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The heritage

Documentary heritage in Vanuatu is held in a number of places:

· The National Library (part of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre) holds a collection of literature and manuscripts about Vanuatu

· The National Film and Sound Archive (also part of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre) holds a collection of audio recordings, films and photographs about Vanuatu

· The National Archives holds all Government records plus some literature, manuscripts and photographs

· The Vanuatu Broadcasting and Television Corporation (VBTC) holds collections of audio recordings, films and some photographs

· A number of private individuals hold substantive collections of literature, manuscripts, photographs, films and sound recordings

In addition, a large part of Vanuatu’s documentary heritage is held in institutions overseas, for example, the Western Pacific Archives now held in Auckland, New Zealand and the Presbyterian Mission Archives in Dunedin, New Zealand.

Legislative framework

The Vanuatu National Cultural Council act, cap.186 (1988) establishes the Vanuatu National Cultural Council with the object of providing for “the preservation, protection and development of various aspects of the rich cultural heritage of Vanuatu, for the provision of public libraries and for the preservation of public records and archives”. The Vanuatu Cultural Centre (which has existed in various forms since the early 1960s), is identified in the Vanuatu National Cultural Council Act as the principal national institution responsible for executing this objective, and is further identified as consisting of the following bodies:

· the National Museum;

· the National Library;

· the National Film and Sound Unit; and 

· the National Cultural and Historic Sites Survey.

The National Archives act, Act 13 (1992) establishes the National Archives, primarily to preserve and provide access to documents of Government.

Status of preservation and access

The National Library

The National Library was established as a separate entity from the Port Vila Public Library in 2004 and moved to new purpose-built facilities within the National Museum building.  It is currently staffed by a Chief Librarian and one other Librarian.

The chief mission of the National Library is to collect and preserve all literature pertaining to and published about Vanuatu; relating to, for example, all aspects of Vanuatu’s customs and culture, its social, economic and religious life, the land and natural environment ; its people, communities, institutions and history.  Thus, a main role of the National Library is as preserver and conserver of information and knowledge heritage, with the mission of establishing, maintaining and developing a truly national heritage collection in all three official languages : Bislama, English and French, and with items in the 112 vernaculars.

A primary objective in 2005 has been to catalogue and extend the collection by locating and obtaining literature about Vanuatu published locally and overseas, with an emphasis on finding rare and historically valuable materials.  The Library now has a Rare Books Section which includes numerous very old and valuable items ; for example, Bougainville’s two-volume Journal (published in 1772) ; Rev. George Turner’s account of his missionary voyage to the island of Tanna in 1839 ; and the Comte de Tolna’s Chez les Cannibales.  All rare books have now been catalogued on the Library’s new database system and are currently stored in glass-fronted cabinets which are open during the day to facilitate ventilation.

The task is now to upgrade preservation methods, especially in relation to the serials collection, which includes original copies of old newspapers, newsletters and reports.  During 2005 approximately two thirds of this unique collection has been catalogued and electronically databased and is already being accessed by a large number of the general public, including academic researchers, local students and members of the community.

Serial publications have been organised and are temporarily stored on open shelves in the Library.  Also started is the immense task of indexing the rare newspaper items.  

Current preservation priorities are to :

(a) conduct a thorough condition survey of the Collections ;

(b) find appropriate conservation/preservation treatment for the collections ; and

(c) train librarians in conservation techniques.

A long-term plan (2006-2008) is to find funding for a National Archives/National Library building within the National Cultural Complex (where the Vanuatu Cultural Centre in now located), as originally planned in 1995.  This much-needed building, with suitable conservation/preservation facilities, needs to eventuate by 2008 at the latest, if the national heritage collection is to be successfully preserved for future generations.

The National Film and Sound Archive

The National Film and Sound Unit (NFSU) of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre has what is acknowledged to be the largest and best kept collection of audiovisual material in the Pacific Islands.  The Pacific Islands Museums Association (PIMA) has identified the Cultural Centre’s NFSU to be the lead institution in the audiovisual archiving field in the region, which will be responsible for conducting training and archiving activities for other Pacific Island museums.  Over the last 7 years, AusAID, UNESCO and the EU have funded substantial equipment upgrades which means that the Cultural Centre now has high quality film and sound recording, production and archiving facilities.  Most of the audio and audiovisual collections have now been digitized for preservation purposes and a current grant application to the Endangered Archives Fund of the British Library seeks to digitize and catalogue the photographic collection as well as upgrade the audio archiving format from CD to hard drive (the international standard recommended by the International Association of Sound Archives, the IASA).  A large part of the NFSU collections has also been catalogued and electronically databased for access purposes and the NFSU is also engaged in ongoing film and sound documentation of the country’s intangible history and traditions and also historic events.

The National Archives

The National Archives presents an ongoing problem in that its building is inadequate (it is an old mental asylum) and the resources accorded it by Government are insufficient (there is basically one archivist).  In collaboration with the National Archives of New Caledonia, a funding submission is currently being prepared for the French Government to facilitate building a new National Archives building, which will also house the National Library (see above).  There are also serious preservation problems with some parts of the collection, and these are being addressed slowly.  The Pacific Manuscripts Bureau (PAMBU), based in Canberra, Australia, has been progressively microfilming the National Archives collection and also the collections of the Supreme Court (which are the only substantial Government archives not held by the National Archives).

The Vanuatu Broadcasting and Television Corporation (VBTC)

The VBTC also presents an ongoing problem in that almost the entire broadcasting history of Vanuatu is held in its collection in its original formats – mostly 16” reel tapes – and no effort has been made to date to attend to its proper preservation and cataloguing.  A funding proposal to be submitted to the French Government is currently being drafted by the Vanuatu Cultural Centre in collaboration with the VBTC to preserve this important collection.

A National Memory of the World Committee?

Due to the extremely small size of the country and its collections – and in particular due to the very small number of people involved in dealing with the documentary heritage – it is perhaps not feasible that Vanuatu could have its own national committee for the Memory of the World.  However, a Regional Committee would be more feasible and could be established with the participation of the other existing regional organizations, the Pacific Regional Branch of the International Council of Archives (PARBICA) and the Pacific Islands Association of Libraries and Archives (PIALA).  A regional Memory of the World project is also strongly recommended as a means to raise awareness about the program and its objectives in all Pacific Islands countries and also to begin to address issues of preservation and access to the most important documentary heritage of all countries in the region, as identified by those countries.

