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Abstract  

Smallholder farming households in the Small Island Development State (SIDS) 

of Vanuatu have been observed to withhold family labour from cash crop production in 

order to contribute to participate in inter-household transfers of resources presided over 

by local elites, despite rising demand for income. Research throughout the Pacific 

suggests that inter-household transfers are principally motivated by differences in 

household social capital and the payment of tribute to high status households. 

Contributing labour to these transfers restricts the adoption of smallholder cash-crop 

intensification, complicating development program efforts to increase rural household 

incomes.  

This study investigates the benefits of cash-crop intensification (CCI) to cocoa 

growing smallholders on Malekula Island, in the north of the Vanuatu archipelago. The 

research presents an empirical investigation analyzing how the relationship between 

inter-household transfers and the adoption of labour intensive cocoa production 

methods, with the objective of informing the design of more effective rural development 

interventions in SIDS.   

The specific objectives of the study are to analyze: (1) the factors affecting the 

assignment of household labour to inter-household transfers; (2) the factors affecting the 

assignment of group or village labour to private households; (3) the impact of the 

assignment of group or village labour on household labour supply responses to on and 

off-farm production activities; and (4) the implications of the supply of household 
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labour to village or group labour activities, for labour-led CCI among remote rural 

communities in SIDS. 

This study provides empirical evidence from a survey of 530 households. The 

analysis demonstrates that private households supply labour to village labour activities 

to both obtain public good benefits and as well as improve their access to shared land 

and labour resources in the future. The research identifies that households which are 

assigned village labour tend to possess higher levels of asset and social capital 

endowments. Households assigned village labour, tend to reallocate family labour to 

off-farm activities offering higher returns to their efforts. Rather than help address 

deficits in the supply of labour to support cash crop production at times of peak 

demand, smallholder households transfer labour to elite households in order to 

strengthen these strategic relationships and improve future access to farm inputs (land 

and labour). Elite households gain additional utility by using inputs of village labour to 

substitute on-farm family labour, releasing it to engage in off-farm employment and 

deliver higher income levels.  

This study determines that smallholder households in the study group are not 

sufficiently incentivised to increase their supply of labour inputs to cash crop 

intensification, preferring to shift surplus labour into off-farm employment and inter-

household exchanges due to the higher returns to labour and potential long-run 

economic rewards offered by those activities. Subsequently, this study concludes that 

labour-led cash crop intensification programs are not the most effective method for 

increasing smallholder household incomes; and that national authorities and technical 
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agencies should prioritise interventions which reduce cash crop marketing costs, 

facilitate improved access to income generating opportunities in off-farm employment 

and reduce demand for household labour from village authorities for public good 

production. 
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