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This paper investigates the impacts of Tropical Cyclone Winston (2016) on rural Indo-Fijians 
and their response to the devastation. Studies have previously examined how rural communities 
in Pacific Island countries respond to severe climatic events, arguing that traditional knowledge 
of the climate, together with indigenous techniques, contribute substantially to recovery from a 
disaster. Strong communal bonds have also been identified as an influencing factor. Disaster risk 
reduction frameworks often assume the availability of such knowledge and capital. Yet, little 
research has been done on how minority groups with limited access to such knowledge and capital 
cope with disaster-related damage. The current study shows that rural Indo-Fijians responded 
to the consequences of Tropical Cyclone Winston differently to indigenous Fijians, owing to 
relatively limited access to traditional awareness of the climate, communal labour sharing, and 
intra- and/or inter-community networks. The findings point to the necessity to implement a more 
inclusive disaster risk reduction framework. 
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Introduction
A number of studies have previously examined how rural communities respond to 
severe climatic events. Many have argued that traditional knowledge of the climate, 
together with modern techniques, contribute substantially to recovery from the 
damage caused by such occurrences (Gaillard and Mercer, 2012; Nalau et al., 2016). 
Strong communal bonds have also been identified as an influencing factor, and many 
rural remote communities are believed to have accumulated such knowledge and 
capital (Maru et al., 2014). In the context of Pacific Island countries, too, it has been 
asserted that locally-based skills, knowledge, and inter- and intra-community coop-
eration may serve as a key dimension of disaster risk reduction and the response to 
climate change (Campbell, 2006; Nalau et al., 2016; Warrick et al., 2017). It cannot be 
assumed, however, that every community has successfully transmitted its traditional 
knowledge of climate and disaster mitigation or disaster risk reduction techniques. 
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 In Fiji, according to the 2012 census, about 35 per cent of the country’s popula-
tion is of Indian descent (henceforth Indo-Fijians). In rural areas, they, like other 
communities in the country, are exposed to cyclones. One of the most devastating 
tropical cyclones to hit the Fiji Islands was Tropical Cyclone Winston (TCW) in 
February 2016. At least 43 people were killed by the Category 5 storm and approxi-
mately 350,000 people were displaced or affected in some way (Gopal, 2017). In 
particular, communities located directly on TCW’s pathway suffered severe damage 
(see Figure 1 in the ‘methods and study sites’ section). 
 Since Fiji is exposed to cyclones almost every year, one may assume that remote 
rural areas are prepared for them and have accumulated knowledge and techniques 
to deal with the damage caused (see, for example, Maru et al., 2014). Yet, much of 
the existing research focuses on indigenous populations and there has been little 
work on how Indo-Fijians as a minority group cope with and recover from disaster 
damage ( Jonkman and Kelman, 2005; see also Yeo and Blong, 2010; Brown et al., 
2018). Consequently, this paper investigates the impacts of TCW on rural Indo-
Fijian residents and their response to the devastation.

Minority groups’ response to severe climatic events 
Recovery from the damage caused by severe climatic events is always challenging 
in remote areas with less economic/material resources and less established commu-
nications and other infrastructure. This is particularly so for minority groups that 
may have even less access to resources, compounding their vulnerability. Indeed, a 
few studies have revealed that different groups are affected by and respond to the 
impacts of disasters differently, depending on various aspects of a person’s identity, 
including age, disability, ethnicity, and gender (Sultana, 2013; Carr and Thomspon, 
2014; Haney and Gray-Scholz, 2020). For instance, using case studies of Vanuatu 
after Cyclone Pam in 2015, Clissold, Westoby, and McNamara (2020) and Webb 
(2020) highlight the critical roles that women may play in disaster management: 
despite systems of gender inequality, they may act as ‘recovery enablers’ (Clissold, 
Westoby, and McNamara, 2020, p. 101) by exercising leadership, innovation, and 
entrepreneurship if their voices and roles are respected. For the planning and imple-
mentation of measures to address the ramifications of severe climatic events, many 
studies highlight the significance of effective use of community resources (Petzold, 
2016; Webb, 2020), including ‘local knowledge, skills, and the integration of collec-
tive action for local adaptation, as well as the acceptance and support of communities 
for decision-making’ (Petzold, 2016, p. 123; see also Gómez-Baggethun et al., 2012; 
Mercer et al., 2012; Jones and Clark, 2013). Boillat and Berkes (2013, p. 21) also iden-
tify ‘a knowledge-practice belief complex, based on multigenerational transmission 
and cultural continuity’ as a key resource in adaptation and recovery. Rumbach and 
Foley (2014) found that in American Samoa, spanning seven South Pacific islands and 
atolls, an indigenous institution called Fa’a Samoa—traditional governance structures 
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in villages existing in parallel with territorial authority—dealt with social instability 
after the tsunami on 29 September 2009, and hence played a critical role in disaster 
risk reduction and resilience. Campbell (2006) provides a comprehensive assessment 
of traditional measures that enable Pacific Island communities to ameliorate the effects 
of disasters, such as food security practices and the damage-reducing features of 
buildings (see also Walshe and Nunn, 2012; Leclerc et al., 2013; Hiwasaki et al., 2014; 
Janif et al., 2016; Chambers et al., 2019). Furthermore, Campbell (2006) empha-
sises that inter- and intra-community cooperation through traditional ceremonies 
and cultures of exchange plays a major role in assisting communities in coping with 
the effects of environmental extremes. 
 However, existing research on disaster resilience in the Pacific focuses predomi-
nantly on indigenous populations and assumes the availability of, or at least the 
possibility of transmission of, traditional climate knowledge, locally-based skills and 
techniques, and communal bonds. Indeed, those who are able to maintain, enhance, 
or acquire such resources are more likely to experience positive outcomes and to 
lessen the potential for resource loss spirals after a disaster (Hobfoll, 2012). But this 
may not always be the case for non-indigenous groups, which may be unfamiliar 
with locally accumulated knowledge and techniques, are more vulnerable than 
indigenous groups, and sometimes take longer to recover (Mercer et al., 2014). For 
instance, in the case of the tsunami in Indonesia and Thailand on 26 December 2004, 
immigrant workers and tourists did not recognise signs of the approaching catas-
trophe, whereas a number of indigenous groups survived because of their cultural 
knowledge (Arunotai, 2008). McAdoo, Moore, and Baumwoll (2009) demonstrate 
that, following the Solomon Islands tsunami on 2 April 2007, mortality rates in 
indigenous villages were substantially lower than in adjacent villages occupied by 
immigrants from Kiribati, because immigrants did not comprehend the indicators. 
Using a case study of Pileni Island in the Solomon Islands, Warrick et al. (2017, 
pp. 1043–1044) identify seven broad categories of adaptive capacity relevant to the 
Pacific islands: human capital; social capital; belief systems, worldviews, and values; 
resource distribution; adaptation, monetary, and food acquisition options; information 
and awareness; and past experiences of climate stress. With regard to social capital, 
they state that a community with low diversity—a small number of immigrants, 
social units, and households without ancestral access to resources, religious denomi-
nations, inter alia—could have a higher adaptive capacity because ‘it could indicate 
cohesive leadership and a collective identity’, as well as established intra-community 
networks and the potential for collective action (Warrick et al. 2017, p. 1043).
 A study by Méheux, Dominey-Howes, and Lloyd (2010) is a rare case that spot-
lights the post-disaster recovery of both rural indigenous Fijian (known as iTaukei) 
and Indo-Fijian communities. The authors discuss barriers to community partici-
pation in a disaster damage assessment—that is, collaboration between government 
officers and communities in evaluating the degree of damage and subsequent decision-
making. While they identify the cause of difficulty in public participation in a post-
disaster assessment as ‘a culture of dependence’ in Fiji generally, they do not discuss 
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how each of six case study communities responded to disasters differently, and they 
do not pinpoint cultural variations among them. 
 Yeo and Blong (2010) identify a substantial difference in casualties by ethnicity in 
the hurricane and flooding in Fiji in 1931 (84 Indo-Fijians versus 12 iTaukei Fijians 
in Ba, and 68 versus 13 in Lautoka). They conclude that the reasons for this differ-
ence are: (i) iTaukei villages were located near high ground; (ii) traditional iTaukei 
houses (bure) were stronger than Indo-Fijian houses; (iii) iTaukei were aware of signs 
of flooding and afforded some warning by beating the lali (wooden drum) as the 
floodwater rose; and (iv) iTaukei were able to swim, as compared to the frequent 
inability of Indo-Fijians. Their analysis provides valuable insights into difference in 
vulnerabilities among ethnicities in Fiji. At the same time, because this is a historical 
study of a disaster that took place some 90 years ago, it does not capture the first-hand 
experiences of the victims, particularly how they responded to the disaster. 
 Brown et al. (2018) also looked at the difference between the two ethnic groups 
in rural Fiji in terms of risk attitudes and awareness after a severe climatic event. 
Their finding is that after having been struck by Cyclone Evan in 2012, Indo-Fijians 
substantially changed their risk attitudes—increasing expectations of loss and dam-
age in the future—whereas iTaukei Fijians’ perceptions of expected losses did not alter 
significantly. The reasons for the latter are, according to Brown et al. (2018), because 
(i) ‘the conspicuously “collectivist” social structure of iTaukei may provide iTaukei 
with well-functioning risk-sharing networks’ and (ii) ‘the land-tenure system pro-
vides an underlying income guarantee for iTaukei but nor [sic] for Indo-Fijians . . . 
iTaukei society is better placed to absorb idiosyncratic shocks’ (Brown et al., 2018, 
pp. 319–320). While their study raises an important point, the reasons for Indo-
Fijians’ heightened perceptions of future risk were not elaborated on further. And 
since the study employed statistical analysis, participant responses regarding damage 
caused by the cyclone were not examined in depth. 
 According to Kaniasty et al. (2019), there has been little research on ethnic diver-
sity in post-disaster response. In Fiji, as shown, there have been few studies on rural 
residents’ responses, in particular those of Indo-Fijians, to an intense cyclone, the 
effectiveness of the aid received, or the measures taken before, during, and follow-
ing the event (see, for example, Brookfield, 1977; Takasaki, 2011; Cox et al., 2019). As 
explained below, the residential patterns, livelihoods, and customs of the two major 
ethnic groups in rural Fiji—iTaukei and Indo-Fijians—are somewhat different (despite 
commonalities developed over time), and one cannot assume that all Fijians have ready 
access to locally-based or transmitted knowledge, resources, and skills. Hence, there 
is a need for a more inclusive approach to disaster risk reduction in the country. 

Rural Indo-Fijians and Tropical Cyclone Winston 
Fiji is an island country situated in the South Pacific region with a combined land 
and sea area of 570,000 square kilometres. It is composed of 332 islands, of which 111 
are inhabited. Viti Levu is the largest island; the capital, Suva, is located on the 
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eastern side. According to the 2017 census, the population of Fiji was 884,887, of 
which 55.9 per cent lived in urban areas. While ethnic data were not collected in 
the 2017 census, the 2012 census records an Indo-Fijian population of 290,129 (out 
of 858,038, 33.8 per cent) and an iTaukei (indigenous Fijian) population of 511,838 
(59.7 per cent). The majority of Indo-Fijians are descendants of indentured labourers 
brought from India between 1879 and 1916 by the British colonial government to 
work on sugar plantations. Today, 43 per cent of them live in rural areas (Fiji Bureau 
of Statistics, 2017) and remain the primary workforce in the sugar industry, although, 
owing to the nonrenewal of many agricultural land leases since the early 2000s, 
Indo-Fijian tenant farmers have increasingly opted out of farming (Lal, 2019). 
 Of note in this regard is the difference in residential patterns and cultural dynam-
ics between rural iTaukei and Indo-Fijian populations. Rural iTaukei generally live 
either in a village or in a settlement, in close proximity to each together, their social 
interactions structured by kinship relations, social status, and communal norms 
and values. This entire collective of indigenous sociocultural system and values is 
called vanua,1 the maintenance of which is often the first priority of their livelihoods 
(Ravuvu, 1983). In contrast, the characteristics of the rural Indo-Fijian settlement 
pattern is relatively loose. It was formed during the indenture period, due to con-
stant in- and out-migration and the availability of land anywhere. Indians ‘went 
wherever they could obtain a fertile and accessible piece of land . . . without regard 
for religious or ethnic considerations’ (Gillion, 1962, pp. 144–145), and settled in 
scattered homesteads with merely ‘localities’. Unlike iTaukei villages or settlements, 
such localities were also loose in terms of social structure, even after ‘Fiji-born chil-
dren grew up and kin groups became extended’ (Gillion, 1962, p. 145). Given the 
heavily racialised postcolonial history of the country, which has seen four coups 
d’état, Indo-Fijians have put much emphasis on individual ability and success in the 
capitalist economy (Norton, 2007). Even now, Indo-Fijians’ loose settlement pattern 
is conspicuous in rural Fiji and as such, their everyday life is not necessarily structured 
by kinship ties or village custom in the way that these govern rural iTaukei villages. 
To provide services to the community, the government appoints district advisory 
counsellors, who are in charge of community matters (Nacei, 2018). 
 It was in this context that TCW struck on 22 February 2016. Winston was one 
of the strongest cyclones ever to hit Fiji, and the sheer impact of the storm was 
something most Fijians had never experienced. The country was put under a State 
of Natural Disaster for two months. At the end of April 2016, the United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) estimated that 
31,200 houses had been destroyed either partially or entirely. Some 13,700 households 
received temporary shelter, but at least 17,500 households were yet to obtain assis-
tance (Bolatagici, 2016a, p. 1). 
 The Government of Fiji initiated the ‘Help for Homes’ programme in May 2016, 
under which citizens got pre-paid electronic cards from distribution centres estab-
lished in priority areas by the Ministry of Women, Children and Poverty Alleviation. 
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The Prime Minister’s National Disaster Relief and Rehabilitation Trust Account, 
worth FJD 23 million (USD 9.75 million) in total, was used for the initiative (Susu, 
2016, pp. 1–3). The value of each card varied in the range of FJD 1,500–7,000 (USD 
696–3,248), depending on the degree of housing damage (Bolatagici, 2016c, p. 52). 
Nevertheless, delays in the delivery of building materials were conspicuous. In some 
areas, TCW survivors had not received any building materials six months after the 
initiation of the programme (Koroi, 2016, pp. 1–2; Mele, 2016, p. 5; Naleba, 2016, p. 2). 
As a result, many continued to live in tents or damaged houses. Non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and private sector entities, however, were quick to take action. 
Immediately after the cyclone, several NGOs delivered food to affected communities 
and rebuilt schools, among other things, which continued until December 2016 (Devi, 
2016a, p. 2, 2016b, p. 36; Silaitoga, 2016, p. 5). 
 Moreover, the late arrival of relief materials has affected the psychological recovery 
of the survivors (Nasiko, 2016). UN OCHA estimated in April 2016 that around 
6,000 people nationwide required psychological support (Bolatagici, 2016b, p. 3). 
 For many, the recovery process has been long and difficult, expected to last up 
to 10 years (Government of Fiji, 2016, p. 34). The aim of this study, therefore, is to 
explore how Indo-Fijian residents of Rakiraki, situated on the northern coast of Viti 
Levu and directly in the path of TCW, experienced this unprecedented disaster and 
responded to its impacts.

Methods and study sites
For this study, we selected three sub-districts of Rakiraki, Gallau, Korotale, and 
Wailevu, all of which were severely damaged by TCW (see Figure 1). Rakiraki is 
part of Ra Province where Indo-Fijians constitute 30 per cent of the population 
(Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Indo-Fijians make up 100 per cent of the sub-district 
population of Wailevu (113) (based on a head count), 89 per cent of the sub-district 
population of Gallau (119 out of 134), and 97 per cent of the sub-district population 
of Korotale (170 out of 175).2 
 In rural Fiji, established personal networks play a key role in the decision of com-
munities to accept outsiders, including visiting researchers. The selection of the case 
study sites was thus based on the personal connections of our research assistant. 
 Sugarcane and vegetable farming is the major source of income and the main live-
lihood of these communities, which have been affected considerably by ongoing 
decline of the sugar industry (Kumari and Nakano, 2015). Livestock farming is also 
evident, which is either commercialised or for subsistence purposes. A tropical dry 
climate is prevalent, and a severe drought was experienced after TCW. The area 
usually suffers cyclones and flooding between December and April. 
 The visits to the study sites took place in December 2016 and April 2018; 6, 13, and 
10 individuals were interviewed in the sub-districts of Gallau, Korotale, and Wailevu, 
respectively. All interviewees were Indo-Fijians (including one community advisory 
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Figure 1. Islands of Fiji, track of TCW, and study sites

Source: authors, based on Google Maps (https://www.google.com/maps).

counsellor)— Tables 1 and 2 contain breakdowns of the interviewees by gender 
and age, respectively. English is the official language of Fiji, but the majority of the 
participants felt more comfortable with the Fiji Hindi language; hence, all but one 
interviews were conducted in Fiji Hindi by an Indo-Fijian research assistant in the 
presence of one of the authors on site. The interviews were later transcribed and 
translated into English by the research assistant. The latter also provided guidance 
throughout data collection to ensure that the process was performed in a culturally 
appropriate, respectful manner. 
 Semi-structured interviews were the primary method of data collection owing to 
our focus on participants’ personal narratives of TCW experiences. The interview 
questions explored: the participants’ preparedness for, and immediate responses to, 
TCW; the damage caused by TCW; aid and support received from within and 
without the community; the recovery process; collective actions mobilised during 
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recovery; and traditional climate knowledge and techniques, particularly with regard 
to food preservation, farming, and shelter construction. Narrative analysis was the 
primary data analysis method used, which we considered to be most effective in rep-
resenting participants’ experiences (Cope and Kurtz, 2016). 

Results
Below are the results of our interviews in the three sub-districts of Rakiraki. The 
inclusion of critical views expressed by several interviewees should not be taken as 
an indication of the Indo-Fijian community being in crisis; nor do we intend to 
make a sweeping statement about a particular group of people. Rather, our findings 
are a reflection of the realities of a specific condition: what the survivors experi-
enced in the wake of TCW, given little support and great anxiety about the future. 

Preparedness and the degree of damage

Our interview results show that the residents in the three study sites did not have 
enough time to prepare for TCW since the storm suddenly changed direction and 
radio warnings came late. Many residents also did not take the warnings seriously 
because they believed that the cyclone would not hit their district. The interviewees 
described the degree of the damage caused by Winston, not only to infrastructure 
and personal belongings, but also to their emotional well-being. In the words of three 
of them: 

Table 1. Participants by gender 

Women Men Total

Gallau 2 4 6

Korotale 9 4 13

Wailevu 5 5 10

Total 16 13 29

Source: authors.

Table 2. Participants by age

Twenties Thirties Forties Fifties Sixties Seventies Total

Gallau 0 1 0 2 3 0 6

Korotale 1 3 3 4 1 1 13

Wailevu 1 2 3 3 0 1 10

Total 2 6 6 9 4 2 29

Source: authors.
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You know what, we had one tree beside our house and even 10 people couldn’t have cut 
that tree; the trunk was so thick. Cyclone Winston just took it up in the air, spun it and 
disposed it at my neighbour’s house. I couldn’t believe what I saw. I never saw an eye of 
a cyclone but this time I did see one. It was black clouds surrounding a red light-like laser. 
Corrugated iron cut coconut trees in half and it fell on top of my house and damaged most 
of my belongings. I lost all of my building materials which I had previously used in the 
house, but I saw some on the mountain there, far away, which I cannot bring back here 
because it is too far from my house. But since I was on horseback, I brought a few small 
pieces to my house (man in his fifties).

We were in the house when the cyclone started and then we tried to get out of the house 
when strong winds started blowing. We evacuated to our neighbour’s house when the 
steps at our front gate were blown off. It was a concrete step and the roofs started blowing. 
All my belongings got destroyed; we could not even save the television, which had just 
been newly bought. The next day when I came to see my house, the only thing I found was 
the foundation of the house and a few clothes. It was very shocking to see this destruction 
and it came like a nightmare (woman in her thirties).

I was just crying and running to every corner of the house as strong winds were blowing 
the roof off. The roof of the entire house was blown off and water got inside the house. 
The water level rose up to my knees and my mattress was all wet, therefore we couldn’t 
even sleep. Branches of trees hit the house and that is how most of my things got damaged 
(woman in her sixties).

 The damage on the farms was so intense that many participants were in shock and 
doubtful if they would be able to resume farming. One said: 

On the next morning I could not see any vegetable on the farm; it seemed like the land had 
just been ploughed. It took 10 years to establish this farm, but everything was destroyed in 
three hours (man in his fifties).

 In Wailevu, a farmer in his sixties claimed that he was able to harvest only 100 tons 
of sugarcane in 2016, whereas he had harvested 300–350 tons every year for the 
previous 33 years. He also claimed to have lost about 30 per cent of his livestock 
and 80 per cent of his chickens because of TCW. 

Availability of external support 

To understand the context in which the residents negotiated the aftermath of this 
unprecedented disaster, it is vital to examine the availability of support provided 
from outside of the community. As noted, the Government of Fiji distributed con-
struction materials and subsistence to meet immediate needs post Winston, and 
introduced the Help for Homes programme, from which victims could receive a 
maximum of FJD 7,000, depending on the degree of damage to their residence. As 
of December 2016, however, most interviewees were still waiting for the delivery 
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of materials, or the deposit of funds, with the exception of one who stated that con-
struction materials had become available in November 2016:

We did not receive any aid from the government. We repaired our house, and we were told 
we would be given a refund and we applied. No response till now from any government 
ministries (woman in her forties).

 Instead, assistance was received primarily from family members and relatives who 
resided outside of the community, as well as from NGOs and religious organisations 
in urban centres. Three female participants stated: 

My son-in-law sent us a generator with groceries in a container from Australia, so I did 
not worry much when people did not help me after Winston (woman in her sixties).

Aid mostly came from families abroad and from people whom we don’t know, such as 
NGOs from Suva, Lautoka, and Nadi. They provided us with enough groceries; and no 
community member came to help us. But my son went to some places to help in building 
a house (woman in her forties).

None of my neighbours helped me, but aid came from people of Lautoka and Nadi and 
through NGOs. They also helped through building our house in the form of labour. Apart 
from the government, my family helped (woman in her sixties).

Intra-district support and collective action

In contrast to the significance of communal bonds in disaster mitigation and recovery 
in indigenous communities highlighted by the existing literature, our data indicate 
that this may not apply to the case of Indo-Fijian residents of Rakiraki. They had 
markedly individual and independent approaches to cyclone relief and recovery: in 
most instances, intra-community support and collective effort were neither expe-
rienced nor expected. Exceptions to this are neighbourly support and assistance for 
the elderly living alone. For instance, a 73-year-old woman explained:

The carpenters built my house for free because they saw that I am staying alone, so they 
helped me to repair my house. Community members also came and asked me if I had all 
the basic necessities in my house. People really cared for me.

 Nearly all interviewees agreed, though, that there was no collective relief effort, 
mutual support system, or social gatherings within their districts. Most households 
tended to the cyclone damage separately and independently. According to three of 
the participants:

No help from the community or neighbours was available. . . . The fact is that everyone 
was busy maintaining their house. Who can we expect to help us? Therefore, we should 
help ourselves. My daughter and wife helped me build the entire house (man in his sixties).
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Everything was destroyed at my place and I could not help anyone in the community. I did 
not have the strength to give hope to people after looking at my house. . . . The commu-
nity members look out for themselves first before they help others. No one works together 
(woman in her thirties).

The community did not work together; it would have been nice if they had come together 
and helped each other. From my point of view, we are living in such a community where 
people think of themselves first then reach out to help others (woman in her thirties).

 Other observations include: ‘No I didn’t go anywhere for help because I had to 
clean the house and cook food’ (woman in her forties); and ‘I think everyone deals 
with their own problems and people don’t work together. People do give emo-
tional support; otherwise they mind their own business’ (woman in her fifties). While 
the erosion of community values and bonds is often noted across cultures and com-
munities today, the vast majority of interviewees also pointed to the absence of col-
lective relief in their districts, which is particularly notable given the key role it is 
said to have played in disaster mitigation and recovery in iTaukei and many other 
Pacific communities (Campbell, 2006; Nalau et al., 2016; Warrick et al., 2017). 
 Female interviewees indicated that their experience of the recovery process was 
further complicated by the gender power inequity structuring their everyday life. 
Many felt that their views and contributions in relation to mitigation and recovery 
were not recognised. Two remarked: 

We don’t have much say in the community and we just do housework, even our contribu-
tion is not recognised anywhere (woman in her forties).

Even our opinions are never taken seriously because they say we are women. When I asked 
the advisory [counsellor] why we only received FJD 3,000 [USD 1,392] [ from the Help 
for Homes programme], he said he would talk to my husband because he knew my hus-
band and not me. We should be given opportunities to give our views and opinions 
(woman in her forties).

 While our data are exploratory and further research is needed for more in-depth 
analysis, these voices point to gendered differences in the ways that the recovery 
process was experienced by women and men in the case study sites. 
 As stated, the government appoints an advisory counsellor, who is responsible for 
the needs of residents, collecting their opinions and reporting them to the govern-
ment. Interviewees’ views of their community advisory counsellor’s role in the recov-
ery process were somewhat mixed. A few positively evaluated their action after TCW, 
whereas others expressed concerns about what they perceived as unequal distribu-
tion of relief services and resources. They believed that the advisory counsellors, 
who were responsible for visiting all households in the district after Winston and 
evaluating the degree of damage to housing, only called on their relatives and close 
acquaintances and prioritised them in distributing government assistance. Many 
claimed that they were left out, did not get as much as they should have, or received 
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assistance very late. In short, they claimed that elite capture of disaster relief took 
place in their districts. It is important to stress that we did not gather evidence to 
substantiate such claims and that our aim here is simply to represent the ways in 
which the interviewees experienced counselling in the context of the mitigation and 
recovery. The data suggest that, for these interviewees, the process was made more 
difficult by what they considered to be challenges in community counselling pro-
cesses and unequitable relief distribution. 

Traditional climate knowledge and techniques for disaster mitigation

The interviewees were further asked about their traditional climate knowledge and 
disaster recovery techniques, especially with regard to food preservation, farming, and 
housing construction. Such knowledge and techniques can be particularly impor-
tant; the interviewees agreed that housing, food, and water were the greatest needs 
during and after TCW. 
 Table 3 presents the cyclone signs identified by the interviewees. Existing research 
on cyclone signs in Fiji pinpoint various types, including: sudden growth of bamboo 
shoots; hornets moving their hive to a lower level; no cloud in a dark blue sky; flight 
and action of birds (unusual bird cry); balolo (sea worm) becoming dirty; new 
growth on banana plants; and the sound of the reef ( Johnston, 2015; Nakamura and 
Kanemasu, 2020). In our case study sites, most Indo-Fijian participants were able to 
recognise a cyclone sign or two; however, the variety of such knowledge shared by 
Indo-Fijian residents of Rakiraki was markedly limited, with most only listing heat. 
As for food preservation and construction techniques that may be useful to deal with 
the impacts of a cyclone, the interviewees did not identify any such practices. Rather, 
they typically referred to ‘using more nails’ as a construction technique. Consequently, 
without recourse to traditional adaptation methods or intra-community cooperation 
mechanisms, many Indo-Fijian interviewees struggled to sustain themselves for a few 
weeks after Winston. Two women pointed out: 

I had no groceries after the cyclone because I had done all the shopping and left it on the 
dining table. It all got destroyed during TCW. My daughter and her husband bought two 
boxes of groceries from Suva. We were eating biscuits and drinking tea before they brought 
us food (woman in her fifties).

Table 3. Types of cyclone signs identified 

Type of knowledge/legend Number

Hornets moving their hive to a lower level 1

Reeds, flowers, or fruits (particularly breadfruits) growing in abundance 5

Heat 14

Mango or tamarin growing off season 5

Source: authors.
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We used timber, corrugated iron, paint, nails, strappings and even tiles [retrieved from debris 
for the purpose of housing rehabilitation]. The materials are very costly and we don’t get 
labourers easily (woman in her forties).

 Our data suggest, therefore, that limited access to traditional climate knowledge 
and techniques restricted the mitigation and recovery options of these interviewees. 
This aggravated the consequences of the disaster in the absence of immediate gov-
ernment assistance. 

Discussion
A shared sense of connectedness and mutual support often play an important role in 
recovery from disaster damage in remote communities. This is particularly so when 
external support arrives very late, as was the case after TCW. Previous research has 
shown that iTaukei villages in Fiji engage in a traditional practice called solesolevaki 
(collective community effort) to mitigate damage (Movono and Becken, 2017). Such 
collective actions are mobilised during search and rescue, the provision of mutual 
assistance, and the sharing of risk, stories, and labour and non-labour (Takasaki, 
2011; Yila, Weber, and Neef, 2014; Nakamura and Kanemasu, 2020). While iTaukei 
villages generally have a highly hierarchical nature embedded in a traditional kin-
based structure and a chiefly system (Ravuvu, 1983), disaster relief has been docu-
mented as being distributed equitably, with each household receiving and giving 
support (Takasaki, 2011; Nakamura and Kanemasu, 2020). In addition, they benefit 
from traditional inter-community relationships (known as veitauvutaki and veitabani) 
whereby they receive/give labour and non-labour assistance from/to villages with 
which they have traditional ties (Nakamura and Kanemasu, 2020). Five years after 
Winston, studies are finding that such iTaukei practices and mechanisms were also 
actuated in the post-cyclone period (Cox et al., 2019; Andersson-Tunivanua, 2020; 
Nakamura and Kanemasu, 2020).
 By contrast, the Indo-Fijian response to disaster in Fiji has been substantially over-
looked. Our findings show that Indo-Fijian residents of Rakiraki responded to the 
impact of TCW in a somewhat different way. They did not have ready access to or 
rely on locally-based practices or knowledge. And in the absence of strong intra- 
and/or inter-community networks to mobilise social capital, they adopted a consist-
ently independent approach, relying primarily on themselves and their immediate 
family, occasionally supplemented by help received from relatives and NGOs out-
side of their area. Without the community resources on which iTaukei villages can 
depend during the recovery process, especially when external support arrives late, 
Indo-Fijian residents’ experience of recovery was considerably different, and possibly 
more arduous in some respects. 
 It is notable that while Clissold, Westoby, and McNamara (2020) and Webb (2020) 
highlight the potentially significant impact of women’s involvement and leadership 
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on disaster risk reduction in the Pacific, the female interviewees in our study une-
quivocally stated that their views and contributions were unacknowledged in their 
district, pointing to another major gap in their community resources for disaster 
adaptation. Furthermore, in this context, as seen above, any issue concerning formal 
community counselling processes and risks of elite capture further compounded their 
vulnerability. In short, Indo-Fijians may confront a certain—often unnoticed—
precariousness due to the relative unavailability of the social capital taken for granted 
in indigenous communities. Indo-Fijian residents of Rakiraki were largely isolated in 
their response to the cyclone damage, and in cases of elite capture of official relief, 
they were left entirely on their own to recover from the disaster. Consequently, 
their reliance on themselves and familial/organisational support presents a particu-
lar vulnerability distinct from the experience of rural iTaukei, who can rely on their 
durable community resources. Such a sense of uncertainty is visible in a statement by 
a man in his sixties: 

If something like Winston comes again, I can only think about death. Survival would be 
very hard and there is nothing we can do about it. We can only secure whatever we can and 
we know otherwise God will help us.

 With regard to traditional climate knowledge, previous studies have highlighted 
the availability of cyclone signs, as well as the sharing of memories and narratives 
among community members (Lauer, 2012; Hiwasaki et al., 2014; Johnston, 2015; 
Janif et al., 2016; Lauer and Matera, 2016). They underline too the importance of the 
integration of traditional knowledge into disaster risk reduction and improving dis-
aster preparedness (see, for example, Hiwasaki et al., 2014). In some iTaukei commu-
nities, particularly those that are frequently exposed to cyclones, such as the Yasawa 
Islands group, villagers possess some relevant food preservation and construction tech-
niques involving easily available resources, such as tabakau (use of plaited coconut 
leaves to construct a temporary shelter) and davuke (fermented food for preservation) 
(Aalbersberg et al., 1988; Nakamura and Kanemasu, 2020). However, our study 
shows that Indo-Fijian residents of Rakiraki had limited access to such traditional 
climate knowledge or disaster mitigation techniques, even though materials that may 
be useful for the latter, such as coconut leaves, are easily acquired in their area. 
 We emphasise that the vulnerabilities faced by Indo-Fijians after TCW are not 
solely due to the relative absence of traditional climate knowledge or mechanisms 
from the collective relief effort. And our aim is not to present a romanticised or 
essentialist view of indigenous knowledge in disaster risk reduction. To understand 
fully the disaster vulnerability of a community, it is necessary to take into account 
multiple factors, including the socioeconomic status of residents and the availability 
of alternative sources of knowledge (such as the internet). For instance, we did not 
collect demographic data on incomes or sources of income for this project; arguably, 
those with limited economic resources experience a certain degree of vulnera-
bility, regardless of the availability of traditional knowledge or communal support 
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mechanisms. Conversely, members of minority communities with greater socio-
economic resources may access other means of coping with the impact of a disaster. 
Furthermore, the disaster vulnerability of Indo-Fijians may go beyond resources at 
hand and intersect with the sense of sociopolitical vulnerability they have developed 
over the course of the country’s racialised postcolonial history (Lal, 2019). In short, 
we must acknowledge the heterogeneity of rural Indo-Fijians and of the kinds of 
vulnerability they may face. Nevertheless, our findings suggest that limited access 
to locally-based knowledge and practices for disaster mitigation may exacerbate their 
disaster vulnerability and that disaster risk management needs to consider minority 
groups, especially those that do not enjoy immediate access to community resources. 
 In Pacific Island countries, regional or national disaster risk reduction frameworks 
have been established on the basis of the assumed existence of such resources. For 
instance, Disaster Risk Reduction in the Republic of Fiji: Status Report 2019 refers to resi-
dents in locations prone to disasters in a culturally undifferentiated manner, stating 
that ‘their resilience can be high due to traditional practices and strengths arising 
from strong social cohesion’ (UNDRR, 2019, p. 26). Accordingly, the report stresses 
the importance of enhancing resilience on the community level, and the loss of tradi-
tional knowledge (especially among the youth) was mentioned as a cause of socio-
economic vulnerability to hazards (UNDRR, 2019, pp. 7, 14, 24). What is more, it 
underscores that a resilience gap exists especially among younger populations that lack 
traditional knowledge (UNDRR, 2019, p. 24). Vanuatu Climate Change and Disaster 
Risk Reduction Policy also assumes that people in Vanuatu possess traditional knowl-
edge to deal with hazards and calls for the sharing of such information and expansion 
of its use. One of its key proposed actions is ‘collecting, recording and incorporating 
traditional knowledge into planning, while ensuring appropriate cultural protocols 
are respected’ (Government of the Republic of Vanuatu, 2015, p. 14). 
 Warrick et al. (2017, p. 1048) also stress the importance of traditional values and 
collective community identity for climate and disaster resilience, and argue that such 
dimensions form the Pacific Adaptive Capacity Analysis Framework: 

Traditional values also form the foundation of many aspects of social capital. A strong sense 
of collective community identity and a culture of self-efficacy born from being accustomed to 
dealing with climate variability with little external assistance are also prominent enablers 
of adaptive capacity. Self-efficacy is reflected in the community’s perception of themselves 
as able to come up with good ideas to solve community problems and act as change agents. 

 Does this framework also apply to Indo-Fijians, who may not or do not have 
access to the indigenous knowledge, practices, and networks to which iTaukei and 
other Pacific Islanders have recourse in disaster adaptation? The integration of tra-
ditional knowledge, practices, and a strong sense of community into disaster risk 
reduction may function well for some, but if a particular group of people is not 
sufficiently equipped with such resources, what is a feasible means to reduce their 
vulnerability? Our findings point to a critical gap: Indo-Fijians’ cultural minority 
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status and the conventional research focus on the majority indigenous group have 
led to a situation where their limited access to traditional resources for disaster adap-
tation, their sole reliance on themselves and familial/organisational support, and 
the vulnerability they may experience as a result receive little attention in disaster 
risk management.

Conclusion
In the Pacific region, research on disaster response and disaster risk reduction has 
predominantly concentrated on indigenous populations, and case studies have been 
based on a ‘community’, where a shared identity, strong communal bond, and shared 
resources are assumed to exist. However, all Pacific Island countries are culturally 
diverse and a few countries, including Fiji, have large non-indigenous populations 
even in rural areas. Apropos of global climate change, it is predicted that cyclones 
will become more intense, and their pathways will also alter (Vecchi and Knutson, 
2008; Knutson et al., 2010). It is easy to predict that rural populations will be more 
severely affected by intensified cyclones in the future. Indo-Fijians in Rakiraki 
have to date adapted to disasters via their independent and self-reliant approach, as 
well as with support from their familial/personal networks and external agencies, 
rather than relying on iTaukei-style communal values and a support system. Yet, 
the unprecedented intensity of TCW exposed their potential vulnerability and the 
magnitude of the disaster risk reduction and recovery challenges they may face 
during severe climatic events, especially in comparison with iTaukei communities 
with access to cultural assets to meet their basic needs in the most critical periods. 
Hence, Fiji and other Pacific Island countries confront the challenge of establishing 
a more culturally inclusive disaster reduction framework that considers the needs and 
realities of other ethnic groups that do not necessarily have access to traditional 
knowledge of climate and disaster mitigation and other relevant resources. In this 
regard, the transferability of traditional knowledge, techniques, and practices to non-
indigenous populations should be explored, and the Government of the Republic of 
Vanuatu’s (2015, p. 14) proposed action of ‘including traditional knowledge in formal 
and informal school curricula’ goes some way towards such a goal. Nevertheless, 
further and more specific effort to achieve cultural inclusivity in disaster risk man-
agement is needed, while not reducing state responsibilities for disaster preparedness, 
mitigation, and recovery. 
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Endnotes
1 Vanua is an indigenous Fijian word often translated as ‘land’, but it encompasses the entire indig-

enous sociocultural systems embedded in land.
2 Authors’ communication with community advisory counsellors, Gallau and Korotale, July 2020.
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