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ABSTRACT 

Fiji has occupied a unique position in the social, political and economic landscape of the South 

Pacific region, particularly in the 4 decades following independence. However, the country faces 

mounting developmental challenges, compounded by the complications of its own political 

instability and developments in neighbouring countries. This research poses the central question: 

Given recent global and regional developments, what are the perceptions surrounding Fiji’s 

future as a diplomatic and economic hub for the Pacific?  

This research addresses the above question by exploring the influences in people’s perceptions of 

Fiji’s regional standing, its historical origins, contemporary and future implications. The ‘region’ 

as defined here refers to member states of the Pacific Islands Forum, excluding Australia and 

New Zealand. The economic (international trade and investment) and political (diplomatic 

relations) sectors form the focus of the research, which draws from a literature survey and 

personal interviews with fourteen key informants from within the aforesaid sectors across Fiji, 

the Pacific and globally. Interviews were then analyzed in relation to the research questions. As 

the research involves socially constructed views, the social constructivist approach was 

employed, which gives primacy to the meanings and significances people lend to the situations 

they observe.

The literature survey discussed hub-related schools of thought including the central placement 

theory, network society theory, game theory, new economic geography perspective and 

theoretical framework of megacities, evaluating their relevance to Fiji’s regional position. 

Interviews confirm that Fiji’s history of coups from 1987 to 2006 has lent the country a 

reputation for political instability but informants maintain the country continues to offer better 

living conditions in terms of personal security, good infrastructure, an urbanized, well-qualified 

workforce as well as communications and transport connectivity. Informants pointed out Fiji’s 

political instability fails to discourage international organizations, aid agencies and enterprises 

from establishing regional operations centres in the country post-2006. Yet despite the positives 

in Fiji’s favour, nothing is certain. The continuation of Fiji’s hub role depends on the ability of 

its people – and particularly its leadership – to adapt, overcoming barriers of distance, culture 

and politics, and evolving continually with the inevitable changes of today’s globalized world. 
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Chapter 1 Fiji’s Hub Status in a Changing World 

1.1 The Research Problem 
Over the past 40 years Fiji has occupied a unique regional position socially, politically and 

economically. However, a puzzle is presented by the mounting developmental challenges Fiji is 

facing, compounded by the developments in its neighbouring countries (World Bank, 2012) and 

the considerable complication posed by Fiji’s continuing political instability (Hayward-Jones, 

2011a). The central question of this research is: Given recent developments throughout the world 

and the region, what are the perceptions surrounding Fiji’s future as a diplomatic and economic 

hub for the Pacific?  

Basic education indicators have dropped considerably since colonial times and literacy rates are 

stagnant or falling in some cases (Wood and Naidu, 2008). The introduction of new, more 

affordable and further-traveling air carriers and the opening of new routes to and from other 

Pacific countries such as Papua New Guinea have also had an impact on the hub status of Fiji’s 

airports (Barta and McDonald, 2009). The military coup of 2006 and the ongoing rule of the 

military regime have strained diplomatic relations, constraining Fiji’s access to international aid 

and support for the betterment of local infrastructure, basic services and civil society (Hayward-

Jones, 2011a). Fiji has been suspended from the Pacific Islands Forum and thus largely excluded 

from regional trade negotiations. Despite general support from the Pacific Island community, 

Fiji’s diplomatic relations, especially with its closest developed neighbours Australia and New 

Zealand (pp. 4-6), more recently with Tonga (Paligaru, 2011), and occasionally the United States 

(Cooney, 2011), have undergone particularly stressful periods. 

Fiji has responded to its challenges by seeking new international allies and has paid great 

attention to building on its relationship with Asia, notably the People’s Republic of China (Tarte, 

2011). This line of response has been called the ‘Look North Approach’ (Ministry of 

Information, 2012). Regional countries for the most part acknowledge that the political influence 

of Fiji remains significant (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2010a). Headway has been made 

towards counterbalancing exclusion from the Pacific Islands Forum at the sub-regional level, 
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with Fiji currently chairing the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG) sub-regional grouping. The 

MSG comprises the four largest South Pacific economies – Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, Papua 

New Guinea and Fiji – and the Eminent Persons Group tasked by the MSG to consult for and 

develop a relevant vision for the MSG is led by Kaliopate Tavola, Fiji’s former Minister for 

Foreign Affairs (MSG Secretariat, 2013). The country has convened a number of high-level 

meetings with Pacific national leaders, beginning with the 2011 ‘Engaging with the Pacific’ 

forum, which began as a response to Fiji’s exclusion from the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders 

Meeting and has since evolved into a fixture on the regional calendar now called the Pacific 

Islands Development Forum (Fiji Government Online Portal, 2012). Beyond the Pacific, Fiji is 

currently Chair of the Group of 77 (G77) and China, a significant international grouping (Online 

Editor, 2012). The national economy remains one of the more diverse in the region, but is facing 

weak growth at best due to rising poverty, low investment and high debt levels (ADB, 2011). 

This research will delve specifically into perceptions regarding two of the aforementioned 

dimensions of Fiji’s hub status – the diplomatic and the economic. In the political dimension, 

this research will explore the diplomatic relations affecting Fiji’s regional standing. With regards 

to the economic dimension, the impact of foreign trade and investment in Fiji’s position will be 

examined. 

1.2 What’s the Rationale? 

Research into Fiji’s regional hub status, its historical origins and the local and regional 

implications of Fiji’s role for the present and future is important for many reasons. Firstly, given 

Fiji’s key role in the region, a deeper understanding of the impacts of political and economic 

changes on Fiji’s hub status is of consequence – not only for Fiji itself but also with regards to its 

Pacific island neighbours. While the primary purpose of this research is to explore perceptions 

regarding the future, the past and present will be briefly considered to add context to the findings 

where possible. 

Secondly, whilst issues of regional and global hierarchies have prompted a variety of studies into 

this phenomenon in more populous, and contiguous land masses such as Europe, Asia, Africa, 

and the Americas; by comparison the hub concept in the Pacific remains under-addressed in this 

regard. Though there is growing attention to address this paucity of information by studies 
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commissioned by regional institutions including the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 

Secretariat of the Pacific Community, Asian Development Bank (Mafi, 2009; Pacific Islands 

Forum Secretariat, 2010) and others for example, much work remains before it is sufficiently 

covered. Research has also been conducted surrounding the core-periphery paradigm’s 

applications to Fiji (Sofer, 1987), but this is outdated and lacks a regional outlook.

Ultimately one asks: ‘If Fiji is a hub - so what?’ The impetus driving this research is the 

inevitability of change - new technology, changing political circumstances and social issues, as 

well as progress in other Pacific Island nations, have challenged Fiji’s “hub” status. It is 

anticipated that this research will shed light on whether Fiji still plays a central role in the 

contemporary regional landscape. This research aims to re-evaluate Fiji’s “location” (literally 

and figuratively) on the Pacific map. It is targeted towards assessing the perceptions regarding 

what impacts contemporary developments will have on Fiji’s future as a regional hub. 

It is anticipated that this research will provide a glimpse into the future of Fiji’s political and 

economic position in the Pacific, highlighting the perceptions and schools of thought 

surrounding the existence of hubs and the implications in the case of Fiji. 

1.3 Filling in the Background 

Historically, Fiji has been at the forefront of the South Pacific region in its social, political and 

economic developments. Over time Fiji has earned the reputation of being the “hub” of the 

region, the center of activity in terms of transport, communications, political decision-making 

and foreign investment. The country’s regional “hub” status has long been touted by academics, 

politicians and investors (Fiji National Provident Fund, 2008; Firth, 2001; Leffer, 2000; Walsh, 

2010a, 2010b).

References to Fiji as the regional “hub” can be traced back to pre-colonial times when “ocean-

going canoes” were the principal mode of transport between the Pacific Islands (Yee, 1991, p. 

3)1. The 19th century British diplomat W.T. Pritchard (1865, p. xiv) noted the “intermixture of 

Samoans, Tongans and Fijians” in Fiji, indicating the country’s early role as a cultural crossroads 

������������������������������������������������������������
1�Fiji was found to be abundant in various resources and the interactions with other Pacific peoples is credited for the 
country’s unique blend of Polynesian and Melanesian cultures and traditions (Yee, 1991). 
�
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of sorts. Contact between the three groups spans over millennia, for reasons encompassing 

politics and trade (Brison, 2001; Spurway, 2002)2. As explorers arrived and sources3 of 

international trade were established, Fiji’s status as a hub” became further consolidated (Yee, 

1991, p. 3). 

According to Yee (1991), Fiji was chosen as the site of an international airport in the late 1950s 

and by the 1960s, the Nadi airport had developed to become the South Pacific’s civil aviation 

hub. Today Nadi Airport, with its modern facilities and international flight routes, is referred to 

as the “Pacific’s hub of aviation” 

(Pareti, 2003, p. 1). The former 

Air Pacific, now the Fiji-owned 

Fiji Airways, is one of ten 

international airlines operating out 

of Nadi International Airport 

(Airports Fiji Limited , 2014). 

Fiji’s central position in the 

region’s political administration 

was underscored in colonial times 

with the establishment by the 

British of the Western Pacific 

High Commission, headquartered 

in Fiji (Fortune and Lal (Eds.), 

2000). The Commission was 

established to oversee the interests of the region’s British colonies and Fiji’s governor served as 

its high commissioner and consul-general. Fiji’s political role continued through the era of 
������������������������������������������������������������
2�A prominent trade source between Tonga and Fiji was the Fijian wood known as ‘vesi’, which Tongans especially 
preferred for the building of canoes (Spurway, 2002). Fiji, Tonga and Samoa also share significant cultural practices 
such as the ceremonial preparation of ‘kava’, a traditional drink. The ‘kava’ ceremony is considered “the most 
honoured feature of the formal life of Fijians, Tongans and Samoans” (Stanley as cited in Brison, 2001) and is 
conducted to mark occasions of birth, death, marriage, the installation of a new chief and other important events.  

3�Sandalwood and beche-de-mer were prominent trade commodities in the early contact period. 

A flight route map for Fiji Airways (formerly Air Pacific), showing 
a range of domestic, direct and codeshare flights. [Online image] 
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independence with the involvement of Fijian political leader Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, who led 

the establishment of what is now known as the Pacific Islands Forum (Keith-Reid, 1992). The 

Forum is arguably the region’s most significant political entity and while its leadership is rotated 

throughout the region, its Secretariat is based in Fiji.  

Aside from the region’s preeminent political organization being based in Fiji, other regional 

institutions such as the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC), South Pacific Tourism 

Organization (SPTO), University of the South Pacific (USP) and the Fiji School of Medicine 

(FSMed) are either based in Fiji or have a significant presence in the country. Consequently, Fiji 

also plays host to a substantial number of regional and international expatriate workers, students 

and migrants.  

At the time of undertaking this research, approximately 21 diplomatic foreign missions were 

based in Fiji, 14 United Nations offices (many of which are regional offices), and the country 

had High Commissions, embassies, consulates and other strategic representations in 14 

countries4 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs & International Cooperation, 2012). Fiji-based foreign 

missions include the Australian and New Zealand high commissions, the United States and 

French embassies as well as the Delegation of the European Union to the Pacific. International 

civil society organizations such as the Fiji chapter of Transparency International (TI Fiji) and the 

regional arm of World Wildlife Fund (WWF South Pacific) are also based in Fiji. 

Economically, Fiji also serves as a site for the regional operations of international businesses. In 

the early 20th century, the country was observed to serve as a “commercial centre for Fiji, Samoa 

and Tonga” (Hedstrom, 1930, p. 953) due to the fact that the principal trading companies of 

Burns, Philp (South Sea) Co., Ltd., and Morris Hedstrom, Ltd., had their registered offices in 

Fiji5. This trend continued to the end of the 1900’s and in comparison with its regional 

������������������������������������������������������������
4�Fiji has also established diplomatic ties with United Nations (UN) members including Brazil, Russia, South Africa, 
and others (Garrett, 2011; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2012; AAP, 2013). �

5 At the time, the actual control for Burns Philp was based in Sydney, however with Morris Hedstrom, control was 
based in Fiji (Hedstrom, 1930). Burns Philp was acquired by Courts (Fiji) Ltd. in 1998 and is now known as Courts 
Homecentres, while Morris Hedstrom has been acquired by the Carpenters Fiji Group (fully owned by a company 
incorporated in Australia, with the ultimate parent company being MBf Holdings Berhad, a public company in 
Malaysia) and is currently Fiji’s largest wholesale and retail organization with supermarkets and homemaker outlets 
nationwide. While actual ownership and control may be based elsewhere, the location of office headquarters in Fiji 



6�

neighbours, foreign manufacturers such as Nestle were happy to locate their regional enterprises 

in Fiji and the country was declared the only one with “the resources, infrastructure and people 

power” to capitalize on trade agreements with Australia, New Zealand and the European 

Commission (Keith-Reid, 1992, p. 71).  

Despite the uncertainties6, Fiji continues to enjoy a relatively vibrant and diverse economy and in 

2010 has “set itself a series of ambitious socioeconomic goals to become a regional business 

hub” (Walsh, 2010b). According to Walsh (2010b), Fiji is at the regional forefront in terms of 

trade negotiations, infrastructural development as well as tourism, having an established 

international reputation as a holiday destination. According to the Asian Development Bank 

(2007), Fiji’s more open access to air routes means it enjoys increased services at lower fares 

compared to many other Pacific island countries and “is well served by international shipping 

routes” (p. 68). Fiji’s influence in the region’s economic landscape remains apparent as 

academics and diplomats readily acknowledge the Pacific’s dependence on Fiji as a 

“transportation and trade hub” (Brien, 2010).7

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
does hold some strategic importance for local and regional operations. See 
http://www.carpenters.com.fj/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=14&Itemid=26 for details.  

6�Despite its many distinct advantages placing it at the crux of regional development, Fiji faces many challenges. 
Regional and international trade agreements have changed, concluded or are being negotiated. New flight routes 
have been established, as well as new technologies for connectivity and production. New possibilities and modalities 
have arisen in education and training. The mass migration of skilled people from Fiji following the coups of 1987, 
2000 and 2006 is well documented. Additionally, the country has grappled with poverty. In an analysis of the Fiji 
Islands Bureau of Statistics Household Income and Expenditure Survey for the period 2008-2009, University of the 
South Pacific economist Professor Wadan Narsey noted an increase in rural poverty from 40 to 43 percent (Hill, 
2010). While figures for urban poor show a reduction, Professor Narsey (as cited in Hill, 2010) stated that this could 
very well rise in the year to come, with up to a third of Fiji citizens living in poverty by next year. Dr. John Fraenkel 
(as cited in Hill, 2010) of the Australian National University also pointed towards short term factors such as 
government spending in the wake of natural disasters such as this year’s cyclone and the heavy discounts imposed in 
the tourism industry leading to an insignificant change despite the increase in tourist arrivals.�

7�Vanuatu’s Ambassador to the European Union Roy Mickey-Joy, in a radio news update for ABC Radio Australia 
(Mickey-Joy as cited in Dorney, 2010), referred to Fiji as a “very, very significant player within the ACP [African, 
Caribbean and Pacific group of countries) circle”. In the same update, Chris Noonan of the Pacific Institute for 
Public Policy was quoted as saying, “A lot of small islands depend on Fiji as it’s a transportation and trade hub” 
(Dorney, 2010). In 2009, Fiji’s exports (domestic and re-export) totaled FJD$1.25 billion and the country 
maintained a positive balance of trade with other Pacific countries including French Polynesia, Tonga, Samoa and 
Vanuatu. Fiji’s domestic exports in merchandise trade in 2009 amounted to FJD$894.8 million and service trade 
credits totaled FJD$1.571 billion. Travel and transportation feature highest on Fiji’s service trade credits, worth 
FJD$866.5 million and FJD$586.5 million respectively (see http://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/Releases/FFF2010.pdf for 
details). On the air transport front, Nadi International Airport handles more than 25 international flights and 12 
domestic flights daily and as of 2009, over 13,000 aircraft movements annually. Around 1.2 million international 
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1.4 Fiji in Regional and Global Affairs: The Significance and Implications of Fiji’s 
“Hub” Status 
The existence of hubs, their importance and their implications on a country’s development 

presents a research topic of relevance around the globe. Countries such as Singapore and the 

United States of America and regional blocs like the European Union enjoy global “hub” 

statuses, occupying a “central and most important part of a particular place or activity…where 

things happen and important decisions are made” (Hornby, 2005, p. 758)8. Scholars often refer to 

such entities as occupying “core” positions in the world’s economy, while countries with less 

central roles occupy the “semiperiphery” and “periphery” (Clark, 2010, p. 1123). 

The importance of occupying a “core” position has always been emphasized, with studies 

showing the social, economic and political problems faced by non-core countries (Bollen, 1983; 

Bollen and Jackman, 1985; Clark, 2008; Kick, 1987; Kick and Davis, 2001; Nemeth and Smith, 

1985; Nolan, 1983; Snyder and Kick, 1979 as cited in Clark, 2010). According to these studies, 

being at the “hub” or the “core” of the regional or global landscape seems the defining feature of 

a successful country, a position pursued for its endowments of economic success, improved 

social standards and greater political stability and influence, characterized by cost-effective 

access to resources and proximity to decision-making bodies and entities.  

From a regional perspective, this holds special significance in today’s changing world. 

International trade agreements applying to regional countries such as the Cotonou Agreement 

have changed or concluded, new travel routes have been established, as well as new technologies 

for production and transport. New opportunities have also arisen in terms of education and 

training. Despite its many distinct features placing it at the focal point of regional developments, 

Fiji still faces many hurdles9. As these issues will ultimately affect the livelihoods of citizens (of 

Fiji and the region), the research topic being proposed could uncover some pertinent insights into 

the dynamics involved in Fiji’s hub status and how it relates to its regional neighbours. 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
passengers moved through the airport that same year (see http://www.airportsfiji.com/gallery/pic/annual2009.pdf for 
details).  
�
8�Features of “hubs” include having high international profiles, benefiting from numerous foreign trade relations and 
exerting a strong influence on decisions made worldwide. 
9�Refer to Footnote 6. 
�
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In ‘Development Policy in Small Countries’, Selwyn (1975) highlighted the perceived 

disadvantages suffered by smaller nations like Fiji. These included: being “more likely to be 

clients of bigger countries” rather than vice versa, having weaker internal integration, being more 

dependent on foreign aid, having smaller economies in relation to multinational corporations 

they deal with and enjoying little influence on markets they sell to (p. 10). Selwyn also posed a 

counter to the argument, stating that the notion of dependence has “no operational significance” 

in the analysis of small country problems (p. 13). This called into question the whole perception 

of smaller island countries such as Fiji being at a disadvantage.

The more pertinent issue, according to Selwyn, was “what cards do small countries have to play 

and how can they best play them”. Selwyn emphasized that rather than focusing on dependency 

issues, “an examination of the methods of bargaining open to small countries” would be the more 

productive pursuit. Size, whether referring to physical area, population or productivity, is not 

fixed but rather is “an outcome of a particular process”10 (p.13).

Viewing Fiji’s regional prominence through this perspective, one can appreciate that historical 

factors such as size and location cannot be considered in isolation. Taking into account the latest 

technologies, processes and advancements, this study aims to situate Fiji amongst Pacific island 

countries, identifying the “cards” Fiji has played in attaining its hub status and some of the 

current “bargaining” prospects for maintaining or expanding on its position. 

Lending support to Selwyn’s statements are East and Prescott, who acknowledged “the need to 

revalue a state’s location as techniques of production and war change” (East & Prescott, 1975, p. 

66). This research is positioned to assess what impacts contemporary developments have had on 

Fiji’s regional position and what implications this may have on the country and its Pacific 

neighbours. By examining relevant literature and conducting interviews with key informants 

from various social, political, financial, regional and international organizations located in Fiji, 
������������������������������������������������������������
10�Selwyn maintained that small countries could “change the rules of the international game” (Selwyn, 1975) and 
overcome perceived limitations through “timing, sequencing and manipulation…to perceive or create…[and] to 
exploit a multiplicity of little openings and opportunities” (Best, 1966; as cited in Selwyn, 1975). Examples Selwyn 
(1975) cited of situations where countries overcame their size limitations included the oil-producing OPEC countries 
and Malta for its expansion of options as a strategic base. A contemporary correlation may also be drawn to 
Singapore, a country that is small in land area but has established itself as a hub in many respects, including 
manufacturing which has been enhanced by the country’s association with the ASEAN regional community (UB 
plans Singapore hub for ASEAN foray, 2003). 
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this research will re-examine Fiji’s centrality in the Pacific, exploring how things have changed 

and their repercussions. 

A prime example underlining the significance of this research is the issue of the regional trade 

agreement called the Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations (PACER) Plus. In 

today’s globalized world, countries are increasingly grouping themselves into trading blocs in 

order to lobby for more favourable terms of trade and to maximize their bargaining position as a 

collective.  

PACER-Plus is intended to be a treaty involving Forum Island Countries (FICs) and Australia 

and New Zealand, proposing regional free trade and economic integration (Dorney, 2010). The 

proposed agreement is currently in negotiation stages, which have recently become laden with 

setbacks, many of which have been attributed to Fiji’s lack of involvement in talks due to the 

country’s ongoing suspension from the Pacific Islands Forum11. Dorney (2010) asserts that as the 

terms of the agreement are important for all island countries, as the “second largest of the island 

economies after Papua New Guinea”, many Pacific governments “rely heavily on Fiji for a range 

of reasons” and therefore there is waning interest in negotiations without the country’s 

involvement.  

The Vanuatu Ambassador to the European Union (EU) has said that Fiji’s significance extends 

beyond the Pacific and into the wider ACP region and the EU bloc, even more so than the 

Pacific’s largest economy Papua New Guinea, making Fiji a “big player in Pacific/ACP/EU 

relationships” (Mickey-Joy as cited in Dorney, 2010)12.  This was further supported by a Chief 

Trade Advisor to Pacific Island Countries, who said “for some [Pacific] countries, Fiji is…their 

link to the outside world…[as] an economic…business and communications hub for the region” 

(Noonan as cited in Dorney, 2010).

������������������������������������������������������������
11�Fiji was suspended from the Pacific Islands Forum in May 2009 after Pacific Island leaders met in Port Moresby, 
Papua New Guinea to deliberate on Fiji’s progress since the 2006 military coup. The leaders expressed 
disappointment in military regime leader Commodore Frank Bainimarama’s failure to return the country to 
democracy after the coup (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2009).  
�
12 Following exclusion from certain levels of Pacific ACP meetings since the 2006 military takeover, Fiji returned 
fully to all levels pf Pacific APC meetings in November 2012, following the deliberation and support of Pacific ACP 
leaders (Komai, 2013). Noteworthy in this development is the arrival at this decision by Pacific ACP leaders without 
the influence of Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat executives – Fiji remains excluded from the Pacific Islands Forum 
post-2006, as highlighted by Komai (2013). 
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Coupled with concerns from island leaders that the Forum is increasingly driven by Australian 

officials with no serious efforts for “proper engagement of island governments” (Dorney, 2010), 

Fiji’s exclusion from the PACER-Plus talks is worrying for Pacific neighbours. In such an 

instance where regional interests are intertwined, it is apparent that island governments view 

Fiji’s involvement as key to achieving a desirable outcome for all parties (particularly FICs) due 

to its “hub” status.

Fiji’s significant role as a Pacific island country is widely documented and this thesis aims to 

address gaps in literature by consolidating the experiences, knowledge and perceptions of key 

informants regarding Fiji more specifically as a regional hub. The global dialogue continues on 

the existence of hubs and this research is focused on addressing the dearth of up-to-date 

information relating particularly to hub networks in the Pacific. For a more profound insight, the 

scope of the research has been limited to selected aspects of the political and economic 

dimensions of Fiji’s hub status – specifically diplomatic relations and international trade and 

investment. At the very best, it is hoped that the thesis findings will contribute to a heightened 

awareness of regional networks and relationships. As the PACER-Plus situation illustrates, such 

an understanding could be a factor in enabling Pacific Island countries to better engage in 

collective and individual decision-making on issues of political and economic significance, 

specifically in the areas of diplomatic relations and foreign trade and investment. 

Research into Fiji’s regional hub status, its historical origins and implications for the present and 

future is important for many reasons. Firstly, given Fiji’s key role in the region, a deeper 

understanding of the political and economic impacts of Fiji’s centrality has implications not only 

on the country itself but also on its Pacific neighbours.  

Secondly, whilst issues of regional and global hierarchies have prompted a variety of studies into 

this phenomenon in more populous, and contiguous land masses such as Europe, Asia, Africa, 

the Caribbean and the Americas; by comparison the hub concept in the Pacific remains under-

addressed in this regard. Though there is growing attention to address this paucity of information 

by studies commissioned by regional institutions including the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 

Secretariat of the Pacific Community, Asian Development Bank (Mafi, 2009; Pacific Islands 

Forum Secretariat, 2010) and others for example, much work remains before it is sufficiently 
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covered. Research has also been conducted surrounding the core-periphery paradigm’s 

applications to Fiji (Sofer, 1987), but this is outdated and lacks a regional outlook. 

1.5 Situating the Researcher 

After mulling over various research topics, the prospect of re-evaluating Fiji’s regional “hub” 

status became intriguing because as a Fiji citizen who grew up traveling around the region, I was 

aware from a young age that Fiji occupied a unique position in the Pacific in terms of its 

development experiences and the composition of its population. While the Pacific remains a 

developing region with countries facing varying challenges, from my observations Fiji exhibits a 

relatively lesser degree of disadvantage amongst Pacific island countries in terms of its 

infrastructure, basic services, sociocultural landscape and diverse economy.  

Having lived all over Fiji and now studying at the University of the South Pacific in Suva, I 

appreciate the capital city’s growing modern and metropolitan nature and this is especially 

evident among the university population. While cultural pride and awareness will always have a 

place, in today’s world of globalization the value of a regional identity and an appreciation of 

one’s place amongst regional neighbours cannot be taken lightly. Finally, like many young 

people I enjoy thinking critically about commonly held attitudes and perceptions. It is practically 

taken for granted that Fiji is the “hub” of the South Pacific. Being able to investigate this to see if 

it holds true in the contemporary context should present many interesting lessons.  

Finding out exactly what set Fiji on its development path and where it stands in the continuously 

shifting regional landscape is an intriguing mission, one that will doubtlessly continue to be 

revised. Regardless, I feel that the lessons learned would be useful for countries all over the 

South Pacific in terms of presenting important learning opportunities for nation-building and 

regional cooperation across the South Pacific. 
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1.6 Social Constructivism as a Philosophical Approach 

Social constructivism is based on the premise that objectivity in collecting data can rob data of 

its essential quality by ignoring the meanings and significances that people lend to the situations 

they observe around them. While scientific researchers prefer to be as objective as possible, 

social constructivists believe a researcher can never be truly objective and if they were to try, 

such forms of data collection would be “dehumanizing and inappropriate” (Hayes, 2004, p. 197).  

The social constructivist approach has been selected because this research acknowledges that 

Fiji’s position as a “hub” is more than just a physical evocation. It is also something that has 

been socially constructed through people’s experiences, perceptions and behaviours. An essential 

part of this research involved the consideration of the interviewees’ understanding of a particular 

situation as opposed to imposing an external interpretation on them (p. 197). This meant that in 

each interview, it is “the recipient’s understanding which must be taken as the more valid in 

exploring the social construction of knowledge which is taking place” (p. 211).

This approach addresses the research objectives by drawing from two main sources that reflect 

socially constructed views – literature and personal interviews. In examining these viewpoints, 

the research aims to explore the influencing factors in people’s perceptions of Fiji’s regional 

standing, its historical origins as well as contemporary and future implications.  

1.7 Setting the Boundaries 

This research encompasses the standing of Fiji’s status within the South Pacific region. For the 

purpose of this study, countries included in the definition for ‘South Pacific region’ will be those 

located within the geographically defined area of the South Pacific Ocean (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2012), with the inclusion of other countries that are members of the Pacific Islands 

Forum (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2010b)13. This will exclude Australia and New 

Zealand, the two French territories of New Caledonia and French Polynesia as well as the United 

States territory of American Samoa. Overall, the region being considered in this research will 

include Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, Tuvalu, Wallis and Futuna, 
������������������������������������������������������������
13�Member countries of the Pacific Islands Forum are often referred to as Forum Island Countries (FICs). 
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Tokelau, Samoa, Niue, Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, Federated States of Micronesia, the Cook Islands, 

Republic of the Marshall Islands and Tonga.

The research focuses on two sectors in Fiji – international trade and investment (the economic) 

and diplomatic relations (the political) – while employing a two-pronged approach. Firstly, 

documentary research was employed in an attempt to include as many pertinent references as 

possible to the theoretical frameworks that surround hubs and the economic and political 

dynamics behind Fiji’s standing within the region. In relation to the research objectives, the first 

component serves to outline some of the theories regarding hubs that are pertinent to Fiji’s hub 

status. Secondly, interviews were conducted with key persons with mid to senior-level work 

experience in diplomatic and economic fields. This was undertaken to meet research objectives 

by providing insight into their perceptions regarding Fiji’s political and economic status within 

the region in the areas of diplomatic relations, political influence, terms of trade, and foreign 

investment. 

The documentary research component of the research had already begun as part of the proposal-

writing, while the interview component commenced in late 2010 continuing into mid-2011. It 

was envisioned that approximately 20 key persons would be interviewed from within the areas of 

international trade and investment (economic) and diplomacy (political). Ultimately 14 

individuals were interviewed. The feedback from the interviews was then analyzed in relation to 

the research questions.

1.8 The Method 

First, documentary research was conducted to compile data and information on the existence of 

hubs and their relevance to Fiji and the South Pacific. The current economic and political 

situation of Fiji and their implications in relation to the country’s regional position were 

examined in the literature. Findings from the documentary research will also inform the 

questions in the interview schedule (Refer to Appendices B and C) with the selected key persons. 
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Second, up to 20 key persons were to be interviewed in a semi-structured fashion as part of the 

research, 10 each selected from the sectors of political relationships (diplomacy) and economics 

(international trade and investment).  The interview schedules were semi-structured, based on the 

research questions but also varying according to the experiences and expertise of the key 

informants. 

1.9 Sampling Procedures 

A combination of quota and stratified sampling was used to select key persons to be 

interviewed. In quota sampling, the characteristics of the population relevant to the study are 

discovered by the researcher (Hayes, 2004). In this case, the broader characteristics being 

studied are those who have had experience working in the tourism and diplomacy sectors in Fiji 

and/or throughout the South Pacific. Therefore the two main populations being studied are the 

two afore-mentioned sectors. As articulated by Hayes (2004), the stratified sampling aspect 

comes into perspective because it involves separating the population into strata. In this case, the 

strata will be defined by the level of seniority reached in employment within one’s respective 

sector and the years of relevant experience. The participants sampled will, ideally, currently be 

in or recently have been in senior positions in either diplomacy or tourism, having worked in Fiji 

and/or in the region. Efforts will also be made to achieve a reasonable balance according to 

gender, specific areas of expertise, years of experience and national origins of interviewees.

1.10 Characteristics of Key Informants 

Occupations
Key informant interviews were conducted between September 2010 and July 2011. The 14 

informants were from diplomatic, economic and regional development backgrounds, with 57.1% 

being from the diplomatic corps and 42.9% from the economic sector or regional and multi-

lateral organizations (Refer to Pie Graph A.1). At the time of the interviews, the key informants 

were all employed in their positions ranging from mid-level to senior-level posts in their various 

fields, employed in diplomatic missions (both regional and international), regional 

development/economic organisations, and international donor agencies.
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Pie Graph A.1: Occupations of Key Informants (%) (N=14) 

Gender
A noteworthy characteristic amongst informants is gender, with only 2 of them being female, 

representing only 14.3% of key informants (Refer to Pie Graph 1.2, Chapter 4). This brings to 

the fore the issue of gender representation in the diplomatic and economic sectors, especially at 

senior official levels. By no means does this seek to exclude a diversity of gender perspectives or 

to deny that there are high-achieving females in the higher echelons of diplomatic and economic 

spheres, it simply sheds light on an existing representational disparity between women and men 

in middle to high-level positions of diplomatic and economic activities. 

Pie Graph A.2: Gender of Key Informants (%) (N=14) 

Citizenship 
Key informants were from backgrounds that were local, regional, and international. They were 

from countries including Papua New Guinea, Tuvalu, Australia, New Zealand, the United States, 

the United Kingdom, and the regions of Asia and Europe. 28.6% of the informants were Fiji 

citizens, 42.9% were regional citizens, while the remaining 28.6% were from international 

backgrounds (Refer to Pie Graph A.3). 
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Pie Graph A.3: Citizenship of Key Informants (%) (N=14) 

1.11 Analysis of Results 

The results were analyzed according to the mode of research employed and the type of data 

obtained. For the first component of the study involving documentary research, thematic and 

statistical analysis were used to identify the various themes that emerge from the literature and to 

put the statistical data into perspective. The second component of the study involved the scrutiny 

of the transcribed interviews, considering the socially constructed meanings that shaped the 

interviewees’ perceptions.   

1.12 Research Ethics 

This research will be carried out in accordance with the University of the South Pacific Research 

Policy.14 Accompanied by an introductory letter from the researcher and if required the 

supervisor, all participants will be fully voluntary and assured of the confidentiality of the 

information they provide. 

1.13 Chapter Outline 
The following chapters outline the theories and developments underpinning this research, 

beginning with the literature review in Chapter 2 detailing the global perspectives such as the 

world system theory and core-periphery paradigm, as well as regional perspectives on the history 

of organizations such as the Pacific Islands Forum and the Secretariat of the Pacific Community 

– organizations that have defined regional cooperation in the Pacific. Chapter 3 outlines the 

history behind Fiji’s position in regional and in global affairs, emphasizing past diplomatic and 

������������������������������������������������������������
14�See http://research.usp.ac.fj/index.php?id=107 for details. 
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economic hub ambitions and status. Chapters 4 and 5 discuss and analyze the results in depth, 

before findings are summarized and concluded in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 2 Links to Literature  

2.1 Theoretical Frameworks and Paradigms 

In light of the aforementioned perspectives on Fiji’s diplomatic and economic status in the region 

as well as the implications of its hub status, this literature review will discuss the research topic 

from four aspects.  Firstly, the global literature will be examined and critiqued on the theoretical 

frameworks and paradigms that surround the existence of hubs. Secondly, the regional literature 

with regards to Fiji’s role in regional diplomatic and economic relations will be discussed in 

order to derive some conceptual understanding and framing of the notion of a “hub”. Thirdly, 

perspectives relating to Fiji in particular as a hub will be elaborated upon. Finally, the 

significance of Fiji as a Pacific hub will be discussed with regards to its impacts on regional 

relations.

2.2 Global Literature Perspectives 

Global theoretical perspectives include the world system theory, the core-periphery paradigm 

(also referred to interchangeably as “metropole paradigm” or “satellite paradigm” ("Foreign 

dominance or," 2008)) and the hub theory. Frameworks that will also be more briefly discussed 

include the central placement theory, new economic geography (NEG)15, urban hierarchies16,

game theory and megacities17. These perspectives will be outlined, critiqued and evaluated in 

terms of their relevance to the research topic. This discussion and summary will, where possible, 

draw links to Fiji and the Pacific.  

These perspectives – emerging from fields as diverse as development, politics, economics, 

geography, transport and technology – make references to the inequality between countries in 

terms of prominence and importance has provoked much interest among scholars of various 

disciplines. The notion of countries and regions occupying “hub” or “core” positions on the 

world landscape continues to foster multi-disciplinary investigations, as academics attempt to 

������������������������������������������������������������
15�See Malul et al, 2009. 

16�See Moomaw and Alwosabi, 2007. 

17�See Saier, 2008. 
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make sense of existing global relationships. Before discussing the abovementioned frameworks, 

the world system theory, the satellite paradigm and hub theory will be highlighted foremost. 

2.3 The World System Theory 

Originating in the 1970s, Wallerstein’s world system theory sees the world as a single unit of 

analysis, comprised of countries in a series of relationships, forming an “interstate system” in a 

“capitalist world economy” (Garst, 1985, p. 470). While this paradigm emerged in the 1970s as 

“a new perspective on social reality”, Wallerstein (2004, p. 1) acknowledges that “almost no 

perspective can ever be entirely new”. According to him the world system theory’s 1970s origins 

can be more accurately considered as the first time the world was ready to take such ideas 

seriously or simply that it was then that the ideas were “repackaged in such a way that [made] 

them more plausible and accessible to more people” (p. 1). In fact, four debates in the social 

sciences during the period 1945-1970 laid the foundations for the emergence of the world system 

theory (p. 11). Firstly, the concept of the core-periphery was developed by the United Nations 

Economic Commission of Latin America (ECLA) (p. 11)18, revealing the disparity between 

states in the world trade network (Clark, 2010). Secondly, a debate took place amongst 

communist scholars regarding Marx’s concept of the “Asiatic mode of production” (Wallerstein, 

2004, p. 11), again highlighting the differences in production modes between states. Thirdly, 

there was a discussion among Western European historians about the changes that occur when 

states “transition from feudalism to capitalism” (p. 11), shedding light on phases of development 

in states and how they relate to one another. Fourthly, the debate about “total history” emerged 

and schools of historiography began to arise such as the Annales school in France and elsewhere 

around the world (p. 11), showing a more holistic way of looking at history in its entirety and 

moving away from hagiography and its “tales…of glorified monarchs or countries, including 

invented tales” (p. 4). 

Taking all these arguments into account, world-system analysis means “the substitution of a unit 

of analysis called the “world-system” for the standard unit of analysis, which was the national 

state” (p. 16). It is worthwhile noting that with the addition of the hyphen in discussing “world-

������������������������������������������������������������
18�Subsequently, the dependency theory concept was also elaborated on (Wallerstein, 2004, p. 11; Friedmann and 
Wayne, 1977, pp. 400-401). 
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systems analysis” and its two sub-categories “world-economies” and “world-empires”, this is 

meant to underscore that systems, economies and empires of the whole world are not being 

discussed here, but rather systems, economies and empires that are a world in themselves – 

“quite possibly, and indeed usually, not encompassing the entire globe” (pp. 16-17). World-

systems involve “a special/temporal zone” cutting across political and cultural units, representing 

an “integrated zone of activity and institutions which obey systemic rules” (p. 17). In this form of 

analysis, rather than reducing variables to their simplest forms, world-systems analysis requires 

that they be complexified and contextualized so as to “understand real social situations” (p. 19).  

In this sense, “world-systems analysis is indeed a grand narrative” (p. 21). Elaborating further on 

the two components of world-systems analysis – world-economies and world-empires – one 

must also consider the capitalist system.  

According to Wallerstein, the “world-economy and a capitalist system go together” because “the 

efficacy of the division of labour” is what is holding world-economies together, since they lack a 

unifying overall political or cultural structure. The capitalist system is characterized as 

“capitalist” because it gives priority to the “endless accumulation of capital”. It is this quality of 

“constantly expanding wealth” that the efficacy of the division of labour serves as a function of. 

The capitalist world-economy consists of seven components – the markets, firms that compete in 

the markets, the multiple states in an interstate system, households, classes and status groups.19

Markets serve as both concrete and virtual spaces in which individuals or firms buy and sell 

goods, while households are the primary socializing agents of the world-system, teaching the 

social rules by which people are expected to abide. In an interstate system, sovereign states in 

reciprocal recognition of one another assert authority over several areas of interest to them, 

including the commodities that cross their borders and what economic processes are 

monopolized and to what degree. (p. 24) 

At this point of discussion on the interstate system the notion arises of sovereignty and the ability 

of a state to assert its authority both within and outside its borders. According to Wallerstein, 

“sovereignty is more than anything a matter of legitimacy” and “in the modern world-system, 

������������������������������������������������������������
19�According to Wallerstein (2004, p. 24), these “status groups” (a label given to them by Weber) have also more 
recently been termed as the “identities”. 
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legitimacy requires reciprocal recognition” (p. 44). States in the interstate system within a world-

economy have varying levels of sovereignty and “the stronger a state…the greater its ability to 

enforce decisions concerning trans-boundary transactions” (p. 46) with the colonial state being 

“the weakest kind…with the lowest degree of real autonomy” (p. 56). 

In Volume 1 of his work titled ‘The Modern World System’, Wallerstein (Garst, 1985) 

articulated that the capitalist world economy's hierarchy of production sustains “the operation of 

'unequal exchange' which is enforced by strong states on weak ones, by core states on peripheral 

ones”. This initiates “the argument that "strong" states invariably took form in the core zone of 

the world economy” (p. 470). From this viewpoint, countries in the world system paradigm 

occupy different positions along the continuum from core to periphery of the world capitalist 

economy20.

Wallerstein and his followers present great insights into global relations, and the scholarly debate 

continues. The world system theory also highlights the role of capitalism and its exploitive 

undercurrents. With many relatively newly independent countries in the Pacific, Wallerstein’s 

framework does consider the implications of colonial powers on a country’s autonomy, an issue 

that holds special relevance in the region. The aspect of sovereignty and its repercussions on the 

ability of states to determine trans-boundary transactions is also of great importance for the 

Pacific, where geographically small islands with comparatively narrow economic bases must 

find a way to trade beneficially on the highly competitive global market. This includes the 

exploitation of natural resources in resource-based development involving forestry, minerals and 

fisheries (Dye and Harrison, 2008). In this vein, more attention could be paid to geographic 

features such as the availability of fertile land for agriculture, accessibility and other aspects of 

development such as technological advancements and social services, which are features 

������������������������������������������������������������
20�In more recent writings, Wallerstein also acknowledges that “world-economy” and “world-empire” are two 
separate world-systems (Gabriyelyan, 2005, p. 583), meaning a strong economic position is not directly linked to an 
increase in political strength or vice versa. Rather, the two variables interact and are "linked reciprocally because 
productive efficiency makes possible the strengthening of state and the strengthening of the state further reinforces 
efficiency” (Wallerstein as cited in Garst, 1985). Therefore the link between a country’s economic and political 
positions in relation to the core must always be considered carefully. [Other authors have also written about an 
“imperialist world system”].�

�
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involving the connectivity of Pacific nations to global economic markets as well as diplomatic 

relations globally and regionally. The world system theory lens, applied to Fiji in this research, 

could serve to clarify Fiji’s role in the regional and global trade of natural resources, with and for 

its Pacific neighbours, as well as on its own behalf.

2.4 The Core-Periphery Paradigm 

The core-periphery paradigm represents an overlap between world system philosophies and the 

work of dependency theorists such as Andre Gunder Frank, who observed a “development of 

underdevelopment” occurring outside areas such as Western Europe, North America and Japan 

(Friedmann et al, 1977, p. 400). This, Frank attributed to the relationships that had begun to form 

“among political-economic formations which were brought into being as capitalism expanded” 

(p. 400). Like the world system theorists, the core-periphery paradigm takes note of the spread of 

capitalism. However, Frank’s unit of analysis is “the relations between societies” (p. 401) that 

make up the world system rather than the system in its entirety. Dependency theorists see these 

relations as being “exploitative…simultaneously creating wealth at one of its poles…or the 

centre…and poverty at the other pole…or the periphery” (Amin, 1971, 1974; Galtung, 1972 as 

cited in Friedmann et al, 1977, p. 401).  

Such views have lasted into the present time with regard to the core-periphery paradigm, which 

is now denoted in many fields of study. Clark (2010), in a study on economic growth and 

mobility in the world system mentioned the importance of occupying a “core” position in the 

world economy. As stated by earlier academics, Clark refers to world system literature showing 

that “core and non-core nations travel along divergent economic trajectories”. This means that as 

core countries grow in wealth, non-core countries can only experience the opposite of growth. (p. 

1123)

The overlap here with Wallerstein’s world system theory lies in the dynamic of the world system 

theory and the mobility along the continuum from the peripheral to semi-peripheral to core. In a 

world system network, Wallerstein acknowledged that “there is something common to the 

whole” (Gabriyelyan, 2005, p. 584). By this, he was referring to the “capitalist world economy” 
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as the product of five components – “a combination of markets and firms in the market; multiple 

states within an interstate system; households; classes; and status-groups” (Garst, 1985, p. 584). 

With regards to the core-periphery paradigm - considering that Fiji has not attained the economic 

and political prominence to be considered a “core” nation - it therefore falls into the “non-core” 

category. Core-periphery literature deals with country relations on a global scale. However, the 

scope of this research is regional and from a regional perspective, with the reliance of regional 

nations on Fiji for its economic, communications, transport and other capacities (Dorney, 2010; 

Online Editor, 2013), the country may be considered to be disadvantaged to a lesser degree 

amongst disadvantaged countries, thus falling into a more “core” position in relation to other 

Pacific island countries. Ultimately, this would place Fiji in a “non-core”/”semiperiphery” 

position globally, and a “core” position regionally. 

In relation to Clark’s (2010) study on core and periphery states, a new observation arose. Upon 

close study of economic indicators across 110 states from the years 1980 to 2000, Clark noted 

“substantial upward mobility by developing states” over that time period, which produced 

“convergence in core/periphery trade relations” (p. 1123).21 Clark (2010) claims the existence of 

the core/periphery hierarchy within the world trade network may account for inequality across 

countries as well as the vast differences within national economies.22 The existence of “semi-

peripheral” states has also been written about by Wallerstein (1975). 

According to world systems scholars, poorer periphery nations act as “nodes of extraction for 

wealthy, advanced states in the core” (Clark, 2010, p. 1127) via two main processes. Firstly, 

through ““vertical” trade”, meaning the “unequal exchange of raw materials for manufactured 

goods” (p. 1127). Secondly, through “foreign investment penetration…whereby profits generated 

������������������������������������������������������������
21�The previous viewpoint had been that mobility along the core-periphery hierarchy would be very limited and that 
the overall world system structure was largely stable. This was refuted by Clark’s (2005) study, which showed that 
some parts of the developing world had experienced “rapid economic growth” with “sufficient frequency and 
power…to generate large-scale effects, such as the leveling off of world income inequality”21 (Bourguignon and 
Morrison as cited in Clark, 2010, p. 1124).�

22�Additionally, the ability to move upwards or downwards along this hierarchy may also be credited for the 
“leveling off” of inequalities between countries due to the growth of many poorer nations (Clark, 2010, p. 1124). 
�



24�

in the periphery are repatriated to the core” (p. 1127). From these assertions, it is easily 

understood why core-periphery relations are generally labeled as exploitative and a core or 

upwardly mobile country enjoys great advantage over those in the periphery. The “spatial 

concentration” of economic growth and activity within certain areas has long been discussed 

under the focus of the core-periphery paradigm and more recently under the premise of the “new 

economic geography” (NEG) (Lanaspa et al and Hu as cited in Malul, Rosenboim and Shavit, 

2012). Through the NEG lens, the spatial distribution of economic activity from core to 

periphery within a given area is considered alongside economy and diseconomy of scale. Malul 

et al (2012) introduced the idea of misperception into this NEG model, citing misperceptions of 

the differences in quality of production factors between core and periphery as having real 

outcomes in economic choices and behaviors. They propose that perceptions, “affected only in 

part by physical reality” and influenced by “well-worn prejudices, desires and memories” 

(Kavaratzis as cited in Malul et al, 2012, p. 132), mean misperceptions favouring the core versus 

the periphery can prevent optimal allocation of economic activity. They posit further that such 

circumstances cannot be left to free market forces to address, but require policy interventions in 

the form of marketing of peripheral regions and the empowering of peripheral populations (p. 

138).

The core-periphery paradigm puts relationships between countries into perspective and attempts 

to explain the inequalities across the global economic setting. Recent core-periphery discussions 

have also shed light on the movement of countries from periphery to core, showing the changing 

nature of the system. In its relevance to Fiji and the Pacific, the semi-periphery argument would 

fit Fiji from a global standpoint, given its level of development and seeing that it does not 

produce on a significant level for global trade. On a regional level, where Fiji occupies a more 

core-like position, this is also limited in the sense that Fiji’s relevance as a hub would be lesser in 

countries that remain overseas territories such as New Caledonia or Guam, where closer and 

more influential relations with their respective foreign partners would play a more significant 

role. While the analysis is focused on the relations among these countries, some discussion of the 

relationships between groups and individuals within those societies may provide deeper insights. 

Finally, the grave impacts of the recent global economic recession on core countries challenge 

the idea that the core is most economically robust. Applying core-periphery analysis to Fiji could 
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frame Fiji as an exploited periphery, a hub for global exploiters through the comprador elite23, or 

even possibly as the exploitative hub in an island world.

2.5 The Hub Theory 

Deviating from economic and political discussions brings us to the final theory. The hub theory 

is more closely related to the fields of geography, transport and technology. In the literature 

relating to airline transportation infrastructure, “hubs” are defined as “a select set of dominant 

traffic centres” (Grubesic et al, 2008, p. 54) and “important collection and redistribution points 

for passenger traffic” (p. 55). In the transport sector, hubs are areas where movement is at its 

most concentrated, areas with heavy inflows and outflows of passengers, cargo and transport 

vessels.

Today’s globalized world could not be better illustrated than by the vast network that has taken 

shape amongst thousands of airports, along which millions of people travel. According to 

Grubesic et al, “this dynamic and 

complex mesh is largely hierarchically 

constructed with dramatic differences 

in the frequency of service and 

connectivity between airports” (2008, 

p. 53). For example, the airplane and 

passenger traffic would be much more 

concentrated at an airport such as 

London’s Heathrow Airport than at 

Fiji’s Nausori Airport.  

In a broader sense, a hub can serve simultaneously as a place of “origin, a destination…[and] a 

conduit” (Shafqat, 2009, p. 89). This can be applied to people, goods and services, organizations, 

technology (including information technology communications, known as ITC) and 

infrastructure. To be a hub is to be the centre of activity and to hold a place of greater importance 

������������������������������������������������������������
23 The term ‘comprador elite’ refers to “members of a national business class of senior corporate managers who 
derive their position and status from connection to foreign corporations of developed nations” (see 
http://bitbucket.icaap.org/dict.pl?term=COMPRADOR%20ELITE for details). 

A billboard at Nadi International Airport, Fiji, declaring its hub 
status. [Online image]  
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amongst alternative places. It can be centred in any location - a city, a country or even a region - 

and can extend across countries and regions. Hubs can apply to different locations, extend across 

different areas and serve different purposes.24

Hub theory, like the two paradigms previously discussed, also notes the emergence of a “core-

periphery landscape” (Goetz and Sutton as cited in Grubesic et al, 2008, p. 54) in countries like 

the United States where once airline companies are deregulated, regions that benefit have a 

variety of domestic and international carriers with no single carrier dominating and are able to 

provide frequent services at lower fares. The regions that are at a disadvantage however, “tend to 

be geographically remote, have reduced service frequencies and higher fares” (p. 54). From a 

geographic perspective, “these types network structures are also indicative of key relationships 

between airports, their associated hinterlands and functional economic regions” (p. 55). Being 

within close range of a hub, just as being in a core area (versus the periphery), is bound to bring 

rewards economically.25 It is also noteworthy that transport centres (such as airports and shipping 

ports) the geographical centrality factor may still strategically employ their policy (e.g. travel 

fares, frequency, scheduling) and technological (e.g. capacity, distance covered) approaches to 

improve their centrality. 

������������������������������������������������������������
24�For example, Dubai has been hailed as the “regional trading hub of the Middle East” (Maktoum, 2001, p. 7), 
Singapore and Hong Kong have been developing themselves as “regional hubs of higher education” (Chan and Ng, 
2008, p. 487), Pakistan has been called “a regional hub of terrorism” (Shafqat, 2009, p. 89) and Fiji has been termed 
the “transport hub and centre of regional organizations” for the South Pacific (Firth, 2001, p. 277).�
25�In the field of air transport, factors at play in maintaining an airport’s hub status include policy (e.g. flight 
capacity, frequency and scheduling) and technological changes (e.g. distance covered by aircraft), aside from 
economic and demographic determinants (Grubesic et al, 2008). 
�
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The hub theory underlines transport networks and how the movement of passengers, goods and 

services contributes to the concentration of activity in hub locations. As capitalism is central to 

the world system and core-periphery paradigms, so is the interaction of capitalist systems to the 

hub theory. Without denying the essential roles played by the leadership and agency of national 

governments such as Fiji’s, this interaction of capitalist systems factors significantly into how 

hubs and their domains are laid out and connected throughout the air transport network (Grubesic 

et al, 2008).26    

The three aforementioned concepts – the world system theory, core-periphery paradigm and hub 

theory – have been discussed, compared and evaluated in order to begin filling in the gaps of 

knowledge surrounding the existence of hubs. Adding to the complexity are the changing 

circumstances in contemporary Pacific relations – new transport and production technologies, 

changing political landscapes and ongoing development. As indicated earlier, it cannot be denied 

that the leadership and agency of national governments breathes life into networks through 

harnessing technology, resources, political will and perceptions. Such agency plays a significant 

role in overcoming obstacles such as smallness and isolation posed by structuralist approaches 

such as the hub theory and core-periphery paradigm. Before delving into the more focused 

consideration of Fiji as a regional hub, other hub-related theories will also be discussed briefly in 
������������������������������������������������������������
26�The inclusion of technology and policy decisions also adds to the school of thought on the existence of hubs 
showing that as locations compete for central positions on the hierarchy, there are various strategies they can 
employ.�

Above left: Taiwanese fishing vessels docked at the Suva Wharf in Suva, Fiji (Gill, 2011). Above right: The 
wharf in Tonga’s capital, Nuku’alofa (Author’s own).  
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order to more fully lay the groundwork for situating the specific topic of ‘Fiji as a regional 

“hub”’.

2.6 What Else is Out There? 
Schools of thought with pertinence to hubs include the central placement theory, the network 

society theory, the new economic geography perspective and the theoretical framework of 

megacities. These ways of thinking vary in their relevance to the Pacific region as well as in their 

views of the role of technology in creating and determining hub locations. However, they do 

raise points worth considering, such as the opportunity-driven phenomenon of urbanization (in 

megacities) and the reality of human decision-making in the face of conflicting priorities (in 

game theory). The following paragraphs will briefly elaborate on these ways of thinking about 

hubs.

The central placement theory views people’s demand for “services” as the “driving force” behind 

the formation and existence of “service centres”, placing such centres in a hierarchy ranging 

from lower to higher order depending on the level of sophistication in the services provided 

(Wanmali and Islam, 1995). The theory, according to Wanmali and Islam (1995), also highlights 

the importance of transport for accessing service centres and the types of services provided that 

make them more desirable over other centres. This improves on previous theories in that it 

mentions the relevance of transport, which is vital for far-flung Pacific island nations. On the 

other hand, it is dated and does not mention the role of technology or how technological 

advances can override transport obstacles to obtain services. This is highlighted in the more 

recent theory of the network society “made possible by new information and communications 

technologies”, resulting in new “networking forms of activity in economy, society, politics and 

culture” (Castells, 2000, p. 151).

In the network society theory, the social structure has become more flexible and adaptable – less 

rigid and hierarchical according to Castells (2000). The applicability of a network society may 

not be as fully applicable in Fiji and the Pacific, as the region is still expanding its access to 

information and telecommunications technology, which may be at the disposal of urban dwellers 

but for those living in rural areas or outlying islands, such technology remains largely out of 

reach.
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A school of thought emerging in the 1990s, just before the network society theory came about, 

was the new economic geography perspective (Krugman, 1998). This concept has been labeled 

as “highly suggestive” due to its inferences that “historical accident can shape economic 

geography” and that changes to “underlying parameters” can influence how space is viewed and 

affect “spatial structure” (p. 7). However, from Krugman’s (1998) perspective, it is a progressive 

theoretical framework in the sense that it builds on previous theories, including Christaller’s 

central place theory and includes a modeling strategy to explain the spatial grouping of economic 

activities.  

Moving into a theory involving conflict management, game theory is an “abstract inquiry” into 

the social reasoning involved in conflict situations (Rubinstein, 1991). As articulated by 

Rubinstein (1991), this underlines the strategies used when people make decisions in relation to 

conflicting actors or priorities, which has implications for the decisions on choosing a certain 

locations over others.

The final theoretical framework to be discussed is that of megacities, an issue not immediately 

relevant for the Pacific, but is of growing significance given the high rates of urbanization as 

rural dwellers move to urban centres to pursue better opportunities and living standards. 

Megacities refer to cities not only vast in their demographic size, but also consequently reflecting 

a “pattern of social and economic problems” including violence and exclusion (Sives, 2011, p. 

107). Given urbanization rates in the Pacific, this is also relevant to many island countries but 

significantly it underscores the repercussions of being a hub, as growing populations pose unique 

social and economic challenges, placing pressure on the resources and infrastructure of the hub 

location.

2.7 ‘If Fiji is a Hub – So What?’ 

Considering all the perspectives discussed throughout this chapter, one ultimately asks: ‘If Fiji is 

a hub - so what?’ The impetus driving this research is the inevitability of change. New 

technology, changing political circumstances and social issues, as well as progress in other 

Pacific Island nations, have challenged Fiji’s “hub” status. It is anticipated that this research will 
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shed light on whether Fiji still plays a central role in the contemporary regional landscape. This 

research aims to re-evaluate Fiji’s “location” (status-wise as well as physical) on the Pacific map. 

It is targeted towards assessing what impacts contemporary developments have had on Fiji and 

what implications these may have on the country’s future. 

This research endeavours to provide insight into the past, present and future of Fiji’s political and 

economic position in the Pacific, highlighting the perceptions and schools of thought 

surrounding the existence of hubs and the implications in the case of Fiji. Through document 

analysis and key informant interviews, Fiji’s position within the world system paradigm, core-

periphery hierarchy and hub theory will be explored, along with links to other concepts in 

relevant literature – all against the backdrop of current national and global developments. A hub 

cannot exist without its interactions with external parties (or its “spokes”, so to speak). Global 

arguments and perspectives aside, the following chapter will concentrate on Fiji, examining its 

interactions with its Pacific neighbours and the world. 
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Chapter 3 Fiji’s Role in Regional and Global Affairs 

3.1 Fiji in Literature 

Fiji has been at the forefront of social, political and economic development in the South Pacific 

region (Firth, 2001; Fiji National Provident Fund, 2008; Gaglioti, 2009; Solomon Times, 2008; 

Walsh, 2010a, 2010b) for various reasons. Literature references to Fiji include: “a transport hub 

and centre for regional organizations” (Firth, 2001, p. 277), “the major administrative centre in 

the Pacific” (Gaglioti, 2009), the “hub of the Pacific” and very “significant geopolitically” 

(Walsh, 2010a) and “a crucial regional economic hub” (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 

2010a). Once a more substantial literature review is outlined for the thesis, it is envisaged that 

the links between the global theoretical hub perspectives and the realities for Fiji and the Pacific 

will become clearer.  This chapter will attempt to draw out these links by outlining Fiji’s 

economic and political interactions – firstly with its Pacific neighbours, and secondly with the 

global community. 

3.2 Starting at the Beginning: Fiji’s Foray into International Affairs 
The first foreign power Fiji established formal relations with was Britain, a relationship sealed 

by the signing of the Deed of Cession in Levuka, Fiji in 1874, making Fiji a British colony. 

Followed by decades of colonial rule, it was not until the 1965 Constitutional Conference that 

“the first formal test of the relative power of political groups in Fiji to sway the colonial 

authority” (Fry, 1981, p. 150). The purpose of the conference was to establish a framework that 

would maintain links with the British Government, while setting the foundations for internal self-

governance. The idea set forth by the British and enthusiastically backed by Indian leaders (who 

were descendants of indentured labourers brought in by the British to tend to the country’s 

growing sugar industry) that there be common roll voting for a multi-ethnic voting process was 

met with “bitter opposition” from Fijian leaders. Recognizing the unrelenting stance of the Fijian 

leaders, the British were compelled to resort to their “second best” option, which was to limit the 

number of cross-voting seats. Indian leaders proposed a compromise of a combination of cross-

voting, communal and common roll electorates, which the British agreed to, but which, Fijian 

and European leaders refused to accept (p. 150). In response, British delegates brought the talks 

to a close, refusing to extend them, stating in the conference report that until a greater level of 
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integration was achieved between the communities, “election on a straight roll basis was not 

practiceable” (p. 151). This example of diplomatic negotiations, at a time when the country’s 

foundations were being laid, is unfortunately overshadowed by stark ideological differences 

characterized along racial lines. The situation does underline, however, the growing competency 

of political groupings in Fiji to express and lobby for their positions with a foreign power 

(Britain – the colonial power), balancing the furtherance of their own interests with maintaining 

favourable international relations (p. 151). 

3.3 Fiji in the Region: The South Pacific Commission (1947 – 1971)
Reflecting its active participation in international diplomacy, Fiji played a significant role in 

shaping South Pacific regionalism. The South Pacific Commission (SPC) was established in 

1947 by the colonial powers with interests in the region – Britain, the United States, Australia, 

New Zealand, France and the Netherlands (Fry, 1981; Pacific Institute of Public Policy, 2010a). 

Its purpose as an organization was to “promote the economic and social development of the 

inhabitants in the island territories” (Fry, 1981, p. 461). The founding agreement of the SPC 

placed absolute control of the organization in the hands of metropolitan powers. Pacific Islanders 

were given the opportunity to have an input through participation in the triennial South Pacific 

Conference but were only given an advisory role while the twelve Commissioners who 

represented the metropolitan powers retained the ultimate authority (p. 461). Over the years the 

dissatisfaction of Pacific Islanders with their limited role in the SPC gathered momentum, 

coming to a head in the 1962 South Pacific Conference in Pago Pago, American Samoa (Fry, 

1981; Pacific Institute of Public Policy, 2010a). Reacting to the Pacific Islanders’ sentiments, 

representatives of the colonial powers then decided at the 1964 Commission meeting to enable 

the Conference to make recommendations on work being carried out by the SPC. The following 

year, Pacific delegates at the 1965 Conference in Lae, Papua New Guinea, reacted strongly 

against how their newfound authority worked in practice. In a concerted outcry from Pacific 

Islanders against the Commission, “the principal protagonist” was Fiji’s representative Ratu 

Kamisese Mara, who was “supported by nearly all island delegates” (p. 462).27

������������������������������������������������������������
27�In the same year as the “rebellion” in Lae, Pacific leaders established the Pacific Island Producers’ Association 
(PIPA). Ratu Mara is once more credited with initiating the formation of PIPA, in his capacity as the Fiji 
Government’s Member for Natural Resources (Fry, 1981). He saw the need for banana-producing island territories 
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This event “represented a watershed in regional affairs” in the eyes of both Pacific delegates and 

European observers. In a speech at the University of Papua New Guinea in 1974, Ratu Mara said 

that Pacific Island leaders “were tired of having little to say and no authority” and that “peoples 

of the territories were no longer going to tolerate the domination of the Commission by 

Metropolitan powers” (p. 462).  In later years, Ratu Mara even went so far as to say, “When 

[Pacific Island countries were] left to ourselves, we could work things out in what we call the 

‘Pacific’ way.” Under mounting pressure from Pacific leaders in the following years, the South 

Pacific Commission finally agreed to the 1974 Memorandum of Understanding, under which the 

Conference became the governing body of the SPC (Fry, 1981). While this did not satisfy all 

objections from Pacific leaders, according to Fry (1981) and they were to remain suspicious of 

the SPC as a colonial organization, it was a step forward in terms of consolidating their 

autonomy in the organization’s affairs.  In this historic example of diplomatic relations, the 

changing Pacific-colonial power balance becomes apparent, as well as the ability of a leader 

from Fiji to exert diplomatic influence towards a productive end – a move that would likely have 

been strengthened by as well as in turn further consolidating Fiji’s prominence as a hub. Fiji’s 

political vigor developed in leaps and bounds as Pacific nations moved towards self-

determination - entering the era of independence. 

3.3.1 Fiji in the Region: The Age of Independence (1970) 
Fiji entered independence in 1970, becoming the second Pacific country to do so after Western 

Samoa (now known as Samoa) (Johnstone and Powles (Eds.), 2012). This now placed the 

country in a position to determine its own political future, while also opening the door to foreign 

powers that were previously denied contact with Fiji under colonial rule, as recounted to 

Johnstone and Powles (2012). As colonial powers removed themselves from the Pacific in two 

“bursts of decolonizing activity” (from 1962-1970 and from 1974-1980), this paved the way for 

the involvement of several Pacific Rim countries including the Soviet Union, Japan and China, 
������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
to collaborate more closely in supplying to the New Zealand market. In this endeavour, stemming from the same 
desire to establish Pacific leadership in the face of metropolitan control, Fiji was joined by Western Samoa, the 
Cook Islands, Niue, Tonga and the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. Despite the fact that the majority of countries that 
participated in its founding were Polynesian, Fiji’s leadership in the initiation of its founding and subsequent 
expansion is significant, showing the country playing a central role in diplomatic events from the early stages of the 
region’s decolonization (Fry, 1981).�
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which constrained those with established regional interests such as Australia, new Zealand and 

the United States, to make adjustments to counter these new influences. As a result, “a new 

system of international relations” emerged in the region, beginning with the founding of the 

South Pacific Forum. (Fry, 1981, p. 455) 

3.3.2 Fiji in the Region: The South Pacific Forum (1971) 
The establishment of the South Pacific Forum in 1971 has been classified as “an indigenous 

action undertaken to gain control of regional decision-making” (p. 464). Due to the SPC being 

limited in scope to economic and social issues in its founding Agreement, there had been no 

place for the discussion of political matters. Pacific leaders responded by founding their own 

organization in which they would be able to discuss wide-ranging issues including nuclear-

testing, decolonization, trade promotion and bulk purchasing (Fry, 1981; Komai, 2013). Three 

Pacific Island leaders led the charge in this case, including Tupua Tamasese Lealofi IV of 

Western Samoa, Albert Henry of the Cook Islands and again Ratu Mara of Fiji, and they were 

then joined by other independent Pacific states (Fry, 1981). Australia and New Zealand were 

invited to join, but other metropolitan powers were excluded.  

The following year the Forum established a research arm, the South Pacific Bureau for 

Economic Cooperation (SPEC), the first task of which was to negotiate the terms of association 

for Fiji, Tonga and Western Samoa with the European Union. Over the years, other organizations 

were established by the Forum including the Forum Fisheries Agency and the Pacific Forum 

Line. Since then, as articulated by Fry (1981), the Forum has represented an alternative 

organizational network to the SPC. While both work towards similar ends and collaborate on 

many issues, they remain distinct in the sense that the SPC includes metropolitan territories in its 

work scope, works more closely with metropolitan governments (particularly from the United 

States, United Kingdom and France) and continues to refrain from political discussions.  In 

contrast, as pointed out by Fry (1981), the Forum is where joint positions can be taken on 

political issues of relevance to the region. Here again, Fiji’s involvement is notable in the 

diplomatic vision and capacity exhibited by Pacific leaders in establishing an organization which 

would eventually grow into the region’s preeminent political body – the Pacific Islands Forum.
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3.4 Fiji and the Global Community: Joining the United Nations (1971) 
In addition to its heavy involvement in regional diplomatic affairs embodied in regional 

institutions such as the Pacific Islands Forum, Fiji also strove to establish an international 

presence from the first stages of independence. A mere three days after regaining independence, 

Fiji entered the international community by joining the United Nations (UN, 2011), becoming 

the 127th nation and the first Pacific Island nation to do so (Ishizuka, 1999). For a nation of 

relatively small size, Fiji’s contribution to peacekeeping under the UN banner has been 

noteworthy since its beginnings in 1978 (Campbell, 2010). Even as a small island nation, Fiji’s 

participation in peacekeeping missions over the past decades has rendered it a “microstate that 

clearly deserves a place of distinction in comparison with its peers” (Ishizuka, 1999, p. 18). A 

Major General in the British Forces even remarked in an interview that the Fiji military forces 

serving worldwide were “proportionally the highest in the world” (p. 20).  This, according to 

Ishizuka (1999), further amplified Fiji’s visibility in the global landscape, serving to boost not 

only international support but also domestic affairs, influenced by the strong religious beliefs 

characterizing the majority of Fiji’s citizens and the belief that successful participation in 

peacekeeping serves as a positive factor for national self-esteem and nation-building.  

Fiji soldiers have served in Iraq, Sinai, Lebanon, Timor Leste, Sudan and Liberia (US 

Department of State, 2011). The country’s participation in international peacekeeping has also 

reaped regional benefits, as underlined by the participation of Fiji peacekeepers in securing the 

cease-fire following the domestic conflict in Bougainville in 1994 (Ishizuka, 1999).  As a result 

of Fiji’s international peacekeeping contributions, the country has increased its visibility globally 

and established relations with the global community. While the current political climate has 

affected Fiji’s international standing, it continues to be an integral part of peacekeeping and for 

the most part maintains its stature amongst peacekeeping societies. A country’s visibility, self-

esteem and its circle of influence are factors in its diplomatic reach and therefore Fiji’s 

peacekeeping legacy has afforded it a wider scope of influence than it might have had if it had 

not embarked on peacekeeping missions. 
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3.4.1 Fiji and the Global Community: International Agreements 
Upon its entry into international relations as an independent state, Fiji engaged readily in 

diplomacy, engaging itself in the negotiation, signing and ratification of international 

conventions under the United Nations. Fiji has ratified international conventions including the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Convention on the 

Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and in the past decade alone has 

ratified 23 conventions (Fiji Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011). Fiji has entered into bilateral 

agreements with other nations and development agencies from as early as 1825 when the British 

Government signed and ratified the Treaty of Amity, Commerce and Navigation with the 

provinces of Rio del Plata of Argentina on behalf of its then-colony Fiji (Fiji Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2011). Upon Fiji’s independence, the treaty applied to the country as an independent 

state, as did the numerous treaties signed by the British Government on Fiji’s behalf. According 

to the Fiji Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2011), Fiji has signed bilateral agreements with over 100 

nations and development agencies including the United States, Australia, New Zealand, China, 

Japan, France, the World Meteorological Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization 

and the Asian Development Bank. Notable amongst Fiji’s earliest ratified conventions, is the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). Fiji’s role in the ratification of 

UNCLOS warrants discussion as it represents a significant example of Fiji exercising leadership 

on a global scale. 

3.4.2 Fiji and the Global Community: The United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) (1982) 
The ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) by Fiji was 

a bold and forward-looking diplomatic move, as it acknowledged Fiji’s place in a region where 

land is dominated by the Pacific Ocean – the largest ocean in the world (Simmonds, 1985). Fiji 

was the first country in the world to ratify it – in fact, as pointed out by Simmonds (1985), upon 

the day the Convention was opened for signature, on the 10th of December, 1982. While the 

progress offered by resources on land could be limited, the Fiji Government understood the 

potential that lay in the bounty of resources in its surrounding oceanic zone. Immediately upon 

ratification of the UNCLOS, the Fiji Government submitted charts of its archipelagic baselines 

and the boundaries of its territorial sea and exclusive economic zone (EEZ) (Simmonds, 1985). 
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This has served Fiji well and also many Pacific Island countries since then, in ensuring their 

jurisdiction over their marine fish stocks, as well as their underwater coral, gas and mineral 

deposits. Fiji’s establishment of its territorial waters and the boundaries of power set upon itself 

and other States within its waters has relied faithfully on the UNCLOS, which continues to 

define the legal character of the country’s marine areas (Evans, 2006). Satya Nandan, a Fijian 

diplomat, became the first Secretary-General of the International Seabed Authority, and 

autonomous international organization formalized in 1996 under UNCLOS (International Seabed 

Authority, 2013). Satyanand played a significant role in the negotiations that led to UNCLOS 

(Antrim, 2012). The example of UNCLOS as a diplomatic development further reinforces Fiji’s 

diplomatic position on the global landscape, distinguishing it from other Pacific Island countries 

as a hub of diplomatic activity. 

3.4.3 Fiji and the Global Community: Development Partnerships with the European 
Union
In 1975, Fiji along with Tonga and Samoa signed the first Lome Convention with the European 

Union (EU), an agreement that outlined the pathway of development partnership over the next 

five years, through which the EU provided support for advancements in telecommunications and 

human resource development (Delegation of the European Union for the Pacific in the Pacific, 

2011). The terms of association on behalf of the three Pacific countries were conducted by 

SPEC, the technical arm of the South Pacific Forum which had been founded four years earlier 

(Fry, 1981). The three Pacific countries had signed this agreement as members of the African 

Caribbean Pacific Group of States (known as the ACP), a group of 79 African, Caribbean and 

Pacific countries (Secretariat of the ACP, 2005), which they had recently joined upon its 

founding that same year with the signing of the Georgetown Agreement (Delegation of the 

European Union for the Pacific, 2011). According to Delegation of the European Union for the 

Pacific (2011) documents, the Cotonou Agreement was signed after 5 Lome Conventions in 

2000, as a strategic framework with a longer term of 20 years with the ultimate focus on 

addressing poverty, designed on a country-by-country basis to approach development in multiple 

sectors of political, economic, social, cultural and environmental components. A key aspect of 

the Cotonou Agreement is its premise of supporting ACP states towards trading on the 
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international market without the preferential prices they enjoyed under the Lome agreements 

(Delegation of the European Union for the Pacific, 2011). 

The 2000 putsch and coup occurred when George Speight took over the Fiji Parliament with 

armed gunmen (Pacific Institute of Public Policy, 2009), holding parliamentarians hostage in a 

takeover that was in apparent defense of indigenous Fijian rights and protesting the appointment 

of the country’s Prime Minister Mahendra Chaudhry, who is of Indian heritage. The resulting 

suspension of the democratically elected government isolated Fiji from the international 

diplomatic community and assistance to Fiji under the Cotonou Agreement was suspended. In 

fact, the Cotonou Agreement would have been the Suva Agreement (Byron, 2005) but for the 

putsch and the coup of 2000 (Pacific Institute of Public Policy, 2009). The country was also 

expelled from the Commonwealth, losing a long-cherished association with the British 

Government as a former British colony. Its relationship with development agencies such as the 

World Bank and the United Nations were also strained (Pareti, 2007a). 

The task of rebuilding Fiji’s diplomatic links with the rest of the world, re-establish its 

diplomatic position and defending its path back to democracy fell to Kaliopate Tavola, Fiji’s 

Minister for Foreign Affairs and External Trade under the newly appointed interim 

administration as recounted by Pareti (2007a). Tavola undertook the task of “renewing old 

contacts and reviving past networks” to repair a situation that had left Fiji “rebuked and isolated” 

(Pareti, 2007a). His undertakings, as underlined by Pareti (2007a), included defending Fiji’s 

position in appearances before high-powered bodies in the United States and Europe, chief 

among which was a chain of consultations with the EU regarding the suspension of assistance 

under the Cotonou Agreement under the provisions of Article 96. The most prominent platform 

was a gathering of European Union member countries in Brussels, where Tavola outlined Fiji’s 

plans, timelines and progress on “road map…to democracy” (The ACP-EU Courier, 2001). He 

managed to convince the European leaders of the sincerity of Fiji’s interim administration in 

returning to a democratically elected form of government. While his arguments were indeed 

well-prepared and defended, according to the ACP-EU Courier (2001), it was also Tavola’s 

reputation amongst members of the body (whom he had previously encountered as Fiji’s 

Ambassador to Brussels for ten years ending in 1998), which solidified his stance resulting in 
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him being “stoutly defended by some EU MEPs as an honourable man”. Tavola also had the 

support of two ACP countries – Papua New Guinea and Ghana (Pareti, 2007a).

With committed lobbying, the EU was successfully persuaded that “events in Fiji [had] taken a 

generally more positive course than the scenario apparent in October 2000” and that 

development assistance would resume “once free and fair elections [had] taken place and a 

legitimate Government [had] assumed office” (Eur-Lex, 2001).  Tavola also delivered national 

statements at the UN General Assembly, the UN Security Council and the Commonwealth Heads 

of Government Meeting (Pareti, 2007a). Pareti (2007a) credits Fiji’s readmission into the 

Commonwealth to Tavola and his team’s successful lobbying. Tavola’s diplomatic prowess was 

practiced and refined during his time as Fiji’s Ambassador to Brussels from 1988 to 1998, a 

period which saw him appointed as head of the Pacific team on economic partnership agreements 

EPA with the EU (Pareti, 2007a; Pareti, 2007b). While Fiji managed to diplomatically maneuver 

its way towards regaining much of the ground it lost with the EU and other bodies of diplomatic 

significance, it is worth noting that a major role was played by Tavola – who in his position as 

Pacific team leader for EU EPA negotiations, served as a hub of sorts for the region’s diplomatic 

efforts in this arena. This underscores Fiji’s status as a diplomatic hub for the region, not merely 

through its central physical location but also because of the caliber of Fijian diplomats such as 

Tavola who played central roles in negotiations both for the country and region. 

3.4.4 Fiji and the Global Community: International Diplomatic Links 
Extending outside the region, Fiji has cultivated long-standing relationships globally. As a 

former British colony, Fiji retains a close link with the United Kingdom, which has 

acknowledged Fiji’s “huge strategic importance in the Pacific, both as an economic driver and as 

a hub from which many of the Pacific’s regional policies and communication links are 

coordinated” (British High Commission Suva, 2011). With regards to the political situation in 

Fiji following the military coup of 2006, the British High Commission Suva (2011) has 

maintained its stance that establishing a democratic form of governance is essential to Fiji being 

able to fully realize its potential as an economic and diplomatic hub. Similar sentiments have 

been expressed by another longstanding diplomatic partner – the United States. American settlers 

and diplomatic officials had been active in Fiji since the nineteenth century (McIntyre, 1960).
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In more recent years, Fiji’s contribution to military forces in Iraq and Sinai has consolidated the 

relationship and the US government has expressed its appreciation for Fiji’s staunch support of 

the US-led global coalition against terrorism since the events of September 2001 (Campbell, 

2010). As articulated by Campbell (2010), there is an acknowledgement of Fiji’s influence in the 

region by the US, whose Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Kurt 

Campbell states, “the entrenchment of authoritarian rule indifferent to criticism” in Fiji “has 

become a dangerous model for the region and the global community”. Campbell (2010) also 

pointed out that bilateral forms of assistance remain a focus as the US Government plays a 

significant role in supporting disaster preparedness, addressing transnational crime and media 

training on ethnic dialogue and tolerance.

However, since 2006 the US has made the decision to base its regional operations in Fiji and has 

expanded its Embassy headquarters, indicating a somewhat positive outlook on the possibility of 

Fiji being able to make the required progress towards “the restoration of [its] former international 

role and stature”, according to Campbell (2010). Campbell further articulated that the US had 

taken the view that Fiji’s military coup of 2006 and the subsequent military regime “has been an 

unfortunate reversal of Fiji’s leadership role” in the region. From the US diplomatic perspective, 

Fiji’s governing administration has “not taken any credible steps to restore democratic 

institutions” such as moving towards holding free and fair elections, removing public emergency 

regulations and removing heavy media censorship28 (Campbell, 2010). Also, Campbell (2010) 

underlined the US view that Fiji’s suspension from the Pacific Islands Forum due to the delay in 

holding elections “has detracted from progress on important regional issues”. In response to this 

the US maintains certain sanctions and policy restrictions against Fiji such as limitations on 

military assistance and visa bans on coup leaders (Campbell, 2010).  

������������������������������������������������������������
28 The Public Emergency Regulations (PER) were lifted in January 2012 (Bourke, 2012) – according to the Fiji 
Government, this was in preparation for consultations on the country’s new constitution and general elections in 
2014. The PER were replaced by the Public Order Decree (also known as the POAD), which, according to Bourke 
(2012), still place significant restrictions on public gatherings and movement. Along with the lifting of the PER, 
media censors no longer visited newsrooms, however strict regulations remained in force with the Media Industry 
Development Decree (Hayward-Jones, 2012). 
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Similar diplomatic positions have been expressed by Australia and New Zealand on Fiji’s current 

political situation. The two countries have historically been part of the regional governance 

structure through their involvement in the Pacific Islands Forum and also have longstanding 

relationships with Pacific countries through development assistance and other relationships such 

as agreements of free association between New Zealand and the Cook Islands and Niue as well 

as formerly colonial relationships such as with Australia and Papua New Guinea. In a 

Parliamentary discussion on New Zealand’s relationship with Fiji, New Zealand parliamentarian 

Chris Carter acknowledged the close historical relationship between the countries, stemming 

from “geographical proximity, a shared Commonwealth history, and strong people-to-people 

links” due to the travel and migration between the countries (New Zealand Parliament, 2010).  

Since the events of 2006, Australia has been an active supporter of Fiji’s exclusion from the 

Pacific Islands Forum as well as its suspension from the Commonwealth (Hayward-Jones, 

2011a). New Zealand has also adopted a sanctions regime with regards to Fiji, including visa 

bans on members of the military regime and their immediate families. In an address to New 

Zealand Parliament, Foreign Minister Murray McCully said that while his government continues 

to seek avenues for open and transparent dialogue with Fiji’s leadership, their “commitment to 

democracy, the rule of law, and human rights is undiminished” (New Zealand Parliament, 2010). 

McCully expressed the New Zealand’s hope that continued dialogue would bring progress on 

issues that both governments disagree on, so that changes could eventually be made to the 

sanctions regime and normal relations could be restored.

China has become an ever-increasing presence in the Pacific region and its diplomatic 

relationship with Fiji has been the focus of much attention. China’s diplomatic presence in the 

Pacific began in 1975, when it established embassies in Western Samoa and Fiji (Hanson, 2008). 

Due to China’s policies, the current details of the country’s aid in the Pacific remain a state 

secret but, according to Hansen (2008), estimates place China’s aid to the region at around US 

$225.87 million annually. China’s acknowledgement of Fiji as a worthwhile base for its 

diplomatic operations as early as the 1970s is once again an indication of Fiji’s significance as a 

hub. According to Wesley-Smith (2007), the China-Pacific Islands Summit of 2006 in Fiji was a 

major milestone signaling China’s growing interest in the region, promising “significant 



42�

increases in trade, investment, aid and technical cooperation with Oceania” (p. 9). China’s 

continuing relations with Fiji have led many experts and observers to highlight the possibility 

that China’s involvement may “undermine Australia’s influence and leadership” in the region, 

causing Australia’s allies to question whether Australia’s policy of isolation with regards to Fiji 

was the best approach to restoring democracy (Hayward-Jones, 2011b).  

3.5 Fiji in Regional and Global Affairs: Economic Perspectives on Fiji’s “Hub” Status
Fiji’s sugar and tourism industries have seen it develop into “the traditional hub for the Pacific” 

as well as “the dominant trading hub” (Rowland, 2010). However, ANZ Bank Pacific CEO 

Michael Rowland (2010) acknowledged in an address to the Lowy Institute in November 2010 

that much had changed over the 130 years that ANZ had been in Fiji. According to Rowland, 

“the traditional industries of sugar, tourism, and as a trading hub have sustained Fiji’s economic 

performance in the past” but “an overall economic decline” can be seen. Government regulation 

to promote foreign investment and enable the repatriation of capital and profits is important for 

businesses like ANZ to be able to function successfully, but “the regulatory environment has 

been more challenging in recent years for some sectors” (Rowland, 2010). Quoting figures from 

the Reserve Bank of Fiji’s review, which stated Fiji’s economy contracted by 2.2% in 2009 and 

projected growth up until 2012 is not expected to exceed 2%, Rowland (2010) highlights that Fiji 

has not been the economic stronghold of the region that one might have expected it to be.  

In addition, Rowland (2010) pointed out the country’s population decline over the past 20 years 

while its per capita GDP remained the same at 4%, indicating that productivity is decreasing 

alongside the population. Rowland (2010) attributed this decline to the large movements out of 

the country for migration or employment as well as a drop in fertility rates, especially for Indo-

Fijians, who were present in proportions as high as 50% in the 1960s but whose proportion 

decreased to 38% in the 2007 Census. Fiji’s dominance as a tourism power in the region has also 

been challenged since 2004 while other regional countries see a steady growth in tourism arrivals 

(Rowland, 2010). In relation to the country’s economic standing in the region, Fiji’s share of 

Pacific GDP is, according to Rowland (2010), “at its lowest in 14 years”, with Papua New 

Guinea accounting for over half the region’s GDP and Fiji accounting for approximately a fifth. 

However, it is acknowledged that Fiji remains of great significance in the region as “an 
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education hub” with its training institutions and regional university, as an “exporter of talent” as 

well-qualified citizens leave to work overseas or in the region and contribute to their home 

country via remittances and finally as a “trade and investment hub” (Rowland, 2010).  

Despite its economic challenges, Fiji remains a hub of importance to the region as a source of 

training, knowledge, human resources and as a transit point for trade. However, there are aspects 

of the economy that require urgent attention for the betterment of the country’s people, 

especially in tourism and sugar. Also, the emergence of larger, growing economies such as 

Papua New Guinea adds to the factors that could potentially have an impact on Fiji’s importance 

as an economic hub. This not only has significance for Fiji – a hub does not exist on its own after 

all – but also holds many implications for Fiji’s economic partners in the region.

Historical and contemporary reflections on Fiji’s diplomatic and economic status in the region, 

as reflected in the past three chapters, makes way for investigating the future of Fiji’s hub 

position. The next two chapters will elaborate on the perspectives shared by key informants, 

collating their views on the past, present and future for Fiji’s hub status. 
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Chapter 4 Questions and Answers 

This research examines Fiji’s regional hub status through discussions with eminent key 

informants, evaluating it further through the lens of contemporary global hub-related discourse 

and articulating Fiji’s hub position with a current outlook, mindful of its regional and domestic 

implications. This chapter delves into these discussions, considering and elaborating on their 

perspectives on Fiji as a regional hub. 

4.1 The Questions  

Key informants were asked the following 7 questions, in semi-structured interviews: 

1 What is your definition of a “hub”? 

2 What are the challenges and opportunities facing Fiji’s diplomatic and economic position 

in the region? 

3 What are the underlying factors contributing to Fiji’s diplomatic and economic position 

in the region? 

A total of 7 major questions were asked in the semi-structured interviews. Questions 1 to 3 will  

be addressed individually in this chapter, discussing and analyzing the related answers in detail.  

Chapter 5 will address the remaining 4 questions in the same format.  

4.2 Opening the Discussions: How Did We Get Here? Where Are We Now? 

4.2.1 Question 1: What is your definition of a “hub”?  
When initially asked what their personal definitions were of a hub, key informants responded  

with various unique perspectives based on their knowledge and experience. These were  

categorized into three main aspects: firstly - location and connectivity, secondly – resources,
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capabilities and influence, and thirdly – a centre of activity. 

Discussion of Key Informants’ Hub Definitions 

(i) Location and Connectivity 

“…I think in the Pacific, especially with leaders and officials, the term [‘hub’] is loosely used. 

Because ‘hub’ to me connotes a place where you’ve got incoming and outgoing traffic and it’s a 

focal point within a region or sub-region where you can have accumulation of a whole lot of 

stuff and then disbursement.” – Local Regional Organization Key Informant 

Informants made references to physical geographic location as part of their concept of a hub, 

with a local diplomatic informant referring to a hub as being “centrally located” and an 

international diplomatic informant expanding on this definition by placing added value on a 

“centrally located” [hub in the Pacific], “an area that’s extremely difficult to get around in”. One 

local diplomatic informant alluded to Fiji’s geographic centrality in relation to the three broad 

groupings in the Pacific – Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia – saying, “[I] consider us at the 

Eastern-most of the Melanesians, the Southern-most of the Micronesians and West of the 

Polynesian group”.

Stemming from physical location, informants discussed connectivity as an integral contributor to 

the hub concept, with an international informant from an international multi-lateral 

acknowledging that a hub is “central to shipping lines”, where ships can “off-load” and 

“continue their route”. A local informant employed by a regional organization referred to a hub’s 

ability to “[make] transportation much more efficient by greatly simplifying a network of 

routes”.  

Being connected transport-wise in terms of air routes, shipping links and on land through roads, 

bridges and other infrastructure are key to connectivity. In addition, having access to 

communications links that are efficient, affordable and in line with current technology plays a 

large role in maintaining connectivity. While having such links is beneficial, it is also vital that 

such services are affordable, with an international economic informant referring to “cheaper…air 

traffic and shipping lines”, adding “it’s only natural that you’re going to look to invest here”.. 

Informants referred to Fiji as “a bridge between the region and the outside world”, providing 

important transport and communications links for Pacific Island countries between each other 
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and with the rest of the world. Proximity to Western partners Australia and New Zealand were 

also perceived to make Fiji relatively accessible to countries within the region and throughout the 

globe.

(ii) Resources, Capabilities & Influence 

“…the hub concept is certainly not a panacea…You have to combine it with the willpower and

the focus to use those attributes that make a place a hub...” – International Diplomatic Key  

Informant 

As one international diplomat informant put it, “The hub concept is certainly not a panacea…you 

have to combine it with the willpower and the focus to use those attributes that make a place a 

hub.” According to informants, being a hub involves being a source of knowledge, skills, 

infrastructure and other forms of support for neighbouring countries. As one international 

diplomatic informant put it, a hub is “the centre of the regional architecture”, with another 

adding that it is “[part of] a leading dynamic within the region”. One international diplomatic 

informant referred to historical roles of national leaders in “[setting] the scene for regional 

cooperation”, lending a hub its influential legacy and cementing its role within the 

aforementioned “leading dynamic” of the region. According to a regional diplomatic informant, 

“[a hub’s] diplomacy [can work] very effectively in convincing a lot of countries,” exerting 

influence regionally and globally.

Another aspect of the hub definition raised by informants is having the wherewithal to meet 

one’s own needs and to contribute to supporting others. A hub’s natural resources, its industrial 

capabilities and the skills possessed by its work force make it a source of leadership and an 

important contributor to the regional community. An international diplomatic informant pointed 

to the means of a hub, “[having] industry” and “indigenous capabilities”. This was elaborated on 

by another international diplomatic informant, who saw a hub as “having a bigger base to 

accommodate the needs of neighbouring countries”. A regional diplomat went on to list, “air

links, regional organizations, other embassies and missions, shipping links, education facilities, 

hotels, resorts, [and] accommodation”, as components of a hub in relation to the needs of his 

own country.
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(iii) Centre of Activity 

“Hubs are related to how we operate, where we are often located in one country with other 

accreditations. As a middle power, [Country X] has good coverage in the Pacific…[Country X] 

is well-placed here [in Fiji] to manage regional interests such as Climate Change and Disaster 

Management, as opposed to other countries where we don’t have as strong interests.” –

International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Being the gathering place for individuals and organizations is also a part of the hub concept 

raised by key informants. People, regional organizations, diplomatic missions, businesses, 

international aid agencies and other bodies are drawn to the advantages presented by a hub 

including centrality, proximity, resources, infrastructure and influence. Fiji’s hub status was 

acknowledged by an international diplomatic informant, saying her country’s diplomatic 

representation was “well-placed [in Fiji] to manage regional interests such as Climate Change 

and Disaster Management”. As these bodies are drawn in, they attract more to join them, in the 

process contributing to making their chosen location a centre of activity and influence – a 

“regional operations centre” of sorts, as one international diplomatic informant put it. Another 

international diplomatic informant referred to a hub as a “headquarters of transport, trade, 

telecommunications, even a cultural centre”, with a regional diplomat referring to Fiji as a centre 

of activity, hosting “13 UN agencies as well as the World Bank, Asian Developmetn Bank”, 

adding, “not only that, 13 other Pacific countries rely on Fiji, they come to receive education.” 

4.2.2 Question 2: What are the challenges and opportunities facing Fiji’s diplomatic and 
economic position in the region? 
This question will be discussed and analyzed in four main components. Firstly, with regards to 

the challenges to Fiji’s diplomatic position in the region; secondly, with regards to the diplomatic 

opportunities for Fiji; thirdly, with regards to the challenges to Fiji’s economic position in the 

region; and finally, with regards to economic opportunities.    

Challenges for Fiji’s Diplomatic Role in the Region 
Challenges to Fiji’s diplomatic role in the region identified by key informants interviewed, 

include:
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(i) International reactions to Fiji’s political situation under the current military 

regime, such as its suspension from the Pacific Islands Forum and the 

Commonwealth. 

(ii) International perceptions of Fiji’s diminished regional leadership role due to the 

political situation and concerns about good governance, economic decline and 

security for foreign investors. 

(iii)  Government efficiency, which is perceived to be lacking and in need of 

improvement in order to best maximize on international relations. 

(iv)  Better sharing of Fiji’s benefits with its regional neighbours in terms of its 

infrastructure, transport, communications, training and natural resources. 

(v) The Public Emergency Regulations (PER)29 and media censorship which have 

been enacted and enforced by the military regime have limited personal freedoms 

and the exercising of human rights. 

(vi) Fiji must maintain and develop a global relevance, without getting too entangled 

in domestic issues. 

(vii) There must be a clearly articulated and demonstrated will to return to democratic 

governance after free and fair elections. 

The five most prominently mentioned challenges will be discussed in detail below, beginning 

with the challenge that remained at the forefront of the key informant conversations – that of 

Fiji’s current political situation under a military regime with limited personal freedoms. 36% of 

the total responses pertaining to Fiji’s challenges related to the country’s current political 

situation and its impacts on the region. As one international diplomatic informant put it, "…the 

biggest concern that I have and a number of other folks have with regards to Fiji, is that what’s 

happening here becomes a contagion within the region...Those [regional] nations...they’ve 

always looked to Fiji as an exemplar of how to do things. Look at the Public Emergency 

Regulations (PER)30, look at particularly the Media Decree. I am deeply concerned that some of 

������������������������������������������������������������
29�Refer to Footnote 28.�
30 Refer to Footnote 28. 
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them might look at that and say that’s a positive model...And the contagion aspect of what’s 

happening here causes more fear than a lot of the other elements." 

Discussion of the Challenges Relating to Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position 
Bar Graph 1.1: Challenges Relating to Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position (% of Total 

Responses) (N=14) 

The above bar graph shows the various challenges identified by key informants for Fiji’s 

diplomatic and economic position in the region. Each bar represents a singular challenge and its 

percentage of the total responses. The following paragraphs will elaborate on these challenges in 

relation to the above graph.

(i) International Perceptions Regarding Fiji’s Political Situation 

“We are concerned that there is the growing sentiment amongst Pacific Island countries that 

what happens here is acceptable.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

 As indicated in Bar Graph 1.1, international perceptions about Fiji’s diminished diplomatic 

status as a result of its political troubles arose as the most prominent challenge to Fiji’s regional 

hub role, featuring in 36% of total responses. Some key informants stated that the current 

political situation has taken Fiji’s historical regional leadership role away and undermined the 

country’s moral authority on the diplomatic front. With Fiji playing a pioneering role in laying 

the foundations of Pacific regionalism with institutions such as the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) 

and the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG)31, the country’s current political troubles are seen 

������������������������������������������������������������
31 Fiji’s Former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Kaliopate Tavola, is currently Fiji’s representative to the Melanesian 
Spearhead Group (MSG). Appointed in early 2013, Tavola is currently heading an Eminent Persons Group to assess 
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to be undermining that position. The reputation of Fiji’s military forces has also been tarnished 

and worries remain over whether the country will be able to maintain a stable environment for 

democratic governance and foreign investment. A concern also raised by key informants is that 

Fiji’s political situation will be seen as acceptable by other Pacific Island countries (PICs), 

setting negative standards for democracy and good governance. 

(ii) International Reactions to Fiji’s Political Situation 

“With Fiji excluded from the [Pacific Islands] Forum, the business about PACER Plus can get 

bogged down.” – Multi-Lateral Organization Key Informant 

International reactions to Fiji’s political situation have been identified as the second most major 

concern by key informants, with 20% of total responses. These reactions have taken the form of 

travel bans for senior officials of the military government and the military forces as well as their 

immediate families, suspended funding for infrastructure development and wider consequences 

such as suspension from the Pacific Islands Forum and the Commonwealth. The suspension of 

foreign aid for infrastructure development could further slow down Fiji’s efforts to reinvigorate 

its sugar industry and maintain or expand its transport infrastructure which is integral to its 

connectivity domestically, regionally and internationally. Fiji’s exclusion from trade negotiations 

is also identified as a significant obstacle to the reaching of a PACER Plus trade agreement, with 

Fiji being home to many of the institutions and infrastructure that play an essential role in 

reaching and implementing trade relations. In this case, this reaction to Fiji’s political turmoil 

also has significant implications on regional trade relations. 

(iii) Public Emergency Regulations (PER) and Media Censorship32 / Need to 

Demonstrate Will to Return to Democracy 

"…you had a very free press and you had the Fiji Times which was actually viewed by everyone 

within the region as a fabulous, longstanding defender of the people’s right to know. And then 

that’s gone away [due to] the PER [and] the Media Decree [and] the rule by decree, just in 

general, has snowballed..." – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Fiji’s progress on the path to democratic elections as well as its economic prospects and other needs, to inform the 
MSG’s long-term vision and strategies (Ministry of Information, 2013).  
32 Refer to Footnote 28. 
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“We would like to see some political will shown, for example lifting the PER, funding an 

elections office, appointing a supervisor of elections, encouraging an impartial judiciary and 

creating investor confidence.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

The third largest concerns discussed by interviewees involved the continued suppression of 

rights through the PER and Media Decree and the perceived lack of demonstrated will to return 

to democratic governance, both ranking at 12% of total responses in Bar Graph 1.1. Censorship 

of the media through the Media Decree is limiting the people’s right to information, prohibiting 

anything from being released in the media that may be seen to be anti-government and the PER 

restricts rights of movement and assembly. Such restrictions with serious human rights 

implications also impact Fiji’s regional diplomatic standing. Also a pressing concern was the 

need for a clearly articulated and demonstrated will to hold free and fair elections and return to 

democratic governance, as well as addressing concerns about the impartiality of the judiciary to 

rebuild confidence in Fiji’s legal system and governance structure. 

(i) Diplomatic Relevance Globally / Government Efficiency 

"How can we stay relevant in the international community?…the challenge for us really is in our 

political development there’s always the temptation to look within. To focus on developing 

ourselves on the basis of our own interest and what we want for Fiji and losing sight of Fiji’s 

role to the region. I think that is a challenge to our hub status. Because once we lose sight of the 

number of countries that rely on us as an entry point to the world, then we are really 

undermining our [own] hub status.” – Local Diplomatic Key Informant 

Fiji maintaining its diplomatic relevance in the region and globally has also been expressed as a 

concern, featuring in 8% of total responses. Given its relative smallness and isolation in global 

standards and also the challenge posed by its current political situation, Fiji’s domestic issues 

may overshadow the importance of maintaining and building on its international relationships 

and cultivating positive relationships with the wider global community.  

"What Fiji is lacking is government efficiency…you have to always have a competitive edge so 

you have to think in competitive terms, you don’t want to compare yourself just with countries 
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like Tuvalu or Vanuatu because they are smaller…but you also have to think about competing 

with Australia or NZ in some other areas.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Government efficiency has also been identified as a challenge, also ranking at 8% of total 

responses, hindering Fiji’s diplomatic representation as well as the attractiveness of the economy 

to foreign investors who are looking for a low-risk environment with streamlined and efficient 

process for doing business using a ‘one-stop shop’ approach. 

(v) Better Sharing of Benefits Regionally 

"And so issues like how USP runs its hub…when I was in the Marshall Islands, I was somewhat 

dismayed at the level of interaction. I didn’t really witness very clearly the interaction between 

USP and that hub. It was very interesting to actually get here and see USP and see the home 

office, if you will. Because it really made it even more… disturbing to me because…it was a 

fraction of a fraction [of resources from the USP main campus that seem to be] going out to the 

Marshall Islands. I assume that’s not true in places like Tonga, it’s a bit more." – International 

Diplomatic Key Informant 

The fifth most mentioned concern (at 4% of total responses) regarding Fiji’s diplomatic position 

was the notion that more can be done to share the benefits of its developmental advantages with 

its regional neighbours. This could be in the areas of education, training and infrastructure, with 

the example of the University of the South Pacific (USP) being referred to and the perception 

that its regional campuses could be better equipped and maintained than they are in relation to 

the main campus in Suva, Fiji. 

Opportunities Relating to Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position 
Key informants identified many advantages and potential pathways for growth in Fiji’s 

diplomatic position that would benefit the nation as well as its surrounding region. These 

opportunities involve either current realities that can be improved or objectives that can be 

realized with time and effort. Opportunities for improving Fiji’s diplomatic position include: 

(i) Continuing Fiji’s history as a political and diplomatic driver in the region. 

(ii) Capitalizing on Fiji’s diverse, urbanized and well-qualified workforce. 
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(iii) Building on Fiji’s position as a provider of social and economic opportunities for 

the region. 

(iv) Maximizing on Fiji’s advantageous geographical position and features. 

(v) Maintaining and improving Fiji’s infrastructure. 

(vi) Capitalizing on the presence of regional and international development agencies 

and organizations. 

(vii) Improving communications and transport facilities and processes for better 

connectivity locally and internationally. 

(viii) Maximizing on Fiji’s relative safety from extreme natural disasters. 

(ix) Building on the desire of foreign countries to maintain positive relations with Fiji 

in spite of political disagreements. 

One international diplomatic informant acknowledged Fiji’s integral role in the regional affairs 

both perceptually and realistically, saying, "Fiji is so integrally a part of the region and not just 

perceptually - perception is an important factor because people see it as an important part of the 

region - but realistically as well. It’s the communications, medical, education, transport hub for 

the region. Plus, it’s got the natural resources to make it a multiplier for the region.” The 

following bar graph (1.2) will discuss these opportunities in more detail, highlighting the top 5 

opportunities relating to Fiji’s diplomatic position within the region.



54�

Discussion of the Top 5 Opportunities Relating to Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position 

Bar Graph 1.2: Top 5 Opportunities Relating to Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position (% of Total 
Responses) (N=14) 

(i) Communications and Transport Connectivity 

“[Fiji’s hub position] is further strengthened by the air and shipping connectivity to the other 

islands… to travel to Vanuatu for example for a two-day meeting you have to stay there for a 

week in order to get a flight back. So likewise to the Solomon Islands, even to PNG connectivity 

out to the outside world is very limited, whereas we have daily flights out of Fiji to New Zealand, 

Australia, Hong Kong and Korea. So our connectivity to the world is quite good. Now we are 

connecting to the North Pacific through Continental Airlines.” – Local Diplomatic Key 

Informant 

Fiji’s connectivity in terms of communications and transport emerged as a major opportunity that 

can be seized and improved upon, garnering 28.9% of the total responses (Bar Graph 1.2). The 

ability to communicate in a timely, reliable and secure manner with the outside world was 

deemed a key advantage for Fiji, as well as the ready availability of travel routes by air and sea 

to the region and international destinations. These were essential factors raised by key informants 

relating to why Fiji tends to be the location of choice for diplomatic missions and international 

organizations serving the region. An international diplomatic informant recounted the 

importance of connectivity in communications as well as transport to ensure the viability of 

diplomatic bases in Fiji, saying, “Access to data, telecom capabilities, all of these things are very 

important to embassies. We have the need to communicate, receive and send out and we need to 

be able to do that sometimes openly, sometimes securely. And secure communications require a 
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sophisticated level of telecom infrastructure. Fiji has that.” Such advantages, according to key 

informants, enable Fiji to serve effectively as a base for their regional operations. 

(ii) Geographic Location and Features 

“…[the] fact that we are centrally located…our geographical fate, I suppose, places us smack 

into the middle of PICs.” – Local Diplomatic Key Informant 

Fiji’s strategic location featured amongst key informants as an important opportunity for 

strengthening its diplomatic position, given its geographic centrality within the region. This 

featured in 17.3% of interviewees’ total responses (Bar Graph 1.2). Relating to its connectivity, 

Fiji’s location also made it a popular port of call historically in Pacific voyaging during pre-

colonial times, contributing to the diversity of the country’s culture and population and laying 

the foundation for its regional prominence – an aspect which one key informant raised. Fiji’s 

location places it in an ideal position for regional travel and transport routes which is important, 

as acknowledged by key informants who work both regionally and internationally.

(iii)  Presence of International Organizations 

“I think it’s obvious that [Fiji] has an advantage when regional [and] international 

organizations are in the same place…It is a bit like gravity, or the more mass is 

concentrated…the more it attracts…and that’s probably the attraction of what you have also in 

Suva…once you have more international agencies and NGOs and countries represented, more of 

the others come here, they don’t have to travel [as much,] so it does have an effect.” – 

International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Key informants noted the drawing power of Fiji in terms of the presence of regional and 

international organizations. When it comes to choosing a location for a foreign diplomatic 

mission or an aid agency, in 17.3% of interviewees’ responses (Bar Graph 1.2) Fiji seems to be 

the natural choice due to the presence of other international agencies. In terms of cultivating 

inter-agency partnerships, having many headquarters of such agencies in the same location is an 

essential advantage, enabling them to more effectively serve their regional outposts. Key 

informants also discussed the concept of “gravity”, demonstrated in how the presence of a few 

organizations in one location increasingly attracts more organizations to the same place, as they 
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are drawn to the convenience of proximity and the cost-effectiveness of operating with the 

enhanced connectivity that such circumstances offer. 

(iv)  Diverse, Urbanized and Well-Qualified Workforce 

“So Fiji has an advantage because of the metropolis that it is. [It’s] multicultural, so you have 

lots of ideas coming in. Whereas if you have a country that is predominantly one race, [there’s 

more likely just] one way of looking at things, it’s very hard to break the mentality and broaden 

the experience. You find young ones who have gone away and come back with ideas just keep 

getting squashed.” – Local Regional Organization Key Informant 

A significant advantage representing an opportunity for enhancing Fiji’s diplomatic position in 

the region is its workforce as alluded to in 11.5% of interviewees’ total responses (Bar Graph 

1.2). Key informants drew attention to the diverse, urbanized and well-qualified workforce that 

Fiji has in relation to the region. This provides diplomatic missions, international organizations 

and businesses with an attractive pool of human resources that will prove beneficial to their 

operations.

The diversity of Fiji’s workforce is once more influenced by its centrality to pre-colonial 

voyaging routes, post-colonial developments as well as contemporary connectivity, all of which 

have contributed to a multi-cultural population consisting of indigenous (also known as ‘i-

taukei’) Fijians, Fijians of Indian, Chinese, European and mixed heritage, other Pacific Islanders 

and expatriates. According to the informant quoted above, this diversity in people is also 

reflected in the diversity of ideas and knowledge, with “lots of ideas coming in” and “more than 

one way of looking at things”.

Another key informant added that with Fiji’s population also highly urbanized or at least 

relatively less isolated from urban areas, this makes the workforce more attractive as well in 

terms of being accessible to potential employers in international organizations. In terms of being 

well-qualified, key informants also referred to the relatively high levels of education that the 

general workforce have due to greater access to education opportunities such as USP, which has 

its main campus in Suva, Fiji. 
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(v) Relatively Good Infrastructure 

“When you look at…Fiji, [the] population [is] distributed in 4 or 5 centres [and in terms of] 

infrastructure, communications [and] ICT, we are well above [other regional countries] when 

you compare infrastructure and penetration rates...For us the trump card is the infrastructure.”

– Local Economic Key Informant 

Fiji’s infrastructure in terms of transport, communications and essential services as well as 

tourism and education also featured in 9.6% of key informant discussions (Bar Graph 1.2). Being 

able to provide a reasonable standard of living for locals, visitors, expatriates and tourists due to 

the country’s relatively well-developed infrastructure is an advantage for Fiji. Hotel and resort 

facilities mean that the country has the capacity to accommodate hundreds of thousands of 

tourists annually and play host to seminars and conventions. Key informants also acknowledged 

how basic services like health care are shared with regional citizens who fly in from countries 

like Tuvalu to be treated at Fiji’s hospitals, in addition to education and training opportunities at 

the country’s schools, universities and vocational institutions.

According to a local diplomatic key informant, regional citizens also enjoy certain benefits such 

as the wavering of visa fees for students, being allowed to study at local tuition rates and other 

advantages, enabling them to benefit equitably from the facilities and opportunities offered in 

Fiji. This assertion was confirmed by a regional diplomatic key informant, whose country’s 

students and citizens benefit from the education and health facilities on offer in Fiji. These are 

advantages that key informants believe can be maintained and expanded on to ensure that the 

region also benefits from Fiji’s infrastructural advantages. 

Challenges Relating to Fiji’s Regional Economic Position 
“Numerous challenges to Fiji’s economic position were discussed by key informants, arising 

from both global and domestic volatilities. These challenges include: 

(i) The brain drain caused by economic and political instability is diminishing the 

national workforce. 

(ii) The increasing need to attract foreign investment. 

(iii) Economic decline resulting from international and local instabilities. 
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(iv) The need to re-engage in regional trade negotiations, particularly following 

suspension from regional groupings like the Pacific Islands Forum as a result of 

the political situation. 

(v) The need to maintain and improve connectivity through infrastructure

development. 

(vi) The development and progress of other Pacific Island countries is increasing their 

appeal as alternative hub locations. 

(vii) The need for improvement in transport facilities and services for both local and 

regional benefits. 

(viii) Advances in technology have diminished the necessity of traveling through Fiji. 

(ix) Concerns about the ability of Fiji’s economy to weather further global economic 

fluxes.

As one international diplomatic informant put it, “The economics have declined and you can 

make the case fairly effectively that [Fiji] fell off the cliff really when the coup occurred, so [Fiji 

has] lost on the economic clout side.” This and other perspectives on Fiji’s economic challenges 

will be discussed in greater specificity in the following paragraphs, where the five foremost 

economic challenged will be elaborated upon.

Discussion of the Top 5 Challenges Relating to Fiji’s Regional Economic Position 

Bar Graph 1.3: Top 5 Challenges Relating to Fiji’s Regional Economic Position (% of Total 
Responses) (N=14) 
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(i) The Need to Attract Investment 

“…if you see some of the statistics coming out of the IMF, World Bank – and this is where it 

should be a wakeup call for us – you would see that other countries in the region, their ratings as 

cities or countries where it’s easy to do business seem to be increasing over Fiji. So you can see 

there are investments going on in these countries towards attracting business. So we should not 

be sitting around and thinking it will come naturally to us, because there are competitors around 

the world." – Local Diplomatic Key Informant 

Key informants acknowledge in a staggering 33.3% of total responses (Bar Graph 1.3) that the 

most pressing challenge for Fiji’s economic position is in relation to attracting investment to 

grow the economy and contribute to development. Many factors were identified by informants as 

hindering investment, ranging from perceptions of Fiji as a high-risk investment by foreign 

investors due to the political situation, cumbersome processes for foreign investors in doing 

business in Fiji and overly protectionist domestic economic policies. These factors, according to 

key informants, are denying the economy opportunities for growth and progress – increasingly 

important in the current global economic environment and the increasing domestic expense of 

maintaining and expanding infrastructure. 

(ii) The Need to Re-Engage in Regional Trade Negotiations / Maintaining Connectivity 
Through Infrastructure Development 

Two concerns emerged as the second most popular challenges identified by key informants 

regarding Fiji’s economic position, each warranting 15.5% of interviewees’ total responses (Bar 

Graph 1.3).
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“[Fiji’s] suspension from the Pacific Island Forum, particularly its suspension from PACER 

Plus …Which obviously some people feel are conceptually ill-conceived because without Fiji it’s 

hard to really be successful." – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

The first of these concerns is the need to re-engage in Pacific trade negotiations to ensure that 

national interests are served by trade frameworks as well as to contribute resources, knowledge 

and infrastructure to enable other regional countries to also benefit from trade. Informants 

maintained that Fiji has ports, airports, facilities and expertise that are important to reaching an 

agreeable regional trade agreement in the instance of PACER Plus negotiations for example and 

the country is also where many vital regional and international institutions are located. Fiji’s 

suspension from the Pacific Islands Forum in 2008 has become an obstacle to Fiji’s participation 

in PACER Plus negotiations, with an international diplomatic informant conceding, “…other 

countries in the region are negotiating…a regional [trade] agreement…and they also push for the 

inclusion of Fiji in this because they realize that without Fiji there is little content – it is a hub for 

them as well. [Fiji] is a big economy compared to the others. Fiji does have facilities that most 

others don’t, like fish processing and others.” 

As one local diplomatic informant outlined, when members of the Pacific Islands Forum decided 

to suspend Fiji’s membership, the country was given the opportunity to be involved in 

negotiations through a spokesperson from the Forum who would visit Fiji trade officials, provide 

updates on progress in negotiations and convey input from Fiji officials back to the negotiation 

table. This option was turned down by the Fiji administration, who did not want to be treated 

“like an appendix to the whole process” in light of the country’s history as a founder of the 

Pacific Islands Forum and as a signatory party to the trade agreement alongside its regional 

neighbours.

“Investment now is a global market. If we keep on being stagnant, without up-skilling the IT 

aspect – we just need to move fast along that line – so an investor in China [or the] US, when 

they see that operation online, they will walk across to invest in Fiji.” – Local Economic Key 

Informant 

The second concern raised by key informants was the importance of maintaining and building on 

connectivity through infrastructure for communications and transport. It was acknowledged that 
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with changing technology, it is no longer necessary to travel through Fiji, hence the added 

importance of maintaining the country’s connectivity via air and sea links. In terms of 

communications, technology is also progressing at a rate where new, faster and more cost-

effective ways of communicating are always emerging and Fiji must keep abreast of these 

advances and “move fast along [the IT] line” in order to remain as accessible as possible to the 

outside world. Being able to provide the latest communications services is vital to attracting 

foreign investment for growing the economy. 

(iii) Need for Improvement in Transport Facilities and Services 

“[There are] challenges to actually getting the processes right when [those in authority] decide 

on where to put infrastructure. Is it the right location? That’s not tied in to the head of the 

village or anything political saying, “It’s got to be here, I’m giving you this land.” When you’re 

talking about a port, it’s got to be protected, sheltered. There’ve been many instances…where 

they say, “Ok, we’re going to put a port here.” That’s all very good but have you done an 

assessment? Have you looked at wind direction? Waves? Currents? Is it actually a good place to 

have a ship? Because then you end up with problems we already have – even with our rural 

vessels when they try and berth, they have to go in on tide to match with the jetty.” – Local 

Regional Organization Key Informant 

Transport facilities and services were also a concern brought up in 11.1% of total responses (Bar 

Graph 1.3) by key informants, in terms of Fiji’s domestic connectivity and enabling the efficient 

movement of goods, services and people throughout the country. There was an expressed desire 

for domestic and regional transport routes to improve in service, capacity, accessibility and 

affordability. An informant specializing in marine transport in a regional organization raised the 

issue of developing standard safety procedures for marine travel such as compulsory inventories, 

emergency procedures and passenger checklists. Also, according to the same informant, marine 

search and rescue capacities are currently inadequate. In addition, other informants made 

reference to the costly investment that repairing and expanding infrastructure such as roads, ports 

and airports require which can be an expensive burden on the national budget and worsened by 

the obstacles to funding that have arisen in response to Fiji’s political situation. 
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(iv)  Economic Decline 

“…the numbers [of foreign investors] have come down …for example, prior to 2008 in July, 

numbers on an annual basis were five hundred plus. Post-2008, numbers went down by almost 

forty to fifty percent.” – Local Economic Key Informant 

In 6.7% of total responses (Bar Graph 1.3), key informants pointed to a decline in the economy 

as a major challenge to Fiji’s economic position in the region. This decline was attributed to both 

international and domestic events. While the global financial crisis was mentioned, there were 

domestic conditions that key informants also discussed. One of these conditions was low foreign 

investment attributed to decreased investor confidence after the 2006 military coup, high tariffs, 

protectionist investment policies such as restrictions on reserve activities for foreign investors, 

and cumbersome business setup processes. Fiji’s ratings for ease of doing business, according to 

a key informant, are not improving at the rate of some other Pacific countries, making other 

Pacific economies increasingly more attractive as alternatives for foreign investors. 

(v) Development and Progress in Other Pacific Island Countries / Technology 
Diminished Necessity of Traveling via Fiji / Concerns About Ability to Weather 
Global Economic Impacts 

“…other countries in the region, their rating as cities or countries where it’s easy to do business 

seems to be increasing over Fiji. So you can see there are investments going on in these 

countries towards attracting business.” – Local Diplomatic Key Informant 

Three issues emerged as the fifth greatest challenge that key informants saw as affecting Fiji’s 

economic position, each being attributed 4.5% of total responses (Bar Graph 1.3). The first of 

these was the emergence of other Pacific countries as potential alternatives for foreign 

investment and hub locations due to the efforts that they were making in improving conditions 

for doing business and improving their own infrastructure and services. Key informants 

conveyed that while these developments represent important reminders for the need for Fiji to 

continuously improve, other regional locations still fall far behind Fiji in terms of infrastructure, 

connectivity and standard of living. 

“With the technological age we live in, this has decreased the need to move here.” – 

International Multi-Lateral Organization Key Informant 
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Secondly, technological advancements are making it increasingly easier to overcome 

geographical barriers, making Fiji’s location advantages less significant. For example, with 

larger aircraft that are now able to travel long distances, stopovers in Fiji are no longer an 

absolute necessity when flying across the Pacific Ocean. The same applies to marine vessels. 

Also, with the Internet and improving standards in mobile communication, the need to travel to 

Fiji is also decreased. 

“The problem is the other development options, with sugar and tourism. This is decreasing the 

scope of revenue for Fiji…” – International Multi-Lateral Key Informant 

Thirdly, key informants brought up the challenges of building an economy that can be resilient to 

global economic shifts, particularly in regards to Fiji’s sugar and tourism industries, which have 

faced obstacles of their own in recent years. With European Union funding suspended for the 

sugar industry, this has presented numerous obstacles for reviving the ailing sector and 

maximizing its productivity for economic growth. The tourism industry, which has historically 

been a major economic contributor, suffered in recent years due to impacts of the global 

economic recession in source countries, as well as a period of lowered confidence from travelers 

immediately after the military coup. Some key informants referred to the increasing number of 

tourist visitors annually as well as the high number of tourist visitors to Fiji in relation to other 

regional countries. However, one key informant stated that despite the increased numbers, 

tourists are visiting at heavily discounted rates, thus the increase in revenue is not as significant 

as portrayed by the higher number of visitors.  

(D) Opportunities Relating to Fiji’s Regional Economic Position 
Key informants saw many opportunities for Fiji’s economy by maximizing on existing 

circumstances or exploring potential pathways for economic growth. These opportunities 

included:

(i) Continuing to maximize on Fiji’s geographical location and features. 

(ii) Nurturing the country’s diverse, urbanized and well-qualified workforce. 

(iii) Capitalizing on the relatively well-developed infrastructure. 

(iv) Building on the strong foundation of Fiji’s international diplomatic standing. 
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(v) Building on existing trade relationships. 

(vi) Improving domestic and international connectivity. 

(vii) Completing reforms for attracting foreign investors. 

(viii) Maximizing on the country’s relative safety from extreme natural disasters. 

(ix) Exploring the potential for acting as a regional fuel transit and storage hub. 

Building on Fiji’s strengths seems to be the overarching approach to maximizing economic 

opportunities, alongside addressing barriers to economic progress. A local diplomatic informant 

pointed towards the tourism industry as “a strength that glues all these [economic and political] 

factors together”, adding, “We are fortunate that our early political leaders and economists saw 

the importance of developing very early on a tourism industry here…Because you can’t argue 

with stats that say 650,000 people visited Fiji as a tourist destination [compared to] an emerging 

tourist destination like Vanuatu where it’s like 130,000 [in] tourist numbers. So the tourism 

traffic to us is a positive indicator as our hub status…the need to strengthen that and expand it 

further seems to be a credible way of going towards nailing our position, our flag of Fiji, as the 

regional hub.” 

This and other perspectives on harnessing Fiji’s hub position to maximize the country’s 

economic potential will be discussed in the following paragraphs, informed by the interview 

analysis illustrated in Bar Graph 1.4. 
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Discussion of the Top 5 Opportunities Affecting Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position 
Bar Graph 1.4: Top 5 Opportunities Affecting Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Position (% of Total 

Responses) (N=14) 

(i) Geographic Location and Features 

“Fiji [is] still a very central place for connectivity to other parts of the Pacific, and [has] ways 

[of] going about linking itself to other regions…Shipping routes come from Fiji. [They may] not 

[be] sourced [from Fiji] but still have to come through, after a change of ship.” – Regional 

Diplomatic Key Informant 

Key informants believe the biggest opportunity that Fiji can capitalize on is its unique 

geographical position, being central to shipping lanes and air transport, referring to it in 26.9% of 

total responses (Bar Graph 1.4). In this way, the country can participate more fully in regional 

and international connectivity. Informants raised the issue that Fiji serves as an important link to 

the outside world for small island countries like Tuvalu and Kiribati, both of which do not have 

as many transport links to other countries.

In terms of the country’s geographical features, its natural resources are also referred to as 

important potential sources of economic growth. One key informant brought up the issue of 

mining, which they believe will become increasingly important as a source of investment and 

revenue. Another key informant also referred to land use and the need to sort out natural resource 

ownership issues to enable full productive use of resources for the benefit of resource owners as 

well as for economic growth. This informant believed that Fiji could become the “breadbasket 

for the Pacific”, being a leading source for agricultural produce – something especially important 

for small island countries that do not have the land capacity to grow food for national 
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consumption as well as for other Pacific Island countries whose food imports from Australia, 

New Zealand and the US are especially costly to their national budgets. Other informants also 

made reference to the struggling sugar industry and the need to revive it.

Additionally, Fiji’s natural resources and geographical features are also factors in providing an 

agreeable climate, room for expansion and opportunities for industry. One international diplomat 

reflected on the potential for economic expansion posed by Fiji’s land resources, saying, “One 

thing [in which] Fiji is better equipped is that Fiji has the land that Singapore doesn’t have. You 

have the room for expansion that Singapore doesn’t have. It would be relatively hard for 

Singapore to serve as a manufacturing hub, [even though] they are very good in services, [with 

the] best banks, best sea ports, et cetera…here we have room for building added manufacturing 

and assembly [facilities] and these are advantages Fiji has."  

(i) Improving Domestic and International Connectivity 

“What Fiji is lacking is…transport links with other island countries, air links and sea links and 

also the access to the major markets like the US, EU or even Japan. Talking about your exports 

to these markets – your containers have to go to Australia or New Zealand first before they can 

be exported to the US. I remember when I was in NZ, a container to the US would cost only 

$2,000 but here it's like $8,000 or $9,000 dollars. Imagine how much costs you add to exporters 

and [this] may be because the volume is not big enough, but once Fiji can serve as a transport 

hub for all Pacific Island countries, then you have the volume to be able to export directly to the 

US. Then it’ll cut costs and save time and imagine the tremendous economic value if this can be 

case.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

The second opportunity for economic growth, highlighted in 21.6% of total responses (Bar 

Graph 1.4), relates closely to the previous opportunity mentioned by key informants concerning 

Fiji’s geographical location. However, this opportunity relates specifically to transport and 

communications links to improve Fiji’s connectivity and better position its economy for growth. 

Firstly, domestic connectivity was discussed by one key informant, who referred to Fiji’s 

scattered population and the need to provide safe, accessible and affordable transport services for 

them. Standardized safety procedures and regulations for the purchase of marine vessels were 

also precautions that the informant deemed important for domestic connectivity. Secondly, 

international connectivity was identified as an area for potential growth, in establishing air and 
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sea links with other regional countries as well as seeking more direct routes to global trading 

partners, to expand access to global markets for Fiji and other Pacific Island countries. Air links 

to other more isolated regional countries were also discussed by key informants as a potential 

avenue for improving transport services throughout the region and give other Pacific countries 

access to global markets via Fiji. 

(ii) Relatively Good Infrastructure 

“[Fiji] – in terms of air and sea transportation – has much better infrastructure, airport and 

seaports than other [regional] countries." – International Diplomatic Key Informant  

A current advantage that Fiji offers is the well-developed infrastructure that has been in place 

since colonial times. In 17.5% of total responses (Bar Graph 1.4), key informants pointed to 

airports, sea ports, roads, bridges, hotels, schools, educational institutions and hospitals as key 

infrastructural features that Fiji enjoys. While maintaining these structures has been a challenge, 

they present a positive foundation for further improvement and an opportunity to further enhance 

Fiji’s position to provide citizens, visitors and expatriates with a good standard of living 

compared to other regional destinations. As an international diplomatic informant highlights, “If 

[Fiji airports] can offer the same kind of services that Sydney airport offers its customers, it’s a 

goal that’s achievable. It doesn’t involve a big revamp of infrastructure. Just improve facilities at 

Nadi [International Airport] for example, or Suva wharf or Lautoka. So it is achievable.” 

(iii) Strong Foundation of Diplomatic Presence Internationally 

“So the work [by post-independence leaders] in the early days in the ACP and in the UN laid the 

foundations that built on the natural advantage [Fiji has] in terms of geographical location and 

the historical advantages we gained through the British bases here.” – Local Diplomatic Key 

Informant 

Key informants spoke in 11.3% of their total responses (Bar Graph 1.4) about Fiji’s diplomatic 

and political visibility on the global landscape, beginning in colonial times when the country was 

chosen as the location for the British colonial administration’s regional operations. Also, they 

referred to Fiji’s contributions to international peacekeeping as playing a role in raising its 

international profile. A key informant discussed how following independence, Fiji’s early leaders 

established a strong international presence through joining the African Caribbean and Pacific 
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(ACP) community and the United Nations (UN). The country’s presence was further established 

with the key roles it played in negotiating international conventions such as the UN Convention 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) as well as the founding roles played by Fiji’s leaders like the 

late Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara in founding the Pacific Islands Forum. Key informants asserted that 

Fiji’s leadership role in regional and international negotiations has come under serious question 

due to the current political situation, however the country still is viewed as essential to 

diplomacy and trade partnerships in the Pacific community and internationally. Informants 

iterated that if nurtured, this strong platform of global diplomatic links can serve to bolster Fiji’s 

economic potential. 

(iv) Foreign Investment Reforms 

“Carry on with the [investment] reforms. The initiative of the ‘one-stop shop’ is not new. Jim Ah 

Koy promoted it, so they’re just talking about the same idea, I guess...” – Regional Economic 

Key Informant 

Completing investment reforms to streamline business processes and provide a more attractive 

environment for foreign investment was discussed in 8.2% of total responses (Bar Graph 1.4) as 

an opportunity for economic growth by key informants. They recommended the lowering of 

tariffs, a relaxing of protectionist policies, streamlining processes for setting up businesses, 

enabling investors to conduct transactions online, ensuring political stability and restoring faith 

in the judiciary to boost investment. 

4.2.3 Question 3: What are the underlying factors contributing to Fiji’s diplomatic and 
economic position in the region? 
This question adds to the background and context of the resources, attributes and decisions that 

have contributed to Fiji’s diplomatic and economic position in the region. Underpinning this 

question is the exploration of the “Why” and “How”, delving into interviewees’ perceptions as to 

why Fiji has obtained its diplomatic and economic status over time, and how this came to be so. 

This understanding, it is hoped, will also shed light on the influences behind interviewees’ posits 

about the present and future of Fiji’s diplomatic and economic status.  
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In similar fashion to Question 2, answers to Question 3 will be analyzed in two main categories – 

firstly, contributing factors to Fiji’s regional diplomatic position; and secondly, contributing 

factors to Fiji’s regional economic position.   

A. Contributing Factors to Fiji’s Diplomatic Position in the Region 
Key informants raised many factors that they believe contribute to Fiji’s diplomatic prominence 

in the region. These factors included: 

(i) Fiji’s diverse, urbanized and well-qualified workforce and public service. 

(ii) The country’s geographical location and features, making it central to transport 

and travel routes as well as endowing it with natural resources for growth and 

development. 

(iii) The presence of regional and international organizations also makes Fiji a 

convenient choice of location for diplomatic missions. 

(iv) Fiji’s historical role in role in international diplomacy and regional cooperation. 

(v) The country’s connectivity in terms of transport and communications 

infrastructure and services. 

(vi) The medical and educational services that Fiji provides to other regional 

countries.

(vii) Relatively good infrastructure in roads, bridges, hotels, schools, hospitals, etc. 

(viii) A relatively good standard of living, personal security, law and order. 

An international diplomatic informant alluded to Fiji as a leader in regional affairs, viewing this 

from a global perspective, saying, “Globalization is hugely important. In order to make 

globalization work you need regionalization – [for] regions to be able to interact with each other. 

And inevitably within regions there’s always going to be some leading dynamics and I think Fiji 

has always been a leading dynamic within the region.”  

Fiji’s “leading” role in the regional “dynamic” will be discussed in the following paragraphs, 

elaborating on the contributing factors to Fiji’s diplomatic position in the region. This will begin 
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with the discussion of Bar Graph 2.1, which illustrates the major factors as perceived by key 

informants contributing to Fiji’s regional diplomatic status. 

Discussion of the Top 5 Contributing Factors to Fiji’s Diplomatic Position 

Bar Graph 2.1: Top 5 Contributing Factors to Fiji’s Regional Diplomatic Role (% of Total 
Responses) (N=14) 

(i) Connectivity in Communications and Transport 

“[Fiji has] a functioning and well-respected international air carrier here. [In the] Marshall 

Islands, during the two years I was there, Air Marsh Islands…ran only intermittently …They 

only had three planes to begin with. They were lucky that they had planes, there are other island 

nations out there that don’t…so all of these things combined…access to data, telecom 

capabilities…all of these things are very important to embassies. We have the need to 

communicate…. And secure communications require a sophisticated level of telecommunications 

infrastructure. Fiji has that.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Diplomatic key informants acknowledged that a vital factor in their selection of Fiji as a location 

for their diplomatic missions is its connectivity in terms of communications and transport. This 

rated highly in total responses from interviewees, at 22.4% (Bar Graph 2.1). A significant 
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majority of the diplomatic key informants served in missions that served multiple regional 

countries from their location in Fiji. Informants mentioned that being able to regularly travel to 

and communicate with their regional countries of accreditation is a major contributing factor to 

Fiji’s prominence as a location of choice for diplomatic missions. 

(ii) Presence of Regional and International Organizations / Fiji’s Historical Role in 
Diplomacy and Regional Cooperation 

“I would probably refer to it more as gravity, but in this case it’s political gravity, not so much 

economic. But yes, the more nations of importance pay attention to a particular place as 

evidenced by their missions, the size of their missions, their amount of interaction, it’s inevitable 

it’s going to draw the attention of other nations …as much as the political gravity pulls them in."

– International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Two factors emerged as the second largest contributors to Fiji’s diplomatic role in the region, 

each garnering 19.7% of interviewees’ total responses (Bar Graph 2.1). Firstly, key informants 

referred to the presence of regional and international organizations in Fiji, as contributing to a 

type of “gravity”, attracting even more foreign representations to the country’s shores. Having 

international organizations like the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the EU-based Centre for 

the Development of Enterprise (CDE), UN agencies including the UNDP, UNICEF, WHO and 

ILO as well as regional organizations like the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS) presents 

diplomatic missions with more opportunities for interaction and partnerships in one location. 

[Fiji’s] peacekeeping operations [have been a] unique contribution historically. In any event, I 

see that from that you’ve trail-blazed, you came in on the scene when Samoa, Tonga and others 

were way ahead. The significance of Fiji’s arrival on the scene had an impact on a wide variety 

of issues – on [the] Lome [Convention], even on [the] Cotonou [Agreement]. In fact, I regret to 

this day that had the [2000] coup not taken place, it would have been called the Suva Accord. 

Regrettably a coup did occur in Fiji and the conference did not take place. But the impact that 

Fiji has had in dealing with the European Community and EU has had a lasting effect on the 

consideration of Pacific Island Countries, because we come at the tail end of the African 

Caribbean and Pacific [known as the ACP grouping of countries in trade agreements with the 

EU]." – Regional Diplomatic Key Informant 



72�

Secondly, Fiji’s historical contributions to international and regional cooperation have also 

contributed to its diplomatic prominence, according to key informants. They mentioned the 

involvement of Fiji in international peacekeeping operations, as well as negotiating international 

agreements such as the Lome Convention and the Cotonou Agreement in collaboration with the 

EU and the African Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) community. Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, 

Kaliopate Tavola and Ratu Jone Kubuabola were among Fijian politicians and diplomats 

mentioned by key informants, as they drew attention to the contributions Fiji’s political 

leadership made to regional cooperation such as the establishment of the Pacific Islands Forum 

and other international agreements. 

(iii) Geographical Location and Features 

“[Fiji] is centrally located geographically, in terms of air and sea transportation. [It] has much 

better infrastructure, airport and seaports than other [regional] countries. I agree that Fiji is 

strategically located in the Pacific..." – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Relating to its connectivity, key informants also rated Fiji as being centrally placed in the 

Pacific. This factor comprised 13.2% of interviewees’ total responses (Bar Graph 2.1). One key 

informant affirmed that Fiji is not exactly in the middle of the Pacific region in terms of its 

physical location. However, he asserted, that it is generally in the middle and its geographical 

size, features, natural resources and the available infrastructure make it a more favorable choice 

than other potential hub locations in the region that may be more physically central. 

(iv) Diverse, Urbanized and Well-Qualified Workforce 

“…in terms of support capabilities, Fiji is, as far as island nations are concerned…[has] 

indigenous capabilities that other island nations can only dream of and will probably never be 

able to achieve given their circumstances. For example, the Marshall Islands receives a great 

deal of money from the US government…based on the compact of free association… yet despite 

that money, there’s no chance you’re going to have a large-scale domestic and export-focused 

commodity manufactured for example food or clothing, processing and manufacturing - it’s not 

going to be there.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Fiji’s well-qualified workforce is cited as a major advantage for diplomatic missions by key 

informants, featuring in 10.5% of total responses (Bar Graph 2.1). According to them this not 
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only provides an attractive pool of potential employees for them to select from, but it also 

reflects positively on the quality of interactions with Fiji’s public service personnel and also in 

the civil society sector. 

(v) Good Infrastructure / Good Standard of Living 

“Communications is relatively accessible and of a good standard here. There are hotels and 

venues for large conventions. These are more available and accessible than say the Cook 

Islands, Samoa, Vanuatu or even PNG.” – International Multi-Lateral Organization Key 

Informant 

The quality of life that Fiji is able to offer for its citizens, visitors and the international 

diplomatic community also counted as a contributing factor to the country’s diplomatic 

prominence, featuring in 5.3% of total responses (Bar Graph 2.1). Key informants spoke of the 

availability of hospitals and educational institutions that regional citizens from countries like 

Tuvalu are also able to benefit from.  

“PNG is embarking on its own development journey with the LNG resources it has, which while 

it will be a focus for investment, does not detract from the serious security problems facing the 

country. This adds to costs, decreases the quality of life [and] increases salaries that are offered 

to expatriates. Here in Fiji it is relatively safe…” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Equally referred to by key informants were the relatively well-equipped airports, sea ports and 

also a thriving tourism industry with hotels and resorts catering to tourists as well as international 

conventions and meetings (Bar Graph 2.1). Personal safety and law and order in Fiji were 

acknowledged to be at generally satisfactory levels for visitors and expatriates, despite the 

political situation – especially when compared to countries like Papua New Guinea where key 

informants relayed concerns that security risks were much higher. 

Discussion of the Top 5 Contributing Factors to Fiji’s Economic Position 
In the second main category in the analysis of Question 3, the major contributing factors to Fiji’s 

economic position will be discussed. Bar Graph 2.2 (on the following page) illustrates the 

prominence of said factors according to the interviewees’ responses and the following 

paragraphs will elaborate on each of them. 
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Bar Graph 2.2: Top 5 Contributing Factors to Fiji’s Regional Economic Role (% of Total 

Responses) (N=14) 

(i) Geographical Location and Features / Connectivity in Communications and 
Transport

“But by far Fiji is most important [for our country] due to fishery relations. According to the 

Suva Port Authority our fishing vessels are the largest user of Suva Port facilities. [We] also 

have very important economic ties – many of our investors are exporting Fiji fish and forestry 

products out of Fiji. [There is] still a lot of potential that we can explore.” – International 

Diplomatic Key Informant 

Key informants were quick to draw firstly on the implications of Fiji’s location and natural 

resources, and secondly on infrastructure and services in communications and transport, with 

each of these factors highlighted in 20.4% of total responses (Bar Graph 2.2). Being able to trade 

throughout the Pacific from Fiji as well as export internationally is relatively easy in Fiji due to 

the facilities available and the country’s strategic location. One key informant discussed Fiji’s 

importance to their country’s fishing industry while others spoke of international enterprises 

being able to operate out of Fiji to cover the region, including commercial banks as well as aid 

and development agencies. 
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(ii) Diverse, Urbanized and Well-Qualified Workforce 

[Fiji’s] public service is relatively well-educated, also apparent in Fiji having regional 

educational institutions like USP here…And the educated workforce is a positive, but migration 

is also a drain on the skilled and educated workforce. – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

The advantage of Fiji’s well-qualified workforce is a factor raised by key informants as integral 

to the country’s regional economic position. This accounted for 11.8% of total responses (Bar 

Graph 2.2.). Having a good pool of human resources to select from is essential for businesses 

and enterprises, in which skilled and educated workers can contribute significantly to 

profitability and productivity. Key informants discussed how Fiji’s workforce tends to be more 

urban-oriented and thus more accessible for employers based in towns and cities. They also 

brought up the relatively high level of skill exhibited by the Fiji workforce, made further 

apparent by the presence of tertiary institutions including USP and the Fiji National University, 

as well as many vocational institutions in the country. Despite the pre-eminence of Fiji’s 

workforce, one key informant raised the concern that skilled migration is becoming increasingly 

detrimental for the country, as it represents a brain drain on the country’s valuable human 

resource pool. 

(iii) Historical Migration of Pacific Population to Fiji / Fiji a Provider of Health, 
Education and Transport Services to the Region / Fiji’s Large Market Share in the 
Pacific and Long-Standing Trade Relationships with Australia and New Zealand 

“…history too seems to have looked favourably [upon] us as a hub, [with] the migration of both 

the Polynesians and the Melanesians. They both came to Fiji and it is in Fiji where we have this 

mixture of the 3 cultural groups in the Pacific…so historically too we seem to have developed 

that hub status and that could very well have to do with some natural phenomenon too – the 

currents, the wind seemed to favour the movement of the canoes in those days.” – Local 

Diplomatic Key Informant

The third most prominently mentioned contributing factors to Fiji’s economic position include, 

firstly, the country’s historical position as a destination for voyagers from around the region 

(8.6% of total responses as indicated in Bar Graph 2.2). Pre-colonial migrations were mentioned 

by one key informant as laying the very early groundwork for Fiji’s position as a sort of 

crossroads within the region as well as contributing to the various regional groupings of 
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Melanesians, Polynesians and Micronesians found living in Fiji in present times. Such a mixture 

of cultural groupings in the country, according to another key informant, enable Fiji to play a 

unique, unifying role in regional affairs that few other countries can play due to their relatively 

mono-cultural makeup. In addition, another key informant emphasized that this diversity stands 

to result in many economic benefits, due to the wider variety of ideas, skills and approaches it 

presents. 

“We have people who live here as residents. We actually have a foundation with the [Fiji] 

Government. We signed a pact [which ensures] we don’t pay visas coming here, even for 

students, even for people who pass through, and we are very appreciative of that kind gesture 

because otherwise it would be very expensive for us. We have about 2,000 people [in Fiji] 

including students – annually 120 students are on government funding, not counting private 

[students] because there are a lot of private students….we only have one secondary school, [so] 

we have to send people out of course…We have people in Kioa [Fiji], in Veisari – some can’t 

even speak [in their vernacular] because they have been here so long.” – Regional Diplomatic 

Key Informant 

Secondly, Fiji’s provision of educational, medical and transport services to the region is also a 

major factor, featuring in 8.6% of total responses (Bar Graph 2.2). One key informant outlined 

how citizens from his country are waivered their visa fees and are able to travel to or travel 

through Fiji for medical care or to attend secondary school and university here. Another 

informant discussed how regional citizens of certain countries are able to study and receive 

medical care in Fiji at local rates and without paying visa fees. Additionally, ships from these 

Pacific countries can also berth at Fiji’s ports without paying international fees and just being 

charged the local nominal rate. According to this informant, this is regarded as part of Fiji’s 

responsibilities as a regional hub to support other Pacific countries in their social and economic 

development.  An example of the significance of Fiji’s contribution is illustrated in an instance 

referred to by one key informant, who stated that 30% of Tuvalu’s health care budget is spent on 

air fares in sending their citizens to Fiji for medical treatment. 
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“…[Fiji has] captured a sizable share of the world market for consumer goods, accession to 

WTO, the liberalization of manufacturing and services industries.” – Local Regional 

Organization Key Informant 

Thirdly, Fiji’s share of the market in relation to other regional countries garnered 8.5% of total 

interviewees’ responses (Bar Graph 2.2), adding to its economic prominence in the region. One 

regional key informant mentioned that a significant amount of his country’s imports came from 

Fiji – not necessarily being produced in Fiji, but goods are either acquired from Fiji or at least 

transited through Fiji. Also, Fiji’s longstanding trade relationships with Australia and New 

Zealand have been a major factor in building the country’s economic profile. However, with the 

deterioration in relations between Fiji and the two traditional trading partners, this may come 

into question as Fiji “looks North” and makes new trading partners. According to one 

international key informant, this would be detrimental from the perspective of New Zealand, 

which enjoyed a billion dollars worth of trade with Fiji annually and this may be diminished with 

Asian countries now being given the opportunity to enter that market. Another international key 

informant also mentioned that Australia has not placed any trade sanctions on Fiji with which it 

enjoys the second-largest trade relations in the region, and while political and governance issues 

may be points of contention, Australia still exhibits the desire to maintain political dialogue and 

continue with economic trade.  

(iv) Good Infrastructure 

“…infrastructure and location of [Fiji’s] ports, passages are pretty protected. [There are] good 

navigational channels, navigational aids…the volume of cargo that comes in [to Fiji is] quite 

good, [in terms of the] volume of incoming and outgoing cargo. You find that countries will 

import a lot of stuff, [and] then the containers are empty, [like] Nauru for example. What does 

go out is not enough to fill containers. Now Fiji is helping by saying, “Now export your copra to 

us because we’ll use it to make bio-fuel.” It’s to do with volume of cargo as well and [the] 

systems and procedures already well-established in Fiji.” – Local Regional Organization Key 

Informant

Fiji’s infrastructure (7.5% of total responses in Bar Graph 2.2), according to key informants, has 

placed it in a position to not only develop itself economically, but also to offer support to its 



78�

regional neighbours for their economic growth. One key informant discussed how the 

development of the secondary sea port in Rotuma, Fiji, has immense benefits for agricultural and 

other shipments going to and from neighbouring small island states. Fiji also offers access to its 

sea ports for other Pacific countries and proposes trade on agreeable terms, such as the instance 

cited by the same informant, in the case of Nauru not being able to fill its outgoing containers of 

copra, a declining industry in the country since the advent of the highly lucrative phosphate 

industry. In this case, Fiji made the offer to buy Nauru copra in an effort to pool exports and fill 

containers to their capacity. 

(v) Good Living Standards, Security / Presence of International Organizations and 
Financial Institutions 

“Beyond diplomats, the private sector – it’s not all doom and gloom. Look at the way people 

live, how they serve customers – look at [shopping complexes] MH [and] Tappoos… Look at 

Digicel, who have chosen to establish a hub in Fiji, who test their programs here, including their 

Pacific Financial Inclusion Program.” – International Multi-Lateral Organization Key Informant 

The fifth most significant contributor to Fiji’s economic position, according to key informants, 

consists of two factors, each highlighted in 6.5% of total responses (Bar Graph 2.2). Firstly, the 

good living standards and general security that Fiji offers is a major attracting factor for 

economic opportunities to the country. Key informants spoke of the living standards afforded in 

Fiji in terms of access to hospitals, schools and educational institutions and other essential 

services. Also, personal security – despite the country’s political situation – was acknowledged 

by many key informants to be relatively stable, and when considered in relation to the security 

standards in Papua New Guinea for example, is much better.   

“With Fiji being [the] host for most regional organizations, [it is a] very strategic post for us. 

Despite being small [we] still have to be connected to world…There are a lot of good institutions 

in Fiji.” – Regional Diplomatic Key Informant 

Secondly, the presence of international and regional organizations in Fiji makes it a significant 

location for economic activity. Key informants consistently referred to the presence of multi-

lateral organizations such as the United Nations agencies, the World Bank, the Asian 

Development Bank, regional organizations such as the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat and 
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commercial banks such as ANZ, Westpac and the Bank of the South Pacific (BSP) as further 

underscoring Fiji’s economic leadership role. Once more, the concept of “gravity” is raised here, 

as economic interests are attracted to Fiji due to the presence and proximity of other similar and 

relevant organizations. 

As discussed in this chapter, Questions 1 to 3 covered the present and historical perspectives on 

Fiji’s diplomatic and economic position in the region. Informed by these discussions, Questions 

4 to 7 will be highlighted in the next chapter – making the leap from present observations into 

future aspirations and concerns relating to Fiji’s hub status. 
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Chapter 5 Questions and Answers Continued: Talking About the Future 

1 Is Fiji still perceived to be a regional hub? If so, is its status expected to change, and 

how?

2 What are the perceived implications of current developments on Fiji’s future standing as 

a regional hub? 

3 How are other Pacific Island countries affected by Fiji’s standing in the region? 

4 How can Fiji best manage its hub status for national and regional benefits? 

This chapter discussed the above 4 questions, remaining out of a total of 7 major questions posed 

to informants in the semi-structured interviews. Responses will be addressed and elaborated on 

for each question. 

5.1 Question 1: Is Fiji still perceived to be a regional hub? If so, is its status expected to 
change, and if so, how? 
Question 4 placed key informants in a position to consider Fiji’s hub status from two main 

approaches – firstly, evaluating the validity of Fiji’s current status as a hub; and secondly, 

deliberating on how this status could change in future (if it changes at all). 

Informants’ collective perceptions are illustrated in Pie Chart 3.4 as to how they perceive Fiji’s 

role will change in future. The following paragraphs will entail an analysis of the perspectives 

conveyed by the informants. 

Pie Chart 3.4: Perceptions on Whether and How Fiji’s Regional Hub Role Will Change (% Total 
No. of Key Informants) (N=14) 
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“Here in Fiji…investment levels are lower and infrastructure is slowing down. Fiji needs 

regular investment in order to maintain its infrastructure.” – International Diplomatic Key 

Informant 

Key informants conveyed their belief that Fiji’s enjoys largely positive prospects of remaining 

and growing as a regional hub. Worth noting, is that the largest percentage of informants (46.2%) 

believe that Fiji’s hub status depends on a number of factors. These factors involve the country’s 

ability to overcome obstacles including: 

(i) The rapidly progressing technology that is making it less necessary to transit 

through Fiji. 

(ii) Perceptions of the diminished leadership position of the country due to the 

political situation. 

(iii) The deterioration of the country’s economy, especially apparent in the sugar 

industry, lowered foreign investment levels and the emergence of the resource-

rich Papua New Guinea economy as a foreign investment alternative.   

(iv) The continued deterioration of and significant investment required to maintain 

and expand Fiji’s infrastructure for transport and communications. 

(v) The need to build a strong economy that can be more resilient to global economic 

shocks.
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The key informants (15.4%) who believe Fiji’s hub status will only deteriorate in future point 

towards the aforementioned concerns as signaling the demise of the country’s regional position. 

“…I think it goes without saying that Fiji’s leadership role within the Pacific community has 

been severely damaged in this period of time. Can it be regained? The answer is, “Absolutely, 

yes”. It can be, largely, because the capacity of anybody else within the region to assume that 

role is very limited...” – International Diplomatic Key Informant  

In contrast, 38.5% of the key informants believe that Fiji will be able to overcome these 

challenges to grow in its stature as the region’s hub. According to these key informants, 

illustrated below (Pie Chart 3.2) are the aspects in which Fiji’s hub qualities stand to remain or 

grow.

Pie Chart 3.2: Ways in Which Fiji’s Regional Hub Role will Remain or Grow (% of Total 
Responses) (N=14) 

Firstly, according to the key informants who believe Fiji will become more significant as a hub, 

the country’s diverse population makes it a “melting pot” for regional and international cultures 

and places it in a unique position to play a unifying role in regional affairs. Such capabilities, 

according to one key informant, may not be as apparent in other Pacific Island countries where 

the populations are more homogenous. 

Secondly, key informants conveyed their belief that Fiji will continue to grow in importance as a 

hub, especially for the Central Pacific, due to its transport and communications connectivity as 

well as the country’s economic and natural resource capacities relative to other Pacific Island 
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countries. Another key informant shared the perception that Fiji’s prominence is further 

underscored by lack of evolution towards self-sufficiency by other Pacific nations. Also, as 

another key informant pointed out, Fiji’s moves to cultivate new international partnerships, 

evidenced by the establishment of new trade missions in Indonesia, Brazil and South Africa over 

the past year, as well as the strengthening of ties with the People’s Republic of China seem to be 

consolidating the country’s hub position.

Thirdly, the threat to Fiji’s hub status from an emerging economic power like Papua New Guinea 

was dismissed by key informants. One key informant maintained that Papua New Guinea would 

not replace Fiji as a regional hub, but rather that both parties would be able to co-exist as hubs in 

their own way. Other key informants conveyed that Fiji and Papua New Guinea are too different 

in their circumstances to be compared as rival hubs and that Fiji will remain a regional hub in its 

own right while Papua New Guinea would emerge as an economic power on its own. Also, 

Papua New Guinea’s geographical makeup separates it from the typical island states of the 

Pacific, as another informant pointed out. Another key informant also conveyed that while Papua 

New Guinea’s resource richness presents a great boost for its economy, it is a “satellite” 

economy and a “captive market” for largely Australian interests in comparison with Fiji which 

has more local control of its economic activity.  

In conclusion, a significant proportion of key informants (38.5%) interviewed believe that Fiji 

will continue and grow in its position as a regional hub. Most informants (46.2%) believed that 

Fiji’s future as a hub depends on its ability to address certain development challenges. Those 

who believe that Fiji’s hub position will diminish are among the minority of key informants 

(15.4%). Therefore, more than 84% of the key informants believe that Fiji will remain and grow 

as a regional hub (38.5%) or at least has the potential to do so (46.2%).

5.2 Question 2: What are the perceived implications of current developments on Fiji’s 
future standing as a regional hub? 
Technological advancements and changes in domestic and international relations have various 

implications on Fiji’s hub status. Key informants discussed these changing circumstances in the 

domestic, regional and international landscape and outlined what they believe are the 

repercussions for Fiji. 
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These developments (13 in total, as outlined in Pie Chart 4.1, on the following page) include 

Fiji’s exclusion from regional trade negotiations due to its suspension from the Pacific Islands 

Forum, challenges in attracting foreign investment, forces of globalization and free trade, and the 

deterioration of Fiji’s foreign relations with Australia and New Zealand. The five most pressing 

developments as conveyed by key informants are illustrated in Bar Graph 4.1. These five 

developments will be considered in detail in relation their implications on Fiji’s standing as a 

hub.

Pie Chart 4.1: Perceived Implications of Current Developments on Fiji’s Future Standing as a 
Regional Hub (% of Total Responses) (N=14) 
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Bar Graph 4.1: Top 5 Perceived Implications of Current Developments on Fiji’s Future Standing 
as a Regional Hub (% of Total Responses) (N=14) 
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accounted for 24.7% of total responses by interviewees (Bar Graph 4.1). Such developments 

mentioned included investments in improving the ease of doing business in Samoa and Tonga, as 

well as the growing and immensely resource-rich economy of Papua New Guinea. However, the 

implications of these regional developments were not seen as serious threats to Fiji’s hub status, 

but rather a positive indicator of progress within the region, presenting lessons and opportunities 

for relevant improvements in Fiji. One regional diplomatic key informant also pointed out that 

Fiji has much to gain from economic growth in other regional countries, where Fiji nationals are 

investing in businesses and are in demand as skilled professionals in various sectors such as 

mining, business administration, the public service and the judiciary. Also, as another informant 

pointed out, as countries like Samoa and Tonga rise above Fiji in the World Bank rankings 

regarding the ease of doing business, this presents a positive challenge to improve efficiency in 

Fiji, which still provides foreign investors with accessible and affordable services such as 

cheaper, faster communications. 

(ii) Deterioration of Fiji Relations with Australia and New Zealand Balanced by Fiji 
Strengthening Relations in South East Asia and China 

“…the relationship between Fiji and New Zealand is damaged because of New Zealand’s 

political stance towards Fiji... [Now with Fiji’s] “Look North” policy, it is distressing to see that 

New Zealand has missed the boat and sacrificed continued and sustained business relationships. 

[A Fiji] business council for Malaysia was proposed last week and the new relationship with 

Indonesia… may very well be positive. New Zealand trade is about a billion dollars with Fiji and 

the Pacific, so that’s a lot of trade that I’m sure Malaysia and Indonesia would like to pick up, as 

well as China. [This presents a] real threat for New Zealand – Fiji will remain a hub, but trade 

will divert North.” – International Economic Key Informant

The second-most prominent development highlighted in 13.1% of total responses (Bar Graph 

4.1) by key informants is the deterioration in Fiji’s international relations with traditional 

partners Australia and New Zealand. According to informants, these are detrimental in terms of 

obtaining aid for improving infrastructure and reviving the sugar industry. However, others 

maintain that these hindrances in relations are being balanced with Fiji’s quest to establish and 

strengthen diplomatic and economic ties with new partners, mainly in Asia, including Malaysia, 

Indonesia and China. Informants also relayed the concern that this “Look North” policy of Fiji’s 
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may actually be an indication of the failure of international relations policies of Australia and 

New Zealand in their reactions towards Fiji’s political situation. In reference to Australia, one 

international diplomatic informant noted that “Fiji-Australia trade relations are the second-largest 

in the region”. According to another informant, now with Fiji forging ties with Asia, Australia 

and New Zealand stand to lose out on their market share of the Fiji economy, leaving room for 

Asia to increase its presence within the region.

(iii) Fiji Continues as an Important Transit Point and Plays an Important Role in 
Regional Organizations such as the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG) 

“Fuel-wise, Fiji’s pretty much one of the top contenders in the Pacific to contain…enough space 

for fuel to be kept. Other PICs have very little land to store fuel. Very little – they can’t even 

have the tank unload so they just bring their fuel in tank-tainers… The region is now looking at 

purchasing fuel in bulk under the Pacific Plan.” – Local Regional Organization Key Informant

Key informants discussed Fiji’s continuing existence as a regional hub for regional benefits, 

including exploring the possibilities of establishing a regional fuel distribution point in Fiji. This 

accounted for 11.6% of informants’ total responses (Bar Graph 4.1). According to informants, 

the country is maintaining its connectivity in terms of shipping and air transport accessibility, 

with other small island states such as Tuvalu relying heavily on Fiji’s transport infrastructure for 

the movement of people as well as goods. Also, one informant raised the issue of Fiji being an 

ideal contender for being a fuel redistribution point for the region. This presents an important 

opportunity, given the isolated nature of Pacific Island countries and the costly burden posed by 

their reliance on fuel. Being able to purchase fuel in bulk and have it stored at an accessible 

location that will minimize on transportation costs is vital for Pacific Island countries. Due to the 

current standards in Fiji’s shipping infrastructure and services in addition to the availability of 

land for storage space, one key informant believes Fiji would be an ideal location at which to 

establish a base for regional fuel distribution. 

“At the MSG level, Fiji has effectively pushed her agenda through and being the nature of who 

Ratu Inoke is, he’s able to create that opportunity to have the MSG switch to [Fiji’s] side – and I 

think the message was also, come September 2014, if nothing happens then we may have to 

review our support. This is a personal view.” – Regional Diplomatic Key Informant 
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Fiji’s connectivity is further enhanced by the country’s continued involvement in regional bodies 

such as the Melanesia Spearhead Group (MSG). Key informants acknowledge the deft political 

maneuvering involved in obtaining support from the MSG and reassuring them of a return to 

democracy, which Fiji appears to have achieved with the assurance of a return to democratic rule 

following elections in 2014. A regional diplomatic informant also conveyed the desire for Fiji to 

return to the Pacific Islands Forum community due to Fiji’s critical role in regional relations, 

saying, “Fiji is still involved in steering the MSG and I was very glad to hear the [Fiji] PM’s 

views on getting things done. Some of the other [Pacific Islands Forum] countries hope 

that…Australia and New Zealand come around. Because I know [Pacific countries] would like to 

have Fiji back in the Forum family.” 

(iv) Other PIC Locations Not Seen to be Feasible Hub Alternatives 

“…one doesn’t get the sense of a gradual evolution for self-sufficiency amongst other [Pacific] 

countries.” – International Multi-Lateral Organization Key Informants

While social and economic developments around the world and the region continue, key 

informants (in 8.7% of their total responses, as in Bar Graph 4.1) still do not see another Pacific 

Island country rising to the challenge of playing the hub role that Fiji does. Acknowledging that 

developments have been made in the region, one key informant expressed the belief that Fiji may 

not necessarily be the natural contender anymore, evidenced by the location of the Office of the 

Chief Trade Advisor (OCTA) in Vanuatu and the South Pacific Regional Environment Program 

(SPREP) in Samoa. However, other informants maintained that Fiji continues to lead in terms of 

connectivity to the region and the world, as well as a desirable standard of living, access to 

regional and international institutions, educational institutions as well as essential services. One 

key informant referred to the resource-rich economy of Papua New Guinea as an emerging 

power in the Pacific, however still believed that Fiji would continue as a regional hub due to its 

relatively stable security situation, its historical role in regional cooperation and the 

infrastructure already in place in Fiji for domestic, regional and global connectivity. This is 

further emphasized by the key informants acknowledging that regional citizens receive training 

and capacity-building in Fiji’s institutions and that Fiji citizens are also in demand as skilled 

professionals in the public service, businesses, tourism sector and mining industries of other 

regional countries.
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(v) Forces of Globalization and Free Trade Influencing Fiji’s Relations with Partners / 
Fiji’s Hub Status Requires Costly Investment in Infrastructure and Security / Fiji’s 
Exclusion from Regional Trade Negotiations are Detrimental to Regional Progress 

“This is related in a sense to a broader issue – globalization…It’s where regions are 

interdependent on each other. It’s where there’s space for a geo-political shift to take place 

without causing friction or trouble. It’s the way that you can deal with cross-cutting problems 

such as climate change. Globalization is hugely important. In order to make globalization work 

you need regionalization. Regions [need] to be able to interact with each other. And inevitably 

within regions there’s always going to be some leading dynamics and I think Fiji has always 

been a leading dynamic within the region.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Three developments emerged as the fifth-most mentioned amongst key informants, each 

garnering 7.2% of informants’ total responses. Firstly, the forces of globalization were referred 

to as an important influence in Fiji’s international relations with the region and the world. One 

key informant spoke about the importance of Fiji’s role in regionalism and this being in line with 

the global geo-political leanings towards regional blocs and increased interdependence between 

regions and countries. The informant conveyed the belief that Fiji is a vital part of the regional 

infrastructure and has an important role to play in regional dynamics. This, the informant 

believed, can have major implications on achieving meaningful gains in addressing “cross-

cutting” issues such as climate change, an issue of particular urgency in the Pacific given that the 

region is currently seeing serious impacts throughout its island states. 

“…the cost too for us [in Fiji] is huge. For you to be viable…as a hub, you need to invest in 

police, border security. I don’t think there is another country in the Pacific that has invested as 

much as we did on our border security. And we continue to invest in issues like quarantine, in 

improving agricultural monitoring, there are of course areas needing improvement and the fact 

of the matter is, [in] budget allocation per country, we rank very highly, if not at the top. That is 

a cost to a country as a hub – you need to be viable as a hub in order to be considered by 

countries like the US, the EU [region], Australia and New Zealand, where their standards on 

security or quarantine [are] very high and we need to meet these.” – Local Diplomatic Key 

Informant 
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Secondly, the costliness of Fiji’s hub status was considered by key informants. Being a hub 

presents Fiji with requirements for investment in marine search and rescue capabilities, border 

security, quarantine facilities, capacity to address trans-national crime and improving 

infrastructure.  Also, giving regional neighbours certain advantages such as waiving visa fees 

and enabling them to study or obtain medical treatment at local rates, is also costly, however key 

informants believe this is part of Fiji standing up to its responsibilities and obligations as a hub to 

the surrounding region. 

“So we will have the first trade committee meeting and…we hope that Fiji will come on board 

because it is one of the two big economies among the PICs. As you know, also other countries in 

the region are negotiating for…a regional agreement…and they also push for the inclusion of 

Fiji in this because they realize that without Fiji there is little content. It is a hub for them as 

well.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant

Thirdly, the suspension of Fiji from the Pacific Islands Forum and the exclusion that resulted 

from the developments that followed barring Fiji from participating in regional negotiations on 

trade agreements such as PACER-Plus, were seen by key informants as being detrimental to 

regional progress towards a beneficial trade agreement for all. Informants pointed out that Fiji is 

home for much of the infrastructure in communications, shipping and air services that would be 

relied upon to implement much of the region’s trade agreements, and that the country is also 

where many relevant regional and international institutions are based. Also, given its position as 

the Pacific’s second-largest economy, key informants believe Fiji’s input is important for 

regional trade agreements, given the skills and abilities of Fiji’s diplomatic officials as well as its 

regional market share. 

5.3 Question 3: How are other Pacific Island countries affected by Fiji’s standing in the 
region? 
One cannot consider a hub simply in light of its status amongst surrounding parties. Also 

fundamental to a hub’s value is the impacts it has on its surrounding. Question 6 delves deeper 

into Fiji’s impacts on and interactions with its regional neighbours. Ways in which Fiji’s regional 

standing affects other Pacific Island countries were mentioned by key informants as follows: 
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(i) Fiji’s exclusion from the regional community could be detrimental as the country 

is an important driver for regionalism given its historical role in the formation of 

the Pacific Islands Forum and contributions to other regional efforts.

(ii) Regional and international organizations - including donors, development 

agencies and diplomatic missions – also serve other countries in the Pacific. 

(iii) The presence of other international organizations in Fiji add to its drawing power 

compared to other Pacific Island countries, with some organizations even 

relocating to Fiji from other regional locations after considering the benefits of 

being based in the country. 

(iv) Fiji provides Pacific Islanders with medical services, education and training 

opportunities.

(v) Fiji’s political situation and its repercussions within regional bodies such as the 

Pacific Islands Forum have been a divisive issue amongst Pacific countries, who 

have varying views on how Fiji’s political situation should be approached. 

(vi) Fiji is important to the connectivity of other Pacific Island countries in terms of 

providing the infrastructure and expertise for air and marine transport, as well as 

access to goods and services. 

(vii) With regards to Fiji’s economic impacts on its regional neighbours, the 

repatriation of profits from investments in Fiji by foreign investors is an important 

aspect to ensure that economic benefits are shared throughout the region. 

(viii) Fiji is engaged in partnerships and collaborations with regional countries and 

organizations to improve trade and development standards. 

(ix) Other regional countries piggyback on the advantages that Fiji enjoys in tourism 

and transport. 

(x) Papua New Guinea emerging as an economic power presents opportunities for 

investment for Fiji businesses as well as its workforce in terms of employment 

possibilities. 
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The above repercussions of Fiji’s regional standing are illustrated in Pie Chart 5.1. Of these, the 

five most prominent are depicted in Bar Graph 5.1 and discussed more specifically in the 

paragraphs that will follow.

Pie Chart 5.1: Diplomatic and Economic Impacts of Fiji on Other Pacific Island Countries (% of 
Total Responses) (N=14) 
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Discussion of the Top 5 Impacts of Fiji’s Position on Other Pacific Island Countries 

Bar Graph 5.1: Top 5 Diplomatic and Economic Impacts of Fiji on Other Pacific Island 
Countries (% of Total Responses) (N=14) 
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share their belief that this will only make it more difficult to, firstly, reach an agreement that is 

acceptable to all and secondly, to implement any sort of agreement given that Fiji is home to 

many key regional institutions as well as trade and transport infrastructure. Key informants also 

discussed how Fiji diplomatic officials provide support to their regional neighbours by sharing 

moral support, knowledge and expertise in regional and international negotiations. As one local 

regional organization informant said, “Pacific Island countries look to Fiji as a big brother who 

fights for their issues and policies.” 

(ii) Fiji is Key in Terms of Connectivity for PICs 

“…during the 1987 coup, there was a Forum meeting in Samoa and the diplomatic debate at the 

time was centred around how to get to the meeting in Samoa without going through 

Fiji…[Representatives from] Tuvalu, Kiribati, FSM [and the] Marshall Islands flew through 

Fiji. At the end of the meeting, the Nauru President offered to take everyone home. You can see 

the lengths [to which] people went to avoid these diplomatic incidents….But the IMF has 

established an office here since [the military coup of] 2006. So people have fairly short 

memories.” – International Multi-Lateral Organization Key Informant 

Second-most outstanding amongst their responses (18.6% of total responses as in Bar Graph 

5.1), key informants referred to how Fiji is almost unavoidably central to the region’s 

connectivity in the sense that it lies in the path of many air and transport travel routes. One key 

informant mentioned that the only air travel route Tuvalu enjoys is that of Pacific Sun, a part of 

the Fiji-owned Air Pacific airline (now Fiji Airways). Key informants readily discussed Fiji’s 

role as a distributor for goods and services throughout the region, especially to the more heavily 

import-reliant small island states.  

(iii) Fiji a Provider of Medical, Educational, Training Services to Other PICs / Fiji is 
Engaged with Other Countries and Organizations to Improve Regional Trade and 
Development

“[We send students] mostly to Fiji. Scholarships are offered by New Zealand and Australia…for 

universities in Fiji. [The cost of sending] one student to New Zealand, is equivalent to three 

[students] in Fiji. [For] medical [treatment]… in fact our dialysis patients live here for life...We 

spend about $2 million in Fiji for patients – we have twelve on dialysis who live here with 

caretakers and [we] spend money on accommodation. Dialysis [and] medication is not cheap 
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and we are not charged the local rate, we pay a different rate…and then other patients come to 

Suva Private Hospital for special treatment. That [amounts to approximately] half the [annual 

health] budget. It sounds small for Fiji, but it’s big for us.” – Regional Diplomatic Key 

Informant 

Two impacts arose as the third most mentioned, each accounting for 11.6% of intervewees’ total 

responses (Bar Graph 5.1). Firstly, key informants discussed the capacity-building opportunities 

offered by Fiji to other regional citizens. These opportunities include studies at schools, 

universities and other tertiary or vocation institutions. Education for students as well as training 

for professionals is provided in Fiji and regional citizens also benefit from such opportunities. 

One key informant discussed his desire to see more young people and professionals from his 

country participating in work attachments at organizations in Fiji to broaden their knowledge and 

skills. The Fiji-based regional police academy that stemmed from MSG talks was also referred to 

as a key opportunity for improving skills amongst the law enforcement and security forces of 

other island countries. Also, medical services that are not readily available in other regional 

countries are also provided in Fiji and regional citizens are sent in to the country from Pacific 

Island countries like Tuvalu for life-saving medical treatment. 

“[Fiji is] working with the region to improve standards of shipping and exports coming from 

different countries. Fiji has spent a considerable amount of capital investing in the air spaces of 

small island states. Now that requires a lot of up-front capital…and a lot of personnel.” – Local 

Regional Organization Key Informant 

Secondly, key informants discussed the ways in which Fiji is contributing to regional 

development through collaborating with other Pacific countries as well as regional and 

international organizations. One key informant spoke about Fiji’s involvement in improving 

regional shipping standards and its investment in the air space of other Pacific countries. Another 

informant also referred to Fiji’s participation in consultations and networking between national 

bodies for foreign investment from across the region and the World Bank, focusing on 

benchmarking the performance of regional economies against global examples of best practice 

and finding ways to improve ease of doing business across the region’s economies. 
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(iv) The Presence of International Organizations in Fiji Add to the Country’s Drawing 
Power 

“…it’s more logical that…[international organizations] will come to Fiji. For example, 

UNESCAP was based in Nauru, then it moved to Vanuatu, then to Fiji, because that’s where the 

action was. For example, SPC is based in Noumea, but has increasingly moved its programs to 

Fiji. As part of an evaluation for [a] HIV/AIDS program, which X and I did for the [X 

International Aid Agency’s] HIV Program, the recommendation was to move the HIV/AIDS team 

to Suva, due to the presence here of the main donor agencies… Look at [international 

telecommunications provider] Digicel, who have chosen to establish a hub in Fiji, who test their 

programs here, including their Pacific Financial Inclusion Program.” – International Multi-

Lateral Organization Key Informant 

Another impact on other regional countries relating to Fiji’s hub position was referred to by key 

informants in 9.3% of their total responses (Bar Graph 5.1) as the continuing attracting of 

international organizations to base their operations out of the Fiji. These organizations include 

aid agencies, diplomatic missions and business enterprises. One local diplomatic key informant 

discussed the distress this often causes for other Pacific countries, especially when organizations 

decide to relocate away from their countries to Fiji. The informant recounted one instance in 

particular, in which a regional government attempted to dissuade Fiji from accepting the decision 

by a multi-lateral aid agency to relocate its Pacific headquarters to Fiji from the aforementioned 

government’s country. However, Fiji government officials decided that as Fiji is a member of the 

multi-lateral organization and bound to supporting its initiatives - and also because Fiji neither 

participated nor attempted to influence the talks that led to the organization’s decision to relocate 

- they would not refuse. According to the informant, the selection committee had decided that 

relocating to Fiji would serve in their best interests by presenting them with opportunities to 

operate more cost-effectively and thus be able to serve the region more effectively. Another 

informant added that since the military coup of 2006, international bodies such as the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and others have established presences in Fiji, contradicting 

the idea that Fiji’s political situation may be discouraging international or regional organizations 

from setting up in Fiji. 
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(v) Fiji’s Political Situation a Divisive Issue Amongst PICs / Other PICs Piggyback on 
Fiji’s Tourism and Transport Connectivity / PNG as an Investment Economy 
Presents Opportunities for Fiji Investors 

“[As Pacific Island countries, we have our] principles, but our support for Fiji is seen to be in 

breach of that – condoning something in breach of our constitution. [This is the same within] the 

MSG, hence the reluctance by [former Vanuatu Prime Minister and MSG Chair, Edward] 

Natapei [to engage with Fiji]. He said to me, “How can you do this?” I said, “We are taking the 

pragmatic approach now. Yes, all of that is there, the respect for rule of law, parliamentary 

process – we espouse those and adhere to them. But at the same time if you look at the greatest 

democracies in Europe, the EU saying we had to take pragmatic approach.” I think that’s where 

the importance of it is. …and I think in a lot of ways [the debate over Fiji] brought to the fore a 

lot of issues for all of us [Pacific Island countries]. You know, the sphere of influence of 

Australia and New Zealand seems to perpetrate within the region – [that] was brought into 

question. People began to think and say, “Hey, this organization was not made for them but this 

came as a consequence of all of this.” Either way, I must say it may not have been deliberate, but 

all of these questions began emerging, such as “Is the Forum meant for us?”” – Regional 

Diplomatic Key Informant 

The fifth most pressing impacts mentioned by key informants involved three issues, each 

accounting for 7% of interviewees’ responses (Bar Graph 5.1). Firstly, key informants mentioned 

that Fiji’s political situation has been a divisive issue within the Pacific community, as regional 

neighbours have varying perspectives on how to approach Fiji’s circumstances post-2006. The 

divisions for the most part seem to center around the degree to which regional countries can be 

seen to be interacting with Fiji without compromising and diminishing their own established 

democratic principles. Key informants referred to Australia and New Zealand taking especially 

strong stances against the Fiji military government, while Melanesian countries and small island 

states like Tuvalu are for the most part cautiously supportive of Fiji’s development, maintaining 

their calls for free and fair elections by the year 2014, as the military government has promised. 

However, even within the regional community of Melanesian countries there are variances in the 

level of interaction and support that these countries show towards Fiji. The polarizing effect of 

Fiji’s political situation and subsequent expulsion from the Pacific Islands Forum has also, 

according to one key informant, given rise to increasing reflection amongst Pacific Island 
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countries, questioning the roles of Australia and New Zealand as relatively powerful Western 

countries within the Forum membership. 

“…with aviation, Nadi becomes a [regional] hub. Tourism for outer [or less central] island 

[countries] is not good, so Samoa is already piggy-backing to the US and now the Cook Islands 

are already granting Air Pacific landing rights, so Air Pacific can fly directly from Nadi to 

Rarotonga. At the moment we’ve got to go to Auckland, then Rarotonga. And [regional 

countries] are tapping into the [Fiji] tourism market. The tourists are just coming to Fiji as a 

hub, so there are small island states trying to sell tourism as one of their revenue earners, so 

they have to piggyback on Fiji.” – Local Regional Organization Key Informant 

Secondly, the piggy-backing of other countries on Fiji’s connectivity in transport and 

infrastructure was raised as a significant impact. One key informant spoke of how with Nauru, 

the country’s high reliance on imports and other limitations mean that full containers of goods 

exported to the country are not filled adequately, hindering cost-effectiveness for the country. In 

this case, Fiji has offered to buy copra from Nauru for bio-fuel, which then enables the small 

island nation to fill its returning containers to capacity. Another example of piggy-backing was 

shared by a key informant with regards to air routes for tourism, as smaller island countries like 

the Cook Islands without access to the international air routes and airport infrastructure that Fiji 

has, are able to establish air links with Fiji in order to access the market of tourists who come to 

Fiji and also to be more accessible to the global tourism market. 

“PNG businesses and investment into Fiji will increase in a lot of ways, because you [in Fiji] 

create an ambience as a hub, providing a comfort level for investors to come. The former 

chairman of Bank of the South Pacific was interviewed in 1987 [and asked], “Why are you 

opening a credit corporation when we’ve just had a coup?” He replied, “Business as usual for 

me.” When he opened the first BSP [bank] branch [in Suva], he said, “I did it in 2007…When 

the going gets tough, BSP opens another branch. Businesses ask, “Is it alright?” I say, “You tell 

me, are there any roadblocks around?” Yes, this government, one of those things it got right was 

not to destroy the environment conducive for investment.” – Regional Diplomatic Key Informant 

Finally, the developments occurring around the region in countries like Papua New Guinea 

present opportunities for Fiji businesses to invest and for the Fiji workforce to find employment. 
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Likewise, developments in Fiji present investment opportunities for the region, exemplified by 

the PNG-based Bank of the South Pacific’s continued expansion throughout Fiji.

5.4 Question 4: How can Fiji best manage its hub status for national and regional 
benefits?
Considering the discourse surrounding Fiji’s hub status, and its domestic, regional and global 

implications, it is therefore only fair to consider how best such a status can be managed for the 

collective good. Question 7 brings the notion of managing Fiji’s hub status in a way that shares 

benefits rather than simply drawing them in. 

Key informants were asked how they saw Fiji managing its hub status towards furthering 

national and regional development. These avenues of action for Fiji included: 

(i) Addressing land ownership and land usage issues to manage natural resources for 

optimal returns and sustainability, to harness resources for national growth and be 

able to contribute more robustly to the region. 

(ii) Focusing on improving efficiency for foreign investors and cultivating the local 

private sector to grow the national economy by building on the hub attributes that 

the country already enjoys. 

(iii) Setting a clear path towards free and fair elections in 2014, and demonstrating 

political will for a return to democratic governance, addressing its responsibilities 

to its citizens and to the international community to uphold principles of good 

governance.

(iv) Improving domestic infrastructure and capabilities for communication and 

transport to enhance its connectivity benefits for national and regional benefits, as 

well as ensuring that supporting infrastructure is in place as Fiji expands its 

diplomatic presence worldwide to participate meaningfully in the global 

community.

(v) Cultivating Fiji’s multi-cultural society for peace, tolerance and prosperity and to 

nurture a diverse and innovative workforce, serving as a positive example of a 

multi-cultural society throughout the region and the world. 
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(vi) Recognizing Fiji’s duty in setting positive governance standards for the region as 

well as its obligations in sharing the benefits of its advantages as a hub equitably 

with regional neighbours. 

(vii) Capitalizing on investment opportunities in other Pacific Island countries and vice 

versa, to share and spread the economic benefits of regional development. 

(viii) Improving the infrastructure and capabilities for connectivity within the region, 

ensuring that Pacific neighbours are also accessible to the outside world and are 

able to benefit from the opportunities that follow. 

(ix) Continuing to contribute to regional partnerships for improving transport 

standards, as well as providing education and training to aid other Pacific 

countries in their development. 

(x) Continuing to collaborate with other regional countries that piggy-back on Fiji’s 

relatively advantaged position in areas such as tourism and transport, enabling 

them to nurture their own economies and develop as well. 

(xi) Renewing efforts to streamline Fiji’s foreign investment processes to provide an 

investment-friendly environment for national economic growth. 

As illustrated in Pie Chart 6.1 (below), informants shared the various ways in which they felt Fiji 

can maximize its potential for national development, while adhering to its regional and 

international obligations, and contributing to regional development. The five foremost ways in 

which informants feel Fiji can manage its hub status for the collective good are elaborated upon 

in the paragraphs following Bar Graph 6.1. 

Pie Chart 6.1: How Fiji can Manage its Hub Status for National and Regional Benefits (% of 
Total Responses) (N=14)  
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Discussion of the Top 5 Ways in Which Fiji Can Best Manage its Hub Status for National 
and Regional Benefits 

Bar Graph 6.1: Top 5 Ways Fiji can Manage its Hub Status for National and Regional Benefits 
(% of Total Responses) (N=14) 

(i) Recognize Fiji’s Duty in Setting Governance Standards for the Region and Sharing 
its Benefits Equitably with Fellow PICs 

"I think it could be responsive to the region’s fears and doubts about the desire to have 

everything based on the basic stable democratic platform such as that outlined by the 

Commonwealth. I think these are ways in which Fiji itself can play a bigger role and I’m very 

confident it will.” – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

“…to be a hub, you will need to be quite sensitive to the development needs and aspirations of 

countries near your borders. Whether those needs and aspirations are in the areas of education 

like other small island countries or in security for Australia, the US and other big players in the 

region who are concerned about issues like drug trafficking and terrorism. So we need at all 

times to be aware of these other obligations regarding the development needs of countries 

outside of Fiji…” – Local Diplomatic Key Informant 
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Foremost at 21.7% of total responses by key informants (Bar Graph 6.1), was the importance of 

Fiji reclaiming its role as a regional leader by setting exemplary standards of governance and 

sharing the advantages of its hub status with less fortunate regional neighbours. The informants 

who referred to Fiji’s leadership role in the region also expressed support for free and fair 

elections in 2014. For the most part, the informants spoke about how other Pacific countries look 

to Fiji to set positive examples of leadership and development. According to them, returning to 

democratic governance and assuaging worries of political instability would go a long way 

towards Fiji setting a good example for the region and contributing to regional stability as well.

One regional diplomatic informant, however, shared a personal opinion that democratic 

governance was not so much of a concern, but rather it is good governance that is the central 

issue. In support of this opinion, the informant referred to non-democratic governance systems 

such as that of the People’s Republic of China, which espouse some democratic principles but 

are by and large undemocratic, claiming in the informant’s words, to be “democratic with 

Chinese characteristics”. The informant went on to suggest that China’s model of so-called 

democracy seems to be working for the country economy-wise at least, with its economy 

experiencing economic growth at a rate unseen in many other parts of the world.  

In addition, the sharing of benefits with other island nations was also of importance to 

informants, who urged for Fiji to continue exploring and taking action in ways that enable other 

Pacific countries to have access to the advantages and opportunities that it enjoys. These ways 

include education and training, access to transport infrastructure and medical services. 

(ii) Focus on Efficiency for Foreign Investment and Cultivating Local Private Sector 

“When you look at the trends in trade that we are doing now, [our priority] is to ensure that 

though the facilitation is a key aspect, incentivizing investment is crucial. Of course, [with] the 

risk that each investment will experience…[Fiji must find] a way of ensuring from our side…to 

make sure [that] ease of doing business is a plus. That is part of the road plan that the 

government of Fiji has in mind – to create a harmonious environment and to create an 

atmosphere of ease of doing business, to encourage investors to stay and encourage new ones to 

come in.” – Local Economic Key Informant
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The second most prominently mentioned issue (at 17.4% of total responses, as in Bar Graph 6.1) 

for Fiji’s management of its hub status was focused on economic growth, specifically in the areas 

of foreign investment and the local private sector. Firstly, informants pointed towards the need 

for improving efficiency in facilitating the setting up of businesses for foreign investors by 

formulating and implementing the necessary policies to ensure investors are genuine, channeling 

investment towards priority industries or locations, enabling the repatriation of profits and 

providing other such incentives for foreign investors. The problem of efficiency was identified 

by informants as a barrier to Fiji reaching its full potential, with one informant pointing out that 

with Fiji “having an advantage in infrastructure, business [and] trade”, they were “not sure that 

that always equals efficiency”. Another informant suggested the lowering of the minimum 

investment dollar value so that foreign investors who are more interested in small to medium 

sized investment can gain access, as well as relaxing restrictions on reserve activities for foreign 

investors.  

Secondly, informants also indicated that local investors need encouragement and incentives must 

be given to the local private sector to make new investments or expand their current investments. 

A thriving private sector was referred to by informants as a key ingredient for a thriving 

economy, providing many advantages locally as well as contributing to Fiji’s ability to improve 

its infrastructure and manage its hub status for the benefit of the region. 

(iii) Set Clear Path and Demonstrate Political Will for Return to Democratic 
Governance / Improve Infrastructure for Communications and Transport, in Line 
with Expanding Diplomatic Representation Globally 

"I think [Fiji] could be responsive to the region’s fears and doubts about the desire to have 

everything based on the basic stable democratic platform such as that outlined by the 

Commonwealth. I think these are ways in which Fiji itself can play a bigger role and I’m very 

confident it will." – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Two issues were of third greatest importance to key informants, both accounting for 10.8% of 

total responses (Bar Graph 6.1). Firstly, they called for a more action-oriented approach in 

getting the Fiji government to fulfill its promise of having elections in 2014. Informants 

discussed the appointment of an elections commissioner, establishing a credible elections 

commission and setting a substantial timeline leading up to the elections as key steps that need to 



106�

be taken to add further credibility to the Fiji government’s assurances of a return to democratic 

governance. If the regional community’s concerns could be answered with more concrete steps 

towards elections, this would also play a calming role on regional relations with regards to Fiji’s 

political situation, once more contributing to regional stability. 

“Next…it’s Indonesia [where Fiji is looking to] open [a] new market – but the infrastructure 

[Fiji provides] must be 99% [available] or even more. Because when we expand, infrastructure 

has to expand [too] – then only [will] investors outside of Fiji…see a plus in coming in.” – Local 

Economic Key Informant 

Secondly, informants also shared the need for Fiji not to spread itself too thinly in its quest for 

new diplomatic and economic partners. As the country continues to establish new diplomatic and 

trade missions worldwide, informants believe this expansion must take place in line with 

improvement in infrastructure and efficiency, so that as new opportunities are presented, Fiji is 

capable of capitalizing on them and fulfilling its obligations to its regional and international 

partners.

(iv) Improve Infrastructure for Better Connectivity Within the Region / Contribute to 
Regional Partnerships for Improving Transport Standards, Education and Training 

“If you can provide the good air link services to all the other island countries, they don’t have to 

set up a carrier to compete with you and they would rather join you and become your partner 

because you have given them a very good deal …as you’re increasing your role as a hub, you 

always consider other countries’ interests…[and] grow together. It’s like a balancing act, not 

necessarily sacrifice. You don’t want to win 100% and leave others nothing. That in mind 

everyone will be happy to see Fiji grow because they can tap into the growth and benefit from 

it." – International Diplomatic Key Informant 

Two ideas emerged as the fourth most prominently mentioned ways (each with 8.7% of total 

responses, as in Bar Graph 6.1)  in which Fiji can responsibly manage its regional hub status. 

The first is to do with connectivity and ensuring that Fiji continues to develop its infrastructure to 

keep up with changing demands and progress in technology. Air links between Pacific countries 

and accessibility to global destinations remain in challenging circumstances, especially for small 

island states. According to one informant, Fiji can play a role in easing the challenge of regional 
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connectivity by exploring ways to establish more air and sea links with other Pacific Island 

countries and doing what is possible to make these links accessible and affordable. 

“[Fiji is ] working with the region to improve standards of shipping…there are trade agreements 

that the region has within itself like PICTA, [but] the implementation will be low because in a lot 

of countries, there are limitations – they don’t have the capacity. So Fiji has an advantage 

because of the metropolis that it is…For example, there is a big problem with the transient 

pleasure vessel population, pleasure craft around the Pacific. We’ve started working with the 

Oceanic Customs Organization trying to cross check data, and there are lots of loopholes but we 

are slowly catching yachts that breach national regulations…unless you’ve got a very good 

system on the lookout, it’s quite hard. It still happens, such security breaches. The region is 

doing something about it, [but] it’s too slow for it. And it comes back throughout the entire 

Pacific – understanding why you need to collect the data…[which is to] use it to 

inform…decision making.” – Local Regional Organization Key Informant 

The second idea is for Fiji to continue and to expand in its collaboration with regional 

neighbours to improve transport and education standards in the region through collective 

training, policy formulation and sharing knowledge and infrastructure. Informants mentioned 

Fiji’s participation in regional talks to improve shipping import and export standards, transport 

standards and other aspects that require improvement in the region. Also, regional training and 

capacity building opportunities abound in institutions mentioned by informants, such as the 

regional police academy, which is an avenue in which regional know-how, expertise and best 

practices can be shared between Pacific Island police personnel to build their understanding and 

capabilities in their area of work. 

(v) Capitalize on Investment Opportunities in Other PICs e.g. PNG 

“Fiji…is focusing on how we can benefit out of the development in PNG. If you see the 

encouragement we are giving our private sector to invest in PNG - there’s one indicator, the 

Damodar Brothers are opening a new cinema there. [Also] the investments by our 

manufacturers there. And this is intentionally pursued, because through our active participation 

in the MSG agreement, we are opening interests in PNG because once PNG’s economy expands 

and the middle class development takes hold…they will definitely want quality products and Fiji, 
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given our development status can deliver on those fronts. So that is why we are encouraging our 

private sector here, [telling them,] “We will do our utmost to secure you favourable market 

access in PNG.” And we are in a situation now where we are the Chair of the MSG to pursue 

these interests for the country. And it’s not only in manufactured goods. In services, we are 

negotiating favourable service agreements to allow for our people to go and work in PNG…we 

are also focusing on upskilling our people in the relevant trade – plumbers, electricians, because 

these are the areas where the demand is high in PNG and also throughout the region. For 

example, mining in the Solomon Islands. How can we better place there our people and our 

companies here in Fiji?” – Local Diplomatic Key Informant 

And lastly, the fifth most prominent idea, claiming 6.6% of total responses (Bar Graph 6.1) 

amongst key informants regarding Fiji’s management of its regional hub status, is related to the 

investment opportunities presented by ongoing developments in other Pacific Island countries. 

One informant mentioned that as other regional countries develop, seeing these developments as 

a threat to Fiji’s hub status is the wrong approach. Rather, opportunities for Fiji investors to gain 

market access and for Fiji workers to gain employment can be explored. In this manner, Fiji 

contributes to growth around the region by providing products and services that are needed and 

also benefits from repatriated profits and remittances.  

The analysis of informant interviews entailed in the past two chapters – answering the headlining 

Questions 1 to 7 – will be followed by a summary and wrap-up in the next chapter, reflecting on 

the research process itself, while discussing informants’ perspectives alongside the global 

literature.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusion: Where To From Here? 

6.1 Reflecting on the Beginnings of the Research 
This research embarked on a journey to discover some of the perceptions surrounding Fiji as a 

hub for the South Pacific. To answer the central research question, a survey of relevant literature 

and interviews with key informants were conducted to determine the impacts of current global 

and regional developments on Fiji’s future as a diplomatic and economic hub for the Pacific. 

Individuals of local, regional and international background were involved as key informants, 

sharing their perspectives as professionals working in the diplomatic and economic fields. 

Informants shared their points of view based on their knowledge, experiences and observations 

contributing to their own interpretations of reality. Literature was obtained from various 

academic journals, books, periodicals and databases to delve into the existence of hubs, the 

implications of a hub status and contributing factors to Fiji’s role as a regional hub. Also, other 

studies relating to hubs were evaluated in relation to the research and the most appropriate 

methodology was selected through an extensive literature review. 

6.2 Selecting a Methodology 
The methodology selected involved using the social constructivist approach, which involves 

focusing on the meaning and significance that key informants lend to their surrounding reality. 

While much of scientific-based research demands objectivity from researchers, this philosophical 

approach instead poses that being objective may actually tarnish the quality of the data received 

by ignoring people’s interpretations of what they have learned and observed. More specifically, 

the naturalist social constructivist approach was used in this research which involves using 

discourse analysis and maintaining an exploratory outlook. 

6.3 Finding Key Informants 
Upon completing the literature review and deciding on the methodological approach to take, key 

informants were identified and contacted. A small sample size of 14 was determined, with an 

effort made to be inclusive of diplomatic and economic professionals as well as individuals of 

local, regional and international backgrounds. In addition, gender equity was something that was 

kept in mind when identifying and approaching informants. While key informant numbers may 

not have been particularly large, strategic selection was employed to engage individuals with 

knowledge and experience, and officials of middle to senior level. Representativeness across the 
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diplomatic and economic sectors was approximately equal as well as across backgrounds – local, 

regional and international. In terms of gender representation however, women were in the 

minority with only 2 of the informants being female. This shed light on the rarity of women in 

senior diplomatic and economic positions in throughout the Pacific. 

6.4 Summing Up What We Know 
Once key informants were contacted and interviewed, their transcripts were recorded, transcribed 

and findings recorded. With the analysis of these results it was determined that the informants’ 

definitions of a hub were clustered around four main aspects – firstly, location in terms of 

geographic centrality in the region; secondly, connectivity in terms of access to air and sea links 

throughout the region and the world; thirdly, resources, capabilities and influence, involving the 

natural resources available, the infrastructure, knowledge and skills and the ability to exert 

authority over regional and international negotiations; and finally, the centre of activity in terms 

of attracting people, organizations and other bodies who are attracted by the advantages of being 

a hub and who in turn contribute to its diversity and drawing power. 

Relating to challenges to Fiji’s diplomatic position in the region, international perceptions of and 

reactions to the political situation as well as the current Public Emergency Regulations and 

media censorship33 in place were identified as the three foremost concerns by key informants. In 

contrast, Fiji’s opportunities in regional diplomatic relations according to informants include 

communications and transport connectivity, geographical centrality and the presence of a high 

number of international organizations. Economically, the need to attract foreign investment, re-

engage in regional trade negotiations and maintain connectivity through investing in 

infrastructure were identified by informants as challenges to Fiji’s regional position. 

Opportunities that remain to be maximized for the benefit of Fiji’s economic position in the 

region include continuing to capitalize on the country’s geographic location and features, 

improving domestic connectivity and the relatively good infrastructure. 

In light of social, economic and cultural changes occurring around the world and region, 

informants were also asked about their views on what the future would hold for Fiji’s regional 

hub role. 38.5% of the informants believe that Fiji will remain and even grow as a hub in the 

������������������������������������������������������������
33 Refer to Footnote 28. 
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future while 15.4% shared the view that Fiji’s hub role will diminish. The majority of 46.2% 

acknowledged that Fiji is a regional hub, but maintained that Fiji’s future hub status depends on 

numerous factors such as whether it can maintain and improve on its infrastructure and address 

its political situation by demonstrating a credible and genuine return to democracy and 

addressing international concerns about its governance practices. 

Turning to the present implications of current developments in the global and regional 

landscapes, informants shared their beliefs that Fiji’s exclusion from regional communities such 

as the Pacific Islands Forum and the country’s subsequent exit from the PACER-Plus regional 

trade negotiations will detract from regional development and Fiji’s role as a significant regional 

player mean that its exclusion will hinder progress in reaching an agreement that is agreeable to 

all. Informants also noted how the breakdown in foreign relations between Fiji and the two 

countries New Zealand and Australia is being countered with Fiji’s search for new diplomatic 

and economic partners in Asia. This has been welcomed by some informants as providing new 

and much-needed opportunities for economic progress, while others caution that Fiji must refrain 

from spreading itself too thin, as expanding its diplomatic and economic presence worldwide is a 

costly exercise.  

As the forces of globalization steadily build an increasingly interconnected world, informants 

also considered the impacts of Fiji’s hub status on its regional neighbours. Major impacts 

included Fiji’s significant influence as a driver for regionalism and its role as a provider of 

educational and medical services to other regional citizens. Also, with Fiji’s large regional 

market share in sectors such as tourism, other Pacific Island countries piggyback on the market 

Fiji enjoys and take advantage of regional links to attract some of the tourists coming Fiji’s way. 

In this manner, revenue is also shared throughout the region as Fiji’s advantages also present 

opportunities for other smaller regional markets. 

Finally, informants shared their thoughts on how Fiji can best manage its hub status for national 

and regional benefits. In exploring the implications of Fiji’s hub role, one cannot ignore the 

responsibilities of being a hub. Informants stated their perspectives on such responsibilities 

which according to them include Fiji taking on the responsibility of setting positive governance 

standards for the region, improving efficiency and providing incentives for foreign investors, and 

demonstrating political will for holding free and fair elections in 2014.  
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6.5 Resonating Statements 

As outlined by regional and local respondents, the extent to which other regional countries relied 

on Fiji is difficult to ignore, falling far outside mere geographic realities. Fiji has responded to 

the needs of small island Pacific states with active policy decisions. These focused on economic 

cooperation (offering to purchase exports), sharing public services (waiving or subsidizing visa, 

tuition and health expenses), transport connections (for one respondent, Fiji provided the only air 

link) and infrastructure (hosting foreign business and diplomatic personnel as well as regional 

students). Further research would do well to focus on Fiji’s foreign policy decisions in regards to 

Pacific neighbours and its links to their perceptions of and value they place on Fiji as a hub. 

Respondents lived and worked in Suva, Fiji at the time of the interviews. These illustrated how 

central Suva is to regional and international organisations and the placement of their offices and 

headquarters. In speaking about Fiji’s connectivity offerings and centrality, aside from 

referencing Nadi for air links and Lautoka for marine ports, Suva was by and large the reference 

point of their discussions. While Fiji as a country is considered a hub, and Nadi where its 

international airport is based is considered a key location, it is Suva that is more likely Fiji’s 

‘actual’ hub. This presents an avenue for further study, to explore the comparisons between cities 

as much as countries – and progression over time – in regional hub discourse.  

6.6 Echoes of Global Literature 
Reflecting on the research findings through the lens of the theoretical perspectives explored in 

the literature review brought many correlations and conflicts to light. With relation to 

Wallerstein’s “world-system”, which he classified as “a special/temporal zone” cutting across 

political and cultural units, representing an “integrated zone of activity and institutions which 

obey systemic rules” (Wallerstein, 2004, p. 17), the Pacific can be considered for the purpose of 

this research as one such world-system. With the world systems theory including the role of 

capitalism and its exploitive undercurrents, this can be seen especially from the contributions of 

key informants regarding small island states in the Pacific and their vulnerability to the 

exploitative nature of capitalism from larger states in the region’s “interstate system” as well as 

foreign countries lying outside the Pacific “world-system”. Also, as the Pacific is home to many 

countries relatively new to independence, Wallerstein’s framework does consider the 

implications of colonial powers on a country’s autonomy, an issue that holds special relevance in 
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the region. Such is made clear with the presence of the British High Commission’s regional 

headquarters in Fiji and the importance it places on maintaining diplomatic and economic ties 

with former British colonies in the region.  

However, Fiji’s suspensions from the Commonwealth and the Pacific Islands Forum (Pareti, 

2007a) are added complications, despite assurances from British government representatives that 

diplomatic dialogue channels remain open. Coupled with the differing views on Fiji’s political 

situation amongst the Pacific community as articulated by key informants, this calls into question 

the dimension of “sovereignty” in Wallerstein’s (2004) theory, which states that “sovereignty is 

more than anything a matter of legitimacy” and “in the modern world-system, legitimacy 

requires reciprocal recognition” (p. 44). In this aspect, questions relating to the legitimacy of 

Fiji’s current government have an impact on its sovereignty by way of its “recognition” from 

other states within the Pacific interstate system, as well as without (in Fiji’s case, the United 

Kingdom).  

While the Pacific is regularly referred to as a single entity, it is certainly not monolithic in nature. 

As with the world-systems theory, the core-periphery paradigm also acknowledges the diversity 

and inequalities of a given system – in this case, the Pacific region. Relating to Fiji and the 

region, the semi-periphery argument is what fits Fiji better from a global outlook given the 

country’s level of development and acknowledging it does not produce at a level considered 

significant for global trade. This was outlined by key informants who elaborated on the 

shortcomings of Fiji’s productivity and the potential to capitalize on more opportunities to boost 

economic productivity. However, on a regional level, informants did concede that Fiji occupies a 

more core-like position but this is again limited considering Fiji’s relevance as a hub would be 

notably lesser in Pacific overseas territories such as New Caledonia or Guam, where closer, more 

influential relations with their respective foreign allies would be more significant. In addition, as 

stated in the literature review, the detrimental effects of the recent global economic downturn on 

“core” countries calls into question the idea that the core is the strongest economically.    

Finally, one cannot discuss Fiji’s hub status without noting the geographic, transport and 

technological realities of the Pacific. Key informants were all too eager to describe the 

limitations in connectivity faced by smaller Pacific island states compared to Fiji, echoing the 

hub theory assertion that disadvantaged locations “tend to be geographically remote, have 
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reduced service frequencies and higher fares” (Goetz and Sutton as cited in Grubesic et al, 2008). 

Geographic features of the region, with its far-flung islands across thousands of kilometers of 

ocean give special significance to Fiji’s status as a hub and the importance of transport hubs to 

the region as a whole in order to overcome such geographical challenges. Transport 

infrastructure (boats, airplanes, wharves, airports, bridges and roads) and technological 

limitations (such as speedy and affordable internet and telecommunications services, mobile 

technology and even medical equipment) were also highlighted as a significant part of the 

region’s connectivity challenges and that Fiji is quite prominent in the availability, affordability 

and accessibility of transport and technology infrastructure. The hub theory elaborates the clear 

link between geographic, transport and technological attributes and economic productivity, 

which was also elaborated on in the contributions made by key informants, many of whom 

stipulated that Fiji’s economic diversity and productivity is closely linked to the country’s 

connectivity.

6.7 Where To From Here? 
All in all, Fiji’s regional hub status has come about through a combination of geographical good 

fortune and a firm foundation laid by the nation’s early colonial and post-colonial leaders in 

taking on a principal role in regional cooperation. While Fiji remains an integral part of the 

regional architecture, its history of coups beginning in 1987 through to 2000 and then 2006 has 

lent the country a reputation for political instability. Fiji’s political situation has indeed blighted 

its reputation as a hub, but has not entirely cancelled out the other contributing factors to its hub 

status, distinguishing it from other Pacific countries. These factors include relative safety in 

terms of personal security, good infrastructure, an urbanized, well-qualified workforce and living 

standards as well as communications and transport connectivity. As some informants pointed 

out, even Fiji’s political situation has not discouraged international organizations, aid agencies 

and enterprises from establishing regional operations centres here post-2006.

Although there are still many positives in Fiji’s favour, nothing is certain and the reality has 

always been more complex than structuralist hub and core-periphery approaches have assumed. 

The continuation of Fiji’s hub role will depend on the ability of its political, diplomatic and 

economic leadership to overcome barriers of distance, culture and politics in order to adapt to the 

changes of today’s globalized world. Fiji’s non-exploitative methods in sharing the benefits of its 
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regional position have fuelled social constructions of the country’s hub status and contributed to 

its legitimacy as a hub amongst its Pacific neighbours. As they have in the past, leadership and 

agency can hold sway over the obstacles of smallness and isolation highlighted in structuralist 

theories, and will continue to shape Fiji’s trajectory towards (or away from) legitimacy as a 

sovereign state and a Pacific hub.
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Appendix II: Interview Schedule 

A. Introduction and Background
1. Name/Age/Gender 
2. Qualifications/Education 
3. Citizenship 
4. Current Employment/Job Description 

(Section B1/B2 - Diplomatic Relations / International Trade and Investment, 
Dependent on Key Informant’s Background)

B1. Diplomatic Relations 
5. Work experience and/or knowledge related to diplomatic relations 
6. Fiji and diplomacy 
7. Perceptions of Fiji’s role/position in diplomatic relations within the Pacific region 

B2. International Trade and Investment 
5. Work experience and/or knowledge related to international trade/investment 
6. Fiji and international trade/investment 
7. Perceptions of Fiji’s role/position in international trade/investment within the Pacific 
region

C. Hub/Node Concept
8. The concept of a ‘hub’ 
9. How hubs relate to work experience in diplomatic relations 
10. Fiji as a hub for diplomatic relations 
11. Nodes / diplomatic partners 
12. Implications of Fiji as a hub 

D. Contributing Factors/History and Present
13. Factors that enhance Fiji’s hub status 
14. Factors that threaten Fiji’s hub status 
15. Current advantages Fiji possesses in relation to a hub status 
16. Fiji’s appeal to diplomatic missions in the Pacific 

E. The Future
17. Developments in the country that may diminish Fiji’s potential as a hub status 
18. Developments regionally that may affect Fiji’s potential as a hub status 
19. Developments that may affect diplomatic confidence in Fiji 
20. Developments that may affect Fiji’s potential in diplomatic relations 


