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Introduction

GIS technology is a powerful new tool in public archaeology, and using it fundamentally changes the dynamic between archaeologists and the communities with whom they are working.  Specifically, GIS generate representations of information that are primarily graphic and spatial, as opposed to textual.  Secondly, GIS data representations are inherently plastic and dynamic: they can be expanded effectively infinitely, and manipulated in myriad ways and combinations.  Theoretically, this new medium should radically enhance the ability of the archaeologist to record and display accurately all the different information about and perspectives on the local past.  

But in practice, genuine inclusion and representativeness remain illusive challenges.  Not only is the archaeologist, as technical specialist, still the ultimate mediator between past and present, but the relative cost and technological complexity can effectively constrain broader community participation.  Overcoming these challenges requires developing bridging mechanisms that bend the GIS technology to accommodate finer nuances like cultural perceptions of space and place, as well as resolving the more familiar tensions between individuals and groups within the community, or between the community and any larger officialdom sponsoring the research.   A “participatory GIS” project under way in the historical colonial capital of Levuka, Fiji, has begun some initial experiments in creating such bridging mechanisms.   But negotiating the interplay between participatory research and GIS technology has more subtle consequences, as well.  The first three seasons of work in Levuka suggest that these practices recast earlier archaeological debates about authority, representation, and agency in community-based research.  In the Levuka project, the most pervasive impacts have emerged from the way that making the GIS work successfully articulates with some key trends linking heritage management practices and cultural landscape studies, particularly in the broader Pacific region.  
The larger context: heritage management, cultural landscapes, participatory research, and GIS

The past decade has seen a growing body of critique challenging older definitions of heritage as fixed, objectified, and discrete on the broader landscape.  In these definitions, drawn from the language of Western aesthetic tradition, ‘heritage is conceived as an immutable, bounded entity, most likely to take the form of a site, building or monument, perhaps an historic park, garden or battleground, which is valued for its intrinsic qualities of age, rarity, beauty or historic importance’ (Waterton et al 2006: 346). Two themes run through these critiques.  They assert that whatever is defined as heritage should include ‘the place of culture in a living context termed “places of cultural significance”, rather than as reductively static objects of outstanding artistic or scientific merit’ (Meskell 2002: 570).  Secondly, the significance of what counts as heritage needs to be understood as shaped by and through diversity and difference (Meskell 2002: 571; Rowlands 2002: 105).  These differences are not just cultural, but social, economic, and political.  Tensions have emerged again and again between local or national contexts, and the ultimately international scale of a ‘world system of practice and belief’ based on a globalized concept of heritage generated by organizations like UNESCO (Rowlands 2002: 110). These tensions have revolved around identifying and acknowledging multiple stakeholders, reshaping a more complex discourse about the nature and value of heritage, and struggling to address the myriad issues of identity and recognition that define postcolonial contexts around the world (Rowlands 2002, Adams 2005, Daehnke 2007). 

The tension between more fixed, objective notions of heritage and more dynamic, experiential ones is paralleled by a similar discourse on the treatment of cultural landscapes.  Not surprisingly, this is especially true in contexts defined by formal preservation or heritage policy-driven work. Until fairly recently, both official policy language and the bureaucratic process mitigated strongly against broader inclusion or recognition of multiple ways of understanding the respective site, place, or landscape Waterton et al 2006).  In modern heritage site work ‘the concept of “landscape” oscillates between the dominance of aesthetic and scientific values within heritage protection, and an understanding that invariably draws in intangible associations such as identity, social history and a sense of place, thus providing an important focus for local communities’ (Waterton 2005: 310).  More recent archaeological approaches to cultural landscape as heritage emphasize these dynamic, culturally active ways that landscape serves as a powerful linkage between the past and the present, and between tangible and intangible aspects of culture, all grounded in highly localized but inherently diverse community contexts (Ingold 1993, Ashmore and Knapp 1999, Stewart and Strathern 2003, Waterton 2005, Nicholas 2006).   It is particularly significant for the Fijian project discussed here that the potential for using this broader and more inclusive cultural landscape approach in heritage work has been advocated explicitly for use on Pacific heritage sites.  Taylor and Altenburg have argued that an over-emphasis on architectural elements at sites like Ankor Wat should be replaced with interpretations that ‘under the wider concept of cultural landscapes (are seen as) replete with extensive intangible values and as outstanding examples of a continuous living/nourishing tradition and history. In this sense the architectural monuments themselves are a component of a wider cultural landscape pattern to which they are inextricably tied’, (Taylor and Altenburg 2006: 267).

One of the key challenges created by the shift to more dynamic and locally contextualized approaches to both heritage and landscape is in the area of engagement with local communities in all aspects of the larger heritage process.  Older policy language often failed ‘to identify to what extent, or how, the expert should give ground or engage with community and/or non-expert participation’ (Waterton et al 2006: 349).  Efforts to address this by increasing community participation have brought these kinds of studies squarely into convergence with the parallel development of community archaeology, as well as all kinds of more broadly defined participatory research.  Indeed, many of the researchers defining the more dynamic and culturally framed approaches to both heritage and cultural landscape predicate their arguments on the creation of more community-based, inclusive and collaborative research programs (Meskell 2002, Waterton 2005, Morgan et al 2006, Waterton et al 2006).  Three key challenges face these kinds of efforts.  The first is how to make this process genuinely collaborative, and in particular, how to accommodate genuine authority from local participants, beyond some top-down, official acknowledgement of multiple perspectives.  Secondly, advocates struggle with how to define ‘community’: no communities are utterly homogenous, and the structure of community constituencies can shift over time (Marshall 2002, Waterton et al 2006).  Finally, these kinds of approaches are explicitly advocacy-based, with the ultimate goal of devising some kind of a process that increases the local community’s participation in decision-making, and brings more marginalized community elements into the process.  This makes the work inherently political, and involves dealing with complex relationships of power and authority at all levels of the process (Marshall 2002, Meskell 2002, Rowlands 2002, Smith 2004, Nicholas 2006).  

In this context, new graphic and spatial technologies have seemed like a real ‘magician’s hat’ in a wide range of heritage-related projects, because they offer mechanisms for increasing a project’s inclusiveness, enhancing their ability to ‘show’ what the project specialists are doing, providing timely feedback, and expanding interpretation.  Much of the interest is generated by the potential to use the technologies to enhance and diversify community participation in everything from core research to planning and management. GIS are increasingly an exciting new arena for a wide range of community archaeology projects, as well as collaborative planning, public interpretation, and public outreach projects in the heritage industry generally (Sanjuan and Wheatley 1999, Fitzjohn 2007, Davidson and Gonzalez-Tennant 2008).  GIS software is particularly tantalizing because as a medium it is dynamic as opposed to static: it is infinitely updatable, amendable, and additive, rather than presenting any singular ‘final’ or ‘true’ version.  It is also primarily graphic and visual as opposed to textual, at least potentially opening up new media that allow for more than one concurrent interpretation of the information presented.   The combination of GIS and participatory research has found a particularly strong niche in postcolonial and community-based studies of indigenous territories and landscapes (Chapin et al 2005, Nicholas 2006).  The increasing ability of the basic GIS software to articulate with other graphic and digital data such as video clips and virtual reality graphics is encouraging a great deal of experimentation and innovation in all these areas.  More broadly, since the early 2000s this experimentation within heritage research and heritage management has been able to draw on an even larger pool of GIS-based ‘participatory research’ projects in fields ranging from health care to tourism development to forestry management (Bettini et al 2000, Stewart et al 2008).

But these technologies also come with their own set of constraints.  They are very technologically elaborate, which can often increase the distance between the specialist and any less technically sophisticated community members.  The technology can end up only further mystifying external expertise, and alienating local input and knowledge.  In like manner, image-based presentations of information can conceal as much as they reveal; images can obscure through their apparent ‘transparency’ and ‘accuracy’, in ways that push discussion in some directions and away from others.  Some have critiqued the uncritical use of GIS imagery in archaeology in particular, precisely because the technology can tend to ‘objectify and neutralize space, merely in a more complicated way than a two-dimensional map’ (Van Dyke 2006: 352).  Perhaps most important, modes of spatial data-gathering, especially using satellite or GPS mapping and digital databases, can fix a sense of space, place, and landscape that is often much more dynamic or plastic in the cultural praxis of daily life.  


These issues are part of a much larger discussion about the societal and political consequences of the new technology, sometimes described as “the society and GIS debate”. ‘Specifically, the disquiet focused on the social implications of how people, space and the environment were represented in GIS. … these concerns centred attention on whether GIS could be either a democratizing or disenfranchising force’, (Stewart et al 2008: 353).  The potentially disenfranchising aspects of GIS technology have intensified efforts to combine GIS with participatory research in explicitly self-critical projects.  A key element in such projects is the accessibility of the technology, both in terms of the availability of project results, and the ability of all participants to understand and engage with the technology itself.  Participatory GIS ‘represents the vision of those interested in the sociopolitical contribution of GIS to communities, and this vision includes tools that are easily used and understood by community members, relevant to public policy issues and available to all sides of public policy debates’ (Stewart et al 2008: 353). 

These were some of the goals and challenges driving the development of a participatory GIS project in Levuka, Fiji, created to provide a more locally controlled definition of the town’s historical significance in the context of a nationally-sponsored effort to nominate Levuka to the World Heritage list. From the outset, project design was driven less by conventional research objectives, and more by the need to create some ongoing, inclusive and open-ended forum for local discussion and feedback.  As a result, one principal goal in designing the project’s GIS was to find ways to help transition the technology from a more one-way, technologically specialized data-gathering and analysis mechanism to a technology that could serve as a medium, or platform, for localized discussion and decision-making.  We especially wanted to use the GIS development to create more explicit discussion regarding what would count as heritage-related, significant, or requiring inclusion in the Levuka heritage site process. 
Levuka as a Heritage Site

Levuka is a small port town occupying a narrow coastal strip on the windward side of the island of Ovalau, just east of the main island of Viti Levu in Fiji.  Begun as a European beachcomber settlement in the 1840s, the town is most famous in the region as the original colonial capital of Fiji.  In fact, Levuka first served as capital for the parliamentary government established by paramount chief Ratu Seru Cakobau in the early 1870s, and then as capital of the colony when Fiji was ceded to Britain in 1874.  The capital site was moved to Suva on Viti Levu in 1882, and while Levuka remained important as a regional transshipment port until at least World War I, major development in the town slowed dramatically.  Economic decline following the second World War further reduced the impetus for new construction.   By the 1980s, Levuka had begun to be recognized both in Fiji and to some extent in the island Pacific region as a historically significant site that retained a good deal of its 19th century architecture and townscape (Harrison 2004: 352-353, Takano 1996: 15).  

This recognition shifted into an effort to get Levuka listed on the World Heritage List, starting in the early 1990s.  In many ways, Levuka has come to serve as a textbook case of the many challenges such efforts face (Takano 1996, Harrison 2004, Smith 2005).  The town is relatively small, with roughly 1,000 residents, the great majority of whom are employed in the only local industry, a tuna-canning plant.  But Levuka is an intensely multicultural community, with a complex and deeply contested history that holds both national and regional significance for many Fijians.  It is a place that is tightly constrained both geographically as well as economically, with very limited room for additional physical growth. The significant limits these dual constraints have imposed on heritage tourism development have proved daunting for locals and government officials alike for at least two decades.  Its historical built environment and infrastructure are undeniably rich, but difficult and expensive to maintain, especially in a community with limited resources.  

Perhaps most importantly, nominating the town to the World Heritage List requires defining what is historically significant about Levuka in some larger sense.  That process of definition has proved deeply ambivalent for the Levuka community, and to no small extent, for the governmental institutions representing Fiji at large.  The details of this lengthy debate are covered in depth in David Harrison’s thoughtful article, and he has summarized them succinctly in the dual questions of “whose heritage” is, or should be, represented in Levuka,  and “whose participation” is needed to validate any process of heritage designation (Harrison 2004: 358-364).  

There are many reasons why these questions have been so difficult to answer.  It is no small part of the larger context here that Fiji has been through three political coups since the Levuka site first drew international attention, in 1987, 2000, and 2006 respectively.  Each time, a central issue between the contesting elements was the unresolved question of modern Fijian identity, both culturally and nationally.   These tensions usually are described in terms of conflicts between the indigenous Fijian majority and the large Fijian Indian minority descended from indentured laborers brought into the islands by the British in the 19th century.  But Fiji is a country undergoing all of the profound and complex political, economic, and cultural transformations of the postcolonial Pacific.  Issues of identity do not resolve nearly so neatly as the overtly binary language of the coup ideologies would suggest (see Kaplan 1993, Kelly and Kaplan 2001, Mageo 2001, Bayliss-Smith et al 2006). Minimally, there are tensions between the eastern and western sections of the country, between the more rural and urban sectors of the population and economy, and across traditional status lines between chiefly elites and commoners.  In addition, although it is a proportionately small sector of the population, Fiji does have some number of people who are of diverse European and Asian ancestries.  In some areas of the country, individuals and entire communities descended from laborers brought in from other Pacific islands, including Rotuma, Kiribati, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands, are a significant presence.  Finally, the term kailoma is used to describe people who are of mixed ancestry, most often European and Fijian.  

Ironically, the very nature of Levuka’s intrinsically multicultural and highly mobile maritime community only tends to highlight these complexities, in ways that are not always comfortable or accessible to other Fijians.  The degree to which the World Heritage List nomination efforts have focused on the brief era of the colonial capital has also exacerbated the sense that Levuka’s history could only be celebrated with a certain ambivalence in the early 21st century island Pacific.  Yet many in Levuka’s own community see the town’s historical significance as stretching back well into the pre-European era of Fijian military and political escalation in the late 1700s, and forward until at least the era of World War I.  The history of interactions between the indigenous Fijian populations of Levuka and other areas on the island of Ovalau and as far away as the Lau group extends well into the previous two and possibly three centuries, and forms an important chapter in this era of Fijian and larger Pacific history.  The placename “Levuka” itself was given to the European-era townsite because of its close relationship with the indigenous Fijian village of that name immediately adjacent the town’s northern border. This village is the seat of a powerful chiefly family, and home to the current Tui Levuka, whose ancestor provided critical shelter and protection to the earliest European settlers beginning in the 1820s.  Many town families are connected by generations of kinship and marriage to other villages around Ovalau, as well as other islands in the Lomaiviti group and elsewhere in Fiji.  Levuka and its environs are also home to several small settlements of 19th century laborer group descendants, including people from Kiribati, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands.  Government census data from 1996 indicates that the percentage of kailoma or mixed ancestry individuals in Levuka town and its vicinity is roughly five times as great as in the general population (Harrison 2004: 352).  


Some Levuka individuals and institutions have gone to considerable effort to assert that the cultural diversity and complex histories of the town’s population are themselves what make the town important as an example of Fiji’s ‘living heritage’.  In 2001 the Levuka Historical and Cultural Society published a book entitled “Levuka: Living Heritage” and authored by “The People of Levuka”.  It presented a deliberately wide-ranging and inclusive collection of town family histories that offered an explicit alternative to what was seen as the more narrowly architectural focus of the heritage nomination efforts at that time (Levuka Historical and Cultural Society 2001).  Even more significantly, many of the book’s contributors argued that the relatively harmonious interaction among all the different community constituencies represented a hopeful symbol of Fiji’s future, at least as important as any monument to the past.  But even these efforts should not be construed as representing any unified consensus in the town about the nature and value of Levuka’s heritage, and in particular, the value of having the town listed as a World Heritage site.  In fact, significant disagreement and confusion continues on these issues within the town community, around Ovalau, and throughout Fiji (Harrison 2004: 361-364).
Levuka Cultural Landscape Project


It was in this context that the Levuka Cultural Landscape was created.  In 2000, research conducted in Levuka as part of a Simon Fraser University archaeology field school program documented some of the rich and complex data sources available for research on Levuka’s history.  These covered a far more extensive period than just the brief capital phase, and included a far more diverse range of the community than just European descendants (Burley, Chatan and Purser 2001; Burley 2003).  In 2002, the conceptual framework for a community-based research and interpretation project based on a cultural landscape approach was proposed to the Fiji National Trust, and provisionally accepted.  “Cultural landscape” was defined as an inherently inclusive concept that would allow all the different historical phases and community constituencies to be acknowledged and documented.  Even more importantly in this instance, we hoped that we could design the project in such a way that it would create a bridge between the various constituencies of the local community, and the larger institutional processes of the World Heritage list nomination.  So we designed a program that was intended to generate as much public involvement and collaboration as possible, would support whatever subsequent Fijian government initiatives on interpretation were developed, would contribute to ongoing historical, architectural and archaeological research in Levuka, and would support the more focused work being done on the World Heritage List nomination.  The project framework followed the emerging professional discourse on cultural landscape approaches in heritage contexts, and included an explicitly community-based participatory research design.  Earlier community-based archaeology projects, particularly that of Andrew Crosby’s in the Fijian community of Waikatakata, established important precedents and provided a working template for the institutions involved, including the Fiji Museum and the Fiji National Trust (Crosby 2002).

From the beginning, the Levuka GIS work was an integral component of this larger project.  However, the GIS component was not designed simply for data-gathering or primary research.  Instead we used it to create a platform for integrating the different kinds of data the project generated, and for making it possible to display multiple perspectives about the town’s history.  We wanted to be able to show people the results of any mapping, archival, or archaeological research we were doing, as quickly as possible.  But we also wanted to be able to include whatever information, or more importantly, whatever research priorities, the different community constituencies brought forward as the project continued.  The project was thus designed to create a three-way bridge between local community concerns and interests, the more programmatic and policy-driven actions of Fijian national institutions like the Fiji National Trust and the Fiji Museum, and the international frameworks of UNESCO and the World Heritage List.  

This was done in three ways. First, the cultural landscape approach chosen provided  a larger and more inclusive scale for discussions of what did and did not count as ‘heritage’ in the town, proper.  This shifted the focus from specific buildings, sites, and monuments in town, to the town itself, as a place.  Secondly, each research season took place concurrently with capacity-building workshops sponsored by the Fiji National Trust, and open to any community members who wanted to participate.  The topics of the workshops were selected by the preceding season’s participants, and emphasized methodologies used by heritage professionals to document and assess materials, including oral history, architectural recording, archaeological site-mapping, and artifact identification.  And finally, the GIS itself was developed in conjunction with the first two series of workshop participants, to create an inclusive compendium of project results, ideas, and discussions of what was significant or important in the town’s history, with the somewhat idealistic overall theme that ‘everyone’s map of town is the right map’.  


Creating a forum for community participation that could be ongoing and relatively open-ended was a main priority.  Capacity-building workshops provided that mechanism.   In 2004, the Fiji National Trust and Sonoma State University sponsored a series of workshops designed to meet three basic goals:  1) to build capacity among locally based Trust staff, municipal heritage officials, and any  interested community members, 2) to initiate data-gathering for the GIS-based cultural landscape database, and 3) to develop a forum for community input, review, and direction as the project proceeded. 


The immediate goal was to create some kind of ongoing activity in the town that not only provided a means of eliciting input and feedback from community organizations and individuals, but in some way worked to level the playing field in terms of who got to identify what local elements were significant; were defined, in effect, as “heritage”.  A major strategy here was the commitment to increasing local capacity-building as a way to frame discussion, and to articulate the larger heritage process with local concerns.  The idea was to make the methodologies that outside professionals used to define and record heritage elements available to local community members.  The workshops were designed as very much hands-on, ‘how-to’ training sessions on different methodologies like oral history, architectural recording, site mapping, and artifact identification.  Overall workshop design was modeled on a series of workshops that were conducted in early March 2004, sponsored by Australia ICOMOS, the UNESCO Division of Cultural Heritage (Paris), the Pacific Islands Museums Association, and the Cultural Heritage Centre for Asia and the Pacific at Deakin University.  This international workshop series took place in Levuka itself, and was specifically designed for building capacity and technical expertise in cultural heritage documentation, management, and interpretation throughout the island Pacific.  UNESCO Workshop participants had included Director of the Fiji National Trust, the Cultural Heritage Officer for the Trust, and some of the Trust staff who lived and worked in Levuka.  These individuals took the lead in designing the subsequent 2004 Levuka cultural landscape workshops, whose participants included the three National Trust rangers stationed in Levuka, a representative of the Levuka Heritage Committee, the Lomaiviti Provincial Office, and the Fiji Museum.  Levuka’s mayor at the time also attended as his schedule allowed.  


Initial results of the 2004 workshops were presented to various government and community agencies in both Suva and Levuka in 2005, and a second series of workshops were conducted, with the training topics selected based on community input during the previous year.  This time the list included historical period artifact identification, more oral history training focused on placenames and place-based narratives, and work with historical photographs.  The second year’s list of workshop participants was significantly longer and more widely spread through the local community than in the 2004 series.   The town’s mayor and former mayor attended, as well as community residents representing Levuka Town Council, Levuka Heritage Committee, Levuka Public School, Delana Methodist High School, the Levuka office of the Public Works Department, the Lomaiviti Provincial Administrative Office, Lomaiviti Provincial Council, the National Fire Authority Officer, and the Ministry of Health, as well as the Fiji Museum and the National Trust of Fiji. 


Based on discussions with this group during the 2005 season, priority was given to designing a more intensive field program  that would document the pre-European landscape elements of the townsite, and would extend the research focus from the main commercial and municipal core of the town up into the surrounding hillslope settlements, where a greater proportion of the town’s current population lives.    Following a hiatus produced by the 2006 coup, the 2008 field season extended the mapping survey into the hillslope areas, and began an informal consultation process with hillslope residents in two neighborhoods. No large-scale public workshops were conducted during this season, in observance of the formal mourning period for the Tui Levuka, who had died only a month earlier.  

Levuka GIS: Place, Image, and Continuing Change

From a technical perspective, the main emphasis in building the GIS was on imagery, and the ability to literally show, with contrasting layers and juxtapositioning, both the broader sequence of the town’s history, and any contrasts between different views, perspectives, or sources of information.  We began with a layer of basic physical imagery, in the form of a 1984 aerial photograph.  The second key layer was of the town’s existing cadastral map.  This map is itself a complex and intriguing document, which has been modified a number of times, the most recent being in 1979.  Evidence from property records and certain details of the map itself strongly suggest that it originated as the town survey done by the Royal Engineers at the time Fiji was ceded to Great Britain in 1874.  One great advantage to these two images was their relative familiarity:  the aerial was recent enough for current landscape details to be recognizable, and the cadastral, as the legal town property map, is posted on the wall in town offices and in the Community Center museum run by the National Trust.  


To these base layers, all additional project data have been added as they were created or acquired.  This includes three season’s worth of GPS survey focused on the town’s streets, pathways and trails, the preliminary results of two placenames workshops, and additional historical map data gathered at the Fiji National Archives.  Workshop participants comprised the field teams who recorded the mapping data each season, and were asked to comment on the accuracy, completeness, and usefulness of the resulting GIS images.  More information has been added over the past few years as well, and can continue to be expanded in future developments of the project datasets.  Ultimately, the goal is to be able to imbed in the GIS video and audio clips, historical photographs, architectural documentation of historic structures, and any other material deemed relevant or useful by the database’s many diverse users.  


Three elements strongly shaped the way that the Levuka GIS was designed, and how the technology in turn shaped the relative successes and challenges of the project itself.  These were 1) the strong place-based emphasis of the cultural landscape framework, 2) the decision to keep as much as possible of the project data in graphic or image form, and to use images to frame community discussions about landscape, and 3) the convergent demands for a medium of data archiving, analysis, and representation that was as fluid, dynamic, and accessible to as many different users as possible.  

 “Cultural landscape” as a term articulated well with conventional heritage language focused on objective physical elements, and was familiar to many of the institutional and government agency personnel involved in the Levuka nomination.   A focus on cultural landscapes and on place in a more general sense also broadened the heritage discussion itself as it had taken place thus far about Levuka, with its strong focus on specific individual buildings and monuments.  This was important because the earlier definitions of Levuka heritage as discrete and discontinuous immediately divided the community into those who ‘had’ heritage – literally owned it as property, in the form of buildings – and those who did not.  This division had also rendered large sectors of the local landscape and built environment effectively invisible in the technical discussion about heritage significance, because these contexts lacked any officially defined kinds of associated structures. The almost unconscious exclusion of large parts of town had the effect of creating what Garden has termed a “heritagescape” that was partial, fragmentary, and intensely monumentalized: officially designated heritage sites floated like discrete islands of the past completely separated from any connection to daily life in the present (Garden 2006). The separation extended to large sectors of the local community, as well.  Indigenous Fijians who identified with the pre-European period of the town’s history did not see their heritage reflected, and neither did the descendants of any of the town’s many South Asian and Pacific Island immigrant groups. 

Focusing on Levuka’s larger cultural landscape served as a device for shifting emphasis away from the individual historical narratives of any specific community group about themselves, and placed it on Levuka as a place of collective identity instead.  This more inclusive, cumulative, and present-oriented strategy for defining heritage affirmed and reinforced the similar approach taken by the earlier “Levuka: Living Heritage” volume that had been designed and produced within the community itself.  At the same time, the community’s inherent diversity meant that Levuka’s cultural landscape would be equally diverse, multi-layered and contested.  Any effort to define a singular, unified version would fail.  Whatever definitions of the town’s landscape emerged, they needed to come from town residents themselves.  

The project GIS was the platform for articulating the more physically and legally defined dimensions of the aerial photograph and cadastral map with more locally generated landscape information and perceptions.  The workshop program became a venue for asking community members for recommendations on how to define cultural landscapes in Levuka.  Since oral history was one of the methodologies that workshop participants had requested, we used these workshop sessions to start a discussion about placenames in the first year.  In the second year, additional sessions built on the initial placenames list with cognitive mapping and taxonomy exercises that created an ongoing discussion about the nature of different kinds of ‘places’ in town.  For example, Levuka placenames include words from four different languages, and borrow names from elsewhere on Ovalau, other islands around Fiji, and as far away as Vanuatu.  They also vary in spelling, pronunciation, and even the actual name itself across lines of age, gender, and residence patterns, as well as ethnic background.  Workshop participants had names for many of the individual buildings and monuments already on the heritage site lists, but also for businesses, institutions, streets, bridges, pathways, neighborhoods, streams, rocky promontories, bodies of water, and the openings in the harbor’s encircling coral reef.  The project GIS took these linguistic details and translated them into spatial data, literally the dots, lines and shapes on different layers of the emerging collective, interactive ‘map’.  Critically, this map was understood to be an open-ended project that theoretically would never really be finished: once begun, the GIS can be amended continually, as new information is provided, or new questions emerge.

Keeping the focus on place, and using the digital graphics of the GIS to define place, encouraged a parallel emphasis on imagery.  These included modern and historical photography, drawings, and maps, as well as the more elicited spatial information in the form of placenames and cognitive mapping.  The emphasis on imagery also powerfully reinforced the larger project ethos, which worked to fill in the elements in the local town landscape that had been left out of the earlier heritage designations.  From the beginning, the data-gathering required to create these different digital layers was therefore defined as making the invisible visible, rather than ‘discovering’ any particular information that was somehow unknown to the local community.  We also wanted to challenge the authority of images themselves, particularly in the context of notions of ‘accuracy’.  In many ways, the real results of this aspect of the project came from the process itself, rather than any conventionally defined results.  We used the GIS, collectively with project participants, to demystify both maps and historical photographs, to make things visible that are not self-evident in the images themselves.  Then in turn, we took those insights and used them to make elements in the cultural landscape that are currently ‘invisible’, visible and acknowledged. In Levuka, as anywhere else, such visibility is highly politically and socially charged, (Thomas 1993).  

For example, both oral tradition and colonial era accounts described the existence of a Fijian village called Totoga, somewhere within the current boundaries of the Levuka township.   Archival research had recovered a small sketch map of the village in 1870s court records, and an 1845 lithograph documented the scene of a meke, or dance, being conducted in Totoga (Burley, Chatan and Purser 2001; Wilkes 1845: 102, 188).  In contemporary Levuka, the main creek running through the center of town bears the name Totoga, as does a small street that abuts the creek channel and runs south through the center of the modern municipal core of town, where the courthouse, police station, police barracks and provincial administrative offices are located.  By overlaying the 1870s sketch map with the town cadastral map and the aerial photograph in the GIS, the actual location of old Totoga village could be demonstrated.  The 2005 workshop participants then worked with the 1845 lithograph using a field technique for photographic superpositioning, literally repositioning on the modern landscape the line of dancers who had made their way through the village center some 150 years earlier (cf. Prince 1988).  In effect, the central ceremonial plaza of the earlier village is replicated in the property dimensions of today’s municipal center, with the modern property lines of the cadastral map exactly replicating the encircling stone walls depicted in both the 1845 scene and the 1870s court document.  

The heightened visibility that the GIS work created for the Totoga Village site does nothing to resolve debates about how to define relevant heritage sites and properties in modern Levuka, or the more fundamental conflicts over how property was defined, bought and sold in colonial Levuka.  Instead, the images in the database form a new frame of reference for such discussions.  The images themselves do not make an argument one way or the other.  However, choosing to document the Totoga Village site was neither random nor neutral.  It came directly from the research directives produced by the 2004 and 2005 workshop participants, who wanted to see more representation of the town’s pre-European history in the discussions about heritage designations.  In that sense, the resulting constellation of images as they are layered in the GIS itself is unavoidably and unapologetically partisan.  

Finally, there were longer term project considerations that can be summarized as issues of continuity, accessibility, and a much-needed ability to continually adapt and expand.  However the larger Levuka heritage program played out, it was clearly destined to remain a process that was in flux, and would continue to be for the foreseeable future.   In addition to the continuing questions about the relationship of Levuka’s history to the rest of Fiji, and ultimately the world, there were far more pragmatic and logistical issues.  The national political situation remains unstable.  The government agency with nomination project oversight has shifted several times, and will conceivably shift again.  The scope of what would be included within the nomination has shifted from a single street and several buildings to the entire legal boundary of the town, to the island of Ovalau itself.  In this context, our project was only one of multiple research, policy, and review groups and institutions involved in various kinds of heritage-related work in Levuka.  Even the landscape itself has shifted, as both construction of new structures and destruction of existing structures has continued in Levuka itself, as have episodes of fire, flooding, and landslides.  

Thus, we needed to generate information that would be useful in some way to the heritage process being conducted by the Fijian government as it unfolded, however that might be.  We needed to be responsive to local community requests for input into the work, and to articulate our efforts as best as possible with ongoing local projects and discussions about how to manage Levuka’s landscape.  We needed to keep abreast of what other professional colleagues were doing in Levuka, both as research and as part of the heritage development efforts.  Conversely, we had to be able to make whatever results we produced available to as wide a potential audience as possible, in a timely manner.  And we needed to be able to continually add and augment information, without having to permanently alter earlier versions.

The somewhat flexible and dynamic format of the GIS database has helped to address many of these issues, at least in terms of being able to add new data, information, and perspectives.  However, these additions are also altering the GIS itself in important ways.  Cumulative information is more than additive, it is amplifying: new questions get asked, new participants contribute, new perspectives and information feed into the larger ongoing conversations in Levuka and in Suva about the town’s significance.  To use the example of Totoga Village above, the replication of the village plaza footprint in the existing cadastral map has raised the question, to what extent does this modern property map contain other vestiges of the earlier indigenous Fijian landscape, in terms of land use patterns and divisions?  What should be done with this information?  Workshop placenames research combined with the 2005 field survey data identified no fewer than eighteen named settlement enclaves in the hills above the main commercial sector of town, all located within the town boundary.  These are quintessentially local designations, and appear nowhere in official maps like the cadastral.  Are these areas part of Levuka, and were they in the past?  If so, how should their heritage be documented and recognized?  Like any other mode of data analysis, to some extent GIS is important because of the way it answers questions, and to some extent it also provides new ways of asking them, or entirely new questions to ask.


Accessibility remains the greatest challenge, at a variety of levels.  As a form of research data, the GIS has been somewhat successful.  Making each year’s project results available to the professional community in Fiji has been greatly facilitated by the development of free GIS reader software; multiple sets of each season’s GIS can be distributed on self-contained CDs to government agencies like the National Trust and Fiji Museum.  One copy is left with the Trust rangers in Levuka, to be available for public use at the local museum.  The project has also benefited from the generosity of Conway Pene of the GIS Unit at the University of the South Pacific, who maintains a full set of the project data and makes it available to researchers working in Fiji.  This has meant at least initial success in the overall project goal of creating a mechanism for articulating local concerns and input with government agency agendas: the GIS documents what local community members want documented, in a format that is recognizable to and compatible with the research and management practices of the relevant government agencies.  


It is less clear how successful the project has been to date at providing a truly accessible platform or medium for real participation and discussion in the Levuka community itself.  The challenges here come in two basic forms: facilitating participation, and making the technology understandable.  Mechanisms for participation here grew slowly, in fits and starts, and with frequent setbacks.  Formal mechanisms like invitations to the workshops included people who were either identified with or defined by formal institutions like government agencies, schools, and municipal offices.  The question of how to reach the rest of town’s residents in ways that are not imposed top-down still remains.   While ideally more inclusive, the GIS process raises the issue of representation in whole new dimensions.  In practice, the optimistically totalizing “everyone’s map is the right map” rapidly becomes a more contingent “everyone’s map could be here”.  That contingency is socially situated in the Levuka community itself.  The ability to keep adding new information, new ‘maps’, actually helps to mask the more immediate issue:  earlier data inherently shapes what comes later, and so later maps added inevitably take their frame of reference from layers already in the system.   

The technological nature of the GIS itself, and the electronic trappings of the fieldwork process, can further stratify real accessibility:  some people in Levuka have computers, or access to them. Many do not.  Many casual participants in the 2004, 2005, and 2008 fieldwork seasons asked the same questions: what will the real consequences of this work be?  How will it affect myself, my family, or my community?  The sheer intangibility of an electronic database makes the whole process seem transient, fugitive, and inconsequential, without linkages to real results, which people tend to define in terms of tangibility and public display.   Creating such tangible products and distributing them across the community in meaningful ways is a principle goal for future field seasons.  But to a considerable extent, the real answers to these legitimate questions are contingent on the final resolution of the larger nomination process itself.  In this context, the ongoing GIS development provides information, but has no real decision-making role.

This emphasis on outcomes and consequences also highlights the greatest single aspect of using GIS as a medium for ongoing discussion and interaction.  The process is inherently open-ended; once started, there is no clear endpoint, since the database itself is designed to be continually updated, modified, and augmented.  This structure fits very well with the shift to more culturally framed, pluralistic, and present-oriented approaches to both heritage and cultural landscape studies.  However, it does not lend itself as easily to the policy programmatics and timelines of international heritage management.   This is particularly true in the highly politicized and contested setting of Levuka’s world heritage list nomination.  The challenge of giving real weight to the locally generated definitions of meaningful heritage in that larger process has yet to be met by the Levuka cultural landscape project.  

Yet even these first few seasons have succeeded in creating greater visibility and recognition for specific aspects of Levuka’s historical past, both in the community itself, and in the discussions under way in key government agencies involved in the nomination process.   The workshop format does seem to have succeeded in creating some sense of shared investment in the project, and has provided a much-needed sense of continuity for the project, in spite of some breaks between field seasons, and having some workshop participants move away.  Ultimately, it is again the process of creating the GIS, of making decisions about what to record, what to map, and how to display the information, that generates the greatest amount of local approval and support.  Future challenges include sustaining this process in ways that remain both genuinely meaningful to Levuka’s people, and responsive to changing scenarios unfolding in their rich and dynamic cultural landscape.  
