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Abstract

are now coming into the open as gov-
ic and international pressures 1o attend
1o the Millennium Development Goals and address local cx’ewelc‘apmen‘-1r
tal needs. Unfortunately the problems of the mzngratiﬁs ]}??’ ni; j}oun
much space on the national agenda on poverly in .F iji. Fiji's Me c{z:;
sian and Rabi Island minorities are two such 'mmarit.y cammm;: e
that have faced increasing poverty for a !olng time. This p;pter St:))el
that the welfare positions of these two specrﬁc groups ari;el ’is mcoi iz ly
different from the rest of Fiji. They hcjwe :wgn{ﬁcalﬁrly igher poverty
rates, while their leaders are after distinctive solutions.

Poverty issues in the Pacific
ernments come under domest

INTRODUCTION

es between the rich and the poor have

i ial dispariti
Economic and social disp ades. This has hap-

i i i ieties i few dec
risen dramatically in all societies in th§ pe‘tst ecade _
p:ned while global wealth increased significantly n this period _(IBRD,
2002; 2001). The economic conditions of many developing countries cog-
tiuue,to worsen as they fail to grow due to various problems. These prob-

: i tries.
lems vary widely amongst developing coun L . Apart from
ic Island nations, Fiji is unique. Apa
From amongst the Pacific ic disparity, there are

i ati i d economi
spatial variations 1n poverty level§ an i .
rsany ethnic minorities that have distinct economic and social problems

of their own. Poverty issues in Fiji are often analyzed in the context of in-
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ter and intra ethnic variations (UNDP, 1997). The smaller minorities such
as the Rabi Islanders and Ni Solomoni groups are often left out from the
broader welfare debate (see for instance UNDP, 1997; Government of
Fiji, 2003; 2005). Media attention on poverty amongst these communities
is also negligible, thereby keeping the problems of these communities
away from public gaze.

There are three specific reasons for such a state of affairs. Smaller
minorities lack political voice and leverage. They also do not have ade-
quate representation within the media fraternity to raise awareness. These
are compounded by the lack of expertise within these communities to ad-
dress or voice their problems.

The Ni Solomoni settlers are descendants of Solomon Islanders
brought to Fiji during the pre-colonial labour trade in the Pacific; their
origin here is pre-indenture (early to mid-1800s). Today an estimated
10,000 descendants of these foreign workers reside in 40 different settle-
ments in the country of which 15 are in the greater Suva area. The Ni
Solomoni community is one of the poorest communities in Fiji. They are
the worst affected people in terms of ownership of land. As a result of this
most of them lack the ability to sustain their livelihood in the long-run
(NACCSC, 2003; Halapua, 2001). The community has faced frequent
displacements over a long period of time (Halapua 2001)." As a result of
this and lack of access to land, a high rate of poverty is observed among
the community members.

The Rabi Islanders, on the other hand, are relatively more estab-
lished spatially. Most of them live on the Island of Rabi. They are de-
scendants of Banaban people who came to settle on the Island after being
displaced from Banaba (Ocean Island) by the British in 1945. Ocean Is-
land was nearing an environmental disaster due to uncontrolled phosphate
mining. The pioneer group of 1,003 Banaban settlers arrived on Rabi Is-
land on 15 December 1945 (Kituai, 1981). While many Rabi Islanders
have moved to other parts of Fiji, most continue to live on the island.

The incidences of poverty among these two communities, however,
have different causes as they live under different circumstances. Rabi Is-
land is geographically isolated, thus separated from the major economic
centres and economic activities. The Ni Solomoni community, on the
other hand, is closely embedded in the mainstream economy of Fiji. Yet
they are distinctively poorer than the other communities they live with. In
the case of Rabi Island, most of the educated classes have left the Island

! The community’s history of displacement from one place to another has been de-
scribed by Halapua (2001).
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for better opportunities elsewhere. The small population size also makes
it impossible for the market to function adequately on the island. This pa-
per examines the extent and nature of poverty in these two communities.

Methodology

Two different datasets are used in this paper. While both the data-
sets emerged from sample surveys, data for the Ni Solomoni community
was collected in May 2004, while that for Rabi Islanders, was done in
April 2005. The research for the Rabi Islanders involved surveys of 30
households in four villages - Uma, Tabwewa, Buakonikai and Tabiang -
of the Island. This includes a settlement of approximately 5,000 people.
The survey involved personal visits to the households by the enumerator.”
Respondents were interviewed face-to-face using a structured question-
naire. The questions captured selected indicators such as education level,
employment type, household income, wage level, food and clothing con-
sumption, land ownership, health care and other expenditures. The re-
search was endorsed by the governing authority of the Island, the Rabi Is-
land Council. Respondents were cooperative and enthusiastic.

Similar methodology was used previously for the Ni Solomoni
community.” This survey included 42 households. The interviewees were
cooperative, confident and enthusiastic in their responses. The survey was
well received and endorsed by the community leaders, who requested co-
operation with the hope that the research could bring them some benefits.
The survey areas were: Kalekana in Lami, and Marata, Vataleka, Wai,
Tobaita and Koio in Wailoku. These are the major Melanesian settlement
areas around Suva.

Definition of Poverty

Poverty may be defined on the basis of intensity and level of depri-
vation. The two main concepts that are often used to describe poverty are
‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ poverty. Absolute poverty represents a minimal
living standard specified in terms of nutritional level, clothing, and the
like that can be measured on a money scale (Anand, 1983). Relative pov-
erty is a comparative indicator.

The poverty levels of the Rabi Islanders and the Ni Solomoni com-
munity could not be measured using any specific yardstick as there is no

2 The enumerator was the second author of this paper. He is fluent in Banaba.
3 The enumerators for the Ni Solomoni community survey were the third and fourth
authors of this paper.
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i r the ities. Instead, levels E)f depriva-

e da{? av?i?l;rﬁls til; ?:Ztig:nn;ltj::n There are Scit:nt[ﬂ(l)cf ms\t,zggi
R i b imum nutrition levels necessary to be oul. pedma_
s L o ‘set’ or ‘acceptable’ minimum for clot nngt,ed iy
T A I IS;S Poverty is, ultimately, a socially coqstruc i é)alth
B nele f'consumption of food, clothing, education ia; e
e 1‘3\’; 2 socially satisfactory in one country, or socz—l mﬁ;r- e
e Yegafdlﬁ' : be regarded as socially unacceptable ;;; fl) e
e r?}?: notion of relative poverty. Ar}atnd (_1 )83 i
e borders i defines poverty in terms of prevailing 11v1ngeerl eimor
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overt
t repott on the incidence of absolute povertggt/ata:;iﬁ; area};
Recetlld be as high as 30% in urban areas ar}d ; 302) et
Pt Couem of Fiii, 2003, 2005)." Barr and$1;l4a12%u (e 07 plocel
Oty I 5t a hou,sehold income of 20p 198 b :
e i - the
POVBI‘WS:;T;)B;’? ;:jrl ‘iezk for 1998. They estimated that 25-30% o
and at :
i referenced
i ci inet Sub-Committee report, 1€
! Gee also the Natio_{l'al Adwsogy Council Cabinet >u
as Government of Fiji (2003: 10).

agricultural scam in 2001 has caused lots of negati
tem and the civil service generally. A cyclone in 2
loss of property in the northern district. The gradu
prices from 2008 will have a severe effect on peopl
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population was in poverty and an additional 25%
2002. They attributed urban poverty to the declining wages in the formal
sector, expanding informal sectors, and systemic exploitation of workers,
a view that is supported by Kumar and Prasad (2002).

For the early 1980’s, Stavenuiter (1983) found that there were more
poor households in villages than in settlements but also that most poor
people living in squatter settlements in urban areas faced relatively high
cost of living as they had fewer opportunities to supplement their income.
He also found that in urban areas, unemployment was higher amongst
ethnic Fijians than amongst Indo-Fijians. He also argued that poverty in
Fiji was linked to declining real wage rates and emp

loyment, and the ab-
sence of a credible social security system for the poor and unemployed,
According to the 2002 Household Income and Expenditure Survey

(HIES), approximately 28% of households were in poverty (Government
of Fiji, 2005). This compares with the rate of 25% on the basis of the

1991 HIES. The poverty level for the rural sector was estimated to be
much higher - at 36%

for all groups. Analysts argue that the level of des-
titution has also worsened since 1991 as a result of a number of events
that affected the Fijian economy (Kumar and Prasad, 2004; Government
of Fiji, 2003; Walsh, 2002; and Barr 2003).*

Poverty data, as given above, is often cited by politicians and ana-
lysts, though more often in the context of ethnic appeal (Barr 1990; Sris-
kandarajah 2003). The issue is often raised in national budget debates,
The following statements, for example, were made by the Minister of Fi-
nance and National Planning in his 2006 National Budget speech:

.-« In terms of national population, the incidence of basic needs
poverty is estimated to have affected 28.2 percent of the popula-
tion as a whole (up from 25.5 percent in 1990/91). Amongst Fiji-
ans, the rate of basic needs poverty incidence is estimated to have
been 29.5 percent in 2002/03 compared with 27.7 percent in
1990/91, and to have been 28.5 percent amongst the Indian popu-

was vulnerable to it in

‘ The following are cited as the adverse development that contributed to the loss of

carnings for the people in Fiji and eroded the general confidence of people: Cyclone
Kina (1993); National Bank of Fiji scam (1994); commencement of the expiry of land
leases (1997); drought (1997/98); financial scam involving the Commodity Develop-
ment Fund allocation of over $60m (1998); 20% devaluation of Fiji dollar (1998);
floods (1999); and terrorist uprising and political instability (2000-01). A large-scale
ve publicity for Fiji’s political sys-
003 caused significant damage and
al withdrawal of preferential sugar
€’s income in the following years.
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Jation, down slightly from the 31.0 percent recorded in 1990/91.
. There has been a notable increase in poverty in the rural areas
where the average ... incidence amongst the rural population ap-
pears to have inereased from 24.3 percent tO 36.4 percent. Rural
poverty appears to be more widespread amongst Indian house-
holds (37.2 percent) than amongst Fijian households (24.5 per-
cent). In the urban areas, the highest levels of urban poverty Were
recorded, where about 32 percent of households, living in settle-
ments, Housing Authority housing, and urban village areas, Were
living below the poverty line (Government of Fiji 2005: 32).

There is often a constant reference to the two major ethnic groups in
discussions about poverty in Fiji; minority groups have often been left out
of the analysis. More generally, the smaller minorities do not even get
due mention in official statistics; an example of this is the 2002 HIES Ur-
ban household analysis (Fiji islands Bureau of Statistics, 2002; 2003).

Ethno-political analysis of poverty intensifies around national elec-
tions and political crises (Sriskandarajah, 2003; Premdas, 1993; and
Prasad et. al. 2001). The post—ZOOO, military backed government for in-
stance, highlighted economic grievances of indigenous Fijians and in-
digenous Fijian poverty, o provide subtle justifications for their right to
power and decision-making. The ethnic issues featured prominently in
parliamentary debates during 2001-6. Political posturing is nothing new
in Fiji, with ethnic nationalism having a firm root in Fiji’s recent history
(Robertson and Sutherland, 2001; Sutherland, 2000; Cameron, 2000,
1987; Baba, 1997, gutherland, 1992; and Kumar and Prasad, 2004). What
the posturing does, however, is to lift the public profile of the issues.

The persistent focus on poverty amongst ethnic Fijians and ethnic
Indians, has been considerably detrimental to the minorities in regards t0
resource allocation and addressing their problems. While for political
purposes, there have been some token responses to the economic plight of
the minorities (sce, for example, Government of Fiji, 2003 for a discus-
sion of the prevalence of poverty amongst them) overall, there has not
been any sustained focus on poverty amongst the minority communities,
nor has the public been provided with concrete figures on poverty rates.
The case of Ni Solomoni and the Banaba communities is a glaring exam-
ple. The lack of any serious literature on poverty amongst these commu-
nities is a major handicap.S

e ——
5 gee Horowitz (1985), Cramer (2003), and Lichbach (1989) for discussions of con-
flict resolution dynamics, and Horscroft (2002) for 2 discussion of inequality and con-

flict in Fiji.
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Poverty amongst the Ni Solomoni

Employment and Earnings

All heads of households i i
-— s in the Ni Solomoni com i
]Z%a‘;fegllglzii::r;]t. Sb}?utdSO%, however, were in low ?gglgibssuﬁ?ﬁ
ehold heads were either f: ' '
- ' r farmers or involved i i
tion wptr)?l(:::se T;;?; an income. 24% of the household heads ere 1:02221@
ness, and 355/0 Woe haFI other blue-collar job, 5% were in shoeshine b];l;:
g s ki an;e é?hzf’hz';:lglpayinkg engagements, like artisanal fish-
TS0 T _ work. 17% were in white- ;
meitgd lél tiled(-‘:d‘ucatlon sectgr. Most household incomes1 in?:asruJO?S’
o Wailolz raditional or subsistence farming. A majority of those lpp' .
cropsiat thlé :g;t;e‘rgent earned additional incomes from selling su1V11r111g3
settlement whic}fliseoﬁrt}t]he :100&! muniCipal HHNes, Reapls Kalerlfana
] es .
T S S— ore, depended more on fishing for their sup-
T .
from ;;gfmlalp;z;]qe? the household income data; incomes include those
duction directly cgggjrsr; igollwv}?r, ihese dopmop NCIYer diesyuELopts
ed by the households. Th
Of S. e data h
the households had weekly household incomes less thali 3?1\:)?5 fhat 207

Table 1: Household Incomes, Ni Solomoni Community

Average Income ($/week) No.of HH  Percent

23 8 19

9 21

81 11 26

105 10 24

140 1 2

145 1 2

187 1 2

196 1 2

In Fiji i
to be the gcl)lfirl}t;nl?r?m%ieve] of $132 per week for a family of 5 is taken
households fell bel e (Barr 2003). On this basis, 93% of the Ni Solomoni
ernment of Fiji (20((])‘;V e Pover?y line. On the other hand if the new Gov-
about 95% o fjth N ) poverty line is used, which is about $147 per week
Mosj: ] he ouseholds would fall below the poverty line ’
of the households had a single male income eamer‘. The over-








