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[Inaugural] Oceania Pacific Studies Association Conference [website] 

 

Session 2: Safeguarding Kava/ʻAwa 

9:30 am - 11:30 am Fiji time, 30 January 2026  

Convener: Dr. ‘Ulise Funaki 

 

Over the past 3 millennia, Kava has maintained its position as a 

culturally, socially, and politically potent foundational plant species and 

Indigenous practice of various Oceanian societies. However, in the nearly 

100 years past it has become one of Oceania’s most economically viable 

resources that has played a significant role in shaking the very 

foundations of the culture and peoples that it helped to build up. This 

panel brings together culturally rooted kava experts from across Oceania 

to share in their expertise and experience on the current state of 

contemporary kava practices as well as related ongoing issues for one of 

Oceania’s most sacred keystone species. Their experience and expertise 

range from Indigenous chiefly and everyday ceremonial practices and 

spaces to the burgeoning international kava industry. 

 

Panellists: Dr S. ‘Apo’ Aporosa, University of Waikato; Anau 

Mesui-Henry, Four Shells Kava Lounge; Feʻiloakitau Kaho 

Tevi, Senior Kava Consultant, Tonga; Pa’a ‘Alana, Hawaiian 

cultural practitioner, University of Hawaii Manoa. 

 

 

Safeguarding kava: Pacific sovereignty, safety, and trade  
Dr S. ‘Apo’ Aporosa, Te Wānanga Waiora Division of Health, University of Waikato, Aotearoa NZ

 
 

(1 – aligns with PowerPoint slide.)  

 

Overview 
 
2 Kava is undoubtedly a Pacific cultural keystone species and arguably our most dominant icon of 

identity.  

 
3 However, today, it faces serious existential threats from foreign owned, commercially powerful 

interests that are redefining, appropriating, adulterating, and exploiting it. These practices 

endanger kava’s keystone positionality and safety profile, also undermining Pacific smallholder 

farmer and export earnings. 

mailto:https://sites.google.com/hawaii.edu/opsa/home?authuser=1
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Although some Pacific leaders, scholars, and practitioners have raised concerns, united regional 

action has been limited. To understand why these threats matter, it’s important to restate what 

kava is, and who has the authority to define it. 

 

I’ll do that, then outline some of these existential threats, moving quickly but including supporting 

material and references on the slides that you can follow up on later. I will provide a QR code to 

the slides at the end. 

 
4 What Kava Is — and Who Defines It 

For a species to be considered cultural keystone, it must be of such importance that its removal 

from its environment would cause disruptions to cultural practices, identity and language. Kava’s 

cultural keystone species status is based in more than 2,000 years of Pacific traditional knowledge. 

It is inseparable from spirituality, social order, medicine, and life-cycle events – from birth to death. 

 
5 Importantly, kava is not just the Piper methysticum plant or the beverage. In Pacific knowledge 

systems, it is best explained as both noun and verb. It includes how we sit in the kava use space, 

what we sit on, the utensils used, the serving order, talanoa-vā – the relational space linked to 

talanoa and underpinned by our respect-based values. 

 
6 Traditional knowledge also defines: 

• Which cultivars are used for making beverage kava – commonly referred to today as ‘noble’ 

varieties 

• How kava is prepared – mixed only with water, and occasionally coconut water 

• When and how non-noble cultivars are used – typically for medicinal purposes, but not 

daily consumption 

 
7 These practices are recognised in both Pacific and international standards with the 8 WHO stating 

that kava prepared and used traditionally poses an “acceptably low level of health risk”, lacking 

both addictive and intoxicating effects, with this giving reason as to how kava is regulated as food 

in several counties. 
9 Experts are clear that contemporary non-indigenous use does not abdicate ownership, or a right 

to redefine, a cultural keystone species by those non-indigenous users. 

 
10 Point 1: Pacific peoples are the sole owners and custodians of kava. Therefore, only Pacific 

people have a right to lead decisions on its definition, safety, quality standards, and naming.  

 
11 International law supports this position.  
12 Essentially, when indigenous peoples are excluded, or when outsiders impose ownership or 

definitions, this constitutes colonial practice and violates indigenous sovereignty. 

 
13 Now that kava has been defined and Pacific ownership established, we will now consider 

threats. 
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EXISTENTIAL THREAT 1: The ‘culture industry’ and their redefining of kava 

 

The first major existential threat to kava is appropriation and the ‘culture industry’. 

Despite international laws protecting indigenous peoples and their cultural keystone species, 

practices etc., 14 we are witnessing increased commodification, appropriation and adulteration of 

kava through extracts, capsules, flavoured powders, canned drinks, and cocktail-style beverages 

which are routinely marketed as ‘kava.’ 

 
15 Pacific cultural experts, practitioners, and scholars overwhelmingly argue these products do not 

meet the cultural definition of kava (as defined by Pacific traditional knowledge). This view is also 

shared by non-Pacific experts.  

 
16 For instance, kava ethnobotanist Dr Vincent Lebot explains: 

‘If companies extract active ingredients and make capsules or whatever, this is not kava - just as 

caffeine capsules are not coffee.’ 

 
17 A recent paper by 20 researchers states plainly: once kava is stripped of its cultural practice and 

relational context, it loses its identity as kava. At best, these items are ‘products containing Piper 

methysticum’, not kava.  

 
18 When Pacific peoples have asked for recognition and respect of kava in comparison to ‘products 

containing Piper methysticum’, this has been met with abuse from some commercial operators 

who have claimed they have rights that supersede ours. That is cultural appropriation.  

 
19 Interestingly, a non-Pacific kava bar owner recently stated online: “We’re all guilty of some 

degree of cultural appropriation,” appearing to infer this as standard business practice.  

 
20 The use of iconology such as images of the Pacific, tiki masks, bar staff wearing aloha shirts etc. 

in spaces called ‘kava bars’ aligns with what scholars describe as the “culture industry”.  

 
21 This is the commercial exploitation of the ‘exotic other’ to create artificial environments and 

other factors aimed at stimulating profit. 

 
22 Point 2: Using the word kava to market products that do not meet Pacific definitions is 

misleading and appropriative. It feeds misinformation and undermines both cultural knowledge 

and safety understandings. 

 

EXISTENTIAL THREAT TWO: Biopiracy 

 
23 The second existential threat is biopiracy. 
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24 Self-reports and legal documents indicate that kava is now being grown on an industrial scale 

outside the Pacific, using cuttings taken from Pacific nations, with some growers attempting to 

trademark these plants and supply domestic markets. A recent video shows plant material grown 

in Continental US being sold as ‘kava’ in a US kava bar. 

 
25 Biopiracy is defined as the unauthorised extraction and commercialisation of biological 

resources or associated indigenous knowledge without consent or compensation. By this 

definition, industrial kava cultivation outside the Pacific for commercial gain constitutes biopiracy. 

 
26 This activity violates multiple international agreements. 

 
27  Point 3: Kava biopiracy will inevitably reduce global demand for Pacific-grown kava, harming 

smallholder farmers, export revenues, and national GDPs. 

 
28 A way to safeguard kava is with Geographical Indication (GI) protection, which is standard 

practice in European dominated countries; think for instance Champagne, Idaho potatoes, or 

Florida oranges. 

 
29 Point 4: Protecting Pacific kava requires a unified, regional government-led response, including 

direct engagement with World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the World Trade 

Organisation) WTO.  

 
30 This action is in its infancy with the Pacific Islands Forum discussing intellectual property (IP) in 

their new Regional Kava Development Strategy.  

 

EXISTENTIAL THREAT THREE: Redefinition and the risk of another Kava Ban 

 
31 The third existent threat is another kava ban resulting from ‘products containing Piper 

methysticum’. 

 
32 In the early 2000s, Europe introduced what became known as the ‘European Kava Ban.’ While 

causes were complex, strong evidence points to the use of non-noble cultivars and non-traditional 

extraction methods – not traditional kava. 
33 However, because those non-traditional extracts etc. were labelled ‘kava,’ safe traditional kava 

was caught in the fallout. The ban had huge impacts on Pacific economies.  

 
34 It also created a culturally-, economically- and medically-damaging anti-Pacific narrative about 

kava, regardless that kava was not the cause. That ban and negative connotation continues today 

in some counties like the UK. 
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35 Point 5: Continuing to market non-traditional products, with varying safety profiles, as kava, has 

the potential to trigger a second global ban, with severe consequences for Pacific farmers and 

economies. 

 
36 A Pacific-wide government statement is urgently needed: products that do not meet the 

traditional definition must not use the word ‘kava.’ 

 

EXISTENTIAL THREAT FOUR: Kratom: A growing and serious threat 

 
37 A further existential threat is kratom. 

 

Research shows kratom is sold in 86% of commercial spaces called ‘kava bars’ in the US – that’s 

only 14% of kava bars that do not sell kratom.  Kratom, a leaf from Southeast Asia, is prohibited by 

the FDA for use as a dietary supplement. This is because it is addictive and linked to numerous 

deaths. Commonly known as 'Gas-station heroin’, kratom is mixed with, or sold alongside, 

‘products containing Piper methysticum’ to give them a “euphoric hit”.   

 
38 A prominent kava retailer in the US commented, “When I walk into a kava bar, I say, ‘what’s the 

best thing you got?’ … And 90% of the time, the bartender will say, ‘Oh, we’ve got this great stuff 

called kratom’.” 

 
39 The availability of kratom in spaces called ‘kava bar’ has led to a great deal of misinformation. 

More concerning, some consumers believe their addiction to kratom is from kava. Addiction 

support forums are now filled with reports of dependence on so-called ‘kava’ that was later found 

to be spiked with kratom. 

  
40 Clinical addiction specialists warn that combining these two substances causes synergistic and 

dangerous effects. 

 
41 Reputable commentators have warned that mixing kratom with Piper methysticum and selling it 

as ‘kava’ risks another global kava ban. 

 
42 Point 6: Kratom’s association with kava is feeding misinformation and damaging kava’s 

reputation. Pacific governments must urgently lobby for bans on kratom being sold alongside kava, 

and for its removal from venues called, or implied to be, ‘kava bars.’ 

 

The Path Forward 

 
43 Here are some solution to those existential threats: 

1. Define kava according to Pacific traditional knowledge and Kava Codex Alimentarius food 

standards 



 
Aporosa © 2026 

6 

 

2. Prohibit all ‘products containing Piper methysticum’ from using the word kava unless they 

meet the definition of kava 

3. Lobby for firm regulatory action on kratom, particularly its association with kava and kava-

labelled venues 

 

This approach protects public health, Pacific livelihoods, export earnings, and national economies. 

 

In closing 

 

I have had numerous online discussions with kava importers, kava bar owners and ‘culture 

industry’ types, asking why they believe their opinions outweigh Pacific traditional knowledge, why 

they believe they have a right to appropriate kava, redefine it, and then tell us what constitutes 

kava? I also asked, is that not Eurocentrism: the belief that European or Anglo-American values and 

worldviews, including greed-driven capitalism, is the default authority on structure and meaning.  

 
44 No surprisingly, reaction has included a lot of abuse. A person responded the other day arguing 

that being restricted from using the word ‘kava’, and being asked to call something a ‘product 

containing Piper methysticum’, was unrealistic and confusing for customers. How for instance, were 

they going to market ‘kava gummies’. Essentially, this person was saying the issue is ours, that 

Pacific traditional knowledge is hindering and interfering with their commercial aspirations. But it 

gets worse. There has also been legal action against several of us, used as a bullying tactic aimed at 

silencing. Some of that legal action is still ongoing.  

 
45 As Colombian scholar Prof. Arturo Escobar commented, Eurocentrism believes it has the 

ultimate right, not indigenous people, to determine structure and function.  

 
46 Finally, this is not, and never has been, about stopping anyone from selling or using kava. It is 

about safeguarding our Pacific cultural keystone species, grounded in over 2,000 years of 

knowledge, from misrepresentation, exploitation, and appropriation.  
47 If it is not kava as defined by Pacific traditional knowledge, then it is simply a ‘product containing 

Piper methysticum’. Call it what you like — just don’t call it kava. 

 
48 If we fail to act, we risk repeating history, with another kava ban and 

devastating consequences for Pacific farmers, communities, and economies. 

 
49 QR code for slides. 
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