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Abstract Here we describe a -year collaboration in New
Ireland, Papua New Guinea, between an Indigenous NGO,
Indigenous scientists and international researchers. New
Ireland is a marine province in the Western Pacific region
where most residents depend on fishing, marine gleaning
and small-scale gardening for their livelihoods. Ailan
Awareness is a locally founded and managed NGO that
focuses on the strengthening of Indigenous sovereignty re-
garding biological, cultural and spiritual diversity as well as
fostering Indigenous epistemology practices and strength-
ening biocultural diversity. In partnership with anthro-
pological researchers, Ailan Awareness has designed an
approach to marine conservation informed by the growing
field of decolonial research practices. By working to em-
power coastal communities to make decisions about their
marine and cultural resources using a mix of Indigenous,
anthropological and scientific methods and giving primacy
to strengthening Indigenous modes of knowledge produc-
tion and the role of community Elders, Ailan Awareness ad-
dresses a major gap in the efforts of the national government
and international NGOs: giving the people most directly
affected by declining biodiversity and loss of tradition the
support and tools required to design and carry out the
strengthening of both biological diversity and traditional
social practices. In this paper we describe the methodology

used by Ailan Awareness and the history of collaboration
that resulted in these methods.

Keywords Biocultural diversity, collaboration, Indigenous
epistemology, Indigenous knowledge, marine conservation,
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Introduction

Anthropogenic effects on tropical reef systems are pro-
found, widespread and rapid (Hughes et al., ).

Approximately % of reef-building coral species are at an
elevated risk of extinction (Carpenter et al., ). Re-
current mass bleaching events are increasing (Hughes et
al., ) and coral reef cover declined by % globally dur-
ing – (Eddy et al., ). The anthropogenic fac-
tors driving this include rapid industrialization in coastal
areas, global overconsumption of marine products, unreg-
ulated international fishing fleets, increased runoff from
industrial agriculture, unsustainable logging and mining
practices near marine areas, global climate change and the
development of destructive and efficient local fishing prac-
tices that allow people to meet increasing market demands
for marine products and increasing local needs for food
(Carpenter et al., ; Hughes et al., ; Duarte et al.,
; Dietzel et al., ). Although there are non-
anthropogenic drivers of coral reef system change such as
hurricanes, tidal emersions and altered rainfall from El
Niño patterns, reefs tend to recover from these periodic
natural traumas, whereas the effects of anthropogenic fac-
tors often push systems past the point of recovery.

Papua New Guinea is located in the biologically diverse
ecoregion that international conservation organizations
have termed the Coral Triangle, which also includes
Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, the Solomon
Islands and Timor-Leste (Hughes et al., ). Species rich-
ness values for reef fish, corals, bryopsidale macroalgae and
multiple groups of gastropods and crustaceans are –
times higher in this region compared to other sites across
the Indian and Pacific oceans, a distribution pattern that
has the appearance of a bullseye when mapped (Bellwood
& Meyer, ). The marine environments surrounding
Papua New Guinea are some of the healthiest and richest
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in this region (Huber, ), being home to over , spe-
cies of reef fish alone (Roberts et al., ; Allen, ).
More than  species of corals and  species of molluscs
have been documented in the southern provinces of Papua
NewGuinea (Allen et al., ), and the north-east coast is a
well-documented hotspot for marine benthic invertebrates,
where multiple taxa reach their global species richness max-
ima (Kohn, ). Although regional studies of the Coral
Triangle estimate that the centre of global reef species rich-
ness is probably between north-eastern Indonesia and the
Philippines, Papua New Guinea has yet to suffer from the
effects of overfishing, industrialization and extensive
commercial agricultural runoff that have destroyed nearly
% of the reefs in neighbouring countries such as the
Philippines and Indonesia (Allen, ; Asaad et al.,
). On the islands of New Ireland Province (Fig. ), one
of the  provinces of Papua New Guinea, % of the pop-
ulation lives adjacent to and relies upon the marine envi-
ronment and coral reef systems for their livelihood. This pat-
tern of habitation fits with the broader region of Oceania,
where –% of people’s dietary protein needs are met
through consumption of marine species (Bell et al., ).
New Ireland Province has , residents, % of whom
are Indigenous Peoples.

Although Indigenous Peoples consume only % of
the global yearly commercial fisheries catch, per capita
consumption of marine species in Indigenous communities
is  times higher than in non-Indigenous communities
(Cisneros-Montemayor et al., ). A complex array of

forces are driving fisheries declines globally, but locally the
health of reefs and marine species is crucial for Indigenous
life. To date, the dominant methodology for attempting to
achieve sustainable harvests for Indigenous communities
and for maintaining reef health, both internationally and
in Papua New Guinea, has been the creation of marine pro-
tected areas (IUCN, ; Carr et al., ).

Here we, a group of Indigenous scientists from both New
Ireland and from other areas in Papua New Guinea,
Indigenous Elders from New Ireland and international
academics, describe an ongoing collaboration between
Indigenous scientists and Elders from New Ireland with
internationally based anthropologists to demonstrate an
alternative methodology for the maintenance of marine
system health and local livelihood sustainability. The
methodology presented here is grounded in the tradition-
al cultural practices of the region and focuses on the
co-production of knowledge, and the valuing of Indigenous
modes of relationality and temporality. Further, it is based
on an understanding that for some Indigenous Peoples
working towards marine system health, measures of success
such as the strength of local spiritual practices and ethical
multi-generational exchanges are as important as ecological
and socio-economic measures. It grows out of work con-
ducted by Ailan Awareness, an NGO in Papua New
Guinea. In Melanesian Tok Pisin, the creole language spo-
ken across Papua New Guinea, a country with over 

Indigenous languages, ailan means island. This paper could
appear unconventional in voice, style and presentation of

FIG. 1 New Ireland Province of
Papua New Guinea.
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data to some readers of this journal. Part of our argument
in what follows is that the day-to-day practices that make
up the rhythm of life in Indigenous places are important
situations for generating sites of conservation-related co-
production of knowledge. This means that some of our
data are examples of these practices. Additionally, because
we rely on the Oceania-wide methodology of storytelling
as a form of knowledge-making practice (Tengan, ;
Rogers, ; Tecun et al., ; Lilomaiava-Doktor, ),
our narrative takes the form of a story.

Origin stories

The collaboration we describe began in  when two of
the authors, JA and PW, were introduced to each other
by the principal of the National Fisheries College. As of
that year JA had been directing Ailan Awareness, which
for  years, since its inception, had been focused on facili-
tating community-based resource management workshops
for large international NGOs. He, Miller Aini and MLP co-
founded Ailan Awareness in  after JA had worked for
the Papua New Guinea Fisheries Department for a decade,
conducting assessments of local fish stocks and facilitating
community-based resource management awareness cam-
paigns for national and international organizations. The
three believed that community-based resource management
could be more effective if awareness campaigns were de-
signed and run by local Indigenous people (Aini & West,
; West & Aini, ).

During – they built the NGO and worked to-
wards local marine conservation using models provided by
the national government and external organizations. By
, however, JA and MLP had become frustrated with
the mismatch between external conservation goals and the
multifaceted nature of local needs. In , PW, who had
been doing anthropological research on conservation in the
Highlands of Papua New Guinea since  (West, ),
visited New Ireland. At the time, most of her scholarship fo-
cused on critiquing conservation and development from an
anthropological standpoint. She had argued that many exter-
nal conservation ideologies and practices failed to work to
conserve species or habitats in Papua New Guinea. Rather,
her research had shown that they often exacerbated existing
social conflicts in ways that were detrimental to the original
goals of the conservation organizations (West, , ).
Since , she had also been working with the Papua New
Guinea Institute of Biological Research to try to shift the
conditions of terrestrial conservation in the country by sup-
porting more people from Papua New Guinea to study and
earn degrees in ecology and environmental anthropology
(West & Kale, ; West, , pp. –).

In , Ailan Awareness maintained a small office next
door to the offices of a large international NGO in a building
owned by the National Fisheries Authority. Each day, when

the heat in the cinderblock building became unbearable,
after a morning of e-mails, staff meetings and report writing,
the entire Ailan Awareness staff would move their office
chairs outside and sit under the building’s awning. Here
they would drink coffee, chew betelnut, smoke cigarettes
and talk with people as they arrived at the wharf to drop
their catch at the small adjacent fish factory, to refuel the
open-water skiffs they used to travel between islands, to
visit the National Fisheries Authority offices located near-
by or to wait for relatives to collect them from the dock.
The first introduction of PW to Ailan Awareness was
when a non-Papua New Guinean conservation ecologist
of European descent who worked at the international
NGO complained about it to her. The NGO worker found
this practice to be an example of laziness, of local NGO fail-
ure and of the need for capacity-building in the conserva-
tion NGO sector in Papua New Guinea (West, ;
Douglas-Jones & Shaffner, ; Macintyre, ). What
went unnoticed by this NGO worker was that what looked
like laziness, dereliction of duty and leisure was actually
the Ailan Awareness staff talking with islanders about
fish catch, conditions at sea, reef health, community health
and needs, and a range of other topics pertinent to marine
conservation. The conservation ecologist did not recognize
that these conversations were a key part of the local meth-
odology for knowledge production. PW noticed this and,
after meeting JA, began a conversation with him about
conservation practice in the province and the role that inter-
national NGOs played in it. Based on this initial conversa-
tion and several more that took place in , they prod-
uced a draft of a written plan for what conservation could
look like when driven by community interests and needs,
Indigenous knowledge-making practices, science-based
research on the health of marine biodiversity and reef eco-
systems, the growing field of decolonial research practices
and anthropological attention to in situ epistemology and
ontology. Since , they have worked together with peo-
ple from  villages around New Ireland and an increasing
network of Elders from across the region to bring this shared
vision into reality through the creation of Indigenous
epistemology-based marine resource management plans
or Vala areas (Aini & West, ).

In Tungak, the Indigenous language spoken by the foun-
ders of Ailan Awareness, Vala describes a form of socio-
spiritual ecological practice whereby people with deep ritual
knowledge and experience call on that knowledge, their re-
lationships with their ancestors, their ecological knowledge
and their relationships with certain marine species in the
work they do to create favourable conditions on a reef.
These favourable conditions are both material, insofar as
they increase the abundance of desirable and useful species,
and social, insofar as they smooth relations between living
persons, spirits and ancestors. This smoothing of relations
maintains the health of people and the environment by
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acknowledging the ongoing social relationships between the
living and the dead. The practice of Vala is both this socio-
spiritual practice and the practice of placing a marker made
of the branch of a tree onto the reef to indicate to others that
the area has been ritually enhanced and protected and that
there is a taboo against using it. Because of the socio-
spiritual work of Vala, anyone who fails to adhere to the re-
strictions that were placed on the reef by the ritual expert is
in danger of falling ill or dying. Areas or places become Vala
areas through this combination of practice, demarcation
and the local understanding that an area has been ‘worked
on’ by a ritual expert. Although Vala is a Tungak term, the
process described above and in what follows transcends dif-
ferent language groups in New Ireland Province and is
understood widely.

Indigenous epistemology-based marine resource man-
agement plans are custom-made through a collaborative
community effort, each designed uniquely to address the
problems identified by the community, with near-unan-
imous approval of solutions. These plans draw on a comb-
ination of the Vala practices described above and research
conducted by Ailan Awareness staff and outside researchers.
Ailan Awareness uses a comprehensive multi-stage process
to ensure that Indigenous epistemology-based marine re-
source management plans and Vala areas will effectively
protect the marine ecosystem, the people who use it and
the cultural traditions that allowed the dynamic between
the two to flourish. This process ensures the feasibility and
sustainability of themeasures for the future.We next describe
the socio-ecological context in which Ailan Awareness works
today, the methods they engage to create Vala areas and the
ethical guidelines to which they adhere.

The socio-ecological context

Some of the greatest concerns facing marine biodiversity in
New Ireland and Papua New Guinea in general include the
overexploitation of marine fisheries by commercial and
international fishing fleets, pollution, climate change and
the development of industries such as logging and oil
palm cultivation (Government of Papua New Guinea, ).
Overfishing by small-scale, artisanal fisheries is also a grow-
ing concern: fisheries data show that parts of Papua New
Guinea with larger human populations havemarine habitats
with lower species richness, and this is more marked for
fished species than non-fished species (Drew et al., ).
A long-term study on Karkar Island, just off the mainland
north-east coast of Papua New Guinea in the southern
Bismarck Sea, showed fish stocks declining consistently
over  years despite the implementation of rotational fish-
eries closures (Cinner et al., ). Recent counts of catch
per unit effort of fisheries in New Ireland show that catch
rates are lower than in similar fisheries in the Pacific, sug-
gesting that overfishing pressure could already be affecting

the availability of fish (Booth, ). Large indicator species
such as sharks and rays and large fish such as groupers are at
particular risk as fishermen preferentially select larger fishes
(Drew et al., ). Larger-scale fisheries to the south of
Papua New Guinea also threaten sharks and rays as bycatch
of non-specific prawn fishing gear (Baje et al., ). Fur-
thermore, studies show that changes in terrestrial habi-
tats have serious impacts on the health of marine habitats
(Huber, ). For example, the presence of upstream oil
palm plantations, even those that are said to be sustainably
managed, have degraded coral reefs in New Ireland, putting
up to one-third of corals in PapuaNewGuinea in danger as oil
palm development expands (Tulloch et al., ). In addition,
the widespread practice in the regional logging industry of
dredging coral reefs to open up shipping ports and obtain
logging road construction materials has damaged reefs lo-
cally. Finally, the effects of climate change on the ocean
and atmosphere will continue to harm reefs, potentially
causing the coral reef fisheries in Papua New Guinea to
decline by % by  (Bell et al., ). Declines of this
magnitude, combined with a growing population, could
mean that even well-managed fisheries will soon be unable
to feed the people of Papua New Guinea (Bell et al., ).

Despite a lack of strong, cohesive national policy for mar-
ine conservation, international NGOs and other outsider
groups have advocated for fisheries management in Papua
New Guinea through the use of marine protected areas
(Foale & Manele, ; Booth et al., ; Collins, ).
The government of Papua New Guinea aims to set aside
% of coastal waters by  as marine protected areas, al-
though the mechanisms they intend to implement to reach
this goal are unclear (Government of Papua New Guinea,
). Even with the national and international focus on
marine protected areas, some scientists are concerned that
although in the short-term marine protected areas increase
fish biomass and decrease fish wariness, it is unclear
whether or not short-term fishery closures can have a sus-
tained impact on the reefs of Papua New Guinea (Cinner
et al., ). There are also concerns that the effectiveness
of marine protected areas will be challenged by local conflict
and lack of compliance (Cinner et al., ).

Although fishers in Papua New Guinea are more likely
than fishers in other countries to confront people fishing
illegally, customary tenure systems create complications
in enforcing marine protected areas (Bergseth et al., ;
Cinner et al., ). In Papua New Guinea all reef systems
are owned by extended family groups; such ownership is
well-known and use by non-group members is policed
locally by family members. There are also social concerns
about marine protected areas and their potential effective-
ness. Previous anthropological research has shown that
differences in expectations for projects and understandings
of marine conservation have sometimes caused tensions
between the people of Papua New Guinea and external
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conservationists and researchers focused on marine pro-
tected areas. In the past, external conservation has tended
to work towards an idealized value of a pristine seascape
that is not utilized by people for resources (Foale &
Macintyre, ). However, data show that most fishers in
Papua New Guinea are interested in maintaining sustain-
able usage of marine habitats (Jupiter, ). In other
words, external conservation has tended to prioritize min-
imizing human use of a site, whereas Papua New Guinean
fishers tend to prioritize usage of sites in a manner that will
be sustainable for their communities in the long term.
Artisanal fishers in Papua New Guinea draw on multiple
sources of income, do not take all of their catch to market
and spend time fulfilling social obligations that require mar-
ine resources (Barclay & Kinch, ). Although temporary
closure of fisheries is a custom in Papua New Guinea, they
often reopen in less than a year, and the inhabitants of the
islands often then fish the waters for a feast even during
periods of closure (Foale & Manele, ). In summary,
marine protected areas may or may not work towards long-
term external conservation goals and they may or may
not fit with local social practices.

In addition, externally demarcated marine protected
areas are often driven by the interests of outsiders and orga-
nized and facilitated with a focus on the social use of reefs
and species that assumes purely instrumental relations be-
tween people, plants, animals and entire ecological systems.
Although there has been an acknowledgement in the past
decade that people living in Papua New Guinea depend
on their reefs for subsistence and livelihoods, which is cru-
cial for conservation success (Jupiter, ), people in New
Ireland have deeper relations with their biophysical sur-
roundings and the other beings that inhabit them than
can be captured within the concepts of subsistence and live-
lihoods (Otto, ; Collins, ; Rubel & Roseman, ).
Although many outsiders assume these deeper relations
have been eroded completely by missionization, colonializa-
tion and capitalism (Billings & Peterson, ), it has been
shown that, since the first incursion into what is now New
Ireland in the early th century, New Irelanders have been
maintaining socio-spiritual relations with their surround-
ings and their ancestors (Kaiku & Kaiku, ; Rubel &
Roseman, ). In New Ireland, external interventions
must recognize the socio-spiritual connections between
local Indigenous people and their natural environments if
marine protected areas are to function successfully.

The Ailan Awareness approach

After JA and PW’s initial meeting, they spent a year writing
collaborative grant proposals to fund a simple idea: before
anyone, even a national actor, carries out environmental
conservation in rural Papua New Guinea, they should

understand the broad range of local concerns in the area
where they plan to work. Although the Ailan Awareness
staff and leadership were, and are, all from New Ireland,
their prior work had always been dictated by the conserva-
tion concerns of external organizations. Eventually, PW and
JA received funding from The Christensen Foundation to
undertake a multi-year project working to understand the
social and ecological changes that Indigenous residents saw
and were concerned about across New Ireland Province.

The funding from The Christensen Foundation allowed
Ailan Awareness to revise a methodology of community
consultation they had used during –, called The
Awareness Road Show, to incorporate lessons learnt from
the scholarly literature on decolonizing research methods
(Kabutaulaka, ; Denzin et al., ; Kovach, ;
Smith, ; TallBear, ) and from scholarship focused
on Indigenous knowledge-making practices in Oceania
(Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, ; Kaiku & Kaiku, ).
Additionally, it allowed PW, JA, the Ailan Awareness staff,
and outside collaborators to conduct a large-scale multi-
language ethnographic survey across New Ireland Province
to identify local concerns regarding socio-ecological change,
gather local explanations for these changes, conduct talanoa-
style conversations to understand socio-ecological–spiritual
practices (Tecun et al., ) and develop a new method-
ology that combines local knowledge-making practices,
attention to spiritual practice and anthropological research.
These are Indigenous directed collaborative conversations
that are similar to roundtable discussions, but that are facili-
tated by Elders. These conversations prioritize careful listen-
ing and dialogue that builds towards consensus, and they
draw on storytelling as a methodology for understanding
community needs and concerns. Subsequently, Ailan
Awareness revised its entire approach to conservation and
it now has a number of intertwined initiatives (Aini &
West, , ; West & Aini, , ).

Today, all of Ailan Awareness’s Indigenous epistemology-
based marine resource management plans and Vala work
begin with a new kind of road show. Staff working with the
organization meet with communities or groups who have
contacted them with a problem. Sometimes these commu-
nities are multi-lineage groups that could be considered a
village, but sometimes they are single-lineage groups com-
prising related persons living in multiple households. They
might have seen, for example, a decline in the numbers and
kinds of fish on their reefs or they may have perceived a
growing problem with young people not wanting to learn
about cultural traditions. People come to Ailan Awareness
with any problem they deem related to biodiversity and social
practice or spiritual relations. People hear about Ailan
Awareness through several channels. New Ireland is a rela-
tively small place, with , residents, many of whom
listen to the radio as their primary source of information.
JA and the Ailan Awareness team have been featured on
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numerous radio shows and news reports since  and the
collaboration between JA and PW has been featured on
both local radio shows and the national news. Additionally,
JA was previously an elected official and he toured the prov-
ince in this capacity. Finally, Ailan Awareness has Elder ad-
visors from each region in the province who talk to residents
about their work.

After initial contact and a corresponding initial road
show, the Ailan Awareness staff organize a revised road
show event in the chosen location. The revised road show
consists of presentations about Ailan Awareness’s previous
work, discussions about what the community wishes to
understand or change and a clear discussion about the
Ailan Awareness methodology, highlighting what they can
and cannot do. During the visit, Ailan Awareness focuses
on local epistemic practice around causality, trying to
understand both what the local community sees as a prob-
lem and the possible causes that the community has
identified.

After the road show, the community or group spends
time discussing the meeting, reflecting on the Ailan
Awareness methodology and what they can and cannot pro-
vide and deciding how to proceed. Sometimes the commu-
nity returns to Ailan Awareness and sometimes they do not.
It is always made clear during the road show that Ailan
Awareness is happy to work with them but that the leader-
ship and staff would understand if they choose not to work
with them. If they return to Ailan Awareness and ask for
help, the staff work with them to determine what kinds of
help they want and need. Ailan Awareness, in partnership
with their national and international collaborators, can
offer multiple forms of research, such as: combing colonial
records or gathering field notes from scholars who worked
in the area in the past to understand historical social prac-
tices that could have been eroded during the colonial period;
conducting a detailed literature review focusing on conser-
vation methods regarding a marine species of concern and
producing an annotated bibliography that is written in clear
and easy-to-read English and can be translated easily into
local vernacular or creole languages; or partnering with
marine scientists to conduct research on marine ecosystem
change or species decline in the area that a community uses
for their livelihood. JA and PW direct this research to-
gether. Early in the relationship between Ailan Awareness
and a community, the staff walk the community through
exactly who and what will be involved in the research. They
outline what research means to everyone involved and what
research can do (i.e. provide data and solutions) and what it
cannot do (i.e. provide funding). These conversations are
held repeatedly over the course of the research as the work
progresses, and a conversation is set up immediately if the
work is to change in significant ways.

After this, the entire group or a set of representatives
chosen by the entire group undergoes another round of

consultation. If the group agrees to move forward, the next
step is to conduct the research. Ailan Awareness conducts
its research through its many partnerships with institutions
and individuals in Papua New Guinea, Australia and the
USA. The research itself is carried out in close consultation
with the community or group. Ailan Awareness researchers,
whether local people or outsiders who have been contracted
to work on a particular project, check in frequently with the
local community and almost always work with members of
that community as co-researchers.

After the research has been carried out, the results are re-
turned to the community or group. The findings are pre-
sented during another iteration of the road show, in which
they are discussed at length with the community. They are
presented in multiple forms: in one-on-one discussions, in
presentations and in group discussions. Ailan Awareness
staff initially present results in the local vernacular language
and then in Melanesian Tok Pisin, and throughout these
presentations the staff translate from scholarly vernaculars
into local languages and idioms. Communities must request
presentations in English.

After the results are presented, Ailan Awareness staff
allow the group to work through the results on their own,
ask any follow-up questions and then decide how to move
forward. For each set of results, Ailan Awareness provides a
series of plans meant to address the changes that people
have identified and their causes. They offer plans that are
drawn from scientific conservation methods, plans that
are drawn from historical Indigenous conservation and
preservation methods and plans that are combinations of
the two. If the community decides to move forward, they
then move to a series of meetings that are always facilitated
by JA, local ritual experts and Elders, who discuss how to
implement the plan or plans to ensure that local knowledge
is built into them from the beginning. At this step in the pro-
cess, communities demarcate the reef areas they wish to
make healthy or the social practices they wish to strengthen
and they identify practices they see as weakening these areas,
keeping in mind that all of these areas are owned by the
groups with which Ailan Awareness works. This is also
the period when Ailan Awareness staff work with Elders
in the communities to understand what socio-spiritual pro-
tocols must be adhered to in the creation of Indigenous
epistemology-based marine resource management plans
or Vala areas and to draw up a plan to implement them.

After a plan has been created, community members in-
volved in its creation work with their communities to ensure
the plan has community support. If they obtain that
support, the plan is implemented and an Indigenous
epistemology-based marine resource management plan/
Vala area is declared. These plans are formalized through
ceremonial practices involving exchanges of pigs and the giv-
ing of mias (traditional valuables). All of the project imple-
mentation is organized and carried out by the community
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or group. Although Ailan Awareness facilitates these project
discussions and operations, they do not get involved in the
day-to-day workings of the community. They do, however,
return to the groups or communities periodically to reflect
with them on the successes and failures they see and work
with them to change the plans if this is required. All com-
munities and groups can request ongoing consultation with
Ailan Awareness.

All of Ailan Awareness’s work is focused on facilitating the
communities’ enhancement of the ways of life they wish to
continue. This enhancement includes strengthening local live-
lihoods and reviving and supporting socio-spiritual practices
that connect people, ecological systems, ancestors and spirits.
Ailan Awareness believes that the ideas of conservation and
biodiversity are inherently external to New Ireland but that
Vala expresses the goal of revitalizing the aquatic–terrestrial–

spiritual–social interfaces that facilitate self-determination
and sovereignty over both biological and social futures.

The Ailan Awareness approach also follows an ethical
guideline that the organization has developed with the
Elders who serve as advisors. It is based on three action-
based principles and practices: stepping up, mobilizing re-
sources and stepping back (Fig. ).

Stepping up For the Ailan Awareness staff this means
they go where they are asked to go when community mem-
bers invite them to listen to their concerns regarding socio-
ecological and socio-spiritual losses. Ailan Awareness does
not impose itself on communities who do not invite them.
Stepping up also means that when Ailan Awareness staff
enter into relationships with communities, they plan to
work with them to facilitate the plans and changes they
wish to enact. They commit to these communities in a

FIG. 2 A flow diagram of the Ailan Awareness methodology (see text for full details).
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meaningful way but they never promise financial benefit
from the engagements.

Mobilizing resources Once Ailan Awareness staff have
established a relationship with a community and under-
stood what the needs and desires of the community are
with regards to socio-ecological and socio-spiritual revital-
ization, they work to find the resources and tools that allow
them to support community needs. They utilize their in-
house expertise, draw on the expertise of their international
colleagues, work with interns from Barnard College, USA,
and Columbia University, USA, and from colleges in
Papua New Guinea, and seek funding from foundations to
conduct research and bring community plans into being.

Stepping back Ailan Awareness believes that once its staff
have provided their expertise and resources, communities
must maintain sovereignty over their own projects. The
founders and staff of Ailan Awareness have watched too
many NGOs micromanage community-based projects in a
way that seems to indicate that the project belongs to the
NGO and not the community. Although Ailan Awareness
provides ongoing consultation for plan revisions and refine-
ment, at a fundamental level Ailan Awareness believes these
Indigenous epistemology-based marine resource manage-
ment plans/Vala areas belong to their partners, not to
them. Ailan Awareness relies significantly on the work of
community Elders in this part of the process. The Ailan
Awareness staff believe that entrusting these plans to
Elders both creates conditions for their longevity and
strengthens local respect for Elders.

Discussion

Part of the critique of conservation practice that JA and
MLP developed during – focused on the failure
of any external conservation organization to understand
three fundamental truths in New Ireland. Firstly, people’s
relationships with the sea, reefs and marine creatures rely
on the combination of experiential knowledge connected
to the use of these resources, and spiritual knowledge
connected to listening to and learning from Elders and
ancestors. Secondly, New Irelanders build trust and agree-
ment through slow processes of consultation, discussion,
re-consultation, more discussion and eventually exchanges
of valuables that seal agreements and cement long-term
relationships. Thirdly, the spiritual and ritual work that
experts and Elders do to bring balance and regulation to
human–nature relations was being overlooked in the
creation of marine protected areas and community-based
conservation areas. This set the conditions for failure of
these projects, and eroded the status and power of Elders.
JA and MLP had witnessed marine conservation projects
fail repeatedly and they attributed some of these failures to
the lack of attention paid to these truths. Their findings

paralleled those of PW’s scholarship about conservation
across terrestrial sites in Papua New Guinea.

The storytelling opening to this paper illustrates part of
the critique that JA and PW developed of conservation as
practiced in Papua New Guinea generally. That critique re-
sulted in their recommendations for conservation in the
country. Firstly, outsiders working towards conservation
must understand what local NGOs do, why they do it,
how they do it and the pace at which they work. The impulse
should never be to see their work through external eyes,
viewing these practices as lazy, demonstrating a lack of
capacity or as leisure. Outsiders must take the time to un-
derstand what is happening locally and then listen to lo-
cal NGOs. Secondly, we need collaboration across differ-
ent knowledge-making domains: Indigenous a posteriori
observation-based practice, social scientific research, scien-
tific research and Indigenous a priori knowledge of the
spiritual realm. Thirdly, local descriptions of biophysical
change and local methodologies for understanding and ex-
plaining change must be attended to in any research agenda
focused on generating results connected to conservation.
Finally, collaborations happen organically and they take
years to cement.

It is our contention that externally designed marine
protected areas, because they do not attend to spiritual
and ritual practice and because they are not attended to
by Elders and ritual experts, often lack the social strength
to do what they are intended to do. Although they could
be beneficial in terms of the short-term health of a system,
their longevity in New Ireland/Papua New Guinea is al-
most always in question. The work conducted by Ailan
Awareness pulls together the best of the science and meth-
odology of marine protected areas with a deep understand-
ing of and respect for the spiritual and ritual practices that
must ensue for Indigenous communities to respect and
maintain the negotiations and restrictions that are put in
place in conservation areas. We have outlined why atten-
tion to day-to-day practices matters, what an alternative
methodology for creating sustainability looks like and how
partnerships between Indigenous scientists, Indigenous
Elders and outside researchers can bring about positive bio-
diversity futures and help us all to reimagine conservation
practice.
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