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Country profile 
 
Vanuatu is an independent country located in the southwest Pacific at approximately 800 
kilometers from Fiji in the east and the Solomon Islands in the northwest. The chain of 
islands form a rough shape of a Y stretching over 850 kilometers in a north south direction 
from the Torres group in the north to the uninhabited Mathew and Hunter islands in the 
south.  
 
Vanuatu consists of 80 islands scattered over 12,189 square kms. Approximately 68 of those 
islands are populated, yet aver 50% of the population are concentrated on 3 major islands in 
the group. The national landmass is estimated to be 1,212,440 hectares of which 41% is 
cultivable. The country is divided into six provinces for administrative purposes.   
 
Most of the islands in Vanuatu were formed as a result of volcanic eruptions of which a few 
are still active today. 
 
Vanuatu lies in the region of the southeast trade winds which predominate for most of the 
year. Each island has three distinct weather zones, corresponding to the effects of trade 
winds and altitude. The first zone which is predominantly to the windward, low altitude side is 
subject to a regular warm and wet climate of the equatorial type with an average rainfall of 
2,500 mm to 4,000 mm annually. The second to the leeward side, is a tropical type climate 
marked by a short dry season. The third zone, prevailing on the highest summits has a 
cooler and very humid climate type, with rainfall exceeding 5,000 mm a year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The seasonal average temperatures range between 21 – 27 degrees Celsius with an 
average humidity of 75 to 80%. November to April is the period generally termed the rainy or 
hot season in which the trade winds frequently give way to short calms, often followed by 
winds from points between the north and east which bring rain. This is also the period when  
cyclones are most commonly experienced. These are generally localised, affecting only one 
or two islands in passing, but can be severe causing extensive damage to food gardens, tree 
crops and forest, and the destruction of buildings, wharves and other infrastructure. The 
average annual rainfall, mean temperature and humidity tend to decrease between north and 
south, but on the highlands climate differentiation is also related to altitude and exposure to 
the trade winds. 
 
The population of Vanuatu was 186,678 people at the last census taken in 1999. Of these 
184,329, (98.7%) were classed as being of Melanesian extraction. There were 36,415 
households of which 28,157, (77%) were classed as rural. The urban population is growing 
at approximately 4.2% while the rural population is growing at 2.2%. This population growth 
has implications for land use and food security. 
 
In the rural areas 12,923, (46%) households own cattle. Other species of animal ownership 
were not recorded  (Vanuatu national census 1999) 
 
There are approximately 125,000 cattle farmed in Vanuatu, 75,000 pigs, 6,500 goats, 1000 
sheep and 320,000 poultry. (National livestock database, Vanuatu Quarantine and Inspection 
Service). 
 
Livestock are important as a source of protein in the diet and as an indication of wealth. Pigs 
in particular are used in custom and traditional ceremonies. Cattle are more and more being 
used in feasts such as marriages and funerals. 
 
Vanuatu exports beef and hides which in 2002 amounted to 750 tonnes of beef and 215 
tonnes of hides. Beef exports have reached 1,600 tons in previous years. 
 
The value of beef and hides exports in 2002 was 193 million vatu which represents 7% of 
total exports and 12% of agricultural exports. 
 
No other animal products are exported. 
 
All land in Vanuatu is owned by “custom” owners and farms are generally leased from these 
owners. 
 
PRODUCTION SYSTEMS 
 
CATTLE 
 
Of the 100 largest cattle farms in Vanuatu 74% are privately owned, companies own 17 % 
and 9% are community owned. 
  
 Herd sizes vary greatly from the very large plantations to small holders with only a few 
cattle. 
 
The 2002 cattle census showed that 41% of the farms in Vanuatu had less than five animals 
with 93% of farms having less than 50 animals. Only four farms had more than 5,000 animals   
 
The following table and chart shows the distribution within ranges of herd size  
 
 
 



 
 

Number of farms with herds in the given size range 

No. cattle 1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 20 21 to 50 51 to 100 101 to 
500 

501 to 
1000 

1001 to 
5000 

Over 
5000 

No. 
farms 

1302 698 576 386 108 89 16 8 4 
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All cattle are fed almost exclusively on pasture, either improved or native, with some use of 
bush or forest areas in times of drought. Some tree legumes are being utilised as food for 
cattle. 
 
With the exception of one small commercial dairy farm and a few householder dairy units 
cattle are raised for beef production in Vanuatu. 
 
Cattle were originally introduced to keep the ground clear under coconut plantations to make 
the harvesting of the coconuts easier. With the drop in the price of copra and following a 
pasture improvement programme in the late 1980s beef production became increasingly 
important as an industry. to not only supply local needs. but as an export industry.  
 
The only products from cattle in Vanuatu are beef, hides and a small amount of milk. 
 
Of the beef produced through the two abattoirs 62% is exported and 38% sold through 
registered butchers shops in Port Vila and Luganville. 
 
Although accurate figures are not available it is estimated that approximately 7000 cattle are 
killed per year outside the two main centres and on the outer islands mainly for feasts at 
marriages or deaths. This in carcass weight would be equivalent to 40% of the abattoir kill. 
 
Beef production increased from a 1984 till 1994 and then leveled off until 2000 when 
production dropped due to a number of factors. Production is however increasing again to 
take advantage of newly acquired organic markets and is predicted  to increase rapidly. 



 
 

Beef production 1993 to 2003 (tonnes carcass weight) 
Year `1993 `1994 `1995 `1996 `1997 `1998 `1999 `2000 `2001 `2002 `2003
Weight 3,809 4,139 3,890 3,726 3,826 3,632 3,764 3,753 3,027 2,561 3,117
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Genetic diversity 
 
The early settlers brought cattle to provide milk and beef to feed themselves and their 
workers. They brought breeds that they were used to such as Shorthorn Charolais, Angus 
and Limousin. These cattle became highly interbred and as mentioned earlier were kept to 
keep the weeds down in coconut plantations. As the beef industry has developed other 
breeds have been introduced to try to develop an animal suitable for the local conditions. 
Brahman cattle have been successful as a cross as have Simmental and Red Angus along 
with introduced Charolais and Limousin cattle. Some Wagu cattle have been introduced in a 
very small experiment. Time will tell how successful this might be. 
 
It would be difficult to find any pure bred cattle in Vanuatu but some mixed breeds that have 
been developed perform very well in the Vanuatu environment. 
 
The trend is to stabilize on some Brahman with other breeds that do well and for 
smallholders in particular to select individual animals which are docile and easy to handle 
regardless of breed.   
 
There is only one breeder who consistently introduces new genetics through artificial 
insemination. Intermittently other breeders introduce some semen or embryos.  
 
Utilisation and conservation of AnGR 
 
The only conservation is based in situ with the private properties and then only a few. 
 
The one research station has now disbanded their herd and left the genetic improvement to 
the private property owners. This is working well and it would not be either useful or practical 
for research station involvement. 
 
There are no facilities for semen or embryo storage in Vanuatu. Semen is imported and used 
for the one breeding season  



Breed improvement is by the selection of females, which in the owner’s eyes look right for 
certain bulls. (selected crossbreeding) 
 
There is no national plan to develop a stable Vanuatu breed. The aim is to produce cattle for 
certain markets. The organic market needs a carcass weight of between 250 and 300 
kilograms while the heavier carcasses of 280 to 350 kilograms are preferred for the 
Japanese market. 
. 
The stakeholders involved are 
• Government, for the provision of technical advice  
• Private sector for the commercial improvement of existing cattle by selected 

crossbreeding. 
 
There are no major limitations to breed improvement. The goals are set to meet market 
requirements both local and international. 
 
Future demand 
 
Vanuatu is a very small beef producer by international standards with high infrastructure and 
transport costs. The aim has been to find a niche market for our products with a price 
premium. We seem to have achieved this with our organic production. In future we will be 
trying for the type of animal which meets this market, namely a 250 to 300 kilogram carcass 
from two-year-old cattle. 
 
Government will continue to negotiate access to further markets to take advantage of our 
naturally produced products. 
 
PIGS 
 There are approximately 75,000 pigs in Vanuatu. 
 
Pigs produced in Vanuatu are all used for local consumption. There is no export of pigs or 
pork. 
 
There are four commercial piggeries in Vanuatu, which supply the butchers and restaurants. 
 
There were 985 pigs slaughtered through the abattoir in 2002 producing 50,639 kilograms 
carcass weight. 
 
There is one smallgoods factory which produces hams, sausages, smoked pork and bacon. 
 
The majority of pigs are kept in villages as household pigs, the majority in pens but some 
free ranging around the houses. 
 
Genetic diversity 
 
The majority of pigs in the commercial piggeries are Large White or Landrace or crosses of 
these breeds. Some Duroc boars have recently been introduced to one of the commercial 
piggeries.  
 
Smallholders prefer a coloured pig (called native or local pigs) either black, brown or 
mixtures of these coulours with white. They are generally much smaller pigs than the larger 
European breeds. They probably evolved from pigs brought when Vanuatu was first settled 
by the Melanesian people. 
 
Pigs are very important for custom ceremonies. 
 



In Vanuatu intersex pigs once stood at the very apex of a culture. Pigs were the principal 
objects of wealth. By selective inbreeding over the course of centuries the villagers of the 
northern islands of Vanuatu raised the incidence of “Narave” (pseudohermaphroditism 
males) from only one in 20,000 births to an estimated 10 to 20 percent of all males. 
This practice is still maintained on a very small scale on some islands. 
 
Utilisation and conservation of AnGR 
 
There are no systematic breeding programmes for pigs in Vanuatu. 
 
The commercial piggeries tend to introduce new genetic material from outside Vanuatu to 
meet their individual needs. 
 
There is a projected programme to improve the size and performance of village pigs but 
funding for this has not yet been secured. 
 
The pig owners are responsible for any genetic improvement with the Government providing 
help by way of health services and advice. 
 
Demand 
 
There is an increasing demand for pig meat and for pigs as a source of wealth and for 
custom ceremonies. The local people prefer their own pigs, which they say, taste better than 
the commercially reared pigs. 
 
POULTRY 
 
There are approximately 320,00 poultry in Vanuatu 
 
There is only one commercial broiler chicken farm in Vanuatu which imports either day old 
chicks or hatching eggs from New Zealand. The breed used is the Cobb breed. 
 
Approximately 200,000 birds are slaughtered each year. 
 
A recent innovation is the use of outgrowers to rear the chicks from day old to slaughter 
weight. There are approximately six such outgrowing enterprises run by smallholder 
households.  
 
Village households rear chickens for meat and egg production. 
 
The breed used is the Shaver breed which is imported from New Zealand as day old chicks. 
The females are used for egg production while the males are reared for meat. Imported 
commercial poultry feed is too expensive for local use so local feeds have been developed 
using locally produced material. 
 
In addition there are the remnants of other breeds of chicken probably introduced with the 
early settlers mainly free range in the villages. 
 
Virtually all genetic material used in Vanuatu is imported from New Zealand. There are no 
local breeding schemes. 
 
SMALL RUMINANTS 
 
There are approximately 6,800 goats and 1,200 sheep in Vanuatu. 
 



The sheep and some goats are kept for commercial production to supply the local butchers. 
In 2002, 251 sheep and goats (3855 kilograms carcass weight) were slaughtered in the 
abattoirs for the butchers. 
 
The balance of the goats are kept by smallholders for meat production. 
 
There is no export of sheep or goat products from Vanuatu. 
 
Sheep breeds are mainly derived from Border Leicester or Fijian sheep. Recently some 
South Suffolk ewes and rams were imported from New Zealand and Texels from Australia. 
 
The sheep industry is very small and only serves a small local market 
 
Village goats are a mixture of breeds again probably introduced by early settlers. They could 
be classed as feral goats. Many of them are free range and wander in the bush. 
 
About four years ago Saanen and Boer goats were introduced to attempt to start up a milking 
goat industry and improve the meat production in local goats. Initially this was not very 
successful but there is currently an attempt to revive the project. 
 
There is no national breeding programme for either sheep or goats. 
 
GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
When the Melanesian people first settled the islands of Vanuatu they probably only brought 
pigs with them. 
 
The European settlers from about only 150 years ago introduced poultry, cattle, sheep and 
goats. 
 
There was therefore no tradition or knowledge among the local people about domestic 
animal husbandry. 
 
The introduction of breeds of domestic livestock was governed by what the settlers were 
familiar with and what was available to them. 
 
Since then, particularly in cattle and poultry progressive introduction of breeds which suited 
the local environment has taken place, mainly at the instigation of the European farmers. 
 
Vanuatu is too small to run sophisticated breeding schemes but instead takes advantage of 
improved breeds from other countries particularly Australia and New Zealand by importing 
animals or genetic material from those countries. 
 
The Governments role is that of providing technical advice when called on and encouraging 
and training smallholders to improve husbandry techniques. The Government also provides 
animal health services to smallholder farmers 
 
In future it would be useful to develop cattle suitable for use in the outer islands which would 
be docile and smaller than the cattle raised for export production. 
 
Dr. Gavin Struthers 
Principal Veterinary Officer   
Vanuatu 
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