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1. Introduction 

 

* The following are some ideas on special initiatives that may be taken for the 

financing of indigenous Fijians in commerce and business.   

 

* I believe that the financing issues cannot be separated from identification of the 

business projects and commercial enterprises that need to be financed, and the 

more important task is to successfully identify the latter, for which funds then 

may be made available, to the extent necessary.   

 

* The amount of funds being made available is not the key issue.  The proper use is 

vital.  And if the funds can be successfully and productively utilised, then  even 

more can be allocated than is currently envisaged, with obvious social and 

political benefits in the current context.  But the funds must be wisely and 

efficiently used. 

 

* I am a firm believer in the fostering of the largest number of small enterprises, out 

of which the future indigenous Fijian corporate giants will undoubtedly grow.  To 

that end, I am attaching a number of Annexes, which comprise articles I have 

previously written for the media, focusing on the systematic fostering of 

employment and small enterprises.  Most of these proposals are very much 

focused on the development of indigenous Fijians, although not exclusively so. 

 

* It is also important to ensure that the initiatives being proposed and intended to be 

financed are compatible with the future world order, as likely to be dictated by the 

WTO.  Inability to achieve this consistency may lead to wasteful use of resources 

both in resisting future pressures, and eventual and inevitable reallocations of 

resources and activities. 

 

* It must be noted initially, that the bulk of Government expenditure is itself, in 

large measure, contributing to the above objective, either directly or indirectly.  

Thus expenditure (capital and recurrent) by Government on schools and tertiary 

educational institutions, roads, electrification plans, water and sewerage schemes, 

rural health clinics, etc., all in so far as they apply to indigenous Fijians (who now 

comprise more than 50% of Fiji's population), all do contribute to the 

enhancement of Fijians in business and commerce. 

 

* It is critical for the success of this NPO exercise, that the strategic plan that is 

developed fits coherently into, and is consistent with, the overall NPO Strategic 

Plan for Fiji nationally.   This proposal should therefore be justifiable, 

independently of governing administrations in place as a result of political 

developments.  Only thus can the NPO maintain consistency, professionalism and 



sustainability in its approach over time, to the critical issue of commercial and 

business development of indigenous Fijians. 

 

Previous Initiatives 

 

* Since Independence in 1970, there have been a number of initiatives aimed at the 

same objectives of fostering of indigenous Fijians in business and commerce.  It 

would be remiss and irresponsible towards tax-payers' funds, if strategies and 

initiatives being proposed today, did not learn from the outcomes of the previous 

initiatives. 

 

* Previous efforts have focused on the following: 

 

 (a) National Bank of Fiji 

 

 (b) Fiji Development Bank 

 

 (c) Fijian Affairs Board 

 

 (d) Fijian Provincial Councils 

 

 (e) Fijian Holdings Limited 

 

* To date, however, there have not been any systematic analyses, backed up by 

sound empirical data, of the extent of success or failure of these previous 

initiatives.  Some general and initial statements may however be made about the 

NBF, FDB and FHL but the lack of data prevents any sensible comments about 

the other initiatives. 

 

National Bank of Fiji 

 

* It is publicly perceived, and generally accepted that the National Bank of Fiji 

experience was disastrous, eventually requiring a net injection of some $160 

millions of taxpayers' funds, and overall losses with an opportunity cost in excess 

of $200 millions.    

 

* No doubt, there may be some success stories, arising out of the NBF's decade of 

"easy lending" between 1987 and 1996.  These success stories need to be 

documented, learnt from and replicated. 

 

* In the public's mind, however, the success stories have been overshadowed by the 

"bad loans".   It is unfortunate that, to date, there has never been any systematic 

attempt to differentiate the NBF's "good" lending experiences from its "bad" 

lending experiences. 

 



* It is important that the NBF experience  be learnt from and the mistakes not 

repeated with current initiatives for the fostering of indigenous Fijians in 

commerce and business. 

 

* One generally accepted conclusion is that indiscriminately throwing large sums of 

money at any project involving indigenous Fijians, is likely to lead to similar 

failures as the NBF, and cannot be an acceptable use of public funds.  Large 

projects especially, need to be well thought out, with a reasonably degree of 

probability of being successful, and managed by entrepreneurs with a good track 

record of borrowing and repayments.   

 

* There needs to be a solid avenue for the channeling of all development funds for 

indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs, such that there can be consistent decision-

making, the proper support services, and adequate monitoring and accountability.  

It is recommended that the Fiji Development Bank be that channel. 

 

Fiji Development Bank 

 

* The Fiji Development Bank is undoubtedly a rich source of development lending 

experiences, ranging across the full spectrum of good to disastrous loans. 

 

* The FDB dramatically increased its loan approvals from $22 millions in the 

period 1975 to 1988,  to $64 millions over the period 1989 to 1992.  Factors 

facilitating the dramatic increase in volume of new loans were apparently the 

increase in grant components of the loans, as well as increases in interest 

subsidies provided.  Political and social pressures following the 1987 coups, no 

doubt also played a part.  Previous proposals for fostering indigenous Fijians in 

business and commerce (for instance from the FCDU), have blandly assumed that 

the large increase in volume of loans in that period was itself an indication of the 

success of the schemes. This has evidently not been the case. 

 

* In recent years, as a result of failure of a significant number and proportion of 

these loans, FDB has been gradually becoming more cautious in its lending.  The 

result has been that that loans approved to Fijians, Rotumans and eligible General 

Electors have steadily declined from $30 millions in 1995 to $5 millions in 1999. 

 

* While part of this decline may be attributed to the general decline in economic 

activity in the Fiji economy in this period, a large part of the reduction has also 

been attributed by FDB management to FDB's concern to make loans for viable 

projects, rather than the indiscriminate handing out of cash. There is little doubt in 

management's judgement that the FDB, largely as a result of political and social 

pressures, have in the past made loans which were not economically justifiable, 

either because they were just not viable at all under any conditions, or because the 

support services were not available to the extent required by the borrowers. 

 



* It is therefore crucial to learn from the recent decade of experiences of the FDB.  

The FDB has made available some data showing the recent trends in lending and 

loan performance. 

 

* The tables indicate the numbers of loans, and dollar volume of 

 

(a) loans approved to indigenous Fijians, Rotumans and eligible General 

Electors 

 

(b) loans outstanding to Fijians and Rotumans (by business type) 

 

(c) loans in provision to Fijians and Rotumans (by business type) 

 

 (d) loans written off to Fijians and Rotumans (by business type) 

 

(e) Subsidy and Government Guarantee for Fijians, Rotumans and eligible 

General Electors (for special loans scheme) 

 

 (f) subsidy for Fijians only for agriculture and fishing 

 

(g) and for Fijians and Rotumans in agriculture and fisheries, there is data for 

loans approved, loans outstanding and loans written off. 

 

* Some general and pertinent observations may be made from the data made 

available, although a serious weakness in the data is the failure to disaggregate 

loans to indigenous Fijians only from the others (whose entrepreneurial 

experiences and business record may well be different). 

 

* Nevertheless, it may be noted that the composition of loans outstanding to Fijians 

and Rotumans, has changed dramatically, with lending for real estate increasing 

from $26.7 millions in 1994 to $58.8 millions in 1999.    Proportionately, the 

increase has been from 41% of the loans portfolio to 77%.    In so far as the real 

estate loans largely concern property ownership, FDB's lending to indigenous 

Fijians has significantly shifted away from its original "development" lending 

objectives.   It is acknowledged, however, that there is some development of 

entreneurship taking place as by-products of the real estate lending, where Fijian 

collectives are using their ownership of real estate to spin-off other activities such 

as the provision of security services or cleaning services to the buildings owned. 

 

* While the lending for real estate ownership does have some positive aspects, and 

has no doubt been dictated by commercial imperatives facing the FDB, the FDB 

needs to additionally maintain its focus on the development of entrepreneurship 

amongst indigenous Fijians in commerce, business and agriculture. 

 

* There needs to be a thorough analysis of the causes of FDB's effective decline as 

a development finance institution.   A number of factors may be relevant: 



unrealistic pressures for the FDB to be as profitable as the other commercial 

financial institutions; inadequate numbers of staff able to engage in sound loan 

appraisals; inadequate backup in the field by relevant Government departments 

(such as the Ministry of Agriculture); inadequate overall infrastructure for 

marketing the outputs of the entrepreneurs; and of course, the general down-turn 

in the economy over the last decade. 

 

* There is also data indicating that the number of training sessions conducted by the 

FDB has generally declined over the last five years, from 17 in 1995 to 9 in 1999, 

with the number of persons being trained also generally halving over the period.  

This is again not a desirable trend, for obvious reasons. 

 

* One of the apparent weaknesses in the current situation seems to be that the FDB 

sees a conflict of interest in its role as a lending agency and a training institution.  

As a lending agency, assessment of a client's performance in servicing the loan, 

may conflict with its own role in providing the requisite training for the borrower.   

Should this "conflict of interest" (if it exists) be irreconcilable, then there needs to 

be a concerted effort to separate out the training function, by hiving it off to 

tertiary institutions (like FIT, FCA, Navuso Agricultural Institute, etc) or relevant 

development NGOs.  The FDB would then be able to work singularly as a lending 

institution, without the responsibility of ensuring that the borrower also performs 

as an entrepreneur. 

 

* In an opposite vein, however, it may be noted that FDB may gain by retaining its 

training function, as a distinct part of the FDB's operations, separate and 

completely independent of the lending functions.  The training section, at the 

completion of the training should be in a position to provide an independent and 

accurate assessment of the likely performance of the potential borrowers.  This 

training section could therefore usefully filter out doubtful borrowers or schemes. 

 

* It is proposed that the major thrust of financing of indigenous Fijians in business 

and commerce be conducted through the FDB, by increasing the volume of loan 

funds available to it, concurrently with the strengthening of its institutional 

functions as a development finance institution. 

 

Fijian Holdings Limited 

 

* It is unfortunate that proposals associated with resourcing FHL have become 

politicised, partly because there are some weaknesses associated with this 

initiative, despite all its strengths.  It is important, however, to recognise the 

strengths, while understanding and eliminating the weaknesses which are 

undermining the legitimacy of the concept. 

 

* Firstly, this is one of the vehicles by which indigenous Fijian ownership of 

business enterprises may be enhanced, collectively and individually.  FHL is large 

in Fiji's context and also comprises dominant ownership of a number of key 



sectors in the economy, some of which are heavily protected.  The financial and 

economic well-being of the company is therefore reasonably assured (barring 

gross mismanagement in the future), although as is pointed out below, the returns 

in total are not outstanding. 

 

* One weakness in the ownership structure is the differentiation between the Class 

A and B shareholders and the resulting criticisms that may legitimately be 

directed at the individual shareholders.    

 

* The capital injected by the Class B shareholders (FAB using $20 millions of an 

interest-free loan from Government) is about twice that injected by the Class A 

shareholders (individuals and some collective bodies for indigenous Fijians).  The 

5% dividends paid to the Class B shareholder (FAB) have therefore directly 

subsidised the 20% dividends paid to the Class A shareholders.  Without the 

differentiation, the dividends would average out to 10% or less.  Given the market 

cost of funds, this cannot be seen as outstandingly successful. 

 

* It may be noted that some of the holdings of the FHL are in protected sectors of 

the economy, such as the cement factory and the brewery.  In the medium to long 

term, such protection is likely to have to be reduced, as a result of WTO 

pressures.  This will inevitably place downward pressure on the returns to the 

shareholders. 

 

* It should also be kept in mind that individual shareholders in FHL are by and 

large gaining as "owners" of assets, and not as entrepreneurs.  Entreneurial and 

management skills are no doubt being developed amongst the top management 

and board members of FHL, but not amongst the individual shareholders.  While 

the strengthening of FHL may be justified as part of the overall strategy and 

political necessity of strengthening indigenous Fijian ownership of business and 

commerce in the economy, it would not be wise to make it the major channel for 

resources intended to strengthen and broaden Fijian entrepreneurship. 

 

* It also does not seem to be wise to try to convert the $20 million loan into a grant, 

as it clearly makes the private Class A shareholders (especially the individuals) 

vulnerable to the criticism that they are acquiring straight hand-outs of tax-payers' 

funds, by piggy-backing on the collective Fijian holdings in the Class A 

shareholdings. 

 

* It is also similarly not wise to decree that FHL be allowed to acquire shares in 

Government public enterprises at par value (rather than the higher market values).  

Again, there the move will naturally be seen to be enriching the individual 

shareholders in FHL, by mustering the support of the indigenous Fijian collective 

shareholdings in FHL. 

 



* It would seem that a very sensible move at the present time, would be to merge 

the Class A and Class B shareholdings with both receiving the same rates of 

dividends. 

 

* It would also seem to be sensible to insist that the $20 millions borrowed from 

Government be paid the normal market rates of interest and dividends. 

 

* The payments could, if necessary, into a revolving fund, which could continue to 

accumulate and be used for further strengthening of indigenous Fijians in business 

and commerce.   

 

* Paying the normal market rate of interest and dividend would also ensure that 

FHL was subject to market discipline, and not given a false sense of well-being, 

because of cross-subsidisation of shareholders. 

 

Some Comments on Previous Proposals 

 

* It is noted that there are a number of proposals, such as the previously formulated 

"Nine Point Plan", being discussed in the context of the currently proposed 

Strategic Plan. 

 

* While there is no doubt merit in some of the components, it is my view that 

several of the proposals are not desirable, for a number of reasons. 

 

* Some would seem not to be sustainable into the future, because of their 

incompatibility with the kind of "new world order" that the WTO is working 

towards.  Some proposals seem to be merely "making the rich richer" while being 

unlikely to achieve anything positive towards the creation of indigenous Fijian 

entrepreneurship skills or enterprises. 

 

Compulsory  Savings Scheme 

 

* Over the years, there have been many proposals for a Compulsory Savings 

Scheme for Fijians. 

 

* A general observation may be made that such schemes, over the years, have 

accumulated large sums of money, which have usually been frittered away, either 

on failed initiatives, or unwieldy and costly management structures.   There has 

been virtually no positive benefit to the individual Fijians who have contributed 

the capital for these schemes, either in terms of capital actually saved, or 

entrepreneurship created.   

 

* It would seem to be superfluous to create a new Compulsory Savings Scheme, 

when there already exists the Fiji National Provident Fund, which provides a 

steady and reasonable return (tax-free) to its shareholders.  A new Scheme would 

presumably require a new business entity, and concomitant management and 



administrative structure, whose costs would inevitably reduce the rate of return to 

the savers. 

 

* The proponents of the new compulsory Savings Scheme should also keep in mind 

that the majority of Fijian households are already under considerable financial 

stress 

 

Allocation of import licensing, quotas and protection  

 

* There have been proposals made in the past that there be special allocations of 

quotas for import licensing, or protective schemes for industries involving 

indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs. 

 

* There is no doubt that many currently successful entrepreneurs owe their origins 

to protection provided by past Governments, at public tax-payers' and consumers' 

expense.   This is becoming more and more difficult in an era dominated by the 

WTO.  More importantly, there are two serious drawbacks to a continuation of 

such schemes. 

 

* Firstly, the scheme is very vulnerable to corruption, whereby non-indigenous 

Fijians use Fijians as front persons, in order to acquire the privileges (usually for a 

share of the economic rent).  Secondly, the further granting of such protection and 

interferences with the market, would reduce the ability of the Fiji economy to 

gradually reform itself, and become compatible with the WTO for the future.  

This would tend to undermine the efficiency and growth prospects for the whole 

economy. 

 

Use of FNPF Balances to Acquire Shares in Selected Companies 

 

* One proposal which has often surfaced is the encouragement of indigenous 

Fijians to withdraw or use their FNPF balances in order to acquire shares in 

selected companies (such as strategic public enterprises, or strategic commercial 

companies).  One the surface this appears a good strategy, but there are pitfalls. 

 

* FNPF not only gives an excellent tax-free return to the balance holder, but the 

accumulated balances may eventually be used to obtain one of the best pensions 

available anywhere in the world. 

 

* Some of the companies whose shares may be purchased are currently giving good 

returns because they are monopolies guaranteed by Government, explicitly in 

some cases (for example when the ATH shares were sold to FNPF) and implicitly 

in others (such as companies whose profitability currently depends on tariff 

protection given by Government, or other implicit subsidies).   These high returns 

may not be maintained into the future. 

 



* There are grave risks therefore in advising indigenous Fijians (usually without 

any commercial expertise) to transform risk free good assets (such as FNPF 

balances) into risky equities. 

 

* It is important that the major focus for any initiative in fostering indigenous 

Fijians in business and commerce, should be on the creation and support of 

genuine entrepreneurship (however small), and not just the acquisition of 

protected and subsidised ownership of equity, totally as a result of external 

advice. 

 

Recommended Strategies 

 

* It is hereby proposed that the bulk of the initiatives and financial resources be 

made available for the purposes of strengthening the largest numbers of 

indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs, rather than putting all the eggs in one basket by 

focusing on a select elite few.   It is generally acknowledged that facilitating a 

broad base is more likely to eventually throw up genuine successful 

entrepreneurs, than by focusing large quantity of resources on a select few, whose 

failure would lead to large wastage of resources. 

 

* There needs to be a major strengthening of the Fiji Development Bank which 

should play a central and co-ordinating vehicle for the development of indigenous 

Fijians in business and commerce.  This also requires that the other schemes 

(Fijian Affairs Board and Provincial Councils) be also channeled through the 

FDB which will not only supervise the allocation of resources, but also 

continuously monitor the outcomes). 

 

* There needs to be the allocation of significantly greater financial resources for on-

lending by the FDB, in a responsible and proper manner, to the largest number of 

Fijian entrepreneurs, especially in areas where Fiji has long-term comparative 

advantage which can provide long term sustainability to the indigenous Fijian 

enterprises involved.  For Fiji, these areas are inevitably 

 

 (i) tourism 

 

 (ii) agriculture 

 

 (iii) forest products 

 

 (iv) marine products 

 

 (v) the small scale and informal sector 

 

* There needs to be financing of supporting infrastructure which has the capacity 

for providing an enabling environment for the largest number of initiatives and 

opportunities for indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs.  Examples of useful 



infrastructure may be found in the Annex articles, although more can no doubt be 

thought up. 

 

* There needs to be the financing of large projects, which have the capacity to 

provide employment to large numbers of indigenous Fijians. 

 

* Examples of areas where economic development may be accelerated for 

indigenous Fijians are given by the Annexes below, which comprise articles I 

have written over the years, for the promotion of small scale entrepreneurs and 

enterprises in Fiji.  The bulk of them have great relevance for the development of 

indigenous Fijians entrepreneurship and enterprises, although not exclusively so.  

Support for projects of these kinds are clearly nationally justifiable, regardless of 

the political authority that is in place. 

 

Need for Explicit National Fijian Consensus on banning kerekere from Fijian 

entrepreneurs 

 

* It is the view of most objective observers that there is no lack of Fijian 

entrepreneurship or hard workers in the Fijian community.   

 

* The biggest stumbling block is the inability of Fijian entrepreneurs to accumulate 

the necessary capital needed for growth and competition in the market, because of 

the inordinate monetary demands made by the religious organisations, chiefs and 

extended families.  When demands are made, indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs 

cannot but accede, for fear of being labelled as "un-Fijian", or "selfish like the 

kai-Idia". 

 

* It is vital that indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs be encouraged to maintain the 

integrity of their businesses by separating out the surpluses required for the 

accumulation and growth of their business (which must remain intact and 

untouchable), from surpluses which constitutes disposable income, on which 

demands may be made by families, churches and social groups. 

 

* To this end, it is vital that there be a Fijian Economic Summit, attended by the 

Great Council of Chiefs, the major religious organisations, and Fijian 

entrepreneurs, which explicitly recognises the vital necessity for indigenous Fijian 

enterprises to accumulate capital; and publicly makes a compact, calling for an 

end to the indiscriminate practice of kerekere which Fijian entrepreneurs are 

destroyed by.  Only by confronting this problem head on, can the leaders of Fijian 

society fulfil their responsibilities towards their budding entrepreneurs.  Refusal 

to make this public statement, would suggest that Fijian leaders are demanding 

success from their entrepreneurs, while loading them down with the very social 

obligations, which prevent their success as entrepreneurs. 

 

 

 



Annex:  Other articles of specific benefit to Fijian entrepreneurs 
 

 

1.   Sugar industry reform:  what diversification and how? 

 

2. Vijay Singh, tourism and employment:  a golfing bonanza goes begging 

 

3. Series of articles on good nutrition and our produce markets. 

 

4. BBQ SELLERS: blight or blessing? 

 

5. Tourism to boost Fijians 

 

6. JOBS AND GERIATRICS: a niche market for Fijian tourism  

 

7. Sell the fishing, not the fish 

 

8. MAXIMISING MAHOGANY: the easy way and the hard 

 


