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SAFEGUARDING THE TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE OF DOLPHIN CALLING IN NORTH MALAITA, SOLOMON ISLANDS

By

Lawrence Foana’ota

Director of National Museum

Honiara

INTRODUCTION:


Solomon Islands societies like many other indigenous societies throughout the Pacific Region have always depended on various Traditional Knowledge Systems for their survival.  Some of these traditional knowledge systems are only known to exist in certain societies or amongst a handful of specialists in different parts of these islands.  One interesting and unique example is the Traditional Knowledge of Dolphin Calling that some communities in the Northern region of Malaita Province in Solomon Islands still barely maintain despite the pressures and influences from outside and within.

BACKGROUND:

The fear people have of losing these kinds of traditional knowledge systems completely if nothing is done quickly relates to the fact that such knowledge as the one on dolphin calling only exists in the minds of a few people from a specific area along the Northeast coast of Malaita Province.  Their fear became so urgent and a reality when they heard that the traditional practice of Shark Calling had been lost forever from the Laulasi people in the Western region of Malaita Province after the last person with the rights to the knowledge died without passing them onto anyone.  It was due to the people’s fear and concern that prompted the idea of finding some ways of safeguarding the traditional knowledge of dolphin calling before it is lost completely.

2.

GOALS:


In order to assist the people of North Malaita ease some of their fears and concerns, the following goals were set up to address these issues:

1. Encourage the people to revive the Traditional Knowledge of Dolphin Calling;

2. Identify an appropriate venue for the hosting of a Workshop to discuss this issue; 

3. Appoint an Interim Working Committee to prepare the venue, identify those to represent the different groups in the communities like the churches, elders, political leaders, women and youths to involve in the different activities during the Workshop sessions; and

4. Hold a Workshop for the community leaders and the experts to attend if they agree to the idea of reviving this specific traditional knowledge system.

IMPLEMENTATION METHODS AND CHALLENGES:

The first step taken in implementing the first goal was for the Director of the National Museum in Honiara to travel to a village in North Malaita to meet with the community leaders to get their views on the matter of safeguarding their different traditional knowledge systems with a major focus on the practice of dolphin calling.  

Those who attended this first informal and open discussion meeting represented the elders and some youths living in the surrounding communities or villages to A’ama village.  Unfortunately, no women attended this initial meeting but the men who attended were encouraged to ensure that women were included in the interim working committee that will be responsible for the preparations for the Workshop in 2005.

3.

During that meeting it was decided that A’ama village was the ideal venue for the Workshop.  This was because of its central location and also its easy access by land and sea transportation.  Since most of those who attended that first meeting were from the village and belong to the same Church congregation, there was no problem in accepting this proposal.

The challenge that no one could identify during that meeting was whether the expert dolphin callers would agree with the idea of holding this Workshop in A’ama since they had to travel a long way to attend.  The only contact for the experts was through the Anglican Priest who had agreed during the meeting to personally take the responsibility of contacting the dolphin callers and inviting them to attend the Workshop.
An interim working committee was also formed during the meeting with its membership consisting of community and church leaders.  The members of the committee were responsible for organizing and preparing the venue for the next stage of this program that would involve discussing the idea of safeguarding the traditional knowledge of dolphin calling in this part of Malaita. They would also contact those experts to attend the proposed Workshop in April 2005.

Before the actual Workshop was held, the community leaders who attended the preparatory meeting agreed and accepted the idea of reviving the traditional knowledge of dolphin calling and all the other issues discussed during this first meeting.

Since all the arrangements and an agreed date for the hosting of the Workshop had to be done between the village, National Museum in Honiara and UNESCO Apia Office in Samoa, it was very difficult at times to get the necessary information quickly to

4.

 the different parties.  The unreliable communication systems in the country also contributed to the unnecessary delays in conveying information faster.  Despite these challenges, a date was finally set for the holding of the Workshop in April 2005 with financial assistance from the UNESCO Apia Office in Samoa.

 Since the groundwork was already set and completed during the first visit by the Director of the National Museum in Honiara he did not travel to A’ama village on Malaita with the members of the team from UNESCO and the Pacific Islands Trade and Investment Commission. 

The Workshop was held from 25 to 28 April 2005 and was attended by representatives from the surrounding communities as well as experts from Ata’a in Northeast Malaita and Bita’ama.  The resource persons included the UNESCO Regional Office Cultural Advisor, Mr. Mali Voi and an Officer from the Pacific Islands Trade and Investment Commission a Regional Secretariat of the Forum based in Sydney, Australia, Ms. Ruth Choulai.  Ms. Emily Waterman, who was an Australian Volunteer at that time accompanied these resource persons during the Workshop in A’ama.


The main purpose of this Workshop was to discuss with the community leaders and the dolphin calling experts the idea of developing an Intangible Cultural Heritage Tourism Project.  The aim of this ICHT Project would be to promote this particular custom practice and at the same time also safeguarding it so that it continues into the future.  In actual fact the presentations during the Workshop sessions opened the eyes and minds of those who attended to appreciate the importance of safeguarding this particular traditional knowledge from disappearing.

5.

RESULTS:

They regarded the discussion sessions as eye and mind opening because most of those who attended the Workshop were interested to learn and hear for the first time that such traditional knowledge systems are important especially when they can be used to provide financial benefits to everyone.

The discussions also helped people to appreciate the fact that despite so many changes taking place and new technologies are being introduced into the country they can still safeguard this unique traditional knowledge including others that people still practice through properly controlled and managed tourism activities.  They were keen and interested to hear that could utilize these systems and skills to attract tourists to this part of the country.  

Another important result that came out from the presentations and discussions was that those who attended agreed and accepted the idea of using dolphin calling as an icon in a festival they decided to host if further funding could be provided.  It was proposed during the Workshop that the festival activities would include other cultural activities such as arts and crafts making, performances of music, dance and songs and the demonstration of cannerium nut or ngali nut cracking and the traditional methods of pudding making just to mention a few examples of a wide range of activities.


To illustrate the various kinds of activities that could be shown if a festival is organized in the area, the leaders of A’ama community organized a welcoming ceremony, day and night entertainments as well as visits to some significant places of either historical importance or for recreation like a waterfall.

6.
During the period of the Workshop different groups within the community involved in some of these activities.  For example, the youths demonstrated to everyone the talents they have in playing traditional music and performing dances, the women’s group prepared and provided a wide variety of dishes for the meals, entertainments with a matching band and a kid’s game that involved singing and moving around coconut shells and the men formed a committee they called “Central Coordinating Committee” or the“Triple C”.  The members of the triple C were given the task of investigating and pursuing further the idea of holding the cultural festival during which the practice of dolphin calling could be demonstrated to the general public.

Since the Workshop was held in 2005 some of the community leaders started to think seriously about reviving some of the activities that relate to dolphin hunting as well that is different from dolphin calling.  In actual fact one of them has already begun cutting timber for the construction of six canoes of different sizes.  The resurgence of the interest to build these types of special fast and light canoes again was the result of the discussions held during the Workshop about the Intangible Cultural Heritage Project on Dolphin Calling.  

LESSONS LEARNT:


The first lesson learnt from the people during the time the idea of reviving the custom practice of dolphin calling was discussed with them was that they were really keen and interested especially when they realized that they would receive some benefits from this kind of traditional knowledge.
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The second lesson learnt was the fact people were really responsive and open when they clearly understand the aims and objectives of such project.  If they did not understand the reason why outsiders were keen to see that such traditional knowledge are safeguarded and promoted, they would immediately close their minds off from listening even though they may seem to be interested.


On the side of the community leaders, they were able to learn to appreciate and respect each other’s skills and knowledge.  The other interesting lesson learnt during the Workshop was the fact people came and participated together regardless of their different religious beliefs and levels of education.


It also became clear from the views expressed by some of the community leaders after the Workshop that even though there were traditional ways of protecting and safeguarding the traditional knowledge systems in the past, that seemed to be lacking nowadays.   A lack of interest and support as well as funding to continue and enforce the traditional ways of protecting and safeguarding the various intangible cultural heritage systems had led to almost wiping them out completely from the memories of the old people over the years.  So the introduction of the idea to safeguard the Intangible Cultural Heritage through the establishment of a Tourism Project was one positive contribution towards the idea of community development or Bottom up Approach proposed by the current government. 
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CONCLUSION:


In concluding these discussions, it is obvious that there are some very special and unique traditional knowledge systems that still exist in different parts of Solomon Islands as indicated by the practice of dolphin calling.  There is also evidence of the fact that some of them are slowly disappearing with the knowledgeable old people who have the rights and powers when they die like the practice of shark calling.


The main concern amongst those who want to maintain these traditional knowledge systems is that if nothing is done quickly to safeguard them then they will be lost forever.  It was due to this reason of finding ways to safeguard these important and valuable traditional knowledge systems that led to the organization of the Workshop with the assistance of the UNESCO Regional Office in Apia, Samoa in April 2005.

The aim of the Workshop was to investigate and explore the idea of having an Intangible Cultural Heritage Tourism Project established in North Malaita as part of the UNESCO 2003 Convention that would encourage people to maintain their ICH systems through the organization of an annual festival.

Since these traditional practices and the associated activities that used to go together are no longer practiced to day, it is important to look at other alternative means through which people can use in safeguarding them.

9.
Therefore, the way forward in achieving this especially in Solomon Islands in the 21st century is to organize annual festivals that would include activities that would showcase the rare and unique knowledge systems.  Also since there are still no legal mechanisms in place for this in the country it is important that the authorities should start to think about the introduction of such legal instruments soon rather than later.
Finally, it is envisaged that during the festivals tourists would pay and enjoy the activities while it would also be an opportunity for the young people to appreciate and learn these traditional knowledge in order to continue to practice them in the future even though the knowledgeable old people may be gone.  This was already demonstrated clearly during the Workshop in 2005 in A’ama Village, North Malaita where most of the music playing, dancing and singing were led and performed by the youth.

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<

