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Samoa 

Community wellness through people and culture

Samoa is often referred to as the crown jewel of the Pacific, not only because of its pristine and safe environment, but also due to its socio-economic progress relative to other Pacific island economies. Samoa consists of two major islands Upolu and Savaii.  The capital Apia is located on Upolu which is the smaller but more developed island of the two. Samoa has a GDP estimated at $US408million, an economy which is growing at 5% per annum and a per capita income of $US2,200. Samoa also has significant social capital and strong cultural traditions which provide the basis for many social and economic initiatives. In 2004, Samoa’s population was 181,000 of which 33% were young people under the age of fourteen (Pacific 2020). Samoa has also been adept at doing things “Fa’a Samoa” or the Samoan Way, which has limited inappropriate development. In a country where the official motto reads: “Samoa is founded on God” Christianity and the Matai (Chief) system provide important sources of authority. Samoa is also a country which attempts to use 100% of its human resources with women participating equally in most sectors. For instance, in the public service 52% are female whilst 31% of CEO’s and 35% of Assistant CEO’s are women (Dr Fa’amausili CEO Public Service Commission). Women’s committees play a significant role in economic development at the village and national levels. Despite Samoa’s economic success, the country faces a serious epidemic of obesity related diseases. 

Economy

The economic success of Samoa has been attributed to several key factors: a rigorous and effective reform process during the 1990’s coupled with visionary and inspired leadership, a stable government and the social cohesion provided by shared language, religion and culture. The Strategy for the Development of Samoa has provided a framework for economic reform resulting in significant service delivery improvements, better financial management and a stronger economy. The reform was implemented in stages and addressed human resources, financial systems, budgets and legislation. Strategies included a national wage freeze, a ban on overseas travel by public servants and the placement of CEO’s on performance contracts. In addition, small business promotion has been boosted through the establishment of innovative financial supports such as micro credit and small loan business guarantee schemes operated through the Samoan Business Enterprise Centre (SBEC). Other initiatives by NGO’s such as Women in Business Inc. have strengthened the economy by building capacity and generating employment for rural and urban women producing high-value products for niche markets. 

Tourism is a key contributor to Samoa’s economic growth, at approximately 18% of GDP. Tourism comes second to remittances as a source of foreign exchange and generates employment and income for many village communities in rural areas. Against expectations, income received from remittances by Samoans overseas continues to grow but the sustainability of this in the future will be a question that Samoa will have to address. The Samoan government has been successful in creating favourable market conditions to attract manufacturing and value-adding industries. For example the Yazaki Plant employs approximately 2000 people 70% being young women and contributes 8% to GDP. Samoa has also demonstrated an ability to quickly recover from natural and social disasters which impact on economic production. Samoa has also introduced micro-reforms to assist families with cash-flow management for example pre-paid electricity cards called “cash-power”.

Education and Employment

Samoa has been very proactive in developing its education system. The colonial model imposed by missionaries is being replaced by the more holistic “Fa’a Samoa”. Samoa has a 99% literacy rate and students learn in Samoan from kindergarten to year six. Samoa has embraced gender equality throughout the schooling system and women make up half of all university graduates. NGO’s such as the Samoa Association of Women Graduates (SAWG) play a vital role in promoting women’s education. 

Like many other nations in the region, Samoa suffers from a shortage of skilled workers, trained professionals and technical specialists. Whilst the National University of Samoa (NUS) and the Samoan Polytechnical College are currently merging to improve accreditation and access to vocational education and training, in reality a significant proportion of tertiary education is currently sourced overseas. On the other hand, Samoa is in a strong position to address some regional skills shortages and help navigate a brighter future for all Pacifica with the proposed Australian vocational training centre.  
Unemployment and partial employment are still significant problems particularly in rural areas. In 2004 the youth unemployment rate for males was 4% whilst 16% of youth had withdrawn from active participation in the labour market (Pacific 2020). Similarly, there is an identified trend for qualified workers to go to Australia, Aotearoa (NZ) and other developed countries seeking better employment opportunities. The government has recently implemented a significant wage increase for the public sector to combat this challenge. Whilst some companies such as Yazaki state that they are paying above the minimum wage in an attempt to retain skilled workers, other anecdotal evidence suggests that a significant number of private sector employers are paying less than the minimum wage of $US0.90 per hour. In Samoa the workforce is not heavily unionised and low-skilled workers are vulnerable to exploitation. Additionally informal sectors include some family enterprises, which are not necessarily subject to government control (Fa’a Samoa).  

Environment

The Samoan concept of wellness through people and culture is clearly demonstrated in Samoa’s management of environmental assets. Traditional structures such as the women’s committees at the village level have kept Samoa’s land, air and water clean. Over the past ten years Samoa has improved waste management practices and now boasts of two sanitary landfills on Upolu and Savaii. Samoa uses biodegradable plastic bags and non-biodegradable bags are banned. The government is also exploring innovative ways of re-using plastic waste for example in the construction of park benches. In the private sector, the Electric Power Company is currently trialing two cars fuelled by bio-fuel manufactured from a blend of 85% coconut oil and 15% kerosene. 
The main Samoan environmental issue is deforestation. A significant proportion of deforestation has occurred due to logging and agricultural practices by local villages to meet basic economic needs.  At the same time, customary land tenure which affects 82% of the country has limited larger scale economic development and environmental exploitation. Simultaneously to signing several international agreements relating to environmental protection, Samoa has begun to develop local capacity in environmental management, Environmental Impact Assessment and sustainable development.  

Historically vulnerable to natural disasters particularly cyclones and volcanic activity, Samoa has a demonstrated ability to respond and recover quickly.  Samoa’s vulnerability to the economic and social impacts of natural disasters would be reduced by increased technical capacity and monitoring of natural phenomena. 

Other issues impacting future growth and community wellness include water resource management, threatening invasive species and the development of natural resources. Future investment in solar power and other sustainable energy resources also has the potential to insulate the economy against the threats posed by rising fuel prices and climate change.  

Arts, Culture and Tourism 

Fa’a Samoa has ensured that traditional culture has remained strong in the face of the challenges presented by colonization, religion and modern influences. It provides a governing framework which allows Samoans to flexibly embrace change whilst retaining their values, family ties and cultural traditions. Some of the Samoan cultural traditions that provide a basis for unique tourism experiences and the development of a cultural economy include Siva Afi (Fire Dance), kava ceremonies, fales, Fia-Fia’s (dance shows) and traditional cooking. In the capital of Apia, Siva Afi is a successful business built around preserving and promoting the tradition of fire-dancing.  Whilst the Samoan Women in Business Network has revived the traditional fine art of mat weaving commanding a high-value export business. 

Samoa has several unique competitive advantages as a tourist destination. These are: political stability, security from terrorism, unspoiled natural environments and thriving cultural traditions. Future market niches include up-market resort tourism, eco-tourism, adventure tourism and family holidays. Although the tourism industry is relatively young, it is clearly thriving at the grassroots level, with government and business support for new market entrants. Sustained investment in tourism infrastructure and training and skills development for hospitality workers will ensure that the industry continues to grow in future years. At the moment, Samoa is preparing to host the 2007 South Pacific Games. This event will bring up to 5000 visitors and provide an opportunity to showcase Samoa’s tourist attractions.  

Health and wellbeing

The Samoan ideal of community wellness through people and culture is reflected in successful health promotion initiatives. Women’s committees and church groups are used to effectively implement health promotion campaigns in partnership with NGO’s and government. The current life expectancy for men and women is 73.65 years (Pacific Magazine Almanac 2006). However there is a lack of essential health equipment, trained medical professionals, allied health workers and specialists. Another challenge is presented by the fact that Samoan medical graduates and health workers are being lured overseas. Samoan doctors with five years post graduate experience are paid $US9,000 in comparison to their Australian counterparts who are paid $US60,000 per annum. Key issues affecting the health and well-being of youth include sexual activity, juvenile crime, youth suicide which is declining and access to education (Youth at the UN 2005). Youth participate in all sectors of the economy and youth groups are organized around sports or churches which contribute to well-being. 

HIV/AIDS

Samoa’s response to HIV AIDS has been intelligent and pro-active with the government contributing approximately $US1.45million towards the fight against HIV/AIDS. The Samoa AIDS Foundation (NGO), has lead efforts supporting people infected and affected by HIV/AIDS. It works collaboratively with churches, women’s committees and schools to promote AIDS awareness through performing arts for school and village audiences. This work has proved effective with very low official rates of infection. However, increasing tourism presents a potential threat. The Pacific Aids Foundation also warns about the under-reporting of actual rates of infection due to cultural and health access issues. 

Obesity-related disease

There is a building epidemic of obesity-related disease in Samoa. One in two are morbidly obese, one in four have diabetes, one in five have cardio-vascular disease (STEPS Survey 2002). The government is responding to this serious epidemic with a combination of community health promotion campaigns at the village level and investment in the first operational dialysis machines in the Pacific. 

Conclusion

Samoa has achieved community wellness and growth by adapting aspects of the Fa’a Samoa to meet the challenges of the modern world. Literally “Ole manuia a se Fa’alapotopotoga, Nu’u po’o o se Atu nu’u e mafua mai I tagata ma le latou aganu’u” means community wellness is achieved through people and culture.

For our study group these experiences reinforce our own beliefs in navigating our futures together by drawing on the strengths of our Pacific peoples and cultures.  
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