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By Nicholas Mwai

VANUATU MAY BE THOUSANDS OF 

kilometres from the Caribbean, 

but according to economist and 

Caribbean policy advocate Marla 

Dukharan, the challenges and 

opportunities facing both regions 

are remarkably similar.

Visiting Vanuatu for the first time 

last week, Ms Dukharan brought 

not only fresh perspectives but also 

valuable lessons from island nations 

like her own, Trinidad and Tobago. 

Her main message: Vanuatu has a 

strong voice at the United Nations 

(UN), and it should use it.

“Vanuatu never had a voice at 

the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), but it does at the UN, 

and it should absolutely use it,” Ms 

Dukharan said during her visit.

Central to her advocacy is 

the ongoing push for a UN tax 

convention, a proposal to shift 

global tax rule-making from wealthy 

countries to a more inclusive 

international framework. 

Vanuatu, Ms Dukharan says, 

has already missed key votes in 

these negotiations, despite the 

opportunity to end years of unfair 

financial blacklisting.

“Most of the negotiations are 

happening online,” she said. 

“There’s no excuse for not showing 

up. These talks could help Vanuatu 

push for fairer treatment, based on 

our vulnerability to climate disasters 

and limited economic size. It’s 

our best shot at getting off those 

damaging European Union (EU) 

blacklists.”

Ms Dukharan gained global 

attention in 2020 with her video 

“From Blackbirding to Blacklisting,” 

where she compared colonial-era 

exploitation to today’s financial 

power structures. Since then, 

she’s championed the rights of 

small island nations and has often 

cited Vanuatu as a country worth 

supporting.

“Vanuatu caught my attention as a 

small, fragmented archipelago with 

different dialects, much like many 

Caribbean countries,” she said. 

“We all once were colonies of 

extraction... our native populations 

share a history of devastation 

through disease and abuse.”

Now that she’s finally visited 

the country she’s spoken about for 

years, Ms Dukharan is eager to turn 

ideas into action. 

Her agenda included meetings 

with young Ni-Vanuatu, where she 

encouraged civic participation and 

accountability.

“Hold your government officials 

accountable by making sure they 

take part in UN negotiations and 

votes. If they don’t, ask why,” she 

told students. 

“Sometimes they won’t act 

unless you call them out. That’s 

democracy!”

Ms Dukharan praised Vanuatu 

2030: The People’s Plan, calling 

it a solid roadmap for sustainable 

development — if implemented with 

transparency and accountability.

She pointed to Jamaica as an 

example, where policy success 

stemmed from a unified national 

s t r a t egy  mon i t o r ed  by  an 

independent committee. “It’s how 

you build trust and measure real 

results,” she said.

While she acknowledges the 

constraints small countries face 

under global institutions like the 

OECD and Financial Action Task 

Force (FATF), her advice is firm: 

shift the mindset.

“Having been a vict im of 

colonialism is an unchangeable fact, 

but remaining a victim is a choice,” 

she said. “Help from abroad is 

valuable, but no one will build this 

nation for us. That responsibility is 

ours alone.”

As she concluded her visit, her 

final call to action echoed the words 

of the late Barbadian Prime Minister 

Errol Barrow: “Be friends of all, 

satellites of none.”
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AIRPORTS VANUATU LIMITED 

(AVL) has reported a decline 

in passenger traffic across its 

network in February, with 

total movements down 26% 

compared to the same month 

last year.

The downturn is driven by 

a sharp 49% drop in domestic 

travel, while international 

traffic saw a modest 8% 

increase.

The figures, released in 

the authority’s February 

stakeholder update, point 

to increasing pressures on 

Vanuatu’s domestic aviation 

sector.  Al l  three major 

airports—Port Vila, Santo, 

and Tanna—experienced 

reductions in traffic, with 

Tanna seeing the steepest fall 

at 61%. Port Vila was the most 

resilient but still saw a 43% 

drop year-on-year.

Despite the drop, domestic 

flight load factors averaged 

65%, which is considered 

marginally viable for regional 

carriers.

On the international front, 

Port Vila saw a 7% increase 

in passengers, even after 

recent disruptions caused by 

an earthquake and ongoing 

challenges with Air Vanuatu’s 

connectivity. However, a 21% 

rise in seat availability pushed 

average load factors down to 

49%, raising concerns about 

the sustainability of some 

routes.

“Load factors below 75% 

can make routes commercially 

unviable,” the recent AVL 

Stakeholder report noted, 

suggesting that some airlines 

may reduce capacity or switch 

to smaller aircraft in response.

Alliance Airlines, which 

operates charters for Qantas 

and Virgin, is expected to 

begin using 97-seat E190s on 

services to Vanuatu.

While forward schedules 

appear stable,  aviat ion 

officials warn that the market 

remains fragile. 

The shift to smaller aircraft, 

already underway for some 

carriers, reflects ongoing 

uncertainty in passenger 

demand, particularly within 

the domestic network.
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