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Developing healthier and more inclusive communities through sport

The Australian Sports Outreach Program in Vanuatu is working with local communities 
to help address important development challenges, including health related behaviours, 
young people’s engagement, and quality of life for women and people with disability.

Through a partnership with Vanuatu’s Department of Youth Development, Sports 
and Training, three discreet projects in five provinces are being delivered through 
the Nabanga Sport for Development program. 

With Australia’s support, Nabanga is developing healthier, more inclusive and 
more cohesive communities through sport. Sport is well placed to help combat 
non-communicable diseases by getting people more active more often, and by 
providing opportunities to deliver messages on other risk factors including diet, 
tobacco and alcohol. When used strategically, sport can also address barriers to 
inclusion, and establish and build relationships within and between communities.

Headline results
• Since its introduction, Nabanga has 

provided significant opportunities 
for Ni-Vanuatu to participate in 
physical activity.

• Physical activity on Aniwa Island 
has increased considerably 
amongst the majority of islanders 
in the 15 to 40 year old age group.

• High rates of participation in 
regular physical activity on 
Aniwa helped halve obesity rates 
between 2009 and 2010.

• Nabanga has had a direct impact on 
the level of tobacco use by young 
men on Aniwa Island (47 per cent 
of Ni-Vanuatu men smoke), who 
reduce smoking or quit during the 
football season.

• Playing sport has created a 
cohesion and unity that transcends 
community and religious affi  liations. 

 

• On Aniwa, Nabanga has fostered 
social cohesion on an island 
suff ering from a chronic legal and 
cultural dispute.

• People with and without disability 
are interacting, building confidence 
and transforming attitudes and 
perceptions in Sanma Province.

• In Sanma Province, community 
activities are being modified to 
encourage greater participation by 
children with disability. As a result, 
these children have increased their 
self-efficacy and confidence, and 
expanded their social networks.

• Parents and carers of children with 
disability have greater awareness 
of their child’s capability, greater 
engagement with their child, 
and feel more supported by their 
community in the care of their child.
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Program overview 
Nabanga is named after the Banyon tree, which is Vanuatu’s 
largest tree and a symbol of community spirit and growth. 
The Banyon tree is a traditional meeting place for community 
sport and discussion.

The program’s focus is on encouraging physical activity 
through organised sport, with an emphasis on eliminating 
non-communicable diseases, general health promotion, 
improving social inclusion, and livelihood opportunities. 

Like other Pacific Island countries, Vanuatu has an expanding 
youth demographic, but limited health and education 
opportunities. Using organised sport, Nabanga is one of the 
few development approaches that can address the country’s 
health, cohesion and inclusion challenges all at the same time 
through inter-community sports activities and associated 
training, skills development and social messaging.

Vanuatu’s Department of Youth Development, Sport and 
Training manages Nabanga, and works in partnership with 
the following partners to implement the program:

• Save the Children, which is implementing Nabanga in East 
Ambae, Central Malekula and Banks Islands, and supporting 
young people to lead sports activities which promote 
healthy lifestyles. It is also increasing opportunities to 
participate in livelihood activities

• the Sanma Frangipani Association, which is delivering 
Nabanga in Sanma Province and providing opportunities 
for people with disability to be included in sports activities. 
The program also uses the mobilising power of sport to 
advocate for the rights of people with disability

• Vanuatu’s Aniwa community in Tafea Province, which is 
promoting healthy lifestyles and increasing livelihood 
opportunities through community sport activities.

Impacts: how is Nabanga making a diff erence?
Independent qualitative research was undertaken in 
December 2012 to assess Nabanga’s effectiveness in Tafea 
and Sanma provinces. It examined health behaviours, social 
cohesion and social inclusion of young people on Aniwa 
Island in Tafea, as well as social inclusion of people with 
disability in Sanma.

Sustaining healthy behaviours
According to the research fi ndings, knowledge and awareness 
of the benefi ts of healthy behaviour is very high amongst 
people on Aniwa Island in Tafea Province and can be directly 
linked to the Nabanga program.

The research shows a significant rise in physical activity since 
the program’s introduction, particularly amongst those aged 
between 15 and 40, or 35 per cent of the island’s population.

Vanuatu quick facts
Location: east of Australia, north-east of New 
Caledonia, west of Fiji and south of Solomon Islands 

Capital: Port Vila 

Area: 12,190km2

Population: 247,300 (AusAID 2013)

Life expectancy: 70 years (men), 74 years (women) 
(United Nations)

Obesity: almost two-thirds of Ni-Vanuatu are 
considered overweight and more than 25 per cent 
are considered obese (WHO 2011). Women are over 
represented in these statistics: 34 per cent are 
considered obese compared to 21 per cent of men.

Non-communicable diseases: were responsible 
for 70 per cent of total deaths in Vanuatu in 2011 
(WHO). More than a third of these deaths were from 
cardiovascular disease.

Disability: Vanuatu was the fi rst Pacifi c signatory to 
the Biwako Millennium Framework for Action Towards 
an Inclusive, Barrier-free and Rights-based Society 
for Persons with Disabilities in Asia and the Pacifi c 
2003–2012, and the United Nations Comprehensive 
and Integral International Convention to Protect 
and Promote the Rights and Dignity of Persons with 
Disabilities in 2006.
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In fact, according to a 2010 Auckland University of Technology 
Centre for Physical Activity and Nutrition report, participation 
in physical activity on Aniwa (which includes opportunities 
to play sport provided through Nabanga) contributed to a 
50 per cent reduction in obesity from 2009 to 2010.

Volleyball and football competitions require teams to train or 
play between three and six times a week, and team members 
constitute more than 80 per cent of those between the ages 
of 15 and 40. Many of those who don’t play volunteer to 
officiate, and many do both. 

This level of activity is signifi cantly higher than the recreational 
physical activity levels that existed before Nabanga. While a 
number of traditional sports are also played during the year, 
physical intensity for these is lower, and so their impact on 
reducing non-communicable diseases is minimal. 

The research also found a high level of awareness on what 
constitutes healthy behaviours, which has developed over 
time through other surveys on non-communicable diseases—
such as those conducted by the World Health Organization—
and through community reinforcement of health messages. 

This awareness has translated to action for Nabanga 
participants, who recognised that physical activity reduced 
their risk of diabetes and high blood pressure, along with 
changes to smoking and diet. 

Nabanga was also found to have had a positive impact on 
young men where smoking is concerned, as the habit is 
banned during sporting activities. Many interviewed spoke 
about reducing their smoking during the football season, or 
quitting altogether.

Better social cohesion
Nabanga has directly contributed to an improvement in social 
cohesion. Playing sport together, coupled with the increased 
social interaction that Nabanga activities encourage, has 
generated a sense of unity and harmony. 

“Marisa says that since starting Nabanga, she 
has been able to maintain her weight, which 
increased quite a bit after she had children.”

“Sports activities are very positive and the 
awareness of a healthy lifestyle is increasing 
amongst the population.”

“Joshua does not smoke much during the 
football season. During training his coach and 
others restrict the players from smoking or 
drinking kava too much.”

According to the research, a most striking impact of Nabanga 
has been its ability to foster social harmony following a 
deeply embedded dispute on Aniwa Island, where a chronic 
legal and cultural row has been waged for many years over 
access to a lagoon. 

Until Nabanga, this long-running disagreement had restricted 
movement around the island. 

The program’s “unity” focus however—which is supported 
by senior traditional leaders and those of the island’s nine 
religious groups—combined with increased opportunities 
for people to come together regularly through sport, has 
transformed social relations on the island.

Sports competitions have become important neutral sites 
and religious groups now come together to fundraise, build 
churches and in joint worship. 

Sporting activities have also been modified to take into 
account the belief systems of others.

Social interaction has also increased considerably as people 
come together to spectate, officiate or participate in sport. 
This increased interaction also benefits many social and 
economic processes, including through opportunities to 
discuss traditional ceremonies, organise fundraising or 
religious events, or to trade goods.

“Since the onset of Nabanga, there has been an 
increase in social cooperation and respect for 
other people’s religions.” 
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Improving social inclusion
In Sanma Province, Nabanga works with the Sanma Frangipani 
Association—a non-government organisation that acts on 
behalf of people with disability—to encourage full inclusion, 
equal rights and active participation of people with disability 
in the community. 

Nabanga supports these eff orts by giving people with 
disability the opportunity to participate in sport-based and 
broader activities, and by providing training for volunteers with 
and without disability to deliver inclusive sports activities. 

The research shows children are motivated to join the program 
after seeing other children with disability playing sports and 
being encouraged by parents, friends and volunteers.

“One of the reasons the outcomes have been 
positive is because sports competitions are 
organised well, lots of people volunteer their 
time, and much effort goes into organising 
the games properly.”

Parents and carers of children with disability described 
an increase in awareness of their child’s capabilities after 
watching them play sport, and for some parents, this meant 
they felt more engaged with their child. 

All parents believed village attitudes had changed for the 
better once people saw children with disability playing 
alongside those without. They also commented on the 
importance of feeling supported in the care of their child. 

Broader impacts include a greater level of awareness of 
children with disability in the community as a result of the 
program, an important driver for which is watching children 
with disability playing sport. 

There is also evidence that general community activities 
are being modified to encourage greater participation of 
children with disability.

The strength of volunteer engagement in Nabanga was also 
recognised, but barriers to volunteer participation—such as 
the remoteness of many communities and lack of transport 
to travel to sports sites—were highlighted. 

All of Nabanga’s volunteers wanted to participate in more 
training, and felt that building community awareness of 
the potential of children with disability was a key step to 
sustainable social inclusion.

Participants at all levels also recognised the strength 
of volunteer engagement in Nabanga, which is seen as 
the program’s bedrock. Their participation facilitates 
local ownership of Nabanga, builds social inclusion and 
underscores the program’s success. 

Summary
By making people more aware of the risks of physical inactivity 
and providing opportunities through sport to be more active 
more often, Nabanga is making a signifi cant contribution to 
the long-term health and wellbeing of Ni-Vanuatu. 

Nabanga is also addressing barriers to inclusion, building 
relationships within and between communities, and helping 
to shift attitudes and change behavior, particularly towards 
people with disability.

Together this provides compelling evidence for the value of 
the development through sport approach.

“It’s about bringing people together to enjoy 
sports and also giving out the information 
people need to know.”

For further details or to access the independent 
research report, please contact Dr Allison Simons 
at allison.simons@ausport.gov.au


