employed through their social networks.” (Participant
during focus group discussion in a rural community).

“We have no contractual obligations to hire anyone
from the landowning community, so we hire only the
most skilled people. The landowner used to work as
head of security, but this didn’t work out and we
stopped employing him.” (Manager of 4-star beach
resort in Port Vila).

FIGURE 5 | Land tenure status of the surveyed tourism businesses. Source: Author’s own.
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In sum, land acquisitions through leases are a form of
“accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey, 2004), as the long-
term leases remove de-facto ownership to coastal land from the
affected communities for at least three generations, while
providing limited and precarious benefits to the land-owning
communities. The exclusionary powers of regulation,
legitimation and the market (Hall et al., 2011) enclose
customary land and compromise rural people’s livelihood
opportunities.

Post-Disaster Relief Support to Local
Communities by the Tourism Industry:
Effective and Legitimate First Responders?
Our interviews and focus groups with representatives of
communities in rural areas – adjacent to tourist resorts –
showed that villagers demonstrated a high level of resilience
during Cyclone Pam and in the aftermath of the disaster.
Village committees helped to bring villagers to safety during
the cyclone, and community members organized themselves to
rebuild those houses that had been destroyed. However, some
respondents also mentioned the challenges of rebuilding houses,
while restoring their agriculture at the same time.

“It was hard for us to find food immediately after the
cyclone. We worried about rebuilding our houses and at
the same time to find food.” (Church assistant during
focus group in community).

Many cases were reported in our survey where tourist resorts
provided direct help to the communities, particularly to those
whose land they were leasing. Initial responses were mostly in the
form of food and water supplies, but also included tools,
tarpaulins and building materials. Some hotel managers also
set up emergency funds to provide more long-term support
for post-disaster recovery. It was claimed that disaster relief
provided by hotels and resorts was faster and more effective
than the government response.

“I set up an emergency fund for the villages and
collected about AUD 70,000. I used AUD 12,000 to
provide food for 1,600 people in the four villages over a
period of 12 days. Another part of the fund was used for
installing a water reticulation system in one of the
villages. In this village women had to walk 4 km to
get water from the river, now they walk a maximum of
50 m. With the rest of the money, we built a second
classroom for the school.” (General manager of luxury
resort in northern Efate).

“The assistance provided immediately and ongoing by
the [hotel] industry members to various communities
around Efate was extensive and well received. The
Government processes took forever with many
missing out altogether.” (Chairman, Vanuatu Hotel
and Resort Association, pers. comm. via email).

While short-term relief aid and longer-term humanitarian efforts
are laudable, it is questionable whether hotel managers have the
necessary knowledge and legal backing to provide effective support.
In several interviews, hotel managers stated that the government-
imposed duties on donations and did not allow expats to involve in
post-disaster response and recovery, ostensibly due to concerns that
such uncoordinated relief aid would undermine the work of the
National Disaster Committee (cf. Barber, 2018).

“Expats like me were told that if you provided any help
on your own you may face deportation.” (General
manager of small 3-star hotel in Port Vila).

“The International School organised donations, but
then they had to pay duty for the donations.”
(General manager of luxury boutique resort in
southern Efate).

Interviews and research conversations in several local
communities presented a mixed picture of the recovery
support that was provided by hotels and resorts. Respondents
in some communities praised the resorts for their immediate
post-disaster relief effort and contrasted it with the comparatively
slow government response.

“After Cyclone Pam, we received food supplies from
[two resorts]. [. . .] This support lasted from March to
June. During this entire time, the government came
only two times. The first help from the resorts came
about 1–2 weeks after the cyclone, and the church
provided help after 3 weeks.” (Chief’s brother during
focus group discussion in community).

“After the cyclone, the other hotels further up [north]
came around to each household and provided us with
food such as rice, tinned meat, and noodles. They came
in their vehicles and stopped at each household and
gave out the food supplies. They did this for 2 months.”
(Women’s representative during focus group discussion
in community).

Yet other respondents felt that the hotels only provided short-
term disaster relief but did not support their long-term recovery.
Some contended that hotel managers were just concerned about
their own staff, but did not help other members in the
communities.

“We didn’t receive much help from the resorts. They
gave us some food and water, that’s it.” (Tour guide in
an island community off Efate).

“[The resort] did not give us any help but maybe it
assisted its own staff. It will be difficult to get help from
the resort because we have to go through the chief and
there is a lot of paperwork to do, and we usually give up
before we even try. None of the other two resorts
provided help.” (Chairman of men’s group during
focus group discussion in community).
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The findings show that post-disaster relief support to local
communities by the tourism industry depended on the goodwill
of the resort owners who even had to face risk of deportation
when they provided assistance. Most resorts provided relief aid to
the land-leasing communities only, which is aligned with findings
from the disaster response of the tourism sector in Fiji following
Cyclone Winston in 2016 (Carrizosa and Neef, 2018). While the
motivation for disaster relief support seemed genuinely altruistic,
these practices also play a role in providing legitimacy to a
foreign-dominated tourism sector.

Recovering Together? Differential Recovery
Processes in the Hotel and Hospitality
Industry and Among Local Communities
Ten out of the 22 hotel businesses included in our survey suffered
moderate to severe structural damages to their accommodations.
Another five businesses reported structural damages to lobbies,
restaurants, bars and jetties, while their rooms remained
structurally intact. Four more businesses suffered from water
infiltration in the rooms, which subsequently caused damages to
electric appliances, such as air conditioners and fridges. Only
three hotel businesses in the survey remained largely unaffected,
apart from fallen trees and other minor damages. 12 hotel
businesses had to close their entire operations for several
weeks or even months, while ten businesses remained fully or
partially operational and open for guests.

A recurring issue that was mentioned in the interviews with
hotel managers was the lack of government assistance to the
tourism sector in the aftermath of Cyclone Pam. The interviewees
acknowledged that there was a lack of government funding for the
Department of Tourism and the Vanuatu TourismOffice, so their
staff did not have the capacity to assist the hotel industry in a
meaningful way. Comparisons were drawn with Fiji’s tourism
sector recovery after Cyclone Winston in February 2016, which
was perceived as much quicker and more effective.

“We got no support from the government. In Fiji, there
was a very good tourism recovery program, but here in
Vanuatu we had absolutely nothing.” (Food and
beverage manager at 4-star beach resort in Port Vila).

Several hotel managers mentioned how they had been let
down by the insurance companies. Only the larger multinational
resorts and some of the luxury boutique resorts reported to have
had adequate insurance cover, while most other hotels and
particularly the tour operators were either not sufficiently
covered or completely uninsured. A tourism survey conducted
as part of a post-disaster needs assessment in the immediate
aftermath of Cyclone Pam indicated that six of the 38 registered
hotels in the capital Port Vila did not have any insurance coverage
and that in other parts of Efate less than 50% of the registered
accommodation businesses had insurance (Government of
Vanuatu, 2015). Many of the smaller hotels and resorts in our
survey had continuing legal battles with their insurance company
that refused to pay for the damages caused by Cyclone Pam and

related sea surges as well as any follow-up damages that were not
covered.

“For the small- and medium-sized tourism businesses
it’s difficult to recover, as the insurance companies find
ways not to pay our damages.” (Manager of small 3-star
hotel in Port Vila).

“The resort is still in a legal battle with the insurance
companies, they are trying everything to not pay our
claims.” (Food and beverage manager at 4-star hotel in
Port Vila).

Most hotel and tour operation managers we interviewed in
our survey reported severe difficulties in rebuilding their
tourism business. Those that did not suffer any structural
damages to their facilities and only needed to do a major
clean-up were the lucky ones, as they could provide
accommodation for returning tourists, but even more so for
the humanitarian aid workers that flocked to Vanuatu
following Cyclone Pam. Six out of the 22 hotel businesses
in our survey provided accommodation for international relief
workers, military personnel and journalists in the immediate
aftermath of the cyclone, which reduced their economic losses
to some extent. The large influx of these groups of foreign
“experts” was another form of “foreignization of space”
(Zoomers, 2010) that occurred in the wake of the disaster.

In the immediate aftermath of Cyclone Pam, it was estimated
that a total of 300–500 employees would be laid off in the formal
economy, most of them employed in the tourism subsector
(Government of Vanuatu, 2015). According to our qualitative
survey, complete staff layoffs occurred only among tour operators
and high-end hotels and luxury resorts. Yet the majority of
surveyed hotels in all categories did not lay off any of their
staff and also maintained their salaries at the same level. In many
cases, the tasks of employees were changed in the aftermath of
Cyclone Pam.

“We were closed for 5 months, but we kept all our staff.
We paid them the full salary, but their roles changed, for
example housekeeping staff became gardeners. We even
hired more people for the clean-up and provided them
with meals.” (General manager of luxury resort in
northern Efate).

Some hotel owners who retained their staff tried to consider
the fact that their employees also had to take care of rebuilding
their own homes and adjusted the work schedules. Others
provided additional support in kind or cash. However, not all
employees were so lucky to keep their jobs and get generous
support from their employers. Several high-end hotels laid off
their staff, particularly those that had sustained so much
damage that they remained closed for more than 6 months.
Recovery was most difficult for the small heterogenous
communities from different islands that had been
established around the resorts and were relying to 100% on
their income from tourism.
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“Most of the staff [that had been laid off] did not find a
new job. They just did some gardening, so they had
something to eat, but they could not send their kids to
school anymore, as they couldn’t afford the school fees.
The [resort] owner provided some food and clothes,
and he continued to pay for the electricity and the water,
but other than that he did not help us much.”
(Receptionist at luxury boutique resort in southern
Efate).

Several local tour operators had to lay off the majority of
their staff and cut salaries of the remaining employees, as fewer
tourists came to Vanuatu in the months following Cyclone
Pam, and about 19 cruise ships cancelled their stopover in the
country (Government of Vanuatu, 2015). In addition to the
adverse impact on employees in the tourism industry, it was
estimated that Cyclone Pam affected about 3,600 female
micro-entrepreneurs (the so-called “mammas”) in all
disaster-affected provinces combined (Government of
Vanuatu, 2015). Our own observations at local handicraft
shops and informal conversations with shopkeepers in Port
Vila indicated that their business recovery was very slow, even
more than a year after the disaster. Moreover, about 2,100
minibus and taxi drivers suffered severe business disruptions
due to damage to road infrastructure and a slump in demand
for their services, as tourists stayed away from Vanuatu in the
months that followed the disaster (Government of Vanuatu,
2015).

Women played particularly critical roles in the recovery
process, as mobilisers of capital, innovators and entrepreneurs
(cf. Clissold et al., 2020). Yet, overall, there was a consensus
among the interviewed community members that the tourism
industry recovered more swiftly than the local communities.
Several interviews with Ni-Vanuatu hotel staff also confirmed
the uneven recovery of resorts and communities.

“The resorts recover quick time [sic], they are now back
in full swing, whereas we are still struggling.” (Male
participant in focus group in southern Efate).

“The resort recovered much quicker than us in the
village. It took us a long while before we were able to
harvest from our food gardens again.” (Chairman of
men’s group in community focus group in Port Vila).

“Most of the hotels recover more quickly than ordinary
people” (Interview with assistant manager at budget
hotel in Port Vila).

Remittances from relatives and friends who lived permanently
overseas or were involved in temporary working schemes abroad
played an important role in the post-disaster recovery process in
some communities. In one of the focus group discussions at
community level and in several interviews and research
conversations, it was stated that participating in the seasonal
workers schemes implemented by the New Zealand and
Australian Governments helped in the recovery process of
local communities.

Bringing Tourists Back to Vanuatu and
Enhancing Disaster Resilience
Less than 3 weeks after Cyclone Pam struck the islands, the
Vanuatu Tourism Office (VTO) started a campaign on social
media platforms to regain potential visitors’ confidence in
Vanuatu as a tourist destination. Under the slogan
#VanuatuStillSmiles, the VTO wanted to assure people in the
major source countries Australia and New Zealand that Vanuatu
was still open for tourists. Despite these attempts to attract
tourists back to Vanuatu, Cyclone Pam had a considerable
impact on tourist arrivals over the year 2015, when visitor
arrivals by air fell well below the numbers of 2011 (Table 2).
While a slight recovery was recorded in 2016, numbers were still
about 14% below the year 2013. Arrivals by cruise ship were also
down in 2015, but recovered to a new record level of over 250,000
visitors in 2016. Yet in 2019, visitor arrivals by sea dropped to
their lowest level in the 2010s, while visitor arrivals by air grew
steadily until 2019.

Some hotel managers suggested that the Department of
Tourism should give discounts for travelers, and that more
attention should be given to the traditional source countries,
i.e., Australia and New Zealand. One respondent also called for
more expat expertise in tourism campaigns.

“We need to be pushing interest from Australia and
New Zealand, because that is our main market. The
Department of Tourism needs to employ an expat to
take care of all this promotional work.” (General
manager of luxury beach resort in southern Efate).

Yet the call for involving more expats in promotional
campaigns was challenged by one of the Ni-Vanuatu
respondents who expressed her grievance that indigenous
citizens and their expertise were often ignored.

“I recently went to a tourism forum which was
organized by the Department of Tourism. They
presented a report by the International Finance
Corporation on cruise-ship tourism and they were
talking about challenges and benefits, but there were
only expats, no Indigenous people. How can we talk

TABLE 2 | Visitor arrivals in Vanuatu 2011–2019. Source: Vanuatu Statistical
Bureau, 2020.

Year Visitor
arrivals by air

Visitor
arrivals by sea

2011 93,960 154,938
2012 108,161 213,243
2013 110,109 240,483
2014 108,808 220,175
2015 89,952 197,471
2016 95,117 256,482
2017 109,170 223,551
2018 115,634 234,567
2019 120,628 135,357
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about challenges and benefits without involving the
Indigenous people?” (Caretaker of 4-star apartment
hotel in southern Efate).

The quote above provides evidence that “foreignization of
space” (Zoomers, 2010) through an expat-dominated tourism
sector is not just a physical-spatial process. It has also strong
cultural and political connotations, whereby indigenous citizens’
rights to being consulted and actively involved in decision-
making processes are increasingly compromised.

Rural communities are now voicing their concerns about the
opaqueness of land leases concluded many years ago. Some
community members call for a review of the lease conditions.

“We had demanded in past several meetings to see what
the terms and conditions are like in the agreement that
was signed back in the 1970s between our chief and the
resort lawyer, but no one seems to know if there is any
copy available. We wanted to review the terms and
conditions with the resort. We do not know what the
first conditions were like.” (Female elder and journalist
during focus group discussion).

One of the interviewed managers suggested that villagers were
confronted with issues of land scarcity, as many had sold or leased
out their land a long time ago without considering the long-term
consequences. He expressed concerns how this would affect their
recovery and future resilience.

“The communities have improved their building
infrastructure, so they are now better prepared if
another cyclone hits the area. But now they face
another challenge and that is the developers that are
coming in, mainly for residential development. Many
developers have bought land way back, but they are now
coming to claim their land rights.” (General manager of
luxury resort in northern Efate).

This is a particularly concerning development given the crucial
importance of land for economic recovery but also its cultural
significance. Ni-Vanuatu citizens’ strong sense of place
attachment is at risk of becoming increasingly undermined by
the tourism sector. The exclusionary powers of market, regulation
and legitimation (cf. Hall et al., 2011), as exercised by the tourism
industry, are likely to remain sources of tension between Ni-
Vanuatu and the expatriate community. These tensions will
certainly be exacerbated by the current COVID-19 pandemic
which has brought tourism in Vanuatu to a near-complete
standstill.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Susceptibility to tropical cyclones is one of the reasons why
Vanuatu is the world’s most at-risk country for natural
hazards, according to the World Risk Index (Birkmann and
Welle 2016). Cyclone Pam’s impact on Vanuatu’s tourism

industry and the thousands of people – Ni-Vanuatu and
expats – that depend on the sector was devastating. The
majority of hotels and resorts included in our study
experienced significant structural damages to their facilities,
and many of them had to close for several weeks or even
months. While hotel businesses in Port Vila tended to help
only their own staff, resorts in rural Efate provided quick and
often efficient support to adjacent communities (particularly to
those from which they leased the land). However, such
spontaneous private sector relief initiatives were not approved
by the government. Most hotels and resorts included in our study
tried to retain the majority of their staff during the recovery
process. Yet, complete layoffs did occur, primarily by the large
high-end hotels and some luxury boutique resorts that remained
closed for more than a year, as well as the hotel businesses that
went into bankruptcy.

Overall, the case of Vanuatu is a stark reminder that
customary land tenure is not a strong defense against land
deals but can actually be an enabler (cf. Neef, 2021). Many
Ni-Vanuatu have lost access to coastal land and near-shore
fisheries as a result of foreign investment in the tourism
industry and private housing development, and few members
in the community can find secure employment in the service
sector to compensate for those losses. Although customary land is
strongly protected by the country’s legal framework and cannot
be sold, Vanuatu has experienced a massive boom in the real
estate market in the form of long-term leases and sub-leases,
primarily for resort development but more recently also for
residential tourism projects (cf. McDonnell, 2018). Reduced
access to marine resources and coastal land is limiting the
economic opportunities for most Ni-Vanuatu who still depend
on farming and fishing for their subsistence. Hence, the
relationship between local communities and expatriates
remains complicated, oscillating between cooperation and
conflict.

The results from this study underscore the need to include
power relations and the politics of tourism policy making in
frameworks for improved disaster risk management in the
tourism industry of Vanuatu and other small island developing
states. Although the importance of social relations and
structures of domination in determining vulnerability has
been emphasized as early as the mid-1990s by Blaikie et al.
(1994) and further underscored by Wisner et al. (2004), many
studies continue to overlook these root causes of vulnerability
to hazards. For example, a study by Klint et al. (2012) that
analyzed the policy environment for climate change
adaptation and climate risk management in Vanuatu’s
tourism sector, largely ignored issues of power, access to
land and politics, instead presenting climate risk policies as
a purely technocratic issue. Loehr’s (2020) Vanuatu Tourism
Adaptation System acknowledges that “land management
processes and customary land ownership have an influence
on local ownership or participation in tourism businesses” (p.
527) but does not provide any further insights into the
inequalities and injustices that the foreign-dominated
tourism sector has produced; neither does it mention the
importance of continued access to land-based and marine
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resources for disaster resilience of Ni-Vanuatu coastal
communities. By contrast, the Tourism Crises Response and
Recovery Plan (2020–2023) developed by Vanuatu
Department of Tourism (2020) in response to the COVID-
19 pandemic and tourism crisis makes explicit reference to the
fact that the “high level of foreign ownership and control” in
Vanuatu’s tourism sector has contributed “to the dispossession
of land” and increased “land disputes within communities,”
thereby reducing the subsistence capacity of communities and
the resilience of the local economy (p. 8).

The aftermath of Cyclone Pam has exposed the volatility of
employment opportunities in the tourism sector. Yet the post-
cyclone impacts have been dwarfed by the 2020 COVID-19
pandemic that brought the tourism sector in Vanuatu to a
near-complete standstill (Vanuatu National Statistics Office,
2020). Many hotels and resorts had to close permanently, while
others had to lay off most of their staff and went into
temporary hibernation. A luxury resort in northern Efate
reportedly discontinued all its community engagement
activities (Connell, 2021). Although Vanuatu has had only
three cases of COVID-19 (as of September 6, 2021) all of which
occurred in quarantine, there is a severe risk that it will take
Ni-Vanuatu communities much longer to recover from the
economic fallout of COVID-19 than from Cyclone Pam, as
many have become dependent on the foreign-dominated
tourism sector. To make matters worse, remittances from
temporary migrant workers have dried up due to border
closures in Australia and New Zealand (cf. Connell, 2021).
With many small tour operators and small- and medium-sized
hotels and resorts not able to survive this protracted tourism
crisis, multinational hotel chains may see opportunities to
capitalize on the tourism crisis and scoop up land vacated
by smaller businesses (cf. Neef, 2021). Vanuatu’s government
will need to keep a close eye on such developments if it wants to
provide a more level playing field for tourism actors and a
more resilient and inclusive tourism economy in the post-
COVID-19 recovery process. In a wider disaster risk
management context, this study calls for disaster risk
governance strategies in the tourism sector that address
power differentials and inequalities that are often at the
heart of vulnerabilities and compromised resilience.
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