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Previous ly know n as the An glo­
French Condom in ium of the New
Hebrides set up in 1906 , Vanuatu ,
"Our Land Forever" , is one of the
newest sove reign sta te in th e wo rld ,
born in 1980. Broadl y Y shaped , the
Vanuatu arc h ipelago is made of 13
principa l an d many sma ll islands ,
ex tend ing from North to Sout h for
about 8 50 km in th e Sou th-West of the
Pacifi c Ocean. Vanuatu covers a land
area of 12 190 km2 and an Exclusive
Economic zone of 68 0 000 km 2 Wi th
Papua New Guinea , the Solo mo n

Island s, New Caled onia an d Fiji, Vanuatu belongs
to th e su bregion of Ocean ia ca lled Melanesia ,
"blac k islands", disti nct from Polynesia, "multi­
ple island s " and Micronesia, "very sma ll islan ds",
which are the three main an thropo logica l group ing
of islands in the South Pac ific.

Loca ted 800 km west of Fiji and respectively 540
and 1 770 km east of New Caledonia an d Aus tralia,
th e arc h ipe lago of Vanua tu is made of ru gged
mountains , plateaus, coastal terraces an d offshore
coral reefs . With 35 % of the land above 300 m and
the highest mou ntain (Mt Tabw em asana, 1877 m)
on Espiritu San to, the largest island , it sh ows tha t
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Vanuatu in the South Pacific

Vanuatu consists mai nly of high islands, an d counts
no atolls excep t in the North (Reef Island) and in
the South (Aniwa ).
Active vo lcanoes are to be foun d on the islands
o f Tanna (Mt Yasur) , Ambrym (Mt Benb ow and
Mt Mariurn) ,Matthew and Hunter, no twiths tanding
several subma rine volcanoes . Because Vanua tu is
located on the margin of the Pacific plate where it
collides with the Indo-Australian plate, the country
experiences significant seismic activi ty, with earth­
quakes of a magnitude up to 7.4 in 2010.

Vanuatus climate is trop ical (from wet in the North to

sub -tropical in the Sou th) . There are severe cont rasts
betwee n seasons: May to October being the dry season
with fresh south- easte rly b reezes pro ducing fine days
and cool nights ; November to Apri l being the wet
season , when higher temperatures, heavy rain s and
occasio nal cyclones are experienced . Average rainfall
is over 2 m in Port Vila and over 3 m in Luganvillel

Main ly Melanes ian, the people of Vanua tu (ca lled
Ni-Vanua tu or, sim ply, Ni-van) speak more than
100 languages, bes ide Bislarna, a pidgin which is a
national official language beside English and French .
Just before becoming Vanuatu , the population of
the New Hebrides accounted for 110000 in 1979.
Th e end -year 2009 estimate gave the population of
Vanuatu as 243000, an increase of 54000 over the
total of 186 000 estima ted in 1999 , itse lf an increase
of 44000 over the estimate of 142 000 in 1989. Some
76 % of the total pop ulat ion ofVan uatu was recorded
as residing in rural areas in 2009 , com pared to 78.5
in 1999 ,82 % in 1989 and 84 % in 1979. Almost 50 %
of all agric ul tur al household mem bers in Vanuatu
are less tha n 20 years old , 44% being bet ween 20
and 59 years old.

The GDP (Purchase Power Parity) was in 2009
about US$ 4 700 per capi ta. The four pilars of the
Vanuatuan economy are agriculture, tourism, offs­
hore financia l services, and cattle raising . Vanua tu
cons titution rule s lan d rights : "All land belongs to the
ind igenous custom own ers and their descendants",
mak ing adjus tmen ts for foreigners and expatriates
through a leasing sys tem under governement control.
Agriculture remains a very important sec tor of the
eco nom y of Vanua tu . Household inco me from agri­
culture comes mainly from crop gardens an d some
cash crops. Exports are made up mainly of agricul­
tural prod uc ts (abou t 73 % of the total exports in
2007). Expo rts are dominated by copra, kava, coffee
and beef, and sometimes cocoa and timber. But the
level of production and exports have varied consi­
derab ly over the years . Value for imported rice and
whea t flour in Va nua tu has more than dou bled over
the last ten years, meani ng imported food is covering
by now 27% of the nu tritional needs of the whole
populatio n, even if mar ket gard ening is developing
in the peri-urban areas of Vila and Luganville. As a

Figure 2: The archipelago of Vanuatu extends over 7 degrees
of latitude and is bordered to the west by the New Hebrides
Trench. Source: GeoMapApp, http ://www.geomapapp.org.

consequence , externa l trade is totally imbalanced , the
value of imports outnumbering the value of imports .
Tourism brings in foreign exchange , as Vanu atu is
wid ely recogn ized as on e of a pr emium vacation
destination . Foreign visi tors were close to 200000
in 2008 , a sharp increase from 2000, when there
were only 57000 touris t arr ivals.

Under the Angle-French ru le, the condominium
was divided in to fou r Districts (Sou thern , Centra l
No. 1, Cen tra l No. 2, Northern) each un der the joint
charge of a Fren ch and a British agent, Port Vila and
Luganville having their own town advisory board .
Five years after New Hebrides became Vanuatu ,
Distr icts were replaced by eleven Local Governement
Councils, with the amb ition that local contro l wou ld
solv e the injusti ces and imba lances of the pas t, and
shape more appropriate dev elopme nt s tra tegies
targeted at , and implemented by, the local people
under the central governmen t's supervision. In 1994,
Counci ls were replaced by six Local Government
Provinces (Tafea, Shefa, Malampa, Penama, Sanma ,
Torba) with the view, on ce again , tha t the local peo ­
ple shou ld be involved in local development.
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Biodiv ersit y Infor mation Facility (GBIF) .
Vanuatu, th e Solomon Islands , the Bismarck and
Admiralty Islan ds (Pap ua New Guinea) constitute
Conservation lnternationars Eas t Melanesian Islands
Biodiver sity Hot s pot (Fig. 4, below). Together
with So lom on 's Santa Cruz Islands (Ternotu
Pro vince) , Vanua tu also cons titu tes one of Birdlife
International's Ende mic Bird Area .

Figure 3: Adm inistrative divisions of Vanuatu . The province of
Sanma derives its name from th e islands of SANta and MAlo.
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In terms of int ernati on al biodiversit y networks and
co nve n tio ns , Vanua tu is a member of the Secreta ria t
of the Pacific Region al Enviro nme nt Programme
(SPREP; h tt p://www.spre p.orglmembers/ ma p. htm) ,
or Programme Regional Ocealliell de l'Environnement
(h tt p ://www.sprep.o rgfFra ncaisIPROE .htm) .
Vanuatu is, since 1989, a Co ntrac ting Part y to the
Convention on the Int ernation al Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flor a (C ITES; http://www.
cites.orgl). Vanuatu also rat ified the Convent ion on
Biological Diversity in 1993 (h ttp://www.cbd .in tl
countries/zcountry-vu) , under which it com ple ted
its National Biodiversity Conserva tion Strategy in
1999, and su bmitted its Th ird na tional report in
2006. Vanua tu is no t ye t a co ntrac ting part y to the
Ram sar Co nventio n on We tlands, no r to the Globa l

The Republi c of Vanua tu is a parliamentary demo­
cracy, with Presiden t, Prime Minister and Parliament.
Besides national autho ri ties, Vanua tu also has high­
placed peopl e (ch iefs and leaders) at the village level,
giving a sense of place to the locals as Vanua tu gove r­
nement is still believing in community-based develop­
ment. The cons titution provid es for the establishmen t
of village courts to deal with ques tions of cus tomary
law. The constitution also gives clear recognition to
the rights and int eres ts of tradit ional landh old ers,
who remain the principal managers and users of bio­
logical resources and syste ms in Vanuatu,

Vanuatu has joined several multinati onal institu­
tions. Since 1980 , Australia , th e United Kingdom
(u nt il 2005 ), France, an d New Zealand have pro­
vided the bulk of Vanuatu 's development aid.
Howeve r, more recentl y China has been pr ov iding
increas ing am ou nt s of aid bu t Aus tra lia is s till pro­
vid ing most of th e ex ternal ass istance .
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