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Today the most important and
widespread use of these stringed
shell monies is for ‘brideprice’
payments in a wide range of
cultures. Mistakenly assumed by
early Western observers to be
‘buying the bride’, such transactions
are actually complex settlements
from the family or clan of the
groom to the family or clan of the
bride. These indicate respect for
and compensation to the latter for
the love and hard work expended
in bringing up the girl. The use and
display of such currencies during
traditional wedding activities
emphasise these aspects and link
well the clans involved.
Shell money or dollars?
But shell monies are not just for such
auspicious occasions. Throughout
many cultures of this area, shell
currency, broken down into smaller
components, can be used instead
of dollars and cents to pay for
myriad purchases, transactions
and compensations. Along with
widespread subsistence farming
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Most rural inhabitants in these
countries (more than 80 per cent
of the population) still live on
their traditional lands and produce
their own foods, and many are still
strongly linked into their various
traditional economic systems, which
are a lot older and more stable than
the ‘modern’ ones.
Their sustainable lifestyles minimise
a need for modern cash and could
therefore be more sympathetically
supported by governments,
multilateral and bilateral aid
organisations and NGOs. Yet some
fundamentalist missionaries and
churches continue to discourage
or forbid the use of shell money
and similar traditional practices.
Combined with increasing Westernstyle ‘development’, people are
being lured into a cash economy
they cannot control.
If these traditions disappear,
it can only increase the incidence
of real poverty and hardship in the
Western Pacific.
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(rather than cash cropping), the
use of traditional currencies has
helped protect Papua New Guinea,
the Solomons and Vanuatu from
the deprivations of the West, such
as during the 2009 global financial
crisis, which barely touched these
economies.
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(‘brideprice’); kinship, ritual and
social status needs and obligations;
mortuary payments, etc. Thus the
continued production and use of
shell monies is essential: it is ‘real
money for the real things in life’.
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■ Using DNA ‘barcodes’ to identify
biological samples is no longer
science fiction, but to be effective
it needs both genetic knowledge
VA
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U
and
taxonomic
expertise, says
entomologist Andrew Mitchell.
DNA barcoding (think forensic DNA
fingerprinting extended to all
NEW CALEDONIA
organisms) is an emerging science
that holds great promise as a tool
both for indicating new species
and for automating the routine
identification of animal and plant
samples.

Drilling bata: Langalanga women drilling
holes in the shell discs to enable future
threading. The drills are various forms of
the traditional futa pump drill, increasingly
rare since the early 1970s. Lilisiana, mainland
western Malaita, November 1974.

‘DNA barcoding works by comparing
the genetic code from a sample
with a vast databank containing the
codes of many other known species’,
said researcher Andrew Mitchell.

A man stands in the treasury of the Moro
Movement (a traditional land rights group).
Thousands of fathoms of stringed shell
money are hung and stored here, most
coming originally from Langalanga.
He is wearing the movement’s insignia,
made of shell-money discs. Makaruka village,
‘Weather Coast’, southeast Guadalcanal,
November 1974.

Andrew, who has recently joined
the Australian Museum, trained in
classical taxonomic techniques but
soon began working with molecular
data too.

The late Dickie Sagelua wears various forms
of traditional Guadalcanal wealth and
prestige shell-money accoutrements, and
the traditional beaten barkcloth breechclout
pouch. Makaruka village, ‘Weather Coast’,
southeast Guadalcanal, November 1974.
Photos © Kirk Huffman. Map Jeremy Austen.

Kirk Huffman is a Research Associate
of the Australian Museum, Honorary
Curator of the Vanuatu Cultural
Centre, a Member of the Scientific
Committee of the Museum of Tahiti
and the Islands in Tahiti (French
Polynesia), and a Trustee of the
Pacific Islands Museums Association.
This is an edited version of a more detailed
article and is dedicated to Dickie Sagelua
of Guadalcanal (see photo).

‘In the same way that human
genetics has opened up whole new
avenues of medical research that
were unimaginable even a decade
ago, DNA barcoding presents new
challenges and opportunities for
understanding biodiversity’, he said.
While excited by the power and
potential of DNA barcoding, Andrew
is also cautious.

‘The accuracy of barcode
identification depends heavily
on the taxonomic expertise used
to build the reference database and
a thorough understanding
of molecular evolution’, he said.
’We face questions like: what species
is this? Is it the same as that similarlooking pest or weed species found
elsewhere?
‘We often don’t know the answers
because the number of species
is huge, but the number of
taxonomists in Australia is declining’,
he said.
‘These questions are of immediate
practical use in pest management,
ecology and conservation, so one
immediate challenge is to produce
more rapid and robust identification
tools … and what better place to do
that than Australia’s first museum?’
Brendan Atkins
Dr Andrew Mitchell,
Integrative Systematist

Dr Andrew Mitchell is particularly interested
in noctuid moths – a large group that
includes many agricultural pests as well
as the familiar Bogong Moth, Agrotis infusa
(below). Photo © Donald Hobern.

■ Get the latest understanding
of climate change impacts
on coral reefs.
The vulnerability of coral reefs to
climate change cannot be overstated.
With 40 per cent of coral reefs
already lost or severely degraded,
and impacts from ocean warming
and acidification set to worsen,
their future looks pretty grim.
To understand what this means,
look no further than Coral Reefs and
Climate Change. Produced
by Coralwatch, at the University
of Queensland, this book provides
essential knowledge if we are
to meaningfully respond to the
challenge of saving coral reefs.
Coral Reefs is a valuable resource
for educators, reef enthusiasts,
managers and students – in fact,
anyone with an interest in the
welfare of our planet. The wealth of
information is attractively packaged
with excellent photographs, maps
and diagrams, plus a bonus activity
CD and some fascinating personal
views from leading scientists.
Their message? Act now and act
decisively or it will be too late.
Fran Dorey
Reid, C, Marshall, J, Logan D, & Kleine
D, 2009. Coral reefs and climate change:
a guide for education and awareness.
Coralwatch & The University of Queensland.
Available from the Australian Museum
Shop or visit www.coralwatch.org.
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