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Emerging Pacific Leaders’ Dialogue 2006

Study Tour Group 4 

Fiji (Eastern Viti Levu) 

Our Journey through the Fiji Islands

In this case study, we have adopted Professor Ian Lowe’s model as the basis of our analysis.  The future of the Pacific region will depend on the sustainability of our environment, our natural resources, our well-being and our people and the growth of our economies.
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The Canoe, the Navigator and the Elements

Future leadership in the Pacific region can be illustrated in terms of the Canoe and the Navigator.  

The Canoe represents the Pacific region.  

The Navigator is seen as the leader and the mastery of navigation as leadership.  A navigator is defined as “a person engaged in setting the direction of a vessel”. 

The Elements symbolise the internal and external factors influencing the direction and speed of the Canoe. Such factors include the tide, the currents, the weather, the winds and also the stars which guide the course of the Canoe.  These factors are likened to the issues we have to deal with in our societies. 

Our Study Tour 4 to the Fiji islands will discuss these issues which are categorized into the following sub-themes and through these sub-themes we will examine the overall theme of multiculturalism.

Fiji’s Canoe

Multiculturalism

For Fiji to navigate a safe passage towards its desired future, government, judicial, military, educational and religious leaders need to paddle steadily and respectfully together to ride out the waves of dissension, regarding culture, religion and race, that could potentially sink this canoe. Whilst multiculturalism is recognised in the Fijian Constitution, cultural tensions often arise in the decision making process and it is evident from Fiji’s political history that tensions can result in societal instability. The racial differences are present in the voting segregation, land ownership restrictions and labelling of people according to ethnicity. There is a need for a whole of nation paradigm shift to calm the race-based stormy seas. 

A challenge for Fiji is to maintain its cultural heritage and identity as globalisation continues to impact small island states in the Pacific. Additionally, as religion plays a vital role in Fijian society - Christianity being the dominant religion in Fiji – promoting inter-faith dialogue is also an important pathway to embracing cultural harmony. 

Economic Development

The winds of globalization are blowing many challenges and some new opportunities for the Fijian economy. The Fijian economy is currently in transition between traditional and modern practices. In the global market, the Fijian economy has proven vulnerable.  Fiji’s Balance of payments in recent years have widened with imports outweighing exports.  Gross Domestic Product growth has declined in recent years.  Fiji’s economy is supported by the sugar, tourism, fisheries, remittances, timber and other industries. Fiji’s government and private sector are striving to build economic output by utilising specialisation and differentiation, most particularly in the tourism sector.  Fiji’s natural landscapes, tropical climate, and the world-famous hospitality is a unique and special attribute to the Fiji Islands.

Whilst Fiji is still one of the most developed and industrialised Pacific nations, proactive partnerships through government initiatives like the Fiji Investment Corporation Limited are now encouraging a shift from public sector to private sector investment.  There have also been successful examples of integrated investments encouraging village based enterprises.

Economic leaders recognise that globalisation poses both a threat, but also a potential opportunity.  Fiji and other Pacific nations will not be able to compete in the open global marketplace, where countries such as China are able to do it better, faster, and at a lower cost.  Globalisation gives Fiji an opportunity to utilise its strategic capabilities to provide specialised products to niche markets where it can maintain competitive advantage.  Examples such as Spices of Fiji, Pure Fiji, and Fiji Pearls show that specialisation into niches can be successful.  Downstream process or adding value to commodity based exports is also another opportunity which globalisation provides.

Being competitive in a global marketplace will pose a number of issues for Fiji.  Improvement in infrastructure, technology, legislation and labour productivity through education and training is pivotal to Fiji’s success in economic development. 

Regional Co-operation & Infrastructure

Fiji has strategically embarked on positive developments to overcome some of the challenges it is facing, and in doing so has entered into many regional agreements of which one in particular is the SPARTECA agreement aimed at the export of garments to Australia, New Zealand and Hawaii.  There is a high concentration of urban development in Fiji, however in the recent years the semi-government FICL has encouraged investment in more rural and northern isolated islands through relaxation of foreign investment regulations as well as providing funding for capital infrastructure.  It is anticipated that when the investments take off, it will assist in curbing urban drift, unemployment, urban squatter settlements and ease pressures on urban amenities and utilities. 

Good Governance

Governance in Fiji is based on the Westminster system which is complemented by the traditional chiefdom decision making processes.  It is a multi-racial nation with 50 % of its population being Indigenous Fijians and the balance being Indo-Fijians and others.

Fiji’s Parliament comprises of 71 members in the lower house and 32 senate members. In the current Parliament there are only two members of the opposition. All members of parliament are voted along racial voting system to facilitate fair racial representation. The judiciary system in Fiji is independent and from time to time calls on the assistance of Australian and New Zealand judges in the higher courts. There are higher rates of incarceration among the Indigenous population compared to Indo-Fijians. The official view now is to take preventative measures to deal with crime in general and explore avenues, including employment creation, to counter such incidences of crime among Indigenous Fijians.

Stability, Security & Strengthening Communities

Whilst Fiji is largely seen as being a safe and law abiding nation, there are certain issues that may pose a threat to stability and security in Fiji. The Fiji Police Force (FPF) is diligently increasing its capabilities in surveillance and control of trans-national crime such as drugs, arms, and human smuggling, money laundering and fraud. On the domestic front, change management and adoption of technology have been a major part of the police reform to facilitate institutional capacity building to maintain law and order and be better prepared to assist in times of crisis. Similarly, FPF under new leadership, is aiming to dissolve the public perception of power, and to pro-actively regain the trust of the community.  

The Republic of Fiji Military Forces (RFMF) has a holistic understanding of issues concerning Fiji as a nation. Of particular concern is the racial imbalance within the military forces, where 95% are Indigenous and the remaining 5% are Indo-Fijian and other races. The RFMF recognises the economic and social damage which was caused from past coups, and have set a five year strategic plan for the security and well being of the country.  Its leaders were empathetic and stated that systems have been implemented to ensure that there will be no repeat of past events, and that the RFMF will not sway from its duty to serve the government of the day, and the people of Fiji.

Encouragingly, there is an increased awareness of the benefits of strengthening community capacity from the ground up by many leading bodies, including both the public and private sector, educational institutions, and armed forces. Whilst culture and traditions prevail and community maintains respectful decision-making by the appointed chiefs, there is acknowledgement of the value of including modern thinking and the voice of educated younger people in what is quietly labelled “respectful disobedience”. Overall, there is a proactive commitment to ensure national security and stability in Fiji. 

Environment, Health, Education and Science

Education is the key to bringing about changes and opportunities for people of the Fiji Islands to enhance quality of life and prosperity for the nation. Institutions such as the University of the South Pacific, Montfort Boys Town and the Hilton Special School are great examples of increasing racial equity and access at all levels of education. The University of the South Pacific places a strong emphasis on skills formation among people in the Pacific region and offers a flexible delivery to people in rural areas in Fiji and other Pacific nations.

An additional factor crucial to social and economic progress is the health of the Fijian people. There is an increase in HIV cases resulting from the lack of awareness of condom use, unsafe sex practices, prostitution, as well as the cultural taboo associated with sex, significantly affect the wellbeing of individuals, families and communities in Fiji. Lifestyle diseases are also prevalent in Fiji due to the lack of nutritional education and physical exercise. Thus the challenge for Fiji is to increase promotion of preventative health measures. 

It is evident that there is neglect and overexploitation of natural resources driven by economic development.  The immediate challenge for Fiji is to better manage its environmental assets, including attention to recycling and waste management, in tandem with economic growth, ensuring sustainability for current and future generations.  

Lessons Learnt from Our Journey

The challenge for canoe navigators is two-fold.  Ensure the canoe is well maintained to strong and sturdy enough for the journey, but also be aware of the elements which will affect the path. In plotting the canoe’s journey through the elements and into the future, Navigators must firstly ensure the sustainability of its resources, the well being and development of its people and communities, and the development of its economy. The real challenge for Fiji is to strike a balance between the ecology, society and economy.

We have learnt that to be good leaders, we need to appreciate and respect people’s differences. We need to celebrate our differences and identify our strengths. This will be the basis for formulating strategies to move forward today and tomorrow. Thus as leaders of the Pacific, we need to “Know the Way, Show the Way and Walk the Way”. 
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