

127650

stDries fYDV\,t, PYClcti.ce

Copyright Agency Limited (CAl)licensed copy. Further copying and
communication prohibited except on payment offee per Copy or Communication
and otherwise inaccordance with the licence from CAl ro ACER For more
information contact CAL on (02) 9394 7600 or info@copyrighl.comau

Pacific Star: Community
Theatre as Environmental
Learning in Vanuatu

r
/

John Fien
Griffith University EcoCentre, Brisbane

Steve Passingham
Department for International Development,
Bangkok

.Jimmy-Oh, the.tourists will-loveit. I.kii(ny,IheY,.i1iIH 

'They pay to see'other,villages;'andtheir.volcanoes ,::
• ',-. ,", •• .'.• ' : < • ,." .. ', r ','" _.',",  ,  ,

their beaches..Sowhy not us?WHy notou'icave?'>:<' 

 
Jimmy:' I'I(dealWiththe side 9fthings: 
 . "    ,,>". ',':    :" .'>    '.' ..'"  
 d 'prefer  to  '•


to deal  businesssidecf 
..me. 1 hope you 'know Jetters,":';
 .,who to    
 to'the  the, tourists.>;

  "'::.    ..   -:
Jimmybeginsto walk away.. ,......,"... "','  h .. ;",'e:,e:.

 " ..   ::,:.  ,c .; ....  

:Chief:WaitlCome back'Jimmy.1t seemsaplty.to.waste
   : .. "" .•,""",  ,,:,' J'" ... 
.so muchdedicatiori.. ,;', ,;",>:J"

"' .): .: -,: .. ,  :...-0, .. ,  ,,'.""......

For example, in thesouthwest Pacific nationof Vanuatu,Wan
Smolbag Theatre was formed in 1989 as a small, part-time
amateur drama group. Taking its name from the one small
bag used by the actors to carry their props, Wan Smolbag
now has sixty full- and part-time slaff, a studio-theatre and a
wide reputation as a leader in the use of community theatre
for socialchange.There is a growingnumberof similar theatre
groups,bothwithinVanuatu and elsewherein theregion.Some

Storytelling,music,puppetry,song and dance have long been
used to entertain and educate in communities in the South
Pacific, just as they have in many parts of the world.
Community theatre has added to these traditions as people
meetto exploreissues,debatealternatives, andmakedecisions
about health, economic, environmental and social concerns.

::'1tie Poy/etgenerator.kicks.in and,  ';\
.' ,(qn the back:'of:a'truck) ccimeon;weseejt ismoinini(:;'
in,a.village ,in:the'  wakes 

waiksout of hishut.:Ashe\Yan.dersthhugh his
>--acrossthe that  .
 'as  hecan  'are  '.
 washingin.the riverandchildren runningandplaYirig:;.
. ::therl.< is stillthe problem with 
: .arid tlieshop'that is always,dosed:\":>;'>':;"  - ".

: .   -,
,:needschlln'ge.Feelingsqmewhat.frustrated, hewalks, 
< to  village: the;caV{hasa'
 'cop1; stream  lhro,i'Jgh  iC, .
'...Ashe looks   is suddenlystruck' ')

  ..
..    .
..  -. .>.« ">-;"  ¥':,  "" c 

.
,     -      '<  c ;.,   X':/<.

; .The echo made his words boom aroundhim-c-and .
 the audieitceof  resideri't; w"hokno'w 
 Jimmyis'talklngabout.rv. ".', ." ',': '.',', .•

'C', '" -    >  

 not?The  loveil!') t-, 
:",,.. .:' . -: T' :,    c:  <,,\:     

'.':laughing ana  as fast as he'can back'e
< ,·.'to'   hispran chief :and;;
;.   ":2:,;   ;:::'
  'i;:Iitte;  :
,; 'diseaSe?; said the  thereal.chiefwho;,
:, ha.d agreed    
<.'told him of his plan.. ...' :,;  . ' .
':·"c._   .;;' ,  . -','; 
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Jimmy: Owns it?

and you needto tell me something about it.'; ,,':
.' ".' ;.-'"  '.' . c' '. '.

Jimmy: I found it not long ago.' It's huge! W's cool,
arid there's a river running into. It's really beautifull-,

,Agent: {t on?· This',is' r;ally
 "i, • '

  our Chief.  •.
:_:... ,r

,  {interrupting}: Ah,. so .theChief 'i;the c'usiom
landowner?  :.:.<; ;'. "' .,' ..

'"  .  ...... '.' .
": -.... , ,', 

Jimmy (worried): No; no, no, Ws'.a little 'way away
fromthe village. My  '
, '}Xgent:.so  , •.... ..: C'· :: ,.;;:' .. ."

, ••   A. ," ...  '-:"'., ..  •

• Jimriiy: I found it. Yeah, 1own it! Yes.'it's 'miiie;:mine!'

So,   
::Jim,rriy(MoneylMoney!  whatr :o7ant!. '. "

\ A '" -,"    .r,  A, 

, Agent: 'I guessed thar's what you'd say. But you know,
if you want to makereal money.then  of
tourists and,a lot oftourists aren't interested in'going

< out to the islands, It's really Then you have:
: to publicise-your.island, andtheri.tourists \vant to geL
there easily  they'rethere, rest
house, restaurants, toilets, everything:", ,""  ,
Jimmy  ::',<0"
.   'it's muth to 
PacificStarl (pointing.to a  an-enormous cruise
shiponthe wallY,,: ",  ."., v.'

The Pacific.StarlWowt 

 Just;hink  it:Then 
,'as part of a pre-arranged package'tour.They'Il stayon:
. the ship and they'll ea! on the  to!
do anythingexcept collect the money.'.' ,. "

  
.: .. .r.:     :   v..  ., ...,' 

Agent: Well, it could be alot: Theycancarry fifteen'
hundred tourists on the Pacific Star, and ircomes every'
.two weeks!I.'11 arrange' things and you go back and:
, organise everythingwith the.village. 
they'll.like theidear-'." :,,';' .' '; ';::. ,cc]
 >  ?_I , ','  ->:    .: 

Jimmy: Sure! They'll agree to. whatever [ say....The:
Chief made me his-agent.'  . ". "';';' ;./' 

. ,<:.. :>, ',:;:- ."::':'.:. ' .   ?-; . 'c  

Agent: One other thing; need to build 'some
.toilets, We can't have thetourists just running-offinto;
thebush. But the most; important thing is to.makesure.
there are no land disputes. The whole village 'has got
'lobe in agreement on this: Understandz-,  '. '.>'

> , , -; '.  \ .; • J: 3 .-, ." .

Jimmy: I understand. '" ." ""

J    to the'
office. He: hesitates outside, fqr·a,\liinute.  it's'911 i

Each section of the paper begins with an edited extract that
traces the development of the play, and may be read as a story
in itself. Indeed, it may be useful to read these parts of the
paper first as a way of enabling the communities to speak for
themselves without the trappings, interpretations and
inevitable distortions of the comments on community theatre
as environmental learning that follows each section of the
play.

The paper develops in four sections. The first outlines the
political, social and economic contexts of the South Pacific
and the problems befalling •paradise'. The next section
discusses the emancipatory potential of community theatre in
environmental and social learning. This is followed by an
analysis of some of the approaches that Wan Smolbag have
found to be most effective in integrating their work with
broader education movements. The finalsection explores some
of the challenges facing community theatre groups in the South
Pacific.

An untouched paradise?

,In the    see Jimmy.going to see  tourism,
agent. On the walls are many posters showing beautiful"
:.beachesand resorts. ", ' \' ", :' . , "

 

of these groups focus on a particular geographical area, some
a particular range of issues, and others a particular target
audience. In Vanuatu, the Wuhuran and Haulua groups work
mostly on their home islands of Ambrym and Pentecost,
whereas Healthforce concentrates on plays with a health
theme. Together, these community theatre groups seek to
encourage ecologically and socially responsible ways of living
through educational programs that combine educational drama
with community discussion, information sharing and
entertai nment.

This paper uses a case study of 'Pacific Star', a play developed
and performed by Wan Smolbag, to reflect on the processes
of community theatre as aprocess of environmental learning.
'Pacific Star' uses song, dance and comedy to explore the
dilemmas an island community faces in answering the question
'what is real development?' Thus, it is similar to Ellen
Hamilton's account of the use of popular theatre in the Arctic
to explore the challenges faced by Inuit peoples in the
transition to increasingly western ways of living (Hamilton
1987), the stories by Noel Keogh, Emman Carmona and Linda
Grandinetti (1995) that explore cross-cultural experiences of
ecological footprints through theatre, and the experience of
community theatre as a way of fostering community control
of change in Sierra Leone (Malamah-Thomas 1987). As a
result, like community arts and cultural action approaches
being used elsewhere in the world, community theatre such
as 'Pacific Star' is firmly rooted in particular social-cultural,
geographical and educational settings and explores a serious
topic in culturally appropriate and liberatory ways (BoaI1979,
1992). .

I.
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'our land,' he says-to himself.  justmaking it,
official.' So he goes inside and registers himself as.the
owner,of the cave.. ' ',. ' ,,: ;," .

Although tourist brochures promote the South Pacific as an
'untouched paradise', the natural environment is increasingly
coming under pressure. Rapid economic changes, population
shifts, urbanisation and the over-exploitation of resources have
resulted in numerous threats to the environment, including
coral reef degradation, deforestation, species depletion and
water pollution.

Traditionally, an intimate relationship exists between people
and their natural environment in the South Pacific. The land
and sea are not only vital for subsistence and exchange but
also form the basis for kinship systems and spiritual values,
While immediate survival requirements took precedence over
any longer term notions of conservation, traditional practices
such as gender-specific food taboos, temporary bans on
resource exploitation and the use of low-impact techniques
ensured ecological sustainability by limiting the degree to
which anyone resource was exploited.

Traditional values remain strong in some areas, but traditional
knowledge and ways of life are coming under threat.
Communities are increasingly exposed to the wider world and
western education, television and advertising have led many
aspire to lifestyles radically different from those of their
parents and grandparents. Rapid urbanisation is resulting in
many people living in cramped non-formal housing without
access to clean water, sanitation and land for gardens.
Malnutrition and environmental health hazards are
increasi ngly evident. The development of schooling,
especially the prevalence of boarding at secondary level, is
resulting in young people being less rooted in traditional ways
and moving away from their home villages to towns for work
becoming their educated status. However, gardening and
gathering food and other resources from the forests and reefs
remain vital for most peoples' livelihoods and a strong link
between environmental degradation and poverty is
increasingly apparent.

Some communities are developing village-level initiatives to
generate the resources needed to participate in the money
economy. However, the temptations from commercial
interests, often from overseas, are difficult to resist even when
there is an intuitive understanding that they are offering quick
but often minimal rewards in return for allowing the
exploitation of their resources. Some international companies
have promoted the unsustainable logging of forests while
others have illegally exported live coral-and others have
developed tourist resorts to bring rich foreigners to the beaches
and reefs of the South Pacific, Tourism brings the five-fold
burden of accelerated environmental decline (damage to
beaches, reefs and forests and increasing discharge of effluent
into lagoons); employment in lowly-paid service jobs (waiting
on tables and room cleaning); violence against women in the
form of prostitution and many other tasks that are most often

allocated to and undertaken by women; increasing social
inequalities; and the demeaning of traditional culture by
treating it as a commodity to be bought.

Community theatre: Community education

'Next"spene; back at the  Jimmy goes  to
-the Chief. ' 'L.,: ,.' '," ..
, '1  .'   ,", .   ':,;._. ;.: ", '1 ".'. " ",

/Jim,my: There are' a lot qfJhings we have to doto';get
ready for the tourists:'  see,Chief,these '
:'tourists expect everythiIlg tobe. right:' Some 'cif them.
:'   :::,':., ,">..,.. 
 Well; they can  the bush. ,
:'1 don't mind.. ::[f it'saway.from.the village ofcQur'se:

 , . '

 NolThey can't use  like.flush
'loilets... withplasticseats.. ., , "/', .,,:<:,",
.•..      e;eri"
have one. And i am theCh{eft" Herewe'are, a'ffedng ,.
them the-chance to see our cave, something wonderful.
«,And all they wanl is aspec,ial kind of toilet?" A •. '

:':1" .:    '.: - > • J ..  '.' _,  ',' ":' .: ""
"JirnmyrBut Chief, we wan] them tocome.don't we?:
Sowe'vegot to,give them what they want.And.then..
.they'Il.give us money to 'build. our new  c ; , 

   so we,    
 alright  ..>; ",.,:,::,<;" 

.      
,;An,ts'or In(lsquitoes.:· .' . .  .

.Chieffangry I',ni not'goin{around
. this island swatting every antand.mosquitoto please
. thernllf my island is notgood.enough for thern..; s,

. , ,.' '.:' ..  

Jimmy (soothinglyj.Chief, Chief. I'm surprised that .,
.you aregelting so upset.,Calm downThinkof the.
money! We've just gollo make a liUleeffort'to please:
them. Try to make the placelooknice. Cursome of.
the bush down toreducethe number of mosquitoes; ,
, that.kind of thing:'," .. " '.

,The    and calls 
•. .'  '. , " ., -, f· • ..  '

villagers. FUll, ofconfidence, Jimmy  It's.a
'arranged. The'touristsare coming. All we have to build.'
. six toilets. .:  ", ..:.,". ,"', ."

, -Malia(a woman): Oh.Jirnmy.that is so good! Weneed ;
.some toilets for the village; , .

Jimrny     not
the 'village. They have to be cleanand emptY,wjlen!he ,
, tourists want to 'use  ',: .',;" .;.. , ..',"

" ", ",   ' 1 + • ..... • <- ' .,,'

..  ":"; ".. :", " :
.Chief: Oh, the children 'can't be trusted. They shit :
:everywhere! You.can'task.thetourists to use a dirty,
'ltJileL.  

 But we need.  'for 'tlie village:All our·}
"children have stomach sickness!' .',' ,0;, , .:;: .,'- , •  ,r  ."  -  .
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Chief and Jimmy together (triumphantly): That's
exactly why they must not use the toilets;

,Malia: Why can't.we have our own toilets then?

The oiher women all nod in agreement." '

Chief (throwing  hands in    '
trouble than it's.worth, First, kill every insect-on 
island, then build everyone a toilet? ,', , r,

 ",

 (laughing,   
ina toilet IS development. Developmenf-is-roads.r.,' r:
:c'> :.. _;..' ; . ".. -. ,_,-,.r ,>.

Man: Brick houses! .,
", ,

,.  .:" .

Women (togelher):Bui.. s. • '\ ,','  -': ..: ,
Chief (ang;y)::Oh, sit 
.important issues here: Women shouldn't say anything. 
They should.just sitand listen.; , "  ';

. woman sat down,'    and'
the other men. '<>: , ; . ",,' '

lirnm/ We should discuss the' 
problem he: re, Chief. .  '.,

'", 

'Chief A  "
Jirnmy: Y?U  tour always 
land disputes  j , "

Chief::There's  he;e.  ,
land. I control.it. .. . " ' .

Jimmy The    the-village;
., - . ..  ;

Malia: So who owns itthen?:

Community theatre in the South Pacific is firmly rooted in
particular social-cultural, geographical and educational
settings. Most people live in villages on widely dispersed and
remote islands. Transport and communication systems
between villages and islands are poorly developed. Although
increasing numbers of children complete primary education,
many remain functionally illiterate. Only a minority of young
people go to junior secondary school and there are few
alternative sources of formal education for adolescents and
adults. Those who 'drop-out' or who complete their formal
education at the end of primary or junior secondary school,
have few employment opportunities and, increasingly, fewer
ways of securing a livelihood in the formal economy.

The countries of the South Pacific remain very much oral
societies and storytelling continues to be an important way in
which information is shared. The mass media are either limited
or non-existent. Some communities have access to radio and
this is often the only source of news and information about
social, health and environmental issues. Weekly newspapers
have low circulation, especially in rural areas, while an
understanding of English and French, the main languages of
newspapers and television and videos, is limited. Television

66

is very restricted across the region although a growing number
of people have occasional access to videos, often through the
growth in 'bush cinemas' in villages that have generators.
However, almost all television programs and videos are
imported and, despite their popularity, rarely have any socially
responsible content. Indeed, the dominant message of most
movies and programs is the promotion of an unattainable and
unsustainable consumerism.

ln such circumstances, where information is scarce
educational levels low and communication difficult'
community theatre can be an accessible and appropriate means
of both education and entertainment. Being both oral and
highly visual, community theatre can make ideas and
information available to a wide range of people, including
the poorest, the most disadvantaged and the most remote.
Community theatre draws its pedagogical power from
providing people with a chance to identify with the characters
and to empathise with the dilemmas they face and, by active
participation in pre- and post- performance discussions (and
sometimes in the plays themselves), it offers a realistic and
meaningful exploration of the contexts in which people
consider options and make choices. As a result, community
theatre has the potential to be an effective medium for
community learning.

The 'Pacific Star' play, for example, is a musical comedy that
focuses on the dilemmas an outer island community faces in
trying to answer the question 'what is real development?' The
play's use of song, dance and humour to explore a serious
topic is a culturally appropriate way of encouraging
community-based reflection, debate and decision making.

Community theatre also has the advantage of being flexible:
it is often very easy to change information or to develop or
adapt plays for different audiences and situations. For example,
Wan Smolbag's plays for children, such as 'The Tale of Mighty
Hawk and Magic Fish' (a pantomime about logging), 'Invasion
of the Litter Creatures' and 'On the Reef' are enjoyed by adults.
Community theatre usually requires little equipment and plays
can be performed in a variety of settings-s-under a tree, in a
village meeting area, in a classroom or on a street corner. Plays,
sketches and skits can be developed and performed by the
network of community theatre groups in a relatively short
period of time, providing a quick and widespread response in
times of need. In Vanuatu, for example, Wan Smolbag's 1998
campaign to encourage people in the capital city, Port YHa, to
destroy mosquito breeding sites is credited with preventing a
serious outbreak of dengue fever.

A key advantage of community theatre as an approach to
cultural action is the way it can open traditionally sensitive
subjects to public discussion and analysis. As a result, it has
often been used very effectively to generate action on issues
touching on family life such as domestic violence and
sexuality, e.g, in relation to family size, sexually transmitted
diseases and HIY/AIDS. It is also very effective in opening
issues of power to public scrutiny. For example, community

,j

"
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theatre can directly and indirectly raise the issue of gender
oppression. Women are most often 'at the bottom of all
hierarchies and pyramids' (Bjasin 1992, p. 12) and are often
excluded from political power. Women are seldom found in
levels ofdecision-making in the vast majority ofgovernment
offices, institutions, non-government organisations and,
sometimes, even at the village level. Until recently, there was
scant regard for women's interests and needs in development
initiatives; these were marginalised in the narrow focus of
economic development that served the needs of a privileged
few rather than the life-enhancing benefits ofall (Afshar 1991,
Sontheimer 1991, Silliman & King 1999, WEDO 1999). By
facilitating a dialogue between men and women, as happens
in 'Pacific Star', actors can demonstrate the necessity of
listening to the ideas of women if development is to be life-
centred, just and fulfilling for all.

,Jun..mY:.Ne;yii)U reallyagafden;'
whenwe \xillall be  
 after,'   
:Australia;' our own biismessd. 'But .
  ';:, :r}_,'",' <''1   .,'   ;<:"".,     
Chief:"Enoughl EIiough!-Now,we'aie here to decide r
:'.:'," -1.;- 0 c.y"   .... .-,
about the ship. : .-;... :(;.....:" :-9:',>,.>0'"'' ,'i. :;;'.-5., <'I' '
  ';,.,        ,.,'.,"';'

Initially, community theatre groups in the South Pacific
focused on providing information about health and other
issues, mostly during infrequent visits to islands and villages.
Recently, however, most groups have extended their activities
by developing participatory and interactive ways ofworking.
Often now the development and performance of plays,
sketches and skits is seen as a vehicle for shared learning,
The most common practice is to introduce and conclude
performances with short presentations and 'question and
answer' sessions. These put the content of plays in context
and enable the audience to participate to the extent ofclarifying
and questioning issues raised. Ideally, this approach also
involves others, such as health or environmental officers, both
before and after performances and, sometimes, even as an
integral part ofa play.

Indeed, community theatre is most effective when it is
integrated with the work of other organisations. In terms of
environmental issues, this requires groups to work with the
government departments and agencies as well as with
community-based organisations such as churches, chiefs'
associations, women's groups and youth clubs. Such
collaboration serves many purposes, including selecting
priority issues for dramatic treatment, training theatre members
on particular issues, organising pre-performance research and
other activities, checking the content of plays, agreeing,
planning and organising post-performance activities, gaining
permission and making arrangements for visits and
performances and monitoring the impact of particular
initiatives.

Play development is usually proceeded by community-based
research to explore knowledge, attitudes and practices. This
is a very effective way of making plays meaningful and
appropriate and allows sensitive issues to be addressed without
causing offence. Many groups also now emphasise post-initial
performance activities such as disseminating information
about activities, liasing between communities and other
stakeholders, providing a variety of support and training to
selected community members, and assessing the influence and
impact that their work has on particular issues and
communities.

Some theatre groups have also worked with communities to
develop a play the community then performs. This
methodology was used byWan Smolbag on 'Em iGraon blong
Yumi' ('This is our Land'), where the group worked with the
people of Tongoa island to examine the situation of the
koroliko, an endangered seabird that is hunted for food. More
recently, over sixty members of the Blacksands community
worked with Wan Smolbag to develop and perform a play
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Continuing challenges

",

Managing project management

Community theatre groups have always relied on financial
assistance from other organisations. For example, besides
receiving support from a large number of external funding
agencies, such as the South Pacific Regional Environment
Programme (SPREP) and the Worldwide Fund for Nature,
Wan Smolbag has received financial support from the British
Government's Department for International Development
(DFID) and the European Union. Such support has given the
group a degree of security, within an agreed project
framework, to focus on developing their skills and repertoire
and to offer technical and small-scale financial support to other
theatre groups. Support from external sources has also enabled
the group to avoid being perceived as a politically partisan
organisation. Despite these advantages, much funding is
project-based which often forces Wan Smolbag to respond to
ad-hoc offers of support for particular initiatives. The lack of
secure long-term core funding which would provide the
flexibility to be both proactive and responsive by selecting
priority issues is a major problem.

,time was spent preparing for the arrival of the tourists
'and cleaning up after Iheyhad gone. All the. villagers:
'. had extra work to do but nothing else changed.except
the Chief and Jimmy,  now wore fancier clothes'

most oftheir time organising things for the'
tourists.,,' ',' ...'

Long-term members ofWan Smolbag have played a key role
in inducting and training new members and in training and
supporting many other theatre groups. Some members who
started as fledgling actors are now confident and competent
directors. Others specialise in particular skills such as music,
song development and puppetry. While Wan Smolbag actors
have received some external assistance, such as during the
development of 'On the Reef', much progress has been made
by repeated practice.

Community theatre groups have learned many lessons from
their work but continue 10 face a number of challenges, most
of which are inherent to.the nature of community theatre rather
than particular 10 any focus on environmental education. Key
continuing challenges include the on-going professional
development of theatre members and the need for sound
management practices and a concern and capacity for
monitoring and evaluation.

Building professional development and training

Much of the success of community theatre to date is the result
of the commitment and the skills ofgroup members. The future
success and technical sustainability of community theatre
depends on their continuing professional development as
actors, directors and play and sketch writers, on their
understanding of particular issues and on their capacity to
train, support and work with others.

  .....  ,1  

· Jimmy:  a the ,wharf .. :yith 
those tourists! . . , " "

 se,t to work 
<readying their traditionalmusic and dancing. for the. ,
, entertainment of the tourists, 
came, all the villagers dressed themselves in traditional
"'c1blhes: 'and prepared stalls to-sell food,  :
, souvenirs."," '.,',. .

.";.'

"The touristsarri;Jed shortly There werea gre;t '
.' many of them, buying food, drinkand souvenirs, 
•newly built toilets were unlocked: for -their .,use. ,:;
However, a great dealof refuse' and.rubbish.was>,'
dropped in and around the cave 'and the gardens were,
'badly trampled. When the ship had gone, the chiefand,
'. Jimmy settled'down to' count up the   .

Chief is.not as'much moneyasl.
· thought.Thisisnot going to change anything! I 
roads, hospitals ... what can we do.with this?", >-
, Jimmy (paying no' attention,   
money):Now, here is the village's share.And here's·
'the money' for entering the cave. That's mine". ;,' ",

'Chief:     to keep ,,':
· youclaim tocare sci:muchfor thevillage t

 co"'; - v • , • •  , ,,,,' .,'.  ,A • ":, ' •

, A long silent impasse. .::' ' .. '" "

Jimmy (slyly);Why to divide
:'. up the money? Look, why can't we' put it all in abank'.
, account until we have enough to buy aJaxi?:. .', ,..
'; -. • " • .' • -.. ,'. ..'.  , <> ". •• ,-  ,t '-:

Chief (sighing): Ataxi!

thief: And local'people to ca[TJ': goods ..
to the wharf! ,,' .' ',:

·.Jirnrny:  we 'can divide'the pn;qtsJ ',' ,: 

 ag;eed and scion   
taxi. They spent a lotof time driving-the taxi around
conducting business. Meanwhile, the Pacific Star {

'. continued to,visit, and the villagers found that-much,",

about aspects of their lives in their densely populated squatter
settlement on the edge of Port Vila. As well as developing a
sense of self-worth and confidence, this play has also focused
efforts to improve the quality of life in the settlement. For
example, basic sports facilities and sexual health education
has been for young people, and campaigns developed to
promote the building and use of latrines (rather than the bush
or the beach) and communal rubbish collection and disposal.
In addition, a reproductive health clinic staffed by three nurses
has been built at the back of the theatre in Port Vila in response
to the frustration of preaching condom usage and knowing
that access was limited.An outreach team attached to the clinic
works in a program called 'walkabout peer education' while
a weekly 'radio soap' called 'Famili blong Sarah' takes
'community theatre' to all islands through the air waves.

·1
I'

,, ,
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However, reliance on external support involves project
management skills that are often very different from those
usually held by actors and theatre directors. Wan Smolbag's
growth initially placed great burdens on the actors and the
director, all of whom undertook specific administrative and
management tasks, the latter assuming responsibility for such
tasks as record-keeping, report-writing, accountingand liaison
with other organisations, including funding agencies. More
recently, the group's growth necessitated the recruitment of
dedicated administration staff and may, in the future, require
the recruitment of staff fully devoted to project management
responsibilities.

Assessing influence and impact

External funders increasingly require in-depth evaluations of
the impact of community theatre work. However, this is
problematic, particularly in terms of any assessment of
theatre's influence on values and practices and in terms of
.what measure of any longer term success can be attributed to
theatre. Despite this, there is a wealth of largely anecdotal
evidence of the effectiveness of community theatre in the
South Pacific.Theatre groups have played a key role in raising
awareness of issues and encouraging public discussion of
important and often controversial concerns. They have, for
example, catalysed public discussion on attempts by logging
companies to exploit forest resources for the minimal benefit
of the communities concerned. This has led to much public
debate about fair logging agreements and post- logging
reforestation and, for example, in Vanuatu, WanSmolbag, is
working with village communities to develop and promote
code of logging practice in partnership with the Department
of Forests.

Wan Smolbag has increasingly focused on monitoring and
evaluating the effectiveness of their work,Two memberswith
specific responsibility for research and evaluation were
appointed in 1996 and have undertaken a number of studies.
For example, a recent assessment of the influence and impact
of video versions of 'On the Reef' and 'Kasis Road' was
conducted in Vanuatu, Fiji and Solomon Islands. The study,
which reached quite positive conclusions, was based on pre-
and post-viewing assessments with new audiences, interviews
and focus group discussions.

Looking forward .

., '-;.'.  > ,., •  co., ,

Malia: Chief, the Pacific Star hasbeen coming fora
long.time now and we don't seea lot.of changes.You
promised a lot ofnew'developmenislike roads, brick
,houses, .. : > '  •

'Chief (interrupting):'Not sdfast. Yoti.can.seewe've
started a taxi service. .. "' .

At thatmoment, thetaxi comes roaringon stage. Jimmy
is at.the wheel, wearing-expensive sunglasses. Loud·
musicis blaringfrom  stereo. . " ,,,<

 . .  , "  

Jimmy, (leaning out,  chief,"
 go,! " c,  '.••; ;::::":\\ et ':,  : . " .'
:Chief (to Malia, as he clambers into the taxi):!,ve just
.startedwork on a brick house. Pipe follow.

 •...  ":r:
Other women: But when,  :',;,';':: 'H,.i.    :'
"beforehe can answer.: . .:' .' ,:' . ' -,.. ,', ..
'-",' . ,'c' >   •. }  " __ 

, yt}6tir· 
.•Together,    roa;s  .
:;the opposite' " ': ".' '. ',' "
,   ,........;;-.  c...«,

Community theatre groups are not the only providers of
environmental adult education in the South Pacific. However,
they are indisputably high profile advocates of concern for
the environment and social change. They are among the few
organisations that consistently reach a large number and wide
range of people, including some of the poorest and most
disadvantaged people in both rural and urban areas. That they
do so inan entertaining,accessible and appropriateway means
thateffectivepartnershipsbetween theatregroups,government
departments, community organisations and external funding
agencies have the potential to make a lasting difference both
in terms of environmental improvements and social justice.

 scene. Outside .. 
indeed   side, Just 
.they are becoming Iranticabourhow.to get  to" ;.
'a doctorrthetaxi, with. Jimmy and the 'Chief inside;
'drives past.,': : ,:;" .";, ' .'

 Stop! Stop Chief! ., . ",,', .  . ",
'- ,. - , , "

.. ',''f  ; '" ,  ' ." ,

The car stops. . ." ,':' ' "... -:
", »,."   •  '  >  '. 

'Father: Can you takeus to the clinic? Our.baby is sickl ,
 :  . t '" ," " .  " . -, .' _, "'f ,... •  .

Timmyr.We're in '!i hurry.we haveto.get.back to the',
 "'<':, ',' ';,' ",,"t, r. ::,:'
,Chief: Yes.we're.having a  <:'
'-'" .:,;. .>-'.   .   .

.Jimmy (angrily): Andyou ,":all(me to goiright.across
theisland.to the'clinic? ";' '.  ,'.,

But-very begrudgingly.fie agrees to take them,' , ,.

Jimrny    io;:
baby): Here I am; working fo(the development of this
island,and you and your dirty'children mess it all up!

He:is      
 people in'the back are thrown around 
the rough, bumpy roads. As they drove.the chief and,.
-his partner could think only ofhpw.latethey.were for'
their businessmeeiing. :  ••. ' .",'

out iJf thewhen tliei,:
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'finall)(reach the cliniC',Without a word; Jimmyand
'. the chiefdrive

i off. ", ",. cC <  

 Malia 
,:And/did Y,ou,believe them when !is'that:

-.    be  'lA) 
: " , . ..'." ,'0 •• .: .:' :.' :  ,:<.

Notes and Acknowledgments:

The Paci fie Star extracts are an edited version of the script of
Wan Smolbag Theatre (1995) Pacific Star (video) [Toiletsor
Tourists? (play)], Wan Smolbag Theatre, Port YHa, Vanuatu
and Pasifika Communications, Suva, Fiji. We would like to
express gratitude to Wan Smolbag for permission to include
excerpts in this article.

Resources:

CUSO (1992) Emi Graun Blong Yumi •Popular Theatre and
the Melanesian Environment, CUSO, Port Vila, Vanuatu.

Dorras, Jo and Walker, Peter (1995) 3 Plays for the Pacific
('The Tale of Mighty Hawk and Magic Fish', 'Invasion of
the Litter Creatures' and 'On the Reef'), Wan Smolbag
Theatre, Port Vila, Vanuatu,

Wan SmolbagTheatre (1995) Pacific Star (video) [Toiletsor
Tourists? (play)], Wan Smolbag Theatre, Port Vila,
Vanuatu and Pasifika Communications, Suva, Fiji.

Wan Smolbag Theatre (1996) On the Reef (video and users
guide), Wan Smolbag Theatre, Port YHa,Vanuatu.

Wan Smolbag Theatre (1997) Kasis Road (video and users
guide), Wan Smolbag Theatre, Port Vila, Vanuatu,

Website: .http://www.tellusconsultants.com/wansmolbag/
contact.htrnl

One of the authors worked as the United Kingdom's
Department for International Development's Regional
EducationAdviser in the Pacific between 1995 and 1997. The
views expressed in this text are entirely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of theatre groups or of
the UK Department for International Development (DFID).
Any errors, of omission or commission, are the responsibility
of the authors alone. Any discussion of the content of this text
should therefore be addressed to the author and not to
community theatre groups in Vanuatu or to DFID.
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