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Development education aims to: ‘raise awareness and
understanding of how global issues affect the everyday lives
of individuals, communities and societies and how all of us
can and do influence the global’ (DEA 2000), I have
accepted the invitation to provide ‘the Pacific’ perspective
with much delight but also with ambivalence. I am delighted
because development education (DE) has been the focus of
my life as a Pacific academic for at least the past decade. I
feel some ambivalence because of an intimate awareness of
the complex nature and multiplicity of issues in DE that the
Pacific as a region faces.

‘The Pacific’ is broad, however the Pacific that I have
had a lot to do with in the past decade or so is that of the
12 countries which jointly own and are served by the
University of the South Pacific, including Fiji, Tonga,
Samoa, Cook Islands, Kiribati, Tuvalu, Marshall Is,
Tokelau, Niue, Solomon Is, Vanuatu and Nauru. These
islands are a combination of Melanesia, Polynesia and
Micronesia. They share some similarities and common
experiences including their relative smallness of size,
small populations, vulnerable and limited economic bases,
insularity and the fact that they are quite young in terms of
years of independence. There is, however, an enormous
diversity of people, cultures and economic realities in the
islands as well. This is something I feel is often
overlooked by development agencies and the developed
world. Pacific Island countries are at different levels of
development and therefore their perceived needs and ideas
of what should constitute development and DE will be
different.

Diversity in the Pacific
In dealing with the Pacific, DE policies, programs and
processes need to note the multiplicity of what constitutes
what we call ‘Pacific’. For example, DE programs working
on gender issues need to note the contextual differences of
Vanuatu and Solomon Islands (two Melanesian countries) or
Tonga and Samoa (two Polynesian countries). Recognising
the peculiarities of such contexts in relation to development
would be a step forward, away from the colonial and post
colonial treatment of the Pacific as homogeneous, mono-
cultural, ‘one size fits all’ prescription from development
and funding agencies. 

To be relevant is to be able to listen and hear accurately
what those we are trying to help are saying about their
situation and about our efforts. In the Pacific this process of
‘hearing’ will have to be done with a bit more care so that
we listen to ‘silences’ as well as utterances. So very often the
‘silences’ have been wrongly interpreted by outsiders as a
lack of knowledge, contribution or just simply dumbness.
What I am suggesting here is a scrutiny of our processes in
DE so that we actually perceive correctly what we are trying
to understand. Like good researchers, we will try to see
things from an ‘insider’s perspective’. Good ethnographers
will tell us, however, that no matter how hard we try to see
things from an ‘emic’ (insider’s) perspective, ultimately we
analyse it through the ‘etic’ or outsider’s perspective, through
our pre-conceived frameworks of analyses, guidelines of
understanding the world and the like. The challenge of
understanding and dealing with our own biases and
prejudices is a good challenge in my view for us who wish
to make a difference for the better.

The need for political literacy 
The Pacific’s recent history, particularly of Fiji and
Solomon Islands, suggests that political literacy is
necessary so that the grassroots are made aware of what
we, in democratically aware societies, call democracy. It is
my gut feeling, having observed and been closely linked1 to
the Solomons and Fiji 2000 crises, that much of what
transpired was possible only because the mass were
ignorant, easily swayed and more importantly were unaware
of the concept of government and democracy, let alone
what it means to be a citizen.

When the crisis in the Solomon Islands took place I was
reminded of what a prominent son of the South Pacific and
Solomon Islander, the late Francis Bugotu, told me about the
people of the Solomons. He said that these were a people
who only regarded themselves as Solomon Islanders when
they left their country. Otherwise, they are from
Guadalcanal, Makira, Malaita, Tikopia and so forth. He was
emphasizing how difficult it was to try and bring about a
national consciousness. Political literacy and citizenship
education are, in my view, a crucial area of development, a
decisive factor in the political stability and development of
the region and this is an area DE can contribute to.
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The schools and the teachers’ unions are also agents of
political literacy but like home and church, especially in Fiji,
these institutions are ethnically based. In the Pacific,
bloodlines largely determine political affiliation. It is
difficult to teach political concepts in a situation where it
may be hard for the school to decide what needs to be taught
and fostered. It appears logical that in countries like Fiji, DE
with other NGO initiatives can promote national unity and
stability through deliberate vision, policy and action. It is
imperative therefore that organisations like the DEA are
engaged in political literacy. Such organisations, which
usually are not closely scrutinised nor influenced by
Government, may be better off serving people in this area, as
local forces do not unnecessarily restrain them. But
community education initiatives like those of DE should
perhaps be reminded of what Freire said in 1992:

… When the Kennedy era ‘Alliance for Progress’
provided Latin American dictators with community
education projects it did so, as we now know, with
counter-insurgency in mind. The most extravagantly
funded community education and development projects in
Central America in the past ten years were to be found
on the Northern border of Costa Rica, fronting
Nicaragua: financed by foreign aid, the villages were
wallowed in luxury. Community education is not ipso
facto a good thing… (Freire, 1992)

As Freire highlighted, there is a need to remind ourselves
that our efforts at DE must not be used by undesirable
regimes or elites to exploit people further. Our work must be
seen to be encouraging the equitable redistribution of
resources, it must liberate the grassroots from all aspects of
poverty, it must be educative but more importantly it must
promote organisation, action and sustainable development.
DE needs to critique colonial models and work hand in hand
with teachers in their efforts to ensure that the school
curriculum does not further disadvantage those we are trying
to support: the oppressed, the poor and underprivileged. But
here again I am reminded of Freire’s words: ‘… (teachers)
need allies, and no educational avant-garde can expect to
stand firm against its adversaries without the support of
strong social movements, trade unions, women’s
organisations, basic communities and the power of the
people…’ (Ibid.)

Enhancing local capacities for sustainable
development
If DE is to be made more relevant for the Pacific, I believe it
must engage in enhancing local capacities for sustainable
development. This is a tall order as Hall et. al (1992)
explains: 

…in the context of globalisation, the viability of a
sovereign, territorially-bounded, culturally and ethnically
delineated state appears to be in question… (as)

…economic processes (multinational companies,
international debt, world trade, global fiscal institutions),
ecological imperatives and global or transnational
political movements are putting sustained pressure on
national economies and the nation state.

Sustainable development is difficult to achieve when
Pacific countries have the burden of international debt to
deal with. This is exacerbated by the processes of
international aid delivery which tend to operate in a way that
undermines the development goals and directions of local
Pacific states, in the sense that they come with highly
structured, inflexible delivery and monitoring processes as
well as highly donor driven agendas. (See for example Baba,
1989 and Nabobo, 1999).

DE may need to devise programs to help local people
understand fully the implications, and ‘resist’ the
temptation, of receiving more international loans and aid. It
can perhaps enlighten people about the relationship between
heavy dependence on aid and their own underdevelopment.
DE initiatives can also help influence donors to review their
own role in creating such burdens in the developing world
and encourage them to be more proactive in reducing such
debts and eliminating their neo-colonial suppression of the
third world, Pacific included. This is a mammoth task that
neither DE nor any other development organisation of
integrity can afford to ignore because it is very real and
daunting. This will allow Pacific people and recipients of
aid in general to develop in a sustainable and socially just
manner, the very ideals of the Development Education
Association (DEA).

The importance of ‘vanua’
DE would be more relevant for the Pacific if it was
sensitive to what constitutes the ‘vanua’, ‘ whenua’, ‘fonua’
as it is variously called in parts of the Pacific. For want of
a better English word, this may be loosely translated as
place, one’s place. Unlike the English word place 
however, the concept of ‘vanua’ is more than just the
physical and spatial; it entails a spiritual dimension as well.
A person’s ‘vanua’ will mean his land, genealogy, his
history, his defined relationships with people and in the
social strata, his duties and cultural obligations, his rights,
and his access to many things in life that are customarily
defined. 

Pivotal to the concept of ‘vanua’ is land, a commodity
undoubtedly valued by Pacific people but not just for its
economic value. Land is not just a physical commodity, a
capital to be dominated and utilised for economic
development. Fijians, for example, see land as something to
use today but more importantly to pass on intact to future
generations. Often one hears that a vacant block of land is
‘tawa’. (Fijian term that means occupied or filled with
spirits). In the eyes of the modern entrepreneur such idle,
unused land may be considered uneconomic, whereas in the
eyes of the landowners such ‘idle’ land has legitimate
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cultural reasons for being so. Fijian landowners treat the land
as if they are custodians, not as something to exploit totally
for economic benefits.

The understanding of the two associated concepts of
space and time are, in my view, also important and would
add relevance to DE initiatives in the Pacific. Sometimes, or
shall I say many times, development projects fail not because
they are inherently bad, but because development agencies
lack appreciation and understanding of local networks,
values and the importance of concepts such as ‘vanua’.
Understanding such crucial local perspectives about how life
is defined, what and how the worldview is and associated
ontological considerations is important. DE must not only
‘speak the local language’ but its goals have to be borne and
informed (culturally and ideologically) from within to be
successful.

For whose benefit?
The final issue that I wish to raise is to do with the purpose
of our work, not only in DE but also in other NGOs that
serve people with the idea of bringing about desirable
change. My observations, though restricted to the Pacific,
may perhaps apply elsewhere. There is a mushroom effect in
the number of NGOs and associated organisations that serve
similar purposes and therefore compete with each other and
Government bodies for funding. This duplication of effort
and competition by bodies professing to promote the welfare
of similar groups is what I’d like to call ‘the new business of
international aid in the Pacific’ (Baba, 1989, raises a similar
issue). It is unnecessary and confuses Pacific people when
such groups compete openly against each other instead of
working together to maximise results. We have to ask the
hard question, Whose benefit are such ‘ goings on’ in NGO
work meant for? 

While I am fully aware that it is inevitable that NGOs will
engage in aid seeking drives, I am worried about the extent
to which such aid dependence will determine and control our
goals, agenda, policies and processes, and what we deliver to
the people we aspire to serve. This in my view is one area
where DE can ensure relevance in the Pacific. It can and
must support and collaborate with other NGOs to ensure that
they are not overly controlled by funding agencies which
would undermine their autonomy and effectiveness in
serving the needs of their clients.

While this appears a contradiction in terms, especially
if their work depends entirely on aid money, I am of the
view that NGOs can negotiate their own terms and
conditions so that their objectives and missions are not
compromised. To do otherwise is indirectly to be used by
neo-colonial forces, to re-colonise peoples who we are
trying in our mission statements to liberate and transform
for the better. Perhaps we need to continually remind
ourselves what we are about, by asking these important
questions: Who is to benefit from our efforts and who
should decide what is good and desirable for
development?

I hope I have driven home the reality of the need to do
what I like to call ‘ globe talk’, conversations within and
across nations on what should constitute DE let alone
development. Globalisation has thrust this task forward,
ensuring that there are linkages and interconnections which
transcend nation states and societies. We are influencing and
being influenced by each other more than ever before. DE
must be saluted for enabling this ‘global talk’ to take place.
Allowing a Pacific perspective to ‘talk back’ to you is to
show the willingness of DE to practice democracy and
include the otherwise ‘silent minority’.

1 My husband was part of the Fiji Labour- led Coalition
Governments ousted twice in the Fiji military coups of 1987 and
the civilian coup of 2000. In 1987, as Minister of Education and
in 2000, as Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Foreign
Affairs and External Trade. My son was caught in the middle of
the Solomon Is. 2000 crisis and was evacuated from Honiara,
Solomon’s capital with the help of the Australian Government with
his aunt’s family and since then has been given permanent
residence status in Australia.
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