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The commercialisation
of kava in Vanuatu
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Introduction

The use of kava is riwualised in custom In many of
Vanuatu’s societies, and often has considerable social
and/or sacred significance. This traditional significance of
kava has already been fairly well documented'. In the
urban setting of Vanuatu's capital Port Vila this ritualisation
is no longer a dominant feature of kava consumption.

Instead people go to kava bars, or nakamals, and buy
bowls of mixed kava to drink. These bowls are commaoanly
known as shells because traditionally kava was usuoally
served in coconut shells. Now Port Vila's kava bars
normally use glass or porcelain bowls as their ‘shells’.
These shells usually come in two sizes, either 50 vatu
(approx. 50 - 100 ml of liguid) or 100 vatu (approx. 100
- 200 ml of liquid). The quantity of liquid and the strength
of the kava varies from kava bar to kava bar?. In 1999
about 50 kava bars had been granted business licenses
by the Port Vila Municipal Council, and it is estimated that
between 70 and 80 kava bars are operating without
licenses?.

Kava drinking has become a predominantly commeroal
activity in Port Vila. People sell kava to make money.
Pecople buy kava to drink recreationally. Most kava bars
welcome anybody, male or female, regardless of tradi-
tional constraints on who can drink kava. The only limits
on consumption are when the kava bar runs out of kava
or the drinker runs out of money.

There are at least three good reasons for examining this
urbanisation/commercialisation of kava drinking prac-
tices, these heing
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1. The changing approach towards the consulmption of
kava because of urbanisation may be able to give an
insight on how custom is being affected by urbanisa-
tion.

. There is increasing concern about the effect that kava
has on the health of drinkers. Sociological studies of
tong term and/or heavy kava drinkers will help to
identify potential physiological effects of kava that
may be of interest to medical researchers.

Kava drinking, as a significant social pastime, affects
wider society. Orinking kava has alsc been promoted
as a culturally and socially preferable alternative to
drinking alcohol®. Any policy that promotes substance
use should be carefully considered in light of the wider
effects that the substance Is having on society/the
family, both in social and economic terms.

This paper reports the results of a pilot study that aims
to provide empirical data on the above three facets of
kava use. The study Is based in Port Vila, Vanuatu's capita)
city and largest urban centre. It identifies avenues for
future research and makes some preliminary conclusions
in these areas. In this report we focus on our findings as
regards the health issues surrounding kava use and the
effects of kava drinking on the family (points 2 and 3
above). The information gathered about kava drinking
patierns in urban Vila may provide indications of how
traditional customs have changed in a commercial urban
environment. However at this point we are not investigat-
ing the extent to which the traditional rituals of kava
drinking have been transformed to adapt to an urban
environment. Rather our discussion of kava drinking
patterns in Port Vila is included to provide information on
the nature and extent of our sample population’s kava
drinking habits.

Methodological notes

This study is based on information gathered from
questionnaires that were distributed 1n Port Vila in early
1999. Two questionnaires were prepared, one for kava
drinkers and one for non kava drinkers. The kava drinkers
gquestionnaire scught to identify’

O the reasons why people drink kava;
O parterns in kava drinking and whether these altered as
people became Increasingly urbanised;
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Table 1. Breakdown of gender and ethnicity of respondents

Total # of Total # of Males by Total # of Females by
respondents males ethnicity females ethnicity
67 ni-Vanuaiu 25 ni-Vanuatu
Kava s 76 39 ,
drinkers 9 Expatriate 4 Expatriate
- 11 _ni-Vanuatu 30 ni-Vanuatu
Non 48 14 e 34 -
drinkers

3 Expatriate

4 Expatriate

QO how kava drinkers perceive that kava affects therr
health;

Q how kava drinking relates to cigaretie and alcochol
consumption;

D how kava dnnking affects diet,

O how kava drinkers perceive that kava affects family

life;

how much money is spent on kava;

how kava drinkers afford to buy kava, and

whether kava drinkers perceive drinking kava outside

of urban kava bars to be a different experience to

drinking at urban kava bars.

00O

The non kava drinkers questionnaire was fairly brief. The
information it gathered was largely intended to be used
as a comparison with the kava drinkers. It sought to
identify:

O the reasons why people did not drink kava.

Q the amount of alcohol consumed by non kava drink-
ers,

a the amount of cigareties smoked by non kava drink-
ers;

O how non kava drinkers perceive kava to affect peo-
ples health, and

Q how non kava drinkers perceive that kava affects
family life.

Each questionnaire also asked for information on vari-
ous ‘indicators of urbanisation’, including education lev-
els, the time that people had been (n Vila, their income
levels and the nature of employment undertaken. In
addition we requested information on peoples' islands of
origin and place of residence in Vila. This data was used

to identify any factors in the sample population that may
make it unrepresentative of the population in Port Vila.

All of the data gathered by these questionnaires is
based upon self-reports. No steps were taken to validate
the respondents' reports of their habits, particularly in
respect of the levels of kava, alcohol and cigarette use.

Surveys were distributed randomly in early 1999. Forty-
eight valid non drinkers questionnaires and one hundred
and fifteen valid kava drinkers questionnaires were re-
ceived. Until the population census at the end of 19399 is
undertaken it 1s hard to estimate accurately what the
population of Port Vila 1s and what its characteristics are
in terms of education and income levels, occupatons,
islands of origin and length of time in Vila®. Without any
accurate statistics to compare our sample population
with to see if it is representative it nevertheless appears
that the sample that this paper is based upon is fairly wide
ranging in terms of the respondents’ places of origin and
places of residence within Vila®. Women kava drinkers are
under-sampled possibly because cultural constraints of-
ten prevent women from publicly drinking, or admitting to
drinking, kava. Expatriates were included in the sample
population because they (usually) have no cultural tradi-
tion of drinking kava. They therefore represent ‘purely
commeraal’ kava drinkers. In many places however the
expatriate and ni-Vanuatu populations have been ana-
lysed separately.

The one area in which our sample population is clearly
not representative Is in the levels of education of the
respondents. In 1989 only 1% of the total ni-Vanuatu

Table 2. Reasons for drinking kava

% that rate the reason as being

their #1 reason for drinking

% that rate the reason as being

Reasons for drinking kava kava* one reason for drinking kava
I like the effects _ 50.4 77.4

I meet my friends over kava é8.7 71.3

| can meet new people 11.3 . 47.-8_—

for customary reasons 9.6 . 36.5

To lose weight 9.6 33

To get out of the house 7 42.6

To find out news 4.3 - 417_

*Some respondents selected more than one #1 reason for drinking kava, which 1s why this column

torals more than 100%
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Table 3. Responses to the survey question What do you like about the effects of

kava?

What do you like about the effects of kava?

% of total group identifying with each option

it helps me relax 89.5
It reduces worries 51.8
It makes me feel part of Vanuatu 25.4
It makes me think differently 14
It slows down my thinking 14
It affirms coltural identity 17.5
Other 7

population (rural and urban) had obtained either a senior
secondary certificate, diploma or degree.® Although those
with qualificatons were grouped in the urban areas® and
the number of people who have obtained qualifications
has areatly increased In the past 10 years, our respond-
ents are drawn from the better educated sectors of
society, with 71.6% of the ni-Vanuatu kava drinkers and
85.3% of the ni-Vanuatu non kava drinkers having ob-
tained etther a senior secondary certificate, diploma or
degree.

Despite the fact that our sample population is skewed
towards more highly educated people than is the urban
average the findings of the pilot study still indicate trends
amongst urban kava drinkers. It should, however, be
remembered that the less educated sector of Port Vila is
not well represented by this study.

Kava drinking patternsin PortVila

Our survey did not aim to gather data on the percentage
of people who drink kava In Port Vila. However, it did
identify patterns in the sample of kava drinkers surveyed.
Our results suggest that ‘getung kavaed’, or feeling the
effects of the drug is the predominant reason for drinking
kava. Custom, whilst it is a reason for drinking for some of
the respondents, does not feature particularly strongly as
an incentive to drink kava.

The guestionnaire asked drinkers to rank given reasons
for drinking in their order of preference. The table below
indicates the drinkers' responses, both in terms of what
each drinker’s #1 reason for drinking kava was, and the
percentage of people who ranked a response as being a
reason of any ranking. The responses between expatri-
ates and ni-Vanuatu as to their reasons for drinking kava
were not significantly different,

The things that people identified as liking about the
effects of kava also reflected its secular rather than sacred
aspects, with relaxation being the main effect that people
liked about drinking kava.
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Again the expatnate and ni-Vanuatu respondents tended
not to differ in their reasons for drinking. However, 1t was
the expatriates who most tended to link kava with the
idenuty of Vanuatu, with 56.6% of the expatriates saying
that one of the effects that they like about drinking kava
is that it makes them feel part of Vanuatu, as opposed to
only 14% of the ni Vanuatu respondents. This might be
explainable on the basis that the majority of ni-Vanuatu,
having not traveled, are not so aware of the unigueness
of kava to Vanuatu. However, the fact that the majority
of respondents did not link the drinking of kava to their
cultural identity suggests that in Port Vila’s kava bars, the
use of kava for traditionally sacred purposes such as to
communicate with ancestors or spirits® is not of much
relevance to most drinkers.

These responses about the reasons for drinking indicate
that, in Port Vila kava bars,. drinking kava has become
secularised. Further questions indicated that, drinking
outside of kava bars , whether making kava at home or
purchasing kava to take away from the kava bar, is also
a largely a secularised activity. A large portion of kava
drinkers (69.6% of the total group, 82.6% of the expatriate
sub group) do purchase kava to drink outside of kava bar.
Most people drink takeaway kava fairly regularly, with
61.25% purchasing takeaway kava 1 or 2 times each
week, 15% purchasing takeaway 3 or more times a week
and only 23.75% purchasing takeaway hardly ever/only
for special occasions.

forty six percent (46%) of the total group occasionally
prepare kava themselves to drink outside of the kava
bars. People do this much less frequently than they buy
takeaway kava, with 67.9% of the kava preparing sub
group preparing their own ‘hardly ever/only for special
occasions’.

There are more likely to be customary aspects to
drinking kava outside of kava bars. However, whether
drinking in a kava bar, buying takeaway kava to drink
outside of a kava bar or preparing ones own kava, the
predominant reasons for drinking are not related to
custom or tradition. This means that kava use in Port Vila
is increasingly unlikely to be subject to customary re-
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Table 4. Reasons for drinking kava outside of the kava bar

Reason for getting/making
kava te drink outside of kava

% of takeaway drinking sub
group that drink takeaway kava

% of kava preparing sub
group that prepare their own

bar for this reason kava for this reason
To drink at parties/gatherings 53.2 64.6
For customary reasons - ) 20 39.6
Tltis .c.he-a.per n/a 31.3
For fundraisings 18.9 25
To get away from the 22.8 10.4
atmosphere of the kava bar
To be at home with the family 35.4 18.8
To finish off an evening after 31.6 n/a
drinking kava at the kava bar
“Other 15 22.9

straints. The total lack of customary methods of control-
ling drug consumption has been suggested to be the
reason why kava has become a drug of abuse amongst
Australian Aboriginal communities despite the having
been used by Pacific (slanders for centuries without any
signs of abuse.'® The 'law of alien poisons’, that “poisons
are far less dangerous to the nauves of the country (n
which they are grown than they are to people of other
countries”! seems equally applicable to urbanised ni-
Vanuatu who are no longer using kava traditionally. Any
concerns amongst health workers 1n Australia that kava
15 being consumed non-traditionally and 15 therefore open
to abuse are just as valid in the urban areas of Vanoatu,
where custom no longer operates effectively to regulate
drinking.

The data gathered on the amount of kava that people
drink suggest that kava is being used in urban Vanuatu to
the same extent as it is amongst kava drinking Aboriginal
communities in Australia.

The figures above indicate that, although most people
do drink moderately, there is a considerable portion of the
population that can be considered to be drinking heavily.
(n a previous study by Mathews et al of Aboriginal kava
drinkers in Arnhem Jand that identified possible negative
health effects of kava consumption very heavy drinkers
were defined as those who used 440g/week of pow-
dered kava. Heavy users used 310 grams/week, and
occasional users were defined as those who use 100 g/
week.'"” 100 grams of dry powder is equivalent to about

500 grams of the fresh root that is usually drunk in
Vanuvatu, and this guantity of fresh root wil contain
between 10 - 15 grams of kava lactone.'? As noted earlier
the amount of fresh kava that i1s used to mix prepared
kava is not standardised amongst the kava bars in Port
Vila. However, based on an approximation that 1 kg of
fresh root is used to make ten good 50 vatu shells of
kava.'* Thirty seven drinkers surveyed fall into the ‘very
heavy users’ category defined by Mathews et al, forty two
fall into the heavy users category and fifty five fall into the
occasional users category.

These figures indicate that first, assumptions made by
Australian researchers that negative health effects of the
consumption of kava in Pacific Islands have not been
recorded because Pacific Islanders consume less kava are
not accurate, at least in respect of urban Vanuatu.'?
Second, If negative health effects related to the drinking
of kava in itself are conclusively identified amongst the
kava drinking communities of Arnhem Land, they will be
directly relevant to the kava drinking communities of Port
Vila, and vice versa.

Healthissues surrounding kava use

Reports have repeatedly stated that there has been
insufficient research undertaken on the effects of long
term or heavy kava drinking. Although most researchers
agree (hat kava causes dry skin, there seems to he a
divergence of views about other aspects of drinking.

Table 5. Correlation between amount drunk and number of nights/week

Amount of 50 vt shells

# times/week that kava is drunk

drunk/night 1-2 3-4 5-6 7
13 ' 31 8 1 0
46 16 35 9 5
7-8 1 4 6 4
9+ 5 2 3 4

This table reports the number of respondents in each category, not percentages.
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Fig 1. Perceptions of the addictiveness of kava
259,

This study examined how kava drinkers themselves
perceive kava to affect them. It also examined how kava
drinking relates to the consumption of cigarettes and
alcohol - the two other drugs most commonly used In
Vanuatu.

The addictive qualities of kava

Whether kava is addictive is an issue on which other
sources, both medical and sociological/anthropological,
do not agree. Our questionnaire asked kava drinkers to
identify whether they thought that kava was physically
addictive (producing physical symptoms if the drug is not
used) or socially addictive (where a psycholiogical/mental
compulsion exists to drink kava, this compulsion being
determined by the perceptions of the user). The response
suggests that the majority of kava drinkers do perceive
kava to be addictive. See Fig 1.

The amount that people drink does not appear to affect
peoples’ perceptions of whether kava is addictive. Rather,
heavier drinkers appear 1o be slightly less likely to per-
ceive kava to be addictive. Of the drinkers who fell into the
categories of heavy or very heavy drinkers as defined by
Mathews et al above, 44% believe kava to be socially
addictive, 18% believe kava to be physically addictive, 8%
believe it to be physically and socially addictive and 30%
believe that it is not addictive.

Whether kava (s physically addictive is a matter for
medical research. However, the indication that kava use
is ‘socially addictive' has significance for social scientists
examining kava use. The term ‘socially addictive’ is not
very precise although it can be aligned with the psychiat-

B Socially addictive
O Physically Addictive
DSocially & Physically

Addictive
[INot Addictive

ric concept of psychological dependence. Any substance
that 1s addictive, whether physically or psychologically, is
at risk of being abused. The clear indication that people
do find kava to be psychologically addictive suggests
that researchers locking into the effects of long term kava
use should be considering using recognised psychiatric
standards to identify the extent to which kava users ¢an
be classified as being dependent upon kava cor being
abusers of kava.'s

General perceptions of the health
effects of kava

The perceived health effects of kava other than aspecis
of addiction were generally unsurprising. 69.4% of the
kava drinkers believed that kava affected health. The
specific ways in which kava was seen to affect health is
shown in the table below. Non kava drinkers had a far
meore negative perception of the effect of kava on health,
with 81.6% believing that kava affects health. This is also
reflected in their reasons for not drinking kava with 39.5%
stating that health is one of the reasons that they do not
drink and 25% stating that the fact that kava bars are dirty
is one of the reasons that they do not drink. See Table 6.

People classified as heawy or very heavy drinkers did
not differ from occasional users (n their perceptions of the
health effects of kava. The self-perceptions of heavy kava
drinkers do not ‘prove’ that greater guanuties of kava
have no more effect on peoples’ health than more mod-
erate quantities. Rather, particularly as medical evidence
establishes that heavy drinking of kava does at least have
the effect of causing dry skin, it may indicate that heavy
kava drinkers exhibit traits of substance dependence, by

Table 6. Perceived health effects of kava drinking

Perceptions of kava drinkers
(% total group)

Health effects

Perceptions of non kava drinkers
(% of total group)

Eat Less 60.8 66
Smoke More 41.8 477
Nausea 24.1 27.3
Lazy/slow the next day 595 70.5
Dry Skin 48.1 90.9
Other 13.9 n/a
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denying the negative health impacts of the substance
that they are consuming.

Further questions in the areas of diet, cigarette con-
sumption and alcohol consumption were also asked, to
identify if there were any negative health factors in the
lifestyle of kava drinkers and whether these factors were
related to, or affected by, the drinking of kava.

Diet

Although kava is being marketed by some drug compa-
nies as a weight loss aid, and other researchers have
identified a correlation between loss of body weight and
kava consumption'? the effects of drinking kava on
peoples’ diets and the flow on effects that this has on
health has not been properly docomented. However, If
kava is making a significant amount of people eat less
(20% of respondents said that they did not eat at all in the
evening after drinking kava) this may be preventing kava
drinkers from maintaining a healthy and adequate diet.'8
This, combined with the diuretic effect of kava, could
mean that kava drinkers are more susceptible to illnesses
related to deficiencies in the diet.

Dietary reasons and dehydration guite possibly provide
the answer to why some people are more susceptible
than others to dry skin from kava. It may also help to
explain why people ‘are lazy the next day', or are a bit
slower In their actions after a night of drinking kava.'

Kavadrinking and cigarettes

Further questions about how many cigarettes people
smoke on a kava drinking day as compared with a non
kava drinking day indicate that smoking and kava drink-
Ing are related activities. The amount of kava drinkers that
smoke as compared with the amount of non kava drinkers
that smoke also Indicate that there is a relationship
between the kava drinking population and the smoking
population. Only 34.5% of the kava drinkers group do not

Paciric HEf\EH DiaLoc VoL 8. No. _1 _20_01

smoke cigarettes at all, compared with 91.7% of the non
kava drinker group. See Table 7.

Wwith most people kava drinking does ctause an increase
in the amount of cigarettes that people smoke. The kava
drinkers group also tend to smoke quite heavily. The
relationship between smoking and kava drinking indi-
cates that, In any research on the negative effects of long
term drinking of kava on the health, the extent of cigarette
smoking In the kava drinking research subjects should
always be considered. This will avoid the danger of
‘blaming’ kava for the ill effects of cigarette smoking.

. Additionally, the relationship between kava and ciga-

rettes and the apparent trend to smoke more when
drinking kava is an issue that should be taken into account
by researchers investigating the health effects of kava
drinking.

Kavadrinking and alcohol

There also appear to be correlations between who
drinks alcohol and who drinks kava, with 73.9% of the
kava drinkers saying that they drink alcohol, as compared
to only 31.25% of the non kava drinkers.

Kava drinkers also consume alcohol more regularly than
non kava drinkers, with all but two expatriates out of the
non kava drinking sample population drinking once a
week or less. The kava drinking population surveyed did
not indicate that kava drinkers are heavy vsers of alcohol
however, with 65.5 % saying that they drank once a week
or less. The majority of the kava and alcoho! drinking
population (57.7%) spend 1000 vatu a week or less on
alcohol 31.8% spend 2000 vatu or more on alcohol each
week, with 15.4% of the rotal alcohol and kava drinking
group spending more than 5000 vaiu each week an
alcohol.

As with cigarettes, any studies on the long term effects
of drinking kava should consider the alcohol consumption
profiles of kava drinkers, because again there appears to

Table 7. Correlation between cigarette consumption of kava drinkers on kava

drinking and non kava drinking days

Cigarettes smoked

Cigarettes smoked on a kava drinking day

About 1

on a non kava 1 pack
drinking day none 1-3 4-6 7-10 10-15 pack +
None 36 6 3 4 v} 0
1-3 9 7 1 1 0
46 0 ! 2 4 2 0 0
70 1 1 1 1 2 ! o
10-15 0 0 2 0 3 1 0
About 1 pack 0 0 0 0 0 S S
1 Pack + 0 0 0 0 0 2 2

This table reports the number of respondents in each category, not percentages.
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Effects of Kava on the family

Table 8. Perceived effects of kava drinking on the family

% Non drinkers agreeing

ORrIGINAL PAPERS

% Drinkers agreeing with the

with the statement statement
Takes § Away 93 80.4
Reduces family time together 93 78.3
Reduces violence 19.6
Provides a family activity 19.6
Causes conflict 88 52.2

be a correlation between the use of the two substances.

The effect that kava drinking has on alcohol consump-
tion is another area that kava researchers have conflicted
upon. There two predominant views about the relation-
ship between kava and alcohol. The first, most prevalent
view, is that dnnking kava reduces the consumption of
alcohol (and should therefore be encouraged as an alter-
native to alcohol). The second is that people tend to move
from kava bars to alcohol bars to finish off their evening
with an alcohoi chaser, therefore increasing their alcohol
consumption (a practice known as kale in Bislama).

The results of our study did not conclusively support
either view about the relationship bewween kava and
alcohol, although 69.6% the kava and alcohol drinking
respondents (‘the sub group’) indicated that kava does
affect alcohol consumption. The main effect that kava
has on the amount of alcohol that this sub group con-
sumes was identified as being that kava causes a de-
crease in the amount of alcohol drunk (a statement that
88.2% of the sub group agreed with).

Sixty seven percent (67%) also responded that they
usually dnnk after kava. Personal observations indicate
that when alcohol 1s drunk after kava it is usually drunk to
‘settle the kava', or to calm the stomach and wash the
mouth after finishing a kava drinking session. When used
in this way, only small quantities of alcohol are drunk. This
would explain why, although people drink alcohol after
kava, the amount of alcohol being consumed is still being
reduced below the amount that would have been drunk
had no kava been consumed. Further, because most

Table 9. Amount of time spent at the kava bar, correlation between the number of
days/week and the amount of time/night spent at the kava bar

people drink kava more often than they dnnk alcohol, the
survey question may have been interpreted by some
respondents to mean “if you are drinking alcohol, when
would you vsvally drink it?” rather than "do you usually
drink alcohol after kava?

Whether these personal observations can be more
widely supporied by data i1s a matter for further investiga-
tion. However, the data collected does challenge the
commonly held presumption that kava reduces alcohol
consumption. Any official or unofficial policies of encour-
aging kava as a substitute for alcohol need to conclu-
sively establish how kava and alcohol interrelate before
proceeding.

The social and economic effects of
kavadrinking on the family

The majority of our sample population did percewe that
kava affects the family, with 82% of the kava drinking
population and 89% of the non kava drinking population
agreeing with this statement. Whilst it 1s popular lore that
the drinking of kava reduces the level of crime, particularly
domestic violence®, our data suggesis that the effects
that kava drinking has on the family unit are not particu-
larly positive, as Table 9 indicates.

Non kava drinkers clearly perceive kava to have greater
negative effects on family life than do drinkers, probably
because they are the ones who remain at home whilst
other family members go out drinking kava (two thirds of
the non kava drinkers lived with at least ane kava drinker).
However, within each group perceptions of the effect

Number of Average time spent at the kava bar

days/week <1 hour Approx Approx Approx Approx Ap-prox >5

sbgfnt at kava I hour 2 hours 3 hours 4 hours S hours hours
1-2 14 13 18 3 3 0 0
3-4 2 6 6 9 2 1
5-6 2 4 S5 4 1 0 3
7 2 0 4 | 1 } 3

This table reports the number of respondents in each category, not percentages.
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Table 10. Amount spent on kava per week compared to income per month

Income/month (in 1000’s)

§ spent on

kava/week 5-15

15 -

30 30-50 50-75 75- 100 100+

0

|

<500

500 -1000

wlw| o |

1000- 2000

2000 - 3000

Slw|lu|ion|o

5
4
2
0

3000 - S000 1 0

N &S|~ O

1 !

5000+ ] 1

vVIoOjlw e | MO

oClo|lw| s~ |~ |N|O

0 0

This table reports the number of respondents jn each category, not percentages

that kava has on the family do not vary significantly
according to peoples gender, or any of the indicators of
urbanisation.

The commenis made by participants in the study in
response to the questions on how kava affects the family
suggested that conflict is caused because of the amount
of time that I1s spent in the kava bar (usually the amount
of time that the husband spends away from the family)
and/or because of the money spent at the kava bar. A
number of the comments provided support for personal
observations that violence |s sometimes the ultimate
outcome of this conflict.

The time that some families spend apart because of the
hours that kava drinkers spend tume In the kava bar is
quite significant. See Table 9.

Children are usuvally not seen in kava bars, so, in families
with children at least one family member will not be at the
kava bar. The fact that conflict 1s caused when some
family members go out for long periods almost every
evening is not very surprising.

Some of the comments also suggested that conflict
over kava drinking is caused because of perceptions that
men gomng to the kava bar too frequently encourage the
women remaining at home to commit adultery. This
source of conflict relates to the time that men spend in the
kava bar without their wives, and also the fact that heavy
usage of kava may cause impotence.?' Additionally,
because women go to kava bars in Port Vila, it 1s believed
that there are more opportunities for both kava drinking
men and women to commit adultery. The kava drinking
women, who are stepping out of their customary role,
were often perceived as being morally locse in comments
on the questionnaires, and kava bars were seen by a
number of respondents as being places where prostitutes
are to be found.??

The concerns about the money spent on kava can be
further supported by the statistics comparing how much

36

people spend on kava each week compared to how
much they earn each month. See Table 10.

Once itis taken into account the money that some kava
drinkers will be spending on cigarettes and alcohol, only
a small percentage of many peoples' pay packets will
actually be going to support themselves and their fami-
lies. This creates a significant social problem. Such
behaviour is also indicative of substance dependency or
abuse %

The wends indicated by this data suggest that in Port
Vila, where kava is indigenous and so is not considered 1o
be an ‘alien poison’, it 1s being used in such a way as to
cause serious negative impacts on some families. Any
Pacific Island countries that have a culture of drinking kava
commercially should consider the potential social im-
pacts of kava to be an issue of concern that should be
further Investigated by the relevant authorities to see
whether steps need to be taken to try to moderate the
impact that kava drinking may have upon society.?

Conclusions

Whilst the findings in this paper are only based upon a
pilot study, and so are not conclusive, this study has
identfied a number of interesting 1ssues relating to kava
use in the commercialised environment of Port Vila. In
particular the following aspects are findings worth can-
sidering:

1. Kava drinking n Port Vila is no longer particularly
subject to tradiuonal restraints. As such kava is at
greater risk of being abused than it otherwise has been
traditionally.

Psychological addiction is a risk related to kava use.
Any substance that is addictive 15 more likely to lead
to dependency or abuse. Research using models of
addiction as its framework would therefore be a
fruitful avenue to explore in investigating kava use.

3. Kava use is related to the use of other substances
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(tobacco and alcohol). In any research on the health
effects of kava the correlation between kava use and
the use of other substances should be taken into
account.

4, Kava does seem to affect the diet, making this another
area to be considered when investigating the effects
of kava on drinkers' health.

5. Kava usage does appear to have negative social
impacts, particularly if a large amount of time is spent
drinking kava. This 1s an urban social issue that needs
to be further Investigated to identify whether any
steps need to bhe taken to moderate the impacts of
kava drinking in urban Vanuatu.
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