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Basic Characteristics of Small Island Economies
in the South Pacific —A Case Study of Fiji—

Vina RAM* and Shigero IWAKIRI**

Abstract

The small island economies of the South Pacific share several basic problem
due to their size and isolation. Many of these problem are multiplied bacause
of the small land masses, lack of basic mineral and industrial raw materials, distances
from major metropolitan markets, small domestic markets, diseconomies of scale
in production and so on.

Taking into account the basic characteristice of the small isolated island
economies of the South Pacific such as maintaining traditional communal structures
and a subsistence lifestyle together with varying degrees of industrial progress,
the present study therefore does not rely solely on modern economic theoretical
methodology for analysis of the structure of island economies and fishries, but
adopts a wider prespective using the classical tools and principles of economic
and social progress.

In this study, the general economics of the island societies have been analysed
from the industrial development point of view, concentrating not only in areas
of capitalistic and entreprenual development but also pointing out the presence
of opposite relations of the backward characteristics which are existing alongside
with this modernised economic system.

Key words: Subsistence, Sugar, Monoculture, Colonialism, Industrialization.
(1) General Economic Characteristics

(i) Fiji Islands-General

Fiji is a maritime archipelagic country located between 10° and 25" south
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latitude, and between 176" east and 178° west longitude. It consists of about
320 islands which make up a land area of 18,272 sq.km. Figure | gives the
geographical location of the island. The larger island are mainly of volcanic
origin whereas the smaller islands are coral formations and have little productive
soil.

Nearly all the islands in the group are surrounded either by fringing or barrier
reef which from natural break waters from the ocean. With the declaration the
200 mile Excusive Economic Zone, Fiji’s estimated sea area is about 1,134,700
sq.km. with territorial water of about 110,355 sq.km.

Fiji was ceeded to Great Britain in 1874 and had British Colonial Gavernment
for 96 years. Much the present socio-economic strutures reflect this colonial
influence, such as the political and constitutional systems, monocultural agriculture
of sugar and coconuts, the multiracial nature of the island by introduction of
migrant labour from India and other Pacific island, and subordination to former
colonial pori;vers, i.e. Australia and New Zealand.

In 1983, the population was 677.481; 32 % lived in urban areas of which
20 % live in Suva. During the same year 60 % of the total population fell in
the economically active age group (15-64) of which 20 % were employed under
wages and salaries (Bureau of Statistics, 1985: 5,76)

Suger production remains the backbone of the country. Tourism and associated
construction and private services have grown conciderably in the last decade and
this has accelerated the economic growth after independence. The manufacturing
sector has developed substantially in and attempt to reduce economic dependency
on imports. Fiji's manufacturing sector now appears to be relatively more developed
than other South Pacific islands.

On the other hand Fiji has very limited exploitable quantities of resources
for productive industrial development. Gold is being mined by an Australian
based company which exports raw gold to Australia. Copper deposits cannot
be economically mined under the present world copper prices. Insignificant
quantities of other minerals such as manganese and bauxite exist which are also
uneconomical for industrial exploitation. Major economic resources are agricultural
primary commodities such as sugar cane, cononuts, lumber, ginger, cocoa and
coffee.

Fiji has already felt several economic crises in relation to its exports of sugar
and copra with fluctuations in world prices of the commodities. Besides the
lack of basic resources for industrial development, there is a lack of adequate
domestic entreprenurship and capital. This is reflected by the dominance of
a household economy where there is litle incentive towards planned savings.

(ii) Economic Structure

a. Gross Domestic Product & Industrial Structure
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Table 1. Gross domestic product of Fiji

Current Prices

Year Cross Domestic Annual Estimated Per Capita Annual Growth

Product at Growth Mid-Year GDP Rate of GDP

Current Factor Rate of Population Per Capita
Cost GDP

(S Million) (%) (000) (S) (%)
1950 36.0 - 288 125 -
1953 50.8 12.2 318 160 8.6
1957 61.1 4.7 354 173 2.0
1962 90.2 8.1 421 214 43
1963 93.9 4.1 435 216 0.1
1964 99.6 6.1 449 222 2.8
1965 104.7 5.1 462 227 23
1966 108.8 39 474 230 1.3
1967 117.3 7.8 485 242 52
1968 129.6 10.5 495 262 8.3
1963 140.5 8.4 506 282 7.6
1970 168.9 20.2 521 324 14.9
1971 184.7 9.3 533 347 7.1
1972 230.5 24.8 544 424 222
1973 300.6 304 556 541 27.6
1974 410.5 36.6 565 727 343
1975 5154 2515 576 895 23.1
1976 570.6 10.7 585 975 8.9
1977 605.7 n.a 596 1.016 na
1978 642.9 6.1 607 1,059 4.2
1979 779.4 21.2 621 13255 18.5
1980 901.0 15.6 634 1,421 13.2
1981 953.6 5.8 646 1,479 3.9
1982(r) 1020.5 7.0 658 1,551 6.6
1983(p) 1069.5 4.8 672 1,592 1.2
1984(p) 1230.9 15.1 686 1,794 12.7

Source : Bureau of Statistics. Current Economic Statistics.
April, 1985. p.6.
Note: [n.a) Not available due to statistical change in base in 1977,

The economic productivity in terms of GDP is given in Table I at current
prices from 1950 to 1984, which also indicates the annual growth rate and per
capita GDP. The per capita GDP doubled within 5 years of independence and
has increase steadily during the 1970s and at a slower rate in the early 1980s.
The high growth rate in the 1970s was the result of a change in government
policy to increase manufacturing and processimg, and tourism and its related
construction and services industry. The consequent slower growth was due to
its limitation for expansion. Table 2 displays economic activities by sectors.
Agriculture, Forst & Fisheries is an important sector of the GDP: in 1984 it
accounted for 24 9 of the GDP. Like other South Pacific island economies,
the subsistence sector is an important of the GDP. In 1984, 27 % of the agricultural
sector was estimated to be subsistence which accounted for 6 % of GDP. The



































































































