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Traditional foods of the Pacific: 
Go Local, a case study in Pohnpei, 
Federated States of Micronesia

Lois Englberger and Eminher Johnson

Context and statement of the problem

Overall background

In recent years, throughout the Pacific Islands there has been an alarming shift 
towards consumption of low quality imported processed foods accompanied by 
a neglect of traditional food systems. This has led to serious health problems, 
food security risk and losses of agricultural biodiversity, traditional knowledge, 
customs and culture. Global and regional problems of climate change, population 
pressure, food and fuel price increases and unstable economic conditions 
exacerbate the Pacific’s problems related to food imports and highlight the need 
to protect traditional food systems and agricultural biodiversity (Pacific Food 
Summit, 2010; Hezel, 2010; Coyne, 2000).

This case study focuses on Pohnpei, one of the four states of the Federated 
States of Micronesia (FSM), a nation of 607 islands (volcanic and atoll)1 spread 
over a million square miles of water in the western Pacific Ocean. FSM’s total 
population is ~107,000, including Pohnpei, the seat of the national capital, 
~34,500; Chuuk 53,600; Yap 11,200 and Kosrae 7,700 (FSM, 2002) and includes 
many cultural identities. The nation was established in 1986, supported by a 
Compact of Free Association with the United States. Subsistence farming and 
fishing are the primary economic activities (CIA, 2011).

Pohnpei State, total land area 355 sq km (Englberger et al., 2009b), consists of 
the main island Pohnpei and five outer atoll island groups. The main island has a 
rugged mountainous terrain, year-round heavy rainfall, warm temperatures and 
rich tropical vegetation.

Dietary and life-style changes and related health problems

Pohnpei has remarkable plant diversity with 133 breadfruit varieties, 55 bananas, 
171 yams, 24 giant swamp taros, nine tapiocas and many pandanus varieties 
documented (Adam et al., 2003; Raynor, 1991). The traditional diet was based 
on these crops, coconut, fish and seafood, and fresh fruits and sugar cane and 
pandanus as snacks. However, along with increasing modernization in the 
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1970s, there has been a neglect of traditional foods and a shift towards the 
consumption of unhealthy imported processed foods (Englberger et al., 2003d). 
The introduction of easily prepared, costly, imported processed western foods 
decreased the need of growing traditional healthy food.

White rice, in particular, has become a staple food, along with white flour. 
The consumption of sweet, salty and refined foods, as well as imported fats and 
fatty meats has also dramatically increased. Lifestyles have changed: physical 
activity has decreased, along with an increase in office jobs, shopping for food, 
and use of motorized vehicles, boats, and mechanized equipment. These dietary 
and lifestyle changes have led to serious problems of overweight and obesity, 
diabetes, heart disease, cancer, vitamin A deficiency (VAD) and anaemia (WHO, 
2008; Englberger et al., 2003d, 2009b). Over 70 per cent of Pohnpei adults 
between 25 and 64 years of age are overweight (with 42.6 per cent obese) and 
32.1 per cent have diabetes (WHO, 2008), causing increased health costs.

While few Pohnpeians reach the World Health Organization (WHO) criteria 
for severe vitamin A deficiency (WHO, 2009a),2 over half of Pohnpei children 
between 24 and 48 months old in a population-based survey were identified as 
VAD, with low serum retinol levels (< 20 µg/dl) (Yamamura et al., 2004) and 
increased risk of contracting eye infections and other health conditions.

Why agricultural biodiversity was used as a solution

In 1998 efforts were initiated to identify local foods that could be promoted to 
alleviate problems associated with VAD deficiency. Local experts mentioned the 
rare Karat and other yellow-fleshed bananas. Analyses showed that Karat, a variety 
traditionally given to infants, is rich in beta-carotene, the most important of the 
provitamin A carotenoids, with amounts much higher than in common white-
fleshed bananas (Englberger, 2001). Karat soon received international acclaim 
for its rich nutrient content (Coghlan, 2004; Kuhnlein, 2004), creating additional 
interest at home. Further studies showed that there are many varieties of yellow-
fleshed banana, giant swamp taro, breadfruit and pandanus that are rich in beta-
carotene and other carotenoids, nutrients and fibre (Table C1.1) (Newilah et 
al., 2008; Englberger et al., 2003a, b, c, 2006, 2008, 2009a; Kritchevsky, 1999; 
McLaren and Frigg, 2001; Coyne et al., 2005; WCRF/AICR, 2007). 

Although familiar with many of these traditional crop varieties, Pohnpeians 
(and other Micronesians) were largely unaware of their inherent health benefits. 
As one Pohnpei farmer said, “If we farmers had known about the importance of 
the yellow-fleshed varieties, we would have planted more.”

The study mainly focuses on terrestrial species, but marine agricultural 
biodiversity was also taken into account as it documented and promoted 
fish, seafood consumption, and the traditional animal protein of the islands. 
Consequently, both these types of agricultural biodiversity3 were used as a 
solution to the problem of imported foods through the overall “Go Local” 
promotion of locally-available foods, from land and sea.
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Delivery mechanism to mobilize agricultural biodiversity

Our campaign used an inter-agency, ethnographic, participatory, and 
community-based approach in understanding the problems and addressing the 
solutions. This approach also increased stakeholder involvement. An important 
early activity was forming the Island Food Community of Pohnpei (IFCP) as a 
non-governmental organization to coordinate activities (IFCP, 2004).

Two slogans were all-important: the first, “Go Yellow”, focused on the yellow-
fleshed varieties, including Karat (Englberger, 2006; IFCP and Micronesian 
Seminar, 2006); the second, “Let’s Go Local” was broader, promoting production 
and consumption of all local food. To strengthen the campaign, the “CHEEF” 
acronym was created to refer to the benefits of local food: culture, health, 
environment, economic and food security (Englberger et al., 2010c).

Many methods were used to mobilize agricultural biodiversity including: 
workshops; container garden demonstration plots; school visits; planting material 
distribution; planting, cooking and weight loss competitions; posters; youth 
clubs; breastfeeding clubs; billboards; mass media (newspaper, radio, television, 
video, emails, and the website www.islandfood.org); leaflets, newsletters and 
booklets; songs; recipes; national postal stamps of Karat, other yellow-fleshed 
bananas and other foods; postcards, telephone cards, t-shirts, pens and pencils; 
gene bank; and charcoal ovens (Englberger et al., 2009b, 2010b, c, d; Ormerod, 
2006; Hanson, 2010).

In 2005, the IFCP joined a global project on traditional food systems and 
health, using specific guidelines (Kuhnlein et al., 2006) and led by the Centre 

Figure C1.1  Traditional knowledge and skills are preserved in the community by collecting, 
sharing, and distributing different local varieties of banana. Photo credit: Chizuru Seki
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for Indigenous Peoples’ Nutrition and Environment (CINE). A target Pohnpei 
community in Mand,4 Madolenihmw, was selected and a three-month 
documentation of the traditional food system and health problems was carried 
out, followed by a two-year intervention (Englberger et al., 2009b, 2010a). 
Much was learned in this project, which has contributed to our on-going work.

In developing the methods, the focus was on maximizing resources, capturing 
interest and increasing involvement. For example, posters hung up in public places 
could be seen for an extended period and media messages reached many people.

Evidence of impact of the intervention

There is substantial evidence of the intervention’s impact. Karat was not sold at 
local markets prior to the discovery in 1998 of its rich nutrient content. Since 
1999, Karat has appeared in the markets and its availability is steadily increasing. 
In 2006, Karat was sold in eight of 14 local markets (Parvanta et al., 2006). 
Currently, Karat is being sold and is available in all the local food markets and 
other food marts that also carry imported food.

Another Pohnpei case study as part of the CINE global health study showed 
that in the target community there were significant increases in banana and 
giant swamp taro consumption and dietary diversity, and an improved attitude 
towards local foods (Kaufer et al., 2010; Englberger et al., 2010a). It is notable 
that in 2009, two years after the intervention, a further assessment showed 
that the giant swamp taro consumption increase was sustained and imported 
foods consumption significantly decreased from the first assessment in 2005 
(Bittenbender, 2010).

An increase in cooked local food take-outs is now seen (Naik, 2008), and 
local vendors report that their sales have been helped by the campaign. The 
daily available selection of cooked local foods includes: pounded banana, banana 
cream, pilolo, mashed giant swamp taro, fresh sashimi both reef and ocean fish, 
fried or sautéed reef fish/tuna, coconut cream clamps, tapioca, soft taro, yam in 
different recipes, coconuts, local cinnamon tea, etc. These locally cooked foods 
are mostly being sold on roadside in town and also in urban communities.

It is at present too early to report the extent to which these increases have 
impacted the consumption and utilization of local food.

Efforts for scaling up

Since the initial project in Mand Community started in 2005, the project has 
been taken to five further Pohnpei communities, including a Pohnpei atoll, and 
to communities in the other three FSM states (Johnson, 2010; Suda et al., 2010; 
Tara, 2010). There are now many more requests for the IFCP to speak about 
their work and approach to schools, communities and other groups.

Additionally interest in the “Go Local” approach has spread to other Pacific 
Island countries where “Go Local” workshops have been held (SPC LRD, 2008) 
and projects have been planned (WHO, 2009a). The approach has been presented 
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at many regional and international meetings (Pacific Food Summit, 2010) and 
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) asked IFCP to prepare guidelines 
on how to implement a “Go Local” project so that the FSM experience could 
be taken to other Pacific Island countries (Englberger, 2011). In addition, our 
work identifying carotenoid-rich banana varieties has created interest in similar 
research elsewhere (Fungo et al., 2010; Amorim et al., 2009; Davey et al., 2009).

There are considerable barriers for scaling up: limited funding and resources, 
geographic dispersion, and different cultures and languages within the FSM and 
other Pacific Island cultures, but the movement is definitely spreading.

The FSM National Government approved two projects to be carried out in 
2012 under the Resources and Development (R&D) Department: the Coconut 
Rehabilitation and FSM Food Security projects. During their meeting, which 
took place in 2011, the projects adopted the Island Food Let’s “Go Local” 
approach inviting R&D experts to work on these projects along with other 
relevant partners.

Stakeholder involvement to ensure success

The IFCP was built upon an inter-agency approach with wide stakeholder 
involvement, involving governmental, non-governmental and private sector 
agencies along with community participation (IFCP, 2004). Intervention 
activities have involved wide participation from the agriculture, education 
and health sectors, as well as other groups. Such activities include farmers’ 

Figure C1.2  Pandanus planting to prevent soil erosion. Photo credit: Chizuru Seki
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workshops, classroom presentations, inter-agency meetings, information boxes 
and poster displays at local shops. Stakeholders are involved through an on-
going awareness campaign to increase local food production and consumption at 
home, in the community, state, national and international functions, e.g. FAO’s 
“Go Local” tool kit as guidelines to help in scaling up the non-communicable 
diseases (NCD) prevention strategies. They are also asked to become IFCP 
members, providing membership fees and strengthening ties and commitments.

Impact on relevant policies

Prior to the launching of the “Go Local” campaign, there was never any 
promotion on utilizing local food. After these local foods were analyzed and 
proved to be healthy, it boosted an initiative to raise this awareness that led to 
finding a slogan that can best describe the goal of this campaign.

The “Go Local” awareness has been heard and made a great impact on 
community, state and national policies. In 2010, Mand Community adopted 
a policy that bans serving soft drinks at community functions, followed by 
similar policies by the Pingelap People’s Organization, and the Kolonia Kosrae 
Congregational Church.

In 2005, the Pohnpei State Governor proclaimed Karat as the Pohnpei State 
Banana (David, 2005) and in 2010, the FSM President proclaimed that the 
utilization of local foods is encouraged at all government events and festivities 
(Mori, 2010).

Key lessons learned

Repetition, colour, fun, many types of activities, using mass media but also 
face-to-face communication, and the community- and inter-agency approach 
with wide stakeholder involvement are all used. Research on the nutrient 
composition of foods and varietal differences is important in creating interest 
in local food crops and to expand data available on traditional knowledge and 
characterization of the food crops and varieties. As always, research is needed for 
project evaluation, for example, status on local food intake and planting of rare 
varieties. Social marketing tools, such as our IFCP Go Local t-shirts, pens and 
pencils, attract great interest and provide entry points for discussions.

A key lesson is that passion and dedication are needed, and that the message 
needs to reach the hearts of the people in order to start to change attitudes and 
behaviour by having champions in positions of influence.

Finally, it is important to continue to share the overall message, to “Go Local” 
for all of the “CHEEF” benefits of local food. This way agricultural biodiversity 
can be effectively used to improve health and nutrition.
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The photos (Figures C1.1 and C1.2) are from two ongoing projects in 
Pohnpei: “Pandanus planting for climate change adaptation” and “Food security 
and income generation for women”. This tree crop produces nutrient-rich 
fruits; it can be planted close to the coastline to prevent erosion and leaves are 
used to handcraft mats, jewellery, baskets and purses.

Notes
	 1	 An atoll is a ring-shaped low-lying coral island or group of islands, often consisting 

of only a narrow strip of land with seawater on both sides, circling a lagoon. Atoll 
island climates are considered among the harshest in the world due to the poor 
rainfall and poor soils.

	 2	 Vitamin A deficiency increases vulnerability to infection and poor eye health and 
vision (McLaren and Frigg, 2001).

	 3	 Agricultural biodiversity has been defined as “the variety and variability of animals, 
plants and micro-organisms that are used directly or indirectly for food and 
agriculture, including crops, livestock, forestry and fisheries” (FAO, 2004).

	 4	 Mand Community is a rural community reached by a 40-minute drive on a paved 
road from the commercial centre of the main island Pohnpei.
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