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Election Issues 19:   The truth about governments and economic growth 
(An edited version appeared in The Fiji Times, 19 July 2014) 

 

It is easy to get carried away by daily government propaganda in all the media. 

 

While some voters believe that the most important issue for the forthcoming elections is 

constitutionality, the rule of law and total public accountability, others are only concerned about 

Governments delivering “bread and butter” benefits to households, such as education, health, 

roads, water, jobs and incomes that keep pace with the cost of living, .  

 

These “bread and butter” benefits depend totally on the growth of the Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) and public and private investments. 

 

[Note that GDP does not include overseas remittance income, which has been twice the value of 

the sugar industry in recent years, and has been crucial in keeping poverty at bay.] 

 

Where government revenues are not enough, governments borrow and increase the Public Debt 

and/or sell off government assets. 

 

The current government activities dispensing goodies are very visible because of very slick media 

exposure on a daily basis now, with no expense spared. 

 

According to the Ghai Commission Draft, the Bainimarama Government should have 

relinquished their positions once the elections date was gazetted, so that they would not have an 

unfair advantage over other political parties as “Ministers dispensing tax-payers money” just prior 

to the elections. 

 

Unfortunately, that is exactly what is happening on a daily basis with Bainimarama and his 

Ministers travelling the length and breadth of the country, giving out goodies everywhere. 

 

They are perpetually boasting to a largely ignorant public that they are the “first government” and 

the “first Prime Minister” to do this or that, a blatant example of “vote buying” if ever there was 

one, on par with the Agriculture Scam and the Commodity Development Framework vote-buying 

scam of the past. 

 

But to be fair to all political parties (and their candidates), one must assess the current 

government’s performance over the last eight years of rule as a self-imposed government,  prime 

minister and ministers, with that of previous, mostly elected governments, which this article does. 

 

I remind that military coups have prevented three governments from serving their full terms: the 

NFP/FLP Coalition was removed in 1987 after serving only one month; the Chaudhry 

Government was removed in 1999 after one year;  and the SDL/FLP Coalition was removed by 

Bainimarama in 2006 soon after the beginning of their second term on unproven allegations of 

widespread corruption and electoral fraud. 

  

Fiji’s Gross Domestic Product (revised numbers) 
 

The Fiji Bureau of Statistics and Reserve Bank of Fiji have again revised their estimates of the 

growth of GDP since 2006, as in Table 1. 
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Table 1         GDP Growth rates (2006 to 2014) (estimated and projected) 

2006  2007  2008  2009  2010r  2011  2012  2013 e 2014 p 2015 p 

1.9 -0.9 1.0 -1.4 3.0 2.7 1.7 3.6 3.8 2.4 

r = revised                  e  =  estimated                    p = projected 

 

The economy stagnated from 2006 to 2009, with two years of negative growth in 2007 (-0.7%) 

and 2009 (-1.4%), grew at 3% in 2010 (revised upwards from the old estimate of 0.3%), then 

slowed down to  2.7% in 2011 a lower 1.7% in 2012. 

 

Then, boosted by a massive one billion dollar increase in infrastructure spending (roads and 

water) in 2013 and 2014, and some increase in private investments, the GDP is estimated to have 

increased in 2013 by 3.6%, and is projected to increase by 3.8% for 2014. 

 

But the FBS/RBF estimates state that the economic growth will slow down again to 2.4% in 2015 

and 2016 (presumably when the infrastructure effects wear off). 

 

Comparing different governments 
 

Graph 1 gives the compound annual growth rates for all the governments since independence in 

1970, using the revised growth rates given by FBS for the last four years. 

 

 
 

For the Bainimarama Government, the overall compound growth rate between 2007 and 2014 is 

estimated to be 1.7% per year, the lowest of all governments. 

 

This is lower than the 8.8% Chaudhry (1 year), 3.5% per year under Ratu Mara (17 years), 

Qarase’s 2.3% (7 years), and slightly lower than 2.0% under Mara/Rabuka (11 years). 

 

Note that ALL these previous governments have built roads, water and sewerage systems, 

hydroelectric dams, ports and harbors, just as Bainimarama’s government is doing currently, but 

with nowhere the same media exposure as currently. 
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Note that the low average growth rate for the Bainimarama Government, is largely because nearly 

all the productive sectors, according to FBS data, were in decline between 2006 and 2011: 

 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing  decreased by -7%  

Manufacturing     decreased by -6% 

Construction     decreased by -12% 

Wholesale, Retail etc   decreased by -9% 

Public Sector     decreased by -8% 

Other services     decreased by -40%. 

 

The only sectors doing well were Hotels and Restaurants (increased by 67%), Electricity and 

Water (increased  by a large 105%) and Financial Services (banks, insurance) increased by 39%. 

 

But most sectors have shown improvements over the last two years as indicated by the partial 

indicators given recently by the Deputy Governor of RBF (Mr Ariff Ali). 

 

Building Permits Data 
 

One real tangible indicator of investor confidence is the number building permits approved every 

year (and of course, certificates of completion). 

 

Table 2 indicates that there has been a significant long term decline in annual average building 

permits for the private sector.  This is no doubt partly due to lack of confidence in the economy 

and politics, but also partly because new home owners, rather than building new homes, have 

been buying homes sold by departing emigrants. 

 

But the numbers of building permits for Other Purposes (which includes commercial buildings), 

also declined from an average of 332 in the period before the first coup in 1987, to 208 during the 

period of the Bainimarama Government.  This is largely a reflection of lack of investor 

confidence, made worse because the numbers should have been rising with rising GDP. 

 

Table 2      Annual Average number of  Building Permits 

  Private Others 

1983 to 1986 (Mara) (17 yrs) 2,109 332 

1987 to 1998 (Mara/Rabuka) (11 yrs)  1,289 253 

1999 (Chaudhry) (1 yr) 1,155 253 

2000 to 2006 (Qarase) (7 yrs) 988 254 

2007 to 2013 (Bainimarama) (8 yrs) 629 208 

Source: Fiji Bureau of Statistics     

 

Statistics on the value of the building permits as a percentage of GDP also shows the same 

downwards trend for building permits for private households. 

 

The data for the commercial sector shows the expected sharp plunges associated with the coups 

of 1987, 2000 and 2006, but the overall averages show much less variability because of a few 

projects with large individual values. 
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Investment as Percentage of GDP 
 

This powerful indicator needs to be above 25% for reasonable economic growth, and has indeed 

been achieved for 2013 and 2014. 

 

But, the overall record of all governments since 1987 have been extremely poor as is indicated by 

Table 3, with private investment just beginning to rise. 

 

Table 3   Average Annual Investment to GDP Ratio (%) 

  Public Private Total 

1970 to 1986 (Mara) (17 yrs) 10 13 22 

1987 to 1998 (Mara/Rabuka) (11 yrs)  7 5 13 

1999 (Chaudhry) (1 yr) 10 4 14 

2000 to 2006 (Qarase) (7 yrs) 9 6 15 

2007 to 2014 (Bainimarama) (8 yrs) 9 9 18 

 

RBF data indicates that between 2007 and 2014, public and private investments have been 

roughly of the same order (9% of GDP), with both being on the rise in the last three years. 

 

The 2010-11 Employment and Unemployment Survey 
 

A Draft Report by the FBS on the 2010-11 Employment and Unemployment Survey (completed 

in May 2013 but not yet published),  shows that while the labour force rose significantly between 

2004-05 and 2010-11, wage employment declined by -3%, with unemployment no doubt rising 

significantly (confirmed as important by opinion polls of potential voters).   

 

In the same period, real income (i.e. adjusted for inflation) of all economically active people  

declined by an extremely high 30% indicating that dollar incomes of most workers (except the 

military, police and prisons) failed to keep pace with changes in the cost of living (CPI) (also 

confirmed as important by opinion polls of potential voters). 

 

Quite consistent with the above results, FNPF data also indicates that “New Members” decreased 

by -34% from an annual average of 18,773 (between 2004 and 2006) to 12,470 between  2007 

and 2012 (and this despite the intensified efforts by FNPF to register more employees).   

 

Real incomes and employment have probably been on the rise in the last two years, especially 

with large public sector salary increases awarded in the budget last year, and some growth taking 

place in the private sector, but there are no published data available. 

 

Recent Economic Growth and Increased Public Debt 
 

Table 1 above has indicated that economic growth has averaged about 3% between 2010 and 

2014, but this has been largely financed by government borrowing and increases in public debt. 

 

According to the unaudited Annual Budget figures, the Bainimarama Government increased the 

Public Debt from $2863 millions in 2006 to about $3999 million in 2014, which would have been 

about $4449 million, had it not been for planned sales of government assets amounting to $450 

millions. 
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[Note that you should not be including as the normal “revenue” of a farm, by including the 

proceeds of the sale of the milking cows].  

 

In effect, the Debt per Household has increase from $16,839 in 2006 to $20,869 in 2014, and 

$23,348 if we exclude the assets sales: an overall increase of 39%. 

 

Given that most households’ money income has not changed much during this period, the 38% 

higher Public Debt per household implies a much higher long term burden that MUST BR PAID 

BY FUTURE GENERATIONS. 

 

Debt:GDP ratio in 2014 will be slightly more than in 2006 if the 2014 planned assets sales of  

$575 millions are excluded. 

 

Please note also that while many Bainimarama Government advertisements (eg in Fiji Sun, 19 

July 2014) are showing the Govt. Net Deficit to GDP ratio as a mere 1.9% for 2014, this is quite 

misleading because the Bainimarama Government is also planning to sell public assets in order to 

raise $575 millions as “revenue”.  

 

Why not sell of all the public assets and you could boast that you have a great government which 

is in surplus? 

 

But without these expected assets sales revenues of $575 millions, the Net Deficit as a percentage 

of GDP would be a much higher 7.7%, the highest over the last fourteen years, as also would be 

the Public Debt, not something to boast about. 

 

 


