Emerging Pacific Leaders’ Dialogue 2006

Study Tour Group 3 

Fiji (Western Viti Levu)

A Region at the Crossroads

Fiji is one of the South Pacific’s best-known tourist destinations - a country characterised by the warmth of its people and climate, natural beauty, and relaxed lifestyle.  However, it is also a country on the cusp of transition, where economic, environmental, political and social paradigms are increasingly being challenged, and at times struggle to adapt to evolving global and domestic demands. This is the Fiji which EPLD 2006 Group 3 sought to gain an insight into during our week-long study tour to the island of Viti Levu. Our 11 member group visited numerous study locations representing a range of interests, including both primary and service industries, the non-government sector, social and community development, and political and cultural interests. 

Our site visits demonstrated that there are many and varied threads to the tapestry of Fijian life. It became increasingly clear through the week that governance is the frame on which this tapestry is woven. No aspect of economic, social, cultural or political life is untouched by the operations of contemporary governance, particularly government and bureaucracy, which themselves intersect and sometimes conflict with traditional cultural governance processes. Our conclusion is that through stronger more inclusive governance Fiji will best realize its considerable potential – and that this possibly holds true for the whole Pacific region.

Within the overarching EPLD theme of ‘navigating our future together’ our observations and reflections were guided by the individual group sub-theme of ‘a region at the crossroads’.  This sub-theme emphasizes the importance of options and choices in the future of the region, and the need for leaders and community members alike to take informed decisions with long-term considerations. Some of these decisions will concern economic issues; for example, determining how to manage primary industries effectively, while developing a sustainable and balanced approach to emerging service industries.  In Fiji’s case the challenge of reconciling the existing social role of the ailing sugar industry, its diminishing economic significance, and opening market space for newer industries such as bottled water and pine represents a key ‘crossroad’.  This crossroad must be navigated with consideration of evolving services industries, and the critical importance of ensuring the benefits of this economic growth are enjoyed broadly.  

We saw significant inequalities in the life opportunities and living conditions in Fiji and many of the people we spoke with indicated that this inequality is increasing, that it is often economically based and is exacerbated by the politicisation of social issues such as racial differences and gender inequalities.  Despite this, we also saw examples of economic and social issues being tackled successfully when grounded in participatory processes.  The best example we observed was an environmental initiative that brings together resort operators, local communities, landowners, and a non-government organisation (NGO) to work towards environmental sustainability of the lagoon system, upon which these stakeholders rely. This example highlights that stakeholders will work together when there is understanding that their own interest is best served through cooperation.

As noted above, governance is the central linkage which binds and mutually influences all other aspects of life in the region. Our observations were that governance weaknesses currently constitute a significant constraint to successful navigation of the ‘crossroads’. For example, the inexorable change in international trade arrangements will challenge the viability of some established industries, some of which may be unable to compete in a globalised market-place, but on which large sectors of the population nonetheless rely for their livelihoods. A key example of this problem for Fiji is the deflating sugar industry, where the highly favourable purchasing arrangements enjoyed by Fiji in exporting to the European Union (under which sugar producers have received between two and three times the open market price), will be phased out from 2007. Planning for the inevitable transitions is being hindered by the complex and changing dynamics of traditional landownership arrangements concerning the cane farms, and failures of government and governance processes to resolve these issues. Site visits and discussions with stakeholders indicated that there is a conflict between the interests of the traditional landowners, who are principally indigenous Fijians, and the cane farmers, who are often Indian Fijians and who lease the land. Many leases are due for renewal; since 1997 approximately 7000 leases have been reviewed, but only around 3000 have been renewed, and only 20 percent of those to sitting tenants. This is highly problematic for the cane farmers, who have sometimes tenanted the same piece of land for several generations and often have few other options for income generation, in addition to anxiety about losing the personal connection which they have developed with the land. 

This situation is further complicated by the circumstances of the cane cutters who still harvest cane in the traditional way. These people experience highly unstable and poorly remunerated work conditions, with work ebbing and flowing according to the season, and a minimum wage of approximately F$35 a week. Consequently there is a high incidence of poverty, of which we saw evidence, and which becomes a self-perpetuating inter-generational cycle as the cane cutters are unable to provide support and education for their children. The lack of resolution in this situation is due not only to its practical complexity, however, but also to the politicisation of racial characteristics of the different stakeholders. Fiji’s electoral system tends to encourage voting on (racial) community lines, and as a result, politicians often practice wedge politics, highlighting and reinforcing the conflicting interests of their constituents.

We further considered evidence that local or national governance may paradoxically be undermined through overseas aid and development assistance subsidizing activities which are typically primary areas of government concern. For example, we visited a community NGO which is funded largely through aid, principally from New Zealand and Australia, and whose staff are a mix of Fijians and foreigners, including volunteers. This organization provides services in a range of areas, including education, youth development, prisoner rehabilitation, micro-credit investment and basic business practice. However, it was evident that the problems the NGO seeks to address are beyond the scope of its funds and expertise, and as such solutions are unlikely to be sustainable in the longer term. In the interim, however, the pressure on government to take responsibility is lessened. This is not to suggest that aid for such projects ought not to be provided, but rather that resolutions achieved through good governance and sustainable management practices would ultimately be more helpful. This pattern was repeated at other sites, and constitutes an area of concern not only for Fijian people and government, but also for donor countries. This is especially pertinent when reference is made to the Pacific 2020 report (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006), and other individual country policies and programmes on aid, which highlight the importance of building independent political, social and economic capacity.

Having observed some of the challenges which confront contemporary Pacific communities, we sought to draw our findings together into a coherent articulation of what the future may offer to assess how best to navigate towards it. The Pacific 2020 report (op cit) suggests three potential scenarios, explained as the ‘doomsday’ scenario, the ‘muddling-on’ scenario, and the ‘growth’ scenario. The third scenario clearly represents the most desirable option for the Pacific’s future, and our experience in Fiji suggests that improved governance practices are the key to achieving this. Our observations demonstrate that governance outcomes are more positive when grounded in an inclusive, participatory approach.  Despite the evidence of current weaknesses in this area, we were encouraged by signs of a strong organic capacity within the community sectors and to some extent the business and political sectors for open practices, in which a wide variety of interests are acknowledged and accommodated. For example, a national multi-party Cabinet has recently been introduced as an attempt to ameliorate the effects of divisive political practices, by having members of the opposition party, as well as the Government, represented in the national Cabinet. Although this system appears to be experiencing some teething problems, it represents a realization that the previous system was not practically representative, and a real effort is being made to ensure the best interests of Fijian people as a whole are the prime concern of policy-makers, rather than the conflicting interests of certain population segments. 

There is further evidence that some sectors of the business community are adopting a more participatory approach. For example, we visited a pine business, one of Fiji’s emerging industries, where the landowners are not merely passive rent collectors, but rather work actively alongside the business owners in managing the operation, even to the extent of engaging in contract work. As a result, there is a wider group of stakeholders who have an interest in the safe, effective and sustainable operation of the plantation, and the benefits of this were evident. In contrast, we also visited a sugar mill, at which governance practices were highly complex, hierarchical and less inclusive, and this appeared to correlate with some important problems we observed concerning occupational health and safety, quality control, and overall industry viability.

It was interesting to note that the sugar mill, like other enterprises we visited that were experiencing considerable difficulties, was directed through the public sector. During the week it became increasingly evident that where Fiji has embraced private sector investment, and opened government monopolies, outcomes have been much more positive.  It could be argued that the Fijian economy is now of a size that will attract the level of private investment required, however, these changes may represent evolutionary movement towards better governance, where it is recognized that in a broader economic and social structure, past public micro-management approaches are impractical and need to be adapted.  

Environmental concerns were another area in which there were encouraging signs of increased attention to good governance. Gold mining is an important long-term contributor to the Fijian economy, and while there are some environmental regulations governing the operation of mines such as the Emperor Gold Mine which our group visited, overall industry practice is managed by the Mineral Resources Department, which has other immediate priorities. However, a new Environment Act has recently been passed by Parliament which would allow the Environment Department much greater authority to intervene in mining operations.  While the provisions of the Act will take time to implement, this represents a positive development in ensuring environmental issues are given appropriate attention. It is further worth noting that the managers of the mine we visited were open about their need, and willingness, to make improvements.  

A highlight of the study tour was a visit to the Hilton Special School, which provides education for children with hearing impairment and/or physical disabilities. This experience reinforced our observations of other training and education institutions that education itself is held in high regard.  Good governance relies on people understanding and being able to implement both their rights and responsibilities in political, cultural, economic and social contexts, and the innovative ‘values education’ programme being delivered to children at the school was a clear indication that there are measures in place to prepare the coming generation to expect and implement high standards of personal and civic behaviour, that will no doubt affect the quality of and approach to governance.

It is interesting to note that not only will education be critical in the development of better governance in the longer-term, we also observed that cooperation in education is a particular regional strength. For example, the University of the South Pacific provides training and information relating to a wide variety of interests to people both within Fiji and in other Pacific countries, and facilitates communication and interaction between countries and communities.  If this regional education cooperation could be harnessed to particularly emphasise the values and leadership required for good governance, we believe that much could be achieved.

Our findings demonstrated that there may be rough economic and social waters ahead, particularly where traditional industries and economies must adapt to both emerging domestic industries and the challenges of globalization. It was also clear that effective, transparent, inclusive and responsive governance practices can be the rudder with which to steer through these currents.  There are many challenges, particularly the difficulties of harmonising traditional and western governance structures.   But there are encouraging signs demonstrating the capacity and desire of people in the Pacific region to build on their unique strengths to develop good governance processes.

The rudder of good governance is not only essential to navigate towards our future together, it is also critical to developing a collective vision of what that future should be.
Bula!
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