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3
The recurrent issue of  

under/employment

Only a few percentage of young people manage to find further 
education or some form of employment, whether it is formal or 
informal. 
— Andre Tipoki, Solomon Islands

As the Acting Director for Youth in the Solomon Islands Ministry of 
Women, Youth, Children and Family Affairs, Andre Tipoki is acutely aware 
of the challenges faced by young people across the country. Andre sees 
the lack of employment opportunities as the greatest community concern 
for youth, whether they are urban, rural or from the outer islands; male, 
female or non-binary; rich or poor; able-bodied or otherwise; university 
graduates or have not completed primary school. His was a sentiment 
I heard expressed over and over.

In every community in which I conducted focus groups in both Fiji 
and Solomon Islands, unemployment was raised as the most pressing 
issue facing youth. In the cities of Suva and Honiara, the problem is 
omnipresent. In rural areas, the problem does not present as obviously; 
village settings appear to offer sufficient subsistence provisions and daily 
activities to keep citizens of all ages busy. In reality, however, young people 
in both rural and urban areas feel the pressure of livelihood demands and 
social expectations even if they manifest in different ways (Tagicakiverata 
and Nilan 2018: 545).
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Tura Lewai has worked in urban and rural settings in Fiji and across the 
Pacific region, which has exposed him to young people from multiple 
social, economic and geographical backgrounds:

Urban youths are very concerned about employment; what do 
they do when they finish school? What is it that they can do so 
that they can earn money so they can get a nice car? So they can 
afford a flat or a nice place to live? Where they can buy nice phones 
and stuff? But young people in the rural areas are more concerned 
about how they put food on the table; what will enable them to 
put three meals a day on the table?

The number of young people walking the streets of Suva and engaged 
in the visible informal economy, such as shining shoes and pushing 
wheelbarrows, is a constant reminder of the lack of livelihood opportunities 
for many of the youths living in the Suva–Nausori corridor of villages and 
informal settlements, which is where the greatest concentration of people 
in Fiji lives (Phillips and Keen 2016). The sight of similar groups of youths 
in Honiara is one of the city’s defining features, though here they are less 
likely to be engaged in regular work of any kind—formal or informal. 
These youths in both cities exist alongside young professionals, students 
and newly arrived rural migrants. They are drawn to urban areas largely 
by the prospect of securing work to support their own livelihood and that 
of their families through remittances. Their engagement in employment 
and employment-seeking practices also needs to be understood in terms 
of the representation of employment as a status indicator, bridging the 
divide between being a youth and being an adult.

This chapter looks at the issue of youth employment in Fiji and Solomon 
Islands. What emerges from this discussion is an understanding that the 
meaning and value of employment reach far beyond economic ends. 
While capitalist approaches to development see the value of employment 
primarily in promoting economic growth and consumption, employment 
also has significant social utility. Certainly, employment is a critical factor 
in ensuring livelihoods for youth and non-youth alike, but its impact 
on social status, self-actualisation and the creation of opportunities for 
individuals and those they support should not be overlooked. The hopes 
for employment of most Pacific youths and their communities begin 
with basic needs and livelihood provisions but are also shaped by formal 
structures of how employment opportunities are created and of what type, 
as well as informal structures of the social value placed on employment 
type and associated status.
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Like the limitations evident in young people’s determination of their own 
education pathways, employment options for Pacific youth are strongly 
influenced by community attitudes towards desirable and undesirable 
forms of employment. This results in skills shortages in certain sectors 
and an oversupply of skilled labour in others. Institutional responses to 
date have been inadequate in addressing the social and economic factors 
impacting on youth employment prospects and there is little sign of this 
changing soon. This chapter discusses how young people’s livelihood 
options are constrained by social expectations and formal institutions, as 
well as noting examples that counter such obstacles. Both the normalised 
nature of youth unemployment and the examples of livelihood innovation 
demonstrate a lack of context-appropriate avenues to enhance youth 
livelihood capabilities.

Employment, unemployment and 
underemployment
Measuring unemployment in Pacific island countries and territories is 
difficult due to the high number of people engaged in subsistence and 
informal work. If a young woman provides for her family by selling 
produce from a makeshift roadside stall six days a week, making sufficient 
tax-free money to meet the family’s needs, but expresses a desire to secure 
full-time formal employment, is she unemployed? Is she underemployed? 
Is she neither or some combination?

There are countless young people who are actively engaged in providing 
for their families who wish for full-time formal employment. It is difficult 
to state with any certainty that unemployment figures provide an accurate 
insight into the situation of young people who wish to be engaged in 
formal employment but are not (Duncan and Voigt-Graf 2008: 3). For 
example, while the World Bank determined that youth unemployment 
rates for Fiji and Solomon Islands in 2014 were 18.6 per cent (World 
Bank 2021a) and 9.5 per cent (World Bank 2021b), respectively, in 2016, 
the ILO (2016b) projected more broadly that youth unemployment in 
Fiji was between 13 per cent and 20 per cent and in Solomon Islands 
was more than 35 per cent. Human geographer John Connell (2011: 
124) asserts that even in urban areas across Oceania, where employment 
prospects are typically better than in rural locations, unemployment is 
never realistically less than 10 per cent, and is ‘usually much higher’. 
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While it is difficult to collect reliable unemployment figures, there is 
sufficient evidence to identify youth unemployment and underemployment 
as significant social and economic issues. In Fiji, for example, only 
approximately 2,000 new jobs were created in 2002 for the ‘usual annual 
figure of 17,000 school leavers’ (Mausio 2003: 445). Current figures are 
unavailable, but this trend appeared to improve marginally between 2002 
and 2009, though estimates still suggested that at least half of secondary 
school graduates failed to secure employment (Woo and Corea 2009: 9).1

Regardless of the accuracy of employment figures, unemployment is a clear 
social concern in both Fiji and Solomon Islands. In the focus groups and 
interviews I conducted in both countries, unemployment was the most 
commonly raised issue that young people are facing and was identified 
by every focus group. Similarly, in 24 of the 37 interviews I conducted, 
unemployment was named as the most pressing social and economic 
concern for youth in the Pacific today. This sentiment was captured by 
Peni Tawake of Fiji, a development industry professional with experience 
working in regional programs, who stated: ‘Youth unemployment: that’s 
a Pacific-wide issue that young people talk about, that they’re concerned 
about in rural and urban areas.’

One of the prominent reasons for the significant numbers of unemployed 
and underemployed youth, as discussed in the previous chapter, is a 
mismatch between the skills produced by formal education systems across 
Pacific states and the needs of their employment sectors. Numerous 
scholars have noted the outdated focus of the region’s education systems 
on producing potential workers with skills for a service economy, which 
in reality is already oversaturated (Curtain and Vakaoti 2011; Duncan 
2014; Kidd 2012; McMurray 2006; Nilan 2007; Nilan et al. 2006; 
SPC 2009a; Veramu 1992; Woo and Corea 2009)—compounding the 
problematic nature of perpetuating a system that has been identified as 
ineffective for many decades. Nilan et al. (2006: 897) found in their 
research into the career ambitions of final-year secondary students in Fiji 
that deficits in suitably skilled employees in certain sectors have resulted 
in offshore recruitment to fill employment vacancies in such diverse areas 
as ‘skilled garment cutters, pattern-makers and embroiderers, building 
construction managers, qualified dive instructors, beauticians, chefs 
and air-conditioning technicians’. This has recently extended to other 

1  Accurate, up-to-date figures are difficult to find as they are not reported by age demographic or 
time since completing formal education (see FBoS 2021b).
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sectors. Fiji’s sugar industry—the country’s largest export producer—
announced in 2018 that it intended to import foreign workers to make 
up for a  recurrent shortfall in domestic labour (Boyle 2018).2 And in 
2019, Fiji’s Attorney-General, Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum, announced plans 
to import tilers from ‘Bangladesh, the Philippines and Indonesia because 
we have a shortage of people who know how to lay tiles professionally’ 
(RNZ 2019).

Jai Narayan, Director of Secondary Education at Fiji’s Ministry of 
Education, Heritage and Arts, explained to me that the mismatch between 
fields with employment opportunities and those in which young people 
are being trained was a persistent issue in Fiji: 

In October [2014,] … we had a stakeholders’ meeting. We had 
[representatives] from the tourism sector, from the building and 
trade sector, the government … [All were expressing] that we have 
shortages and it is mainly expatriates working in these areas.

This has led to parallel problems in the employment sector, where 
young people are being trained in areas with limited job prospects, while 
certain skilled jobs—and now low-skilled rural jobs—remain difficult 
to fill. As  mentioned in the previous chapter, this has created high 
unemployment for those seeking white-collar employment in contrast 
with skills shortages for blue-collar work. It should be noted, however, 
that the employment shortages go beyond simple issues of skills shortages 
or mismatches between education systems and the employment sector. 
The proposed importation of canecutters and tilers into Fiji provides an 
insight into the social determinants of worth attached to different jobs. 
As reflected in the previous chapter’s discussion of the influence of elders 
and high-status community members in shaping the desired career paths 
of young Fijians, this is more an issue of community mindsets about what 
forms of employment are held in high esteem than a matter of youth 
making an autonomous choice to avoid undertaking such work when it 
is available.

Highlighting the issue of skills shortages in certain industries of which 
Jai spoke, Roshika Deo, a feminist activist and former political candidate 
from Fiji, spoke to me of the increasing prevalence of young people 
gaining qualifications in fields with little prospect of absorbing them:

2  Where these canecutters would be imported from was not specified.



YOUTH IN FIJI AND SOLOMON ISLANDS

80

With unemployment, there is a lot more underemployment. You 
have a lot of young people who are employed part-time or casual 
or not employed in areas where they have qualifications. Last 
month, I was in MHCC [a shopping centre] and one of the girls in 
a women’s retail store came to me and said, ‘I actually have a teaching 
certificate but the Ministry of Education doesn’t recognise it because 
I got it from University of the South Pacific and the ministry gives 
preference to Fiji National University [(FNU) graduates] first 
because the Ministry of Education runs FNU.

The young woman of whom Roshika speaks is an example of the tertiary 
system in Fiji absorbing students with little concern for the available 
employment opportunities or coordination between private industry, 
government and the education system. This example speaks to the multiple 
and complex social and economic factors that shape the importance with 
which employment is regarded. Though waged employment promises 
relief from the pressures of needing to provide basic needs, these are not 
the only—or, indeed, necessarily the primary—determinants of how, 
why and where young people seek employment in Fiji and Solomon 
Islands. Although the economic structures fail many Pacific youth in the 
mismatch between education outputs and employment opportunities, the 
social structures not only inhibit young people from engaging with the 
employment opportunities that do exist, but also shape their perception of 
why, and which forms of, employment should be pursued (Nilan 2009). 
Thus, issues of skills shortages and mismatches can be understood as 
reflecting not only the social values of Pacific communities, but also the 
minimisation of young people’s autonomy.

The purpose of employment
With unemployment raised as the primary issue facing young Pacific 
people  by a majority of focus group and interview informants, the 
importance of employment in Oceanic contexts requires interrogation. 
As Jack Maebuta, a peace and education academic from Solomon 
Islands, explained to me, when different people talk of unemployment as 
a problem, their reasons can differ significantly:

From an academic perspective, when you say the real issue is 
unemployment and you write that unemployment is very high 
and whatever, you don’t really know what people mean when they 
said ‘unemployment’ because it is something that ties into other 
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areas. When we all work together, you start to see the real cracks, 
that unemployment gives birth to other livelihood issues. From 
a qualitative perspective, when you talk to these people, you can 
get the real insight of their stories—their life stories of what that 
really means.

The mismatch between the qualifications and skills achieved through 
formal education and their practical utility beyond the classroom is 
a significant problem facing Pacific island countries and territories 
(UNICEF Pacific et al. 2005). Some of the ramifications of this mismatch 
are clear, such as an ever-increasing number of skilled unemployed, 
but what appears to be lacking is an understanding of the value of 
employment as a social and economic good in an Oceanic context. This 
is a particularly fraught question in the context of Fijian and Solomon 
Islander communities. While there are long histories of subsistence living 
in both countries (Barrau 1958), they also have complicated colonial 
legacies resulting from indentured/slave labour (Ali 1979; Connell 2010; 
Hunt 2007; Moynagh 1981; Munro 1993) and the division of ethnicities 
in plantation labour. The impacts these histories have had on different 
individuals and communities, in terms of their mental models of what 
employment represents, are difficult to establish.

Important distinctions exist in relation to livelihood provision between 
those living in rural and those in urban areas. Chief among these is the fact 
that urban lifestyles are more likely to revolve around income-generating 
activities to facilitate the purchasing of goods, including food, while in 
rural communities, subsistence farming not only continues to provide 
a social safety net, but also is critical in the provision of daily diets. Thus, 
the responses I received from interviewees and focus group respondents 
stating unemployment was the paramount issue facing young people 
across rural, peri-urban and urban locations need to be viewed for their 
social, as well as economic, implications.

Understanding employment desires as being purely related to the 
economic benefits afforded the individual through work overlooks other 
motivations, both intrinsic to the individual and reflective of social 
norms. The combination of status, livelihoods and self-actualisation 
resulting from employment is not limited to the Pacific. As international 
development researchers Jaideep Gupte, Dolf te Lintelo and Inka Barnett 
(2014: 10) write of the social and economic issues facing urban youth in 
sub-Saharan Africa: 
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Being in employment is not just instrumental in fostering young 
people’s ability to gain access to food, but the right kind of work 
may also have intrinsic value and bestow a sense of self-worth to 
foster wellbeing. 

Vince Nomae, an economist from Solomon Islands, spoke to me of the 
dual social and economic benefits of youths being engaged in formal 
or informal employment. Despite the issue of mismatches between the 
products of the education system and the opportunities available in the 
employment sector, he identified value in both the livelihoods provision 
that employment provides and the way employment promotes positive 
civic engagement among young Solomon Islanders. He told me:

There are people who come back [from school] with qualifications 
and instead of joining the formal sector they join the informal 
sector. There are people who come back and work in the offices 
and there are others you will find in the street—for example, 
selling betel nut. Either way it is good. At least he is employed and 
making money.

While it is important to accept that employment provides both social and 
economic benefits to the individual, from an international development 
perspective, it is vital to probe deeper to attempt to understand the purpose 
of employment in countries and local communities. There are multiple 
ways to view this purpose through different development approaches.

If the purpose of development is simply to provide greater opportunities 
for individual and collective economic improvement, employment can 
be argued as a moral good. This perspective most closely aligns with the 
Rostovian modernisation approach to development, which promoted 
the partnership of employment and mass consumption as leading to 
improvements to industrial societies and the individual lives of their 
citizens (Rostow 1959: 9–10).

A basic-needs perspective on the worth of employment would value wage 
labour as both an end point (as a result of investment in poor people’s 
health and education) and a means to meet the individual’s physiological 
and security needs, as initially applied by the World Bank (Ul Haq 1981: 
vii–viii). A more comprehensive reading of Maslow, though, illuminates 
the confluence of social, economic and livelihood requirements, as well as 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivators of an individual. Maslow (1943: 383) 
viewed self-actualisation as occurring through the interconnectedness of 
basic, psychological and self-fulfilment needs.
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From a capabilities perspective, the benefits of employment are realised 
when it results in increased levels of individual agency and the promotion 
of equality of opportunity, not simply in the potential for increased 
wealth. From this viewpoint, employment needs to lead to the creation 
of a more equitable society (Nussbaum 2003: 33) and act as a vehicle for 
individual and community freedoms for self-determination (Sen 1999). 
As Sen (2003: 4) writes, ‘economic prosperity is no more than one of the 
means to enriching lives of people. It is a foundational conclusion to give 
it the status of an end.’

The holistic livelihoods approach I advocate concerns basic-needs 
provision and critical agency for the individual, which allows for their 
self-actualisation, as well as for communities to determine their own 
desired path of development. This can be through formal structures 
such as those related to education and employment or through informal 
structures by which self-actualisation is socially understood, as in iTaukei 
culture when an individual is recognised as yalomatua.3 Thus, the purpose 
of employment from this perspective cannot be tied to specific or singular 
outcomes. The value of this approach has been repeatedly reinforced 
through my own practice, as well as engagement with informants and 
focus group participants throughout my research. As an example, Andre 
Tipoki presented the difficulty of summarising a singular purpose for 
employment by relaying a previous conversation on the topic:

Very interestingly, when we talk about unemployment in Honiara, 
I talk to a lot of young persons in workshops and training, they 
are referring to the formal employment sector. One day, I went 
home in the deep rural area, back in the village, and caught 
up with a friend and asked, ‘What are your problems?’ And 
he said, ‘Unemployment.’ ‘What do you mean when you say 
unemployment? Because that is what I have heard in Honiara, 
where they are closer to industry. So, what do you mean when 
you say unemployment?’ ‘It’s about the resources,’ is what he said: 
‘It is a disempowering situation in that we are not able to enter 
into formal or informal employment for our benefit.’ So, you have 
youth in the urban areas and youth in the deep rural areas and 
they have a shared problem in how they look at this issue.

3  Fijian, meaning ‘mature’, ‘reasonable’, ‘respectable’.
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Andre elaborated about how material goods and sometimes agricultural 
products were effectively the possessions of chiefs and big-men in many 
Solomon Islands communities. Anthropologist Keir Martin (2007: 
292–93) writes of this situation as being a neotraditional cooptation 
of traditional big-man customs, where greater levels of financial wealth 
have resulted in less accountability for big-men, instead making them 
‘Big Shots’. For the villager of whom Andre spoke, the desire for resources 
was a desire for money, material goods and a secure livelihood. Just as 
importantly, however, it was a desire for empowerment through agency.

Hearing this village perspective highlights not only the fact that concerns 
about employment are prominent in both rural and urban areas, but also 
the multiple meanings behind descriptions of unemployment as an issue. 
In some instances, it relates most closely to material gain; in others, food 
security; and in others, it highlights a tension between what is represented as 
maintaining ‘traditional’ lifestyles and exercising autonomy. Significantly, 
it also relates to cultural values and social expectations. One example of 
this is the improved status of young people who are employed, allowing 
them to be seen as adults. Another example lies in their increased capacity 
to provide for themselves and support their own family. As is discussed 
in the case studies in this chapter, starting and supporting a family are 
paramount ambitions for youths and adults alike, particularly men.

Case study: Pesa, Fiji
Pesa4 is a 17-year-old male from a village in the Naitasiri Highlands of 
Fiji where I conducted focus groups. During my visits to his village, Pesa 
became one of my main contacts and generously showed me around his 
community. This extended beyond a tour of the village to a trip deeper 
into the interior of Fiji, where Pesa was able to show me harvested bananas 
being transported down the Wainimala River on bilibili (bamboo rafts) 
and motorised banana boats. At one point, Pesa pointed into the distance 
to where his family’s land lay, where they farmed a mixture of subsistence 
items and cash crops to sell at the weekly markets in Nausori and Suva.

The extended periods I was able to spend with Pesa provided the 
opportunity for me to ask him about his ambitions and the issues facing 
Fijian youth in more detail than the focus groups allowed. Unsurprisingly, 

4  Due to his age, a pseudonym is used in this case study.
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when I asked him what the biggest issue facing youth in his village was, 
he replied, ‘Unemployment.’ I asked him what he meant by this and he 
informed me that for young people in the village to achieve their potential, 
they would need to move to Suva to find full-time work, most likely in 
an unskilled role such as a labourer. He then offered that this was also 
his plan.

When I probed about what he hoped to gain from moving to the city 
and becoming employed, Pesa responded that he wanted to earn enough 
money to be able to return to the village after a period of years. He did 
not say how many, but I understood this to be five to 10 years, with the 
prospect of it being significantly longer as he told me that on his return he 
hoped to settle down with his own family, build a house and farm a plot 
of land for subsistence living as well as extra money through cash-crop 
sales. Such a practice would mirror that of numerous Suva-based Fijians 
I have known who have returned to, or expressed a desire to return to, 
their village communities on retirement.

Employment as a status marker
It struck me that what Pesa was suggesting he wanted to gain from 
employment was much of the stability and lifestyle that, on the surface, he 
seemed to be currently enjoying, with two important accompaniments: the 
prestige of economic success that would graduate him from youthhood to 
adulthood, and the capability to figuratively and literally begin his adult 
life with a family and home of his own. This indicated that the allure of 
employment for him is connected to issues of agency, identity and status, 
on one hand, and the realisation of culturally valued social goals on the 
other. The nature of this type of migration and return migration has been 
noted in Solomon Islands by indigenous anthropologist David Gegeo, 
who notes in an article on the strength of indigenous beliefs and practices 
against a backdrop of globalisation that this is a common practice in 
the country:

[I]n the Solomons, people have not tended to permanently 
migrate to a metropolitan area, locally or internationally. Even 
when they leave their home islands to work or attend school, they 
ultimately return to their villages after a few months or years away, 
and certainly on retirement. (Gegeo 2001: 496)
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The extent to which this assertion will hold true as greater numbers 
of people live away from their home island or rural community for 
significant periods—during which they will develop identities and 
lifestyles tied to urban locations such as Honiara through employment, 
raising families and  developing social networks—will be an interesting 
site for future research.

The appeal of employment is a result of economic and social factors. 
The economic factors are primarily financial security and the ability to 
purchase material goods. The dominant social factors appear to be related 
to improved social status and the ability to start and support a  family. 
With youths’ opinions and participation undervalued until they reach 
milestones of adulthood, it is easy to see how employment becomes 
a desirable goal for its social as well as economic impacts. Employment 
provides young people with an opportunity to progress from the 
marginalised social concept of youth to functioning adult. Further, by 
relocating to the city, Pesa could assert his independence from those in his 
village who did not see him as an adult. As Fenton Lutunatabua, of Fiji, 
told me: ‘As long as you’re [living] under the roof of your parents … you’re 
not the adult yet.’ In these ways, migration, employment and beginning 
a family act to accelerate the self-actualisation process for young people, 
providing both social and livelihood gains.

The basic supposition of this assessment can be read as an indicator of 
the desire of young people to have greater agency over their individual 
livelihood trajectories. To what extent this proves a shift in Oceanic 
cultural norms away from the sociocentric towards the individualistic is 
a site of wider debate (for example, Besnier 2011; Brison 2007; Gegeo 
2001; Sahlins 2005; Strathern 1988). There do seem to be clear links, 
however, with the lack of agency afforded youth in traditional settings and 
the desire for employment to break these barriers. Links can also then be 
made with the propensity of rural youth to express a desire to seek work 
in urban locations.

Further, allowing youth the opportunity to expand their individual 
livelihood possibilities speaks to both the basic-needs and the capabilities 
approaches to development. From a basic-needs perspective, it can be 
theorised that gainful employment that secures young people against 
threats to their livelihood provides the basis for continued personal 
growth (Maslow 1943: 383). From a capabilities perspective, employment 
can be viewed as providing opportunities for the individual that can be 
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reinvested into the community to provide similar opportunities to an 
ever-expanding pool of young people, offering ‘an adulthood that is 
beneficial to themselves, their families, and their societies’ (Saraswathi and 
Larson 2002: 346).

The reality of employment opportunities
Regardless of the purpose employment serves to the individuals and 
communities of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific, the mismatch 
between the available formal employment positions, the skills required 
by the formal employment sector and the skills obtained through formal 
education persists. Repeatedly, studies have determined that a significant 
proportion of Pacific youth overwhelmingly desire white-collar careers that 
are in critically short supply (McMurray 2006; Nilan 2007; Nilan et al. 
2006; SPC 2009a; UNICEF Pacific et al. 2005; Woo and Corea 2009). 
The reasons for this include what Nilan et al. (2006: 897) document as 
‘little present alignment of the education system with manpower needs’ 
and social perceptions of what types of work are desirable (Nilan 2009).

To illustrate the impact of mindsets on limiting critical thought about 
career opportunities, a 2006 study by Nilan et al. looked at yearly tertiary 
nursing applications. They write that, 

according to the Lautoka Teachers College 2003 prospectus, each 
year approximately 6,000 applications are made for less than 300 
actual places. Similar numbers apply to the Fiji College of Nursing 
for a strictly limited quota of places (around 210). (Nilan et al. 
2006: 902) 

In a follow-up study, Nilan (2007: 5) found that ‘all Fijian females who 
wanted to be nurses identified a relative as their role model, and the same 
was true for all Fijian males who wanted to be lawyers’. This phenomenon 
is not unique to Fiji, with Mary Good (2019: 41–42) reporting similar 
findings for young women in Tonga. Through these examples, we can see 
that the social constructs of what it means to be successful and what are 
acceptable roles for one to play in their community hold greater influence 
over the actions of youth in making career choices than objective 
information about opportunities and the likelihood of success measured 
in terms of full-time employment or financial gain.
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This sentiment was reflected multiple times by those I interviewed. 
Former chair of the Fiji National Youth Council Usaia Moli said:

We are brought up … you grow up, you are going to be a 
policeman, you are going to be an army officer, you are going to 
be an engineer and you are being told all this throughout your life 
and anything that you try to do apart from that is discouraged.

Regional development worker Peni Tawake added: ‘A lot of it is also 
the mindsets of parents. If your child wants to do liberal arts, it’s like, 
“Get a real job”.’

A colleague of Peni’s, Emily Hazelman, noted that youths’ decisions 
regarding desired livelihood pathways are strongly influenced by ethnicity:

There is also a racial mindset. [Fijian] Indians will do accounting 
and science and, for them to do arts it’s like there is something 
wrong with their child—they’re not smart enough. There is that 
racial divide in Fiji.

Despite the assumption that may be drawn from the considerable 
literature outlining the mismatch between skills gained and skills 
required, the mindset that white-collar work must be pursued is not 
all-pervasive; Nilan et al. (2006) found in two of the nine schools they 
surveyed that roughly half of the students stated ambitions to work in 
areas other than the government or corporate arenas. They mentioned 
of these schools that ‘[i]nnovative approaches to careers education are 
taken in those two schools and both have well-supported and extensive 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training programs’ (Nilan et al. 
2006: 900). These findings suggest that investment of energy and 
finances in demonstrating alternative livelihood paths can alter societal 
perceptions of what is desirable and how it may be achieved. This aligns 
with alternative development, capabilities development and adaptive 
development approaches, which promote the primacy of agency and 
informed decision-making in communities in developing countries 
(Berner and Phillips 2003).

Further to these problems are the very real logistical difficulties of 
expanding employment opportunities in Pacific states. Due to their 
geographical isolation and small population sizes, the Great Ocean States 
of the Pacific are at a significant disadvantage in terms of their ability to 
scale up their economies through increased or preferential terms of trade. 
Regional development economist and governance expert Yongzheng 
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Yang (2014), for example, suggests that the remoteness and population 
sizes of Pacific states may have negatively impacted their GDP growth by 
around two-thirds since the mid-1990s. Providing a sense of the difficulty 
of scaling up Pacific economies to promote significant employment 
growth, economists Neelesh Gounder and Biman Prasad’s (2013:  16) 
evaluation of the risks and opportunities for the Fijian economy 
suggests that achieving mass employment would require ‘sustained and 
inclusive growth’ in ‘a supportive macroeconomic environment’, as well 
as ‘[p]rivate sector expansion and structural transformation’, requiring 
‘quality investment’, particularly foreign direct investment. According 
to Prasad (2012a, 2012b), these challenges have been compounded in 
recent times due to political instability harming the confidence of foreign 
investors.

On paper, these concerns display the macroeconomic impacts of 
domestic political troubles and unavoidable attributes that limit market 
engagement such as population size and spread (Connell 2016; Dornan 
and Pryke 2017).5 For youth in rural and island communities, these are 
ever-present factors dictating their livelihood opportunities. Kinivuwai 
Naba, representative for the rural Nadroga-Navosa Province on Fiji’s 
National Youth Council, told me how the lack of access to opportunities 
in rural areas was increasing a sense of marginalisation. When he told me 
that unemployment was the greatest issue facing youth in his district, 
I asked him to elaborate. He said: ‘Unemployment in terms of finance. 
We  have [this issue] from the upper area in the interior because of 
accessibility to town. Town is where employment opportunity is.’

Similarly, Sarah Tafo`ou, the youth council’s representative for the island 
Lomaiviti Province, discussed how a lack of access to markets and services 
negatively impacted on some island communities:

The two main islands that currently have more accessibility to 
markets are Koro and Ovalau, because the shipping companies 
normally take that route once or twice a week. Compared to the 
other little islands, [where] they have to get their own fare there 
[to Viti Levu], which costs around $600–$700 [approximately 
US$285–335] one way.

5  Though Allen (2012: 165) notes regarding Solomon Islands that economic development 
problems are also representative of issues of who has access to the benefits of development as well as 
debates about what positive development looks like to local communities.
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These insights concisely capture the marginalisation experienced by young 
people in rural and remote communities in the Pacific. While sustainable 
agriculture and kinship support systems still exist to some extent, 
previously established perceptions that village communities have little 
or no poverty have since been disproven (Connell 2011: 126). Further, 
rural and island locations do not provide the same level of opportunity 
as urban centres for securing and furthering livelihoods. Marginalisation 
and poverty, to these communities, are best understood as poverty of 
opportunity. As development economists Michael Clemens and Timothy 
Ogden (2014: 2) write: ‘Location, too, is a form of human capital.’

Examples of how location is used as a form of human capital play out 
daily on the streets of Suva, where individuals and groups take advantage 
of the large population and access to economic activity. One enterprising 
group of unskilled labourers is even working as a collective to improve 
their earning capacities in the ‘undesirable’ informal employment area of 
wheelbarrow porterage.

Case study: The Suva Crime-Free 
Wheelbarrow Association
Since at least the late 1990s, male, predominantly youth,6 street-
frequenters in the urban centres of Fiji have engaged in the informal 
economy by pushing wheelbarrows for clients (Vakaoti 2009). These 
‘bara boys’ push their wheelbarrows to cart goods such as produce and 
luggage for individual customers at markets and bus stands, as well as to 
shift loads of goods for retailers.

Despite the economic initiative shown by bara boys, throughout the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, these men were renowned for their 
antisocial behaviour. Fighting, drunkenness and theft were common 
traits ascribed to them by the public—and not without cause. Further, 
their operations were illegal and police crackdowns on individuals were 
common. With the stigma associated with them damaging their esteem 
and hurting their business interests, in 2007, the Suva-based bara boys 
started a collective, the Suva Crime-Free Wheelbarrow Association.

6  Bara boys are not exclusively youths, with some long-term members being well into middle age. 
However, most practising members are young, as are almost all new members.
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When I met with representatives of the association, they explained that it 
is now a joint initiative of the practising bara boys, the local police and the 
Suva City Council. The practice has been legalised, with licences limited to 
100 and all members have to be owner-operators, removing the previous 
exploitation whereby a handful of owners rented out wheelbarrows to 
between 300 and 400 operators.

While some operators have criminal records, the association welcomes 
them provided they can commit to abstain from criminal activities. New 
offending incurs immediate revocation of their licence by the council.

A public stigma around the work of the bara boys remains—a hangover 
from the period before the practice was well-regulated, according to youth 
leader and volunteer officer for the association, Usaia Moli. This is even 
though they provide a useful service with minimal risk thanks to internal 
and police oversight. They report earning anywhere between 25 per cent 
and 70 per cent more in an average week than they would earn as a security 
guard. Beyond this, they each donate a small amount to a central fund 
each week to act as insurance in case one of them experiences an injury or 
bereavement; the fund has also been used to assist elderly homeless people 
since 2015.

Though stigma around the group still exists, the successes of the 
association are notable: a reduction in petty theft, increased incomes 
and active participation in civic life. Previously defined by the seemingly 
antisocial elements of their existence—namely, crime, homelessness and 
alcohol abuse—as street-frequenters, the bara boys are a subset of what 
Vakaoti (2012: 9) argues is ‘the longest surviving group of young people 
engaging in “active citizenship”’ in Fiji.

Given the association comprises almost entirely unskilled workers and 
continues to be held in low regard by the public, it is remarkable that 
these men have positioned themselves as entrepreneurs of sorts. While 
several of them informed me that they hold out hope of engaging in 
seasonal migration for greater income, the ability to provide for their 
families motivates them to continue as engaged members of their society 
through the association. As one bara boy told me—to nods of approval 
from others in attendance: ‘Family’s the number one thing. Once our 
family’s okay, everything’s okay.’
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Usaia Moli, who introduced me to the bara boys, discussed the practicalities 
of the livelihood opportunities available to them. The quotation below 
highlights not only their pragmatism, but also their resilience. The 
example of the bara boys acts as a hybrid practice of adaptive development 
(ODI 2014) within capitalist structures. As Usaia observed: 

The common thing with all of the jobs these boys can do and want 
to do—wheelbarrow, security, fruit picking … is that they don’t 
need [specialised] skills for these jobs. They will look for the best 
kind of work they can with the skills they have. A little child, you 
can ask them what they want to do when they grow up and they 
can still dream because they have all of their options open to them, 
but these boys have to rely on the skills they have.

Youth unemployment and civic 
engagement
Beyond the obvious impacts of increased idleness and fewer opportunities 
to provide a livelihood through formal employment, there are wider social 
ramifications of entrenched youth unemployment. Communities become 
more prone to repeated acts of antisocial behaviour (White and Wyn 
2013: 121), young people are less prone to engage with their communities 
as ‘active citizens’ (Bessant 2004; Vakaoti 2016), increased internal 
migration creates pockets of disenfranchised people and functioning 
social norms are disrupted. Perhaps most crucially, significant numbers 
of young people are prevented from realising their potential as engaged 
citizens, ‘thought leaders’,7 economic consumers and job creators.

As has already been stated and will be explored in more depth in Chapters 
Four and Five, current social structures limit the ability of youth in 
the Pacific to participate meaningfully in community discussion and 
decision-making processes. Employment offers one avenue to bridge the 
divide between being considered a youth and being an adult, providing 
greater influence as a senior member of a community, particularly for 
men. If employment opportunities are few and poorly linked with the 
skills with which young people are equipped, it is conceivable that they 
will view themselves as being caught in a position where their social status 

7  That is: as critical and engaged thinkers who can test, debate and influence concepts related to 
the public good, whether social, economic, political or other.
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has the potential to stagnate. As young people themselves stated in the 
Suva Declaration from the second Pacific Youth Festival: ‘Opportunities 
for formal employment are few. Unemployment breeds discontent, loss 
of identity and low morale, causing many young people to practice risky 
behaviour or engage in exploitative work’ (SPC 2009b: 3).

While this lack of security will most likely occur in localised situations, 
inherent risks can be understood as credible both at greater social levels 
and to individual youths. As previously noted, in the relatively short 
period since the turn of the century, there have been multiple instances 
of civil conflict with significant youth participation in Fiji, Kanaky/New 
Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga and 
Vanuatu. Peace studies scholar Helen Ware (2004: 1) sees this as squarely 
an issue of unemployment, arguing that ‘violent unrest in the Pacific 
Island countries and Papua New Guinea is increasingly common because 
of the lack of employment for large cohorts of young people’. There are 
numerous examples globally of unemployed young people feeling a lack of 
social engagement and civic responsibility (OECD 2016: 52; Urdal 2006), 
from youth in India passing time through substance abuse (Jeffrey 2010) 
to the role of young people as agitators of the Arab Spring (Moghadam 
2013: 398; White and Wyn 2013: 13). Curtain and Vakaoti echoed this 
claim in 2011, highlighting the potential for negative individual and 
societal consequences because of limited livelihood opportunities:

Denial of economic and social opportunities leads to frustrated 
young people. The result can be a high incidence of self-harm and 
anti-social behaviour, including a greater risk of social conflict and 
violence. (Curtain and Vakaoti 2011: 9)

The decreased community security resulting from the high youth 
unemployment rates in the Pacific reflects both the sense of purpose that is 
attached to employment and the hopelessness caused by protracted denial 
of livelihood opportunities. The political and economic uncertainties 
in Oceanic states present a disconcerting picture for young people that 
opportunities are not only few, but also tenuous. This is perhaps one 
explanation for employment in the civil sector being positively regarded 
in Fiji (ECREA 2002; Nilan et al. 2006: 902). Despite the dearth of 
opportunities, government positions are at least theoretically more stable 
than those in the private sector, which is more prone to bankruptcy or 
capital flight.
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Employment is a significant indicator of prosocial civic engagement. 
Indeed, Judith Bessant (2004) argues in her writing on youth participation 
and democratic practice that it is through employment that full citizenry 
is realised. She offers that 

citizenship is gained through employment, a living wage and an 
adequate standard of living while it also demonstrates the value of 
being moral, independent and able to meet one’s civic obligations. 
(Bessant 2004: 390) 

Arguments can be made against the applicability of such a view in 
rural communities throughout the Pacific based on the propensity for 
subsistence living. However, there is merit in this thinking if employment 
desirability is considered for its social status equally or more so than for 
its livelihood benefits. With young people’s opportunities to participate in 
decision-making processes limited, in both rural and urban communities, 
it is reasonable to expect that they will seek to create their own pathways 
to participation. As previously argued, employment provides one socially 
acceptable method of promoting oneself as an engaged citizen worthy of 
trust and responsibility.

The earlier example of Pesa illustrates several possible insights into the 
desire for employment expressed by youth across the Pacific. His wish to 
move to Suva exhibits the practice of migration as a strategy of economic 
investment (Clemens and Ogden 2014), with Pesa hoping to earn enough 
money to return to his village and engage in socially valued practices of 
beginning and supporting a family, and simultaneously being recognised 
as an adult in his community. Through migration and employment, Pesa 
can chart his own path, be free of daily village impositions associated 
with his age and return as a full and active member of his community. 
Employment, in this reading, provides an avenue to self-actualisation—
although, importantly, this is marked not by the attainment of employment 
but by the process of his personal growth.

This perspective challenges the perception of young people as apathetic 
towards politics and decision-making processes and deficient in civic 
engagement. Rather, it suggests that young people will engage actively 
with their society when they feel they are being denied opportunities for 
participation in decision-making processes. In such circumstances, they are 
likely to create their own opportunities for engagement, whether prosocial 
or antisocial. Nevertheless, for Pacific youth, their civic engagement is 
inhibited by established expectations of young people’s subservience to 
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elders (Morton 1996; Vakaoti and Mishra 2010). Another factor is the 
increasing precarity of livelihoods created by global market forces and 
the diminishing social safety nets provided by local communities in the 
Pacific (Mohanty 2011).

With the considerable constraints on growing the economies of the Great 
Ocean States of the Pacific—their small populations and geographic 
isolation—it is difficult to imagine that youth unemployment will not 
continue to be a social and economic challenge for the foreseeable future. 
For this reason, it seems vital that these states engage in deliberative 
discussions about the developmental futures they desire. If employment 
and/or economic growth are key to this, they will need to find ways 
to grow their markets, supplement their economies or create windfall 
opportunities that will allow for significant economic redistribution 
through measures such as a universal basic income. Alternatively, they 
may wish to envision different forms of locally relevant development that 
are self-determined and not contingent on economic growth. Whether 
such visions can be realised is difficult to predict; however, it is clear that 
current models are not working sufficiently and the economic limitations 
are having profound social impacts.

Migration and the disruption of 
social hierarchies
The lure of independence, both social and economic, is seen as a chief 
motivator encouraging many Pacific youth to leave rural village communities 
and migrate to urban centres. Despite the subsistence affluence of many 
Oceanic communities, particularly in Melanesia, large numbers of young 
people continue to relocate from rural villages to urban and peri-urban 
settings. UN-Habitat reported in 2015 that the Pacific is urbanising faster 
than any region in the world, with an average annual urbanisation rate of 
4.3 per cent, compared with a global average of 1.7 per cent—a figure that 
balloons to 16 per cent in peri-urban areas (UN-Habitat 2015: 14).

Census data for Fiji showed an increase in the urban population of around 
18 per cent between 1996 and 2007, while the rural population shrank 
by approximately 1 per cent in the first recorded period when the urban 
population was larger than that in rural areas (FBoS 2021a).8 This trend 

8  The discrepancy in these figures represents population growth in this period.
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continued between 2007 and 2017, when the urban population increased 
by more than 16 per cent while the rural population decreased by 
approximately 5 per cent (FBoS 2018), which reflects Sarah Mecartney 
and John Connell’s (2017) assertion that Pacific urbanisation is becoming 
more permanent. The rapidly increasing establishment of homes and 
informal communities in the Suva–Nausori corridor is testament to the 
continued internal migration of Fijians to urban areas, with the United 
Nations estimating in 2015 that 53.7 per cent of the total population was 
living in urban areas (UN DESA n.d.[a]). A similar situation is apparent 
in Solomon Islands, with Honiara expanding at a rate of approximately 
5.8 per cent per annum between 2009 and 2019—above the national 
average of 2.7 per cent (SINSO 2020). The proportion of the total 
population living in urban areas has increased from 20 per cent to 26 per 
cent during this time (SINSO 2020). Such urban population growth is 
faster than previous forecasts that were already predicting a doubling of 
the 2015 urban population by 2032 or earlier (Keen and Barbara 2015: 1). 
While this is a slight decrease from government statistics that found the 
urban population to have grown by an average of 4.7 per cent annually 
between 1999 and 2009 (Government of Solomon Islands 2011: 21; 
see also Allen and Dinnen 2015: 391), together, these figures suggest an 
established pattern of increasing rural–urban migration. With 2015 UN 
estimates that only 22.3 per cent of Solomon Islanders were then living in 
urban areas (UN DESA n.d.[b]), this represents a significant shift in the 
demographic composition of the country if the trend continues.

The reasons for rural–urban migration are many and varied across the 
region, though one dominant motive pervades: economic opportunity 
(Connell 2006; Kiddle 2010: 88; Maron and Connell 2008). Fijian youth 
activist Elisha Bano believes this is increasing partly due to the forces 
of modernisation making urban lifestyles and associated employment 
attractive to rural Fijians. Linking migration with the desire of Fijian 
young people to gain white-collar employment, she told me:

With migration … there is a lot of rural to urban drift. That’s 
our migration issue. Especially with young people, because more 
jobs are in urban areas. [In r]ural [areas], you might have more 
agriculture jobs, but parents are not encouraging their children to 
take up agriculture. They want their children to have white-collar 
jobs. That’s the problem.
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A catch-22 for the development community exists in attempting to 
address the issues associated with rural–urban migration without 
providing further incentives for young people to relocate to major cities 
and other urban hubs. As disengaged youth are most concentrated and 
visible in urban areas, they appear to be the perfect locations in which to 
run social assistance programs. The problem with this, however, is that 
similar opportunities are not available in rural settings. This is particularly 
pertinent in Solomon Islands, where the population remains much more 
concentrated in rural areas than in Fiji. As Honiara Youth Council 
President Harry Olikwailafa told me, a certain program may be good, but 
it attracts ‘young people from rural communities to come to Honiara’.

Jack Maebuta agreed that the focus on urban youth results in youth 
livelihood issues being responded to where they are most visible, but not 
necessarily where they are most needed:

We need to see the reality that the majority of persons are living 
in the rural areas. There has not been tangible rural development 
going on in the rural areas that will capture the livelihood of 
people in the rural areas, so it all comes back to the willpower 
of the government of the day. If they are serious in responding to 
the needs of the mass of the people of Solomon Islands, then they 
need to do something in the rural areas.

Andre Tipoki reflected similarly:

We are having this shift from rural areas to the urban centres and 
the question is, ‘If they are not able to find an opportunity here 
then why are they staying?’ There are a lot of factors … In Honiara, 
young people can stay as long as five to seven years with their 
relatives with the hope that one day opportunities might arise. 
This [Honiara] is where opportunity arises. Some of the family 
members encourage extended family to stay with them. This is 
where opportunity comes.

One of the most visible representations of Solomon Islander youth 
engaging in rural–urban migration in the academic literature refers to 
the masta liu in Honiara. Masta liu, meaning people who walk around 
aimlessly (Allen 2013; Evans 2019), are groups of people, mainly men, 
who have travelled to the capital to find work and/or increase their 
livelihood skills. Due to the lack of livelihood opportunities, however, the 
masta liu are instead conspicuous for their lack of engagement in formal 
employment or education. As Jourdan wrote in her study of the masta liu: 



YOUTH IN FIJI AND SOLOMON ISLANDS

98

Their main characteristic is being unemployed: some have lost 
their jobs, some have dropped out of school, others are simply 
waiting for the departure of the ship that will take them back to 
their home village. (1995: 202)

They rose to public prominence in the 1970s when the Masta Liu Project 
was created to engage the large number of ‘young people who come 
to Honiara and cannot find work’ (The Solomon News Drum 1976). 
Their lack of engagement in ‘productive’ tasks, such as employment or 
education, does not appear to be a burden for the masta liu, however. 
Rather, Jourdan (1995: 211) claims it is indicative that while the allure of 
urban migration may be the possibility of increased wealth and livelihood 
opportunities, it  is the freedom from hard subsistence labour and 
constraining social roles that encourages young people to stay in cities, 
even when their financial prospects are poor. Free to navigate their daily 
activities with autonomy, the masta liu travel for economic opportunities 
and stay for the social freedoms. 

Remarkably, none of the youth advocates and activists with whom I spoke 
in Honiara raised the masta liu. When I broached their social role with 
youth development worker Sandra Bartlett, she recognised that masta liu 
are a somewhat prominent subculture within Honiara that skew towards 
being from younger generations, but she said there is a social distinction 
between those identified as masta liu and the broader general youth 
population. This is a particularly interesting social development given 
the continued visible street presence of young people in Honiara with no 
obvious engagement in employment.

It is interesting to note the differences between the street-frequenting 
populations of Suva and Honiara. Young people in Honiara are noticeable 
for their large numbers, seeming idleness and age range, from late teens to 
early twenties. In contrast, street-frequenters in Suva are less conspicuous 
and are more often young men—typically but not exclusively in their 
twenties and early thirties—engaging in informal employment as 
individual traders such as the bara boys and also as shoe-shiners or roaming 
street vendors (Vakaoti 2012). Where large groups of youth are apparent, 
they are likely to be in transit to or from school or social activities.

One explanation for this difference is the greater density of Honiara, 
where not only do migratory youth have less space to meet each other 
and seek out livelihood opportunities, but also these youth are more 
likely to have moved from other islands to settlements and villages close 
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to the city centre, while Suva-destined migrants are more likely to settle 
in the expansive peri-urban fringe between Suva and Nausori. Though 
further exploration of the motivations and activities of street-frequenters 
in each space would shed more light on their daily practices, the stark 
differences in how they engage with public spaces are evidence that rural–
urban migration is experienced differently in different parts of Oceania. 
Interestingly, considering the above comments of Harry, Jack and Andre 
regarding how youth projects unintentionally attract further streams of 
migrants, Vakaoti (2013: 87) found in his research on forms of youth 
participation in Fiji that municipal administrators in Suva are reluctant to 
promote youth gathering spaces ‘because of the fear that they will attract 
more young people to the city’.

As formal employment becomes an accepted mechanism for advancing 
one’s status and urban migration provides an escape valve from the cultural 
constraints of kastom, traditional Oceanic lifestyles and social norms are 
evolving at a rapid rate. Although culture is not static, the pace of such 
changes threatens to significantly break down established and understood 
cultural practices. Previous practices of hierarchy and the transition of 
authority over protracted periods are being undermined by the changing 
composition of village communities and the means of ensuring basic needs 
for individuals and families. Employment and the increasing association 
of status with individual educational attainment and financial success 
lend greater authority to those employed, while increasing rural–urban 
migration is diluting the support networks for village-based youth and 
elders alike.

This changing dynamic holds great promise and great danger. Increased 
youth exposure to, and participation in, decision-making processes acts as 
a form of futureproofing for Pacific societies. However, when young people 
leave the family unit in search of livelihood opportunities, or when their 
parents leave them for the same reasons, the strength of the family unit is 
weakened, ‘leaving young people without adequate support mechanisms’, 
as Noble et al. (2011: 112) write in their UNDP investigation into the 
social and economic risks facing Pacific youth. This results in both familial 
care and discipline being left wanting (Woo and Corea 2009: 12). Further 
social risks beyond those to youth demographics have also been noted 
by Connell (2011) and development studies scholar Pamela Thomas 
(2001) in relation to the social disruption caused by associated issues of 
employment seeking and rural–urban migration. Connell writes:
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Social consequences of poverty and other difficult urban 
conditions include the growth of domestic violence, though not 
an exclusively urban phenomenon, and the increase in the number 
of female-headed households following family breakdown and 
social disorganisation. (2011: 127) 

Allen (2012) even attributes the discrepancies in perceived wealth and 
access to opportunity as a significant causal factor of the civil unrest 
experienced in Solomon Islands at the turn of the century. When 
traditional lifestyles and contemporary livelihood pressures meet, the 
balance between progress and destabilisation appears to be very delicate.

It must be remembered, however, that culture and what is understood 
as tradition are constantly changing. The tension of change is the 
uncertainty about how it will affect people and the prospect that some 
will be worse off. The promise of adaptive and alternative approaches to 
development is not only that local peoples have the capacity to determine 
their own development path, but also that in their doing so any chosen 
developmental direction will be more reflective of the values they hold 
rather than externally driven indicators (Andrews et al. 2015; Nederveen 
Pieterse 1998; TWP Community 2016).

Institutional responses to unemployment
With recognition that the current education–employment paradigm 
is failing many young Pacific people, greater diversity in pathways 
to employment is now being tested in both Fiji and Solomon Islands. 
Both government and nongovernmental organisations have been placing 
a greater focus on equipping youth with skills that formal education has 
not provided them. This takes the form of one or a combination of life-
skills training, work-ready training, industry engagement, vocational 
training and entrepreneurship.

Life-skills training—a program in which I was involved through 
previous employment in Fiji—is targeted primarily at youth who 
have not undertaken tertiary education and are not engaged in formal 
employment and attempts to instil in them critical skills for sourcing or 
creating employment, as well as dealing with the stresses associated with 
unemployment. Originally created as a socially based method to mitigate 
youth experimentation with drugs and alcohol in New York (Botvin 1985; 
Botvin et al. 1980), the approach has been adapted for a more general 
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application in Fiji and Solomon Islands, primarily through NGOs. 
Maintaining the dual focus of improving the social and personal self-
management skills of youth (Botvin and Griffin 2004: 216–17) that will 
assist them to navigate real-world complexities, life-skills training aims 
to provide a platform from which youth can launch themselves towards 
possibilities while also boosting their capacity to withstand failure.

The step beyond providing life-skills training typically results in work-
ready training and industry engagement. Industry engagement has largely 
taken the form of volunteering and interning with government and 
private-sector organisations, occasionally with a small stipend earned by 
the youth participants. Two of the larger programs in Solomon Islands 
are  the previously mentioned REP, facilitated by the World Bank, and 
Youth@Work,9 which is funded primarily through the Australian 
Government and administered by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community 
(SPC). Each of these programs progresses young people through life-
skills and work-ready training, including topics such as professional 
presentation, communication and financial literacy, before connecting 
them with a work placement; Youth@Work focuses on private-sector and 
civil service positions, while REP participants are mainly engaged in road-
building and similar civil works (World Bank 2015). A 2015 evaluation 
of Youth@Work found that between 31 and 43 per cent of participants 
found ongoing formal employment (McDonald and Kyloh 2015: 33–35) 
but cautioned that the reliability of these figures was uncertain. Regardless 
of the success rate, the evaluation noted sustainability issues in the industry 
engagement approach—notably, that a risk of employment substitution 
saturation exists where interns may be rolled over from one cohort to the 
next without being hired post internship and that the REP is yet to prove 
that its focus on engaging participants in civil works projects provides 
career pathways (McDonald and Kyloh 2015: 56).

In Fiji, the focus on industry training is even greater. In fact, volunteering 
is one of the four official employment streams promoted by the 
government’s National Employment Centre (NEC 2021), alongside 
formal employment, self-employment and foreign employment. NEC 
Director Viliame Cagilaba informed me that with the twin aims of 
engendering community spirit (NEC 2021) and building capacity for 
improved employment prospects, the NEC is promoting volunteerism as 

9  Websites for each program are listed in the Bibliography.
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a pathway to formalised employment in its official approach to tackling 
unemployment. To date, I have been unable to locate data testifying to 
the success of this approach, including from the NEC directly.

An alternative approach to job-seeker training has emerged in recent 
years, with significant investment made through government and NGOs 
in Fiji and Solomon Islands in providing youth with entrepreneurial 
skills.10 This is a trend seen throughout the region, as noted by Good 
(2019) in Tonga. The justification for this focus is summarised by Mia 
Rimon, Solomon Islands Country Director for the SPC, with reference to 
the self-employment stream of Youth@Work:

The Young Entrepreneur Program [YEP] is the key, however. 
There are not enough formal employment positions in Honiara 
so the Youth Market and YEP are there because there are not 
enough jobs in Honiara, so we have to create self-employment 
opportunities, which is great for the economy as well.

As mentioned above, self-employment is also one of the official approaches 
of Fiji’s NEC. In fact, entrepreneurship has arguably become the 
cornerstone of the national government’s approach to addressing youth 
unemployment since the launch of the Young Entrepreneurship Scheme 
in 2018, which provides seed funding to small and microenterprise 
endeavours (The Fijian Government n.d.). Such investment seems to be 
predicated on the understanding that young people are both ‘the most 
at risk of unemployment, and also the best placed to respond to new 
opportunities in the private sector economies’ (Roberts 2003: 486). 
My previous employment in Fiji incorporated microenterprise training 
and assistance into its project design to improve youth livelihoods and 
development. Like other projects focused on inculcating entrepreneurial 
skills, the project provided basic training in financial literacy, identifying 
market viability for the intended business and creating a business plan. 
Once signed off by an independent third-party expert, participants were 
provided funding to assist the establishment of these microenterprises.

10  Although arguments could be made that this approach recycles previous attempts at developing 
the human capacity of youth, as demonstrated by Evans’s (2019: 83–84) reflections on the Honiara-
based Masta Liu Project, which commenced in 1976 and included a ‘focus on soft skills (personal 
development such as punctuality and reliability) and technical skills (carpentry, agriculture and 
electrical work)’.
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Joining this project during its participant recruitment phase, I was struck by 
the assumption that entrepreneurial skills could be transferred to participants 
in a matter of weeks. In communities where the kerekere11 practice of sharing 
goods communally informs both social and economic customs, I wondered 
how the individualist nature of entrepreneurship would be absorbed. After 
all, to be an entrepreneur requires more than capital and an identified gap in 
the market; as Andreas Rauch and Michael Frese’s (2012) examination of the 
psychology behind entrepreneurial people and their behaviour identifies, it 
also requires personal traits related to a desire for high achievement, risk-
taking, innovation, autonomy, locus of control and self-efficacy. Although 
these traits are not necessarily unobtainable for Pacific youth, some—
particularly autonomy and locus of control—run counter to established 
cultural norms of reciprocity and communalism.

Project manager Sina Suliano informed me that of the twin arms of the 
livelihoods project, job-seeking and entrepreneurship, the success rate 
for those who completed the job-seeking stream far exceeded that of the 
youth entrepreneurs. As to why, she postulated:

I don’t know if it’s a cultural thing or a Pacific islander thing, but 
when it comes to small businesses, especially in the villages, they 
[are] set up to fail. It really takes a strong, hard-willed person to 
run a successful business … One of the main issues we picked 
up from our monitoring, especially with the businesses that have 
failed, [is] they have all failed because of … always giving things 
out on credit and not being able to collect that back.

Patrick Mesia, who worked on a project almost identical in ambition, 
hosted by a Honiara-based NGO, offered a similar analysis: 

We tried doing some small income-generating activities, but very 
few have entrepreneurial thinking. There are others that, even if 
you provide them with the best skills training, if they are not in 
the mindset to do that, [they won’t succeed].

This is not to say that entrepreneurialism is nonexistent among youth in 
Oceania, as there are a few examples that speak to the positive impacts 
of emerging entrepreneurialism in the region. For example, Aaron John 
Robarts Ferguson (2019) offers case-study analyses of young entrepreneurs 

11  Fijian: literally ‘please’, kerekere is a custom by which family members and others with close ties 
may request assistance of some kind with no expectation on the behalf of the provider that the debt 
will be directly repaid.
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in American Samoa, focusing on three individuals. Meanwhile, in Honiara, 
cheaper and more reliable internet access has been identified as a sufficient 
enabler of entrepreneurial behaviour for a group of young women who 
use social media to sell second-hand clothes directly to consumers 
(Aumanu-Leong 2021). Notable among these and other examples (Youth 
Co:Lab 2021), however, is that none of these entrepreneurs appears to 
have had their initiative emerge from involvement in microenterprise 
training delivered by development organisations.

Despite a lack of evidence of the success of programs and policies focused 
on youth self-employment, entrepreneurialism was raised as one possible 
response to youth unemployment in 15 of the interviews I conducted.12 
This included four informants who had direct involvement with an 
employment program that utilised microenterprise training and support 
as at least one of its streams. All four of these informants agreed that 
focusing on improving the self-employment capacities of Pacific peoples 
was folly without greater societal change. As Jack Maebuta, who was 
involved in the design of aspects of the REP in Solomon Islands, said: 
‘Entrepreneurial skill training on its own, without being based in a real 
need, is a waste of time.’

Interestingly, however, of the other 11 interviews in which entrepreneurship 
as a focus for addressing youth unemployment was raised, none had 
a  directly negative view. Nine could be classified as neutral, with two 
favourable. Four of the neutral respondents were civil service bureaucrats, 
one of whom was involved in a program that had only recently established 
a microenterprise stream for youth, and the remaining four were civil 
society and/or development organisation representatives. Of the two 
positive respondents, one was also involved in the program that had 
recently established a microenterprise stream and the other reported 
on his knowledge of the Tutu Training Farm on the rural Fijian island 
of Taveuni—long recognised for its success in training and providing 
livelihood opportunities for the young people it engages through cash-crop 
growth and sales (Hill 2001: 20).13

12  Seven in Solomon Islands; eight in Fiji.
13  When discussing entrepreneurship as a framework for promoting youth livelihood opportunities 
in Fiji, the example of the Tutu Training Farm on the island of Taveuni is regularly raised as an 
example of success. Tutu trains students as cash-crop farmers and is widely acknowledged as providing 
positive livelihood outcomes to its graduates. It is worth noting, however, that it is not a program 
focused on entrepreneurship. As Mishra-Vakaoti (2013: 108) notes: ‘The programme … includes 
education in farming, financial independence and leadership. The programme works on a holistic 
approach to personal development.’
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What is apparent from these responses is that the concept of utilising 
entrepreneurialism to address youth unemployment holds cachet with 
those involved in youth development policies and projects in Fiji and 
Solomon Islands. This is despite the experiences of those with whom 
I spoke who viewed this style of intervention as ineffective. The fact it 
continues to be utilised in development projects suggests it is a mode of 
intervention favoured by donors. The irony of development organisations 
promoting youth entrepreneurialism through interventions that have 
repeatedly failed to produce positive outcomes has been remarked on 
elsewhere (see Evans 2019) and was noted specifically by Georgina 
Cope, an Australian based in Fiji working on developmental reform–
focused projects throughout the region. She noted: ‘The culture of the 
development  community and civil service is geared towards finding 
flaws and [is] not very entrepreneurial and trying to address things in 
a creative way.’

Life-skills and entrepreneurship programs offer an example of the 
propensity for development organisations to promote programs of 
mimicry rather than engage in testing adaptive approaches based on local 
contextual realities. The insufficient regard for social and cultural contexts 
is an example of the limitations of ‘intentional’ development interventions 
(Cowen and Shenton 1996). This is not to say that greater levels of 
entrepreneurialism, coupled with a more supportive social and legislative 
environment for such activities, are not possible. The stories of the Suva 
Crime-Free Wheelbarrow Association and the significant numbers of 
people engaged in roadside trading in both Fiji and Solomon Islands and, 
more particularly, betel nut vendors in Solomon Islands are testament to 
the abilities of Pacific peoples to engage in self-employment practices. 
It needs to be noted, however, that all these initiatives are undertaken 
by large populations through informal practices and thus, while clearly 
commercial ventures, are not truly entrepreneurial.

Seasonal migration
Another avenue for addressing unemployment in Oceania is seasonal or 
permanent migration. Temporary economic migration to Australia and 
Aotearoa/New Zealand has increased in size and scope since the New 
Zealand Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme began in 2007 (Gibson 
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and McKenzie 2014) and the Australian Seasonal Worker Programme14 
commenced in 2008 (Reed et al. 2011). It is worth noting, however, 
that such migration was significant in parts of the region before these 
schemes, particularly from Polynesian countries that have long histories 
of circulatory migration, mainly to Aotearoa/New Zealand, but also 
to Australia (Connell and Corbett 2016: 587; Good 2013; Woo and 
Corea 2009: 6).

Viewed as a ‘safety valve’ for unemployment pressures and the potential 
antisocial conflicts they can drive (Woo and Corea 2009: 6), seasonal 
migration is theorised to not only provide relief from unemployment, 
but also act as a key driver of local Pacific economies through remittances 
(Connell and Corbett 2016: 595). Research undertaken for the World Bank 
has found that seasonal migration opportunities have strong potential to 
provide significant direct and indirect benefits to the economies of both 
origin and destination countries and, importantly, to create possibilities 
for developmental growth for Pacific peoples. Referring to the concept of 
a ‘triple win’, Curtain et al. write:

For Pacific Islanders, migration generates significant employment 
opportunities. For labour-sending countries, remittance flows 
contribute to increased income and consumption at the household 
level, reducing poverty, loosening credit constraints and providing 
insurance against negative shocks … Labour-receiving countries in 
the Pacific Rim benefit from the filling of labour shortages and by 
using migration access as a major policy lever to lift the prosperity, 
security and stability of their low-growth neighbours. (2016: 1) 

The effects of labour mobility on human capital are difficult to 
predict. One perspective views the increased economic opportunities 
as having clear links to human capital gains as remittances are invested 
in improvements in health and education resources in origin countries 
(Curtain et al. 2016). This line of thinking is not founded in blind faith, 
but is supported by Clemens and Ogden’s (2014: 3) study of migration 
as a financial strategy that suggests that people with limited access to 
opportunity are savvy investors in their own potential and that of future 
generations and that labour migration, in particular, is ‘the most profitable 
investment, by far, available to many of the world’s poor’. Such findings 
support alternative, adaptive and capabilities understandings of the 

14  Known as the Pacific Seasonal Worker Pilot Scheme from 2008 to 2012.
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expertise of local communities concerning their own livelihood stressors 
and opportunities (Esteva and Prakash 1998; Leftwich 1994; Nussbaum 
2003, respectively).

On the surface, employment migration schemes appear to be a perfect 
remedy for the youth developmental challenges perspective that sees 
‘investments in youth as critical to economic development’ (Fussell and 
Greene 2002: 26). In exploring such schemes, it is important, though, to 
be cognisant of the social and economic benefits and disadvantages that 
are represented. These cross individual, family and societal boundaries. 
Benefits include financial gain, increased access to further training and 
exposure to new cultures and environments (Gibson and McKenzie 2009; 
Gibson et al. 2008; Maron and Connell 2008). This is not to mention 
the impact of remittances in providing financial assistance to families, 
communities and even national economies in the origin country (Curtain 
et al. 2016: 7). Indeed, research on migratory employment practices both 
outside15 and within the Pacific highlights this as the primary motivation 
for much migratory work (Brown 1997; Gibson et al. 2008; Maron and 
Connell 2008). The disadvantages of seasonal migration noted in both 
Pacific and non-Pacific contexts include breadwinners being absent from 
the family for months at a time, disruption to social hierarchies causing 
social friction (Guendelman and Perez-Itriago 1987; Maron and Connell 
2008; Rogaly 1998) and the risk of worker exploitation in countries 
where their knowledge of legal protections may be limited (Ball et al. 
2011; Curtain et al. 2016; McKillop 2017). Further, the periodic nature 
of seasonal work—with long times of idleness and a limited number of 
years when one can reasonably expect to be physically able to engage in 
such work—may disrupt household dynamics and fail to provide ongoing 
livelihood security for participants.

Comparing Fiji and Solomon Islands
Unemployment is the topic on everyone’s minds in both Fiji and Solomon 
Islands. Any conversation about opportunity and capabilities invariably is 
directed to problems with securing work. As discussed, the meanings that 
individuals and groups attach to unemployment as an issue vary widely 
and underscore deeper social, cultural and economic concerns.

15  On Mexico, see Guendelman and Perez-Itriago (1987); on Europe, see MacKenzie and Forde 
(2009); and on India, see Rogaly (1998).
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Perhaps the greatest similarity the countries hold in this space is in the 
allure of their capital city. Both Fiji and Solomon Islands are experiencing 
significant rates of rural–urban migration by young people in search of 
livelihood opportunities. The combination of population mass, industry 
concentration and tertiary education bases provides the appearance 
of opportunity abundance in both locations. The reality, though, is 
that young people in Suva and Honiara are experiencing entrenched 
unemployment and underemployment, with education levels playing 
a minimal role in improving employment outcomes.

How urban unemployment is experienced by the young people in these 
locations is vastly divergent, however. As mentioned, the visible presence 
of idle youth is drastically greater in Honiara, where the masta liu loiter 
in groups large and small. With many unemployed youth having travelled 
from islands beyond Guadalcanal, they are less connected to social and 
cultural mores and expectations than those living with family in the 
Suva–Nausori corridor, for whom the imposition of social obligations 
remains more present. Both the betel nut vendors of Honiara and the 
bara boys and shoe-shiners of Suva demonstrate that informal income-
generation opportunities exist for young people, but even the statements 
of the members of the Suva Crime-Free Wheelbarrow Association that 
they would seek alternative forms of employment if possible demonstrate 
that these are not highly desirable forms of livelihood generation.

In rural locations, unemployment is experienced in a different manner 
again. Subsistence agriculture and sociocentric lifestyles continue to 
offer something of a safety net for rural Fijian and Solomon Islander 
youth. While my engagement with youth beyond Honiara was limited, 
conversations with young people who had travelled to the capital for 
livelihood opportunities demonstrated an important similarity with their 
rural Fijian counterparts regarding the allure of migration. Rather than 
the move to the city being purely emblematic of economic migration, it 
provided an opportunity to display greater individual levels of agency and 
autonomy.

Conclusion
Unemployment was highlighted as the most recurrent and urgent issue 
facing young people in Fiji and Solomon Islands by those I interviewed 
and the community members with which I ran focus groups. At face 
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value, this may appear to reflect concerns about livelihoods provision or 
even fears about the potential social problems of idle youth. In reality, the 
pre-eminence of unemployment as an issue of concern unearths deeper 
and wider social and economic attitudes in Oceanic societies.

Youth development and employment issues are reflective of wider debates 
about what development should look like and how it should be achieved 
in any one location. This is where a holistic livelihoods approach is useful. 
At its base level, employment acts to complement subsistence lifestyles in 
livelihood provision, securing the basic needs of individuals and their loved 
ones. Beyond this, however, lie important formal and informal structures 
that shape ideals of self-actualisation and community development and, 
further, act to promote or inhibit the achievement of such.

The formal structures of employment generation—namely, the private 
sector as an employment provider and government as policymaker, mass 
employer and education provider—must be understood in terms of how 
they create employment opportunities. The history of entrenched youth 
unemployment in Fiji and Solomon Islands demonstrates both a lack of 
jobs available for willing workers and a failure to marry skills development 
to such vacancies. Both problems are represented by the high numbers 
of skilled unemployed looking for white-collar employment and the 
difficulties of locating employees for skilled blue-collar roles. Whether 
or not it is even possible for the Great Ocean States of the Pacific to 
generate enough employment opportunities to meet the skills of their 
peoples, with consideration to geographic isolation and small population 
sizes among other issues (Connell 2011; Duncan 2014), is an area for 
further exploration. Ideally, this is a question that must be asked in any 
comprehensive evaluation of the scope for expansion of the employment 
sector in these countries.

What must also be understood is the impact of informal structures on 
employment and its purpose. Employment is not merely an economic 
issue, but also has social implications. For young people, these factor into 
their desire to seek white-collar skills and employment, as discussed in 
the previous chapter. Further, employment is one means by which young 
people can socially transition from youthhood to adulthood. Employment 
acts as a medium for the realisation of an individual’s identity and agency, 
and for community engagement, status and respect.
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This is not to say that this is the best way for employment to be 
understood  and pursued. Indeed, the way Pacific societies conceive of 
employment, the importance with which they consider it and the impacts 
it has on creating new understandings of tradition are in a state of flux. 
This is partly due to the tensions between modern and neotraditional 
modes of living, and partly because cultural norms are constantly shifting. 
For an increasingly large cohort of Pacific youth populations, social 
influences and formal institutions are not moving at a similar rate—
acting as a compounding factor in their entrenched unemployment, 
including for those with strong formal education qualifications. The 
examples of Pesa and the bara boys highlight that employment functions 
both as a livelihood provider and as an indicator of status. The differences 
in the way that employment is perceived and experienced in these two 
case studies suggest that where opportunities may not exist—such as in 
bridging the gap to adulthood in a village setting for Pesa and in securing 
a stable income for the bara boys—alternative and innovative pathways 
will be sought.

Rather than focusing on the ways in which unemployment acts as 
a  signifier of the social and economic challenges facing countries like 
Fiji and Solomon Islands, perhaps a more pertinent line of inquiry 
is to consider the role of economic growth as an enabler of positive 
developmental futures for Pacific peoples. The current models for 
improving individual employment opportunities and growing national 
economies are not fit for purpose through most of Fiji and Solomon 
Islands. With the spectre of COVID-19 set to loom over Pacific states 
for some years, these challenges are likely to become even greater—with 
diminished international travel impacting on the number of people who 
can remit earnings from seasonal migration and likely ongoing negative 
effects on local tourism. Reconsideration of the benefits of employment 
and how these might otherwise be realised may be a more appropriate 
path for Fiji and Solomon Islands to follow, rather than reproducing more 
of the same.
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