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Pacific youth futures

We’re always talking about resources, but … young people are our 
biggest resource. 
— Usaia Moli, Fiji

In this monograph, I have investigated issues of youth livelihoods, 
leadership and civic engagement in Fiji and Solomon Islands through 
a lens that seeks to understand the challenges these young people face in 
increasing their livelihood opportunities and engaging critically as active 
citizens in their societies. This approach challenges deficit perspectives 
in researching youth populations, which have a disproportionate focus 
on the capacity of youth to engage in civil disobedience, unrest and 
even revolution. Instead, my approach aligns with recent literature from 
development organisations focusing on youth. This literature recognises 
the potential for young people to contribute as drivers of the economy, 
and to engage in civil society and political debates if provided with the 
appropriate skills and access to participation, but also acknowledges the 
risk of stalled developmental progress that is apparent in states that fail 
to provide such opportunities (for example, Curtain and Vakaoti 2011; 
Pruitt 2020; World Bank 2007). In echoes of the sentiment of Usaia 
Moli, young people are now being seen as a resource to be invested in 
and developed.

To engage in a rounded discussion that acknowledges the complexity 
and interconnectedness of the issues Fijian and Solomon Islander youth 
face, I apply a ‘holistic livelihoods’ approach that draws on this recent 
work by development organisations and the academic development 
literature. The holistic livelihoods approach marries work on basic needs 
(Maslow  1943) and capabilities (Sen 2003) with sentiments from the 
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emerging adaptive school of development (Andrews et al. 2015; ODI 
2014; TWP Community 2016). I acknowledge that development as 
a process and a goal mean different things to different communities. 
For the most disadvantaged and marginalised—those most in need 
of development assistance—the ongoing security of basic needs is of 
utmost importance. Beyond this, development is about having access to 
systems and structures that can promote the capacities of individuals and 
communities to, first, determine their own concepts of an ideal future, 
and then to achieve these. In this way, the roots of development may be 
universal, but its goals and processes can take multiple forms.

A holistic livelihoods approach to international development not only 
synthesises some of the pre-eminent approaches to development of recent 
decades; it also integrates what can be broadly understood as Western 
and Pacific notions of how development should be conceived and 
produced. As with other countries and regions labelled as ‘developing’, 
the Great Ocean States of the Pacific have strongly criticised development 
for reflecting Western values and institutions. Beginning with the 
independence movement of the 1960s and 1970s, these criticisms mirrored 
global concerns about dependency and appealed for Pacific development 
to be directed by Pacific peoples. Today, new models of development 
in the region are calling for a greater embrace of culture, identity and 
sustainability—a perspective that is reflected in contemporary national 
development strategies.

The holistic livelihoods approach offers a lens for understanding the 
multiple and complex factors that promote or inhibit the development of 
communities and individuals—including youth. It builds on established 
development theories and critiques, shaped by alternative development 
thinking, to acknowledge the significance of culture, context and history. 
Though discussions of development as a concept and a practice can be 
abstract, for disadvantaged and marginalised populations, the problems of 
development are real. It is within this reality that the discussion in these 
pages is grounded.

Issues of youth livelihoods, leadership and civic engagement in Fiji and 
Solomon Islands have been addressed in this book in two key ways. 
The first is an examination of established structures that promote an 
‘economic growth’ approach to development—one that views education 
and employment from a livelihood security perspective. With most of 
my informants identifying unemployment as the most significant issue 
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facing Fijian and Solomon Islander youth, I engage with questions 
about the purposes of education and employment in young people’s lives 
and investigate the efficacy of the dominant systems and structures in 
achieving these ends.

The second key focus is on the social roles that young people are expected 
and allowed to play in their communities. Fijian and Solomon Islander 
youth are expected to be passive participants in their communities, 
fulfilling socially expected roles and obligations. Given the pressures 
associated with globalisation, increasing exposure to modernity, 
expectations of material gain and related matters such as migration from 
rural communities to urban centres, the social expectations of youth roles 
do not align with other expectations that they become skilled workers 
and breadwinners. Here, tensions between maintaining ‘tradition’ and 
embracing the ‘modern’ play out.

These two areas of focus merge in creating an understanding that the 
marginalisation of youth participation and active citizenship operates at 
the level of the household and village and permeates through the policies, 
programs and institutions of state. Formal education systems do not equip 
most young people to be prosperous and engaged citizens; these problems 
are compounded by social expectations of desirable pathways into white-
collar employment even though this provides few opportunities. Though 
the impacts of the discrepancy between education and employment 
opportunities are much bemoaned by my informants and in various 
studies by Nilan and Tagicakiverata (Nilan et al. 2006; Tagicakiverata 
2012; Tagicakiverata and Nilan 2018), interventions to improve the 
systems are piecemeal, reflecting the marginalised social status of youth 
through the minimised importance placed on the development of youth 
capabilities through formal institutions. Social commentator Jope Tarai of 
Fiji expressed frustration at the lack of progress in addressing youth issues 
over decades but noted that this frustration is motivating youth in critical 
civil society to push for structural change:

The reason we are saying ‘policy, policy, policy’ is because this is 
the long run. Within a matter of years, we will have families and 
kids who will have to come back to the same things, and we don’t 
want [that].

The result of the structural minimisation of youth is that opportunities for 
young people to realise their fullest potential are limited. Their ability to 
achieve self-actualisation through either the modern systems of education 
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and employment or the traditional support structures is compromised. 
This not only limits the opportunities for youth self-actualisation at an 
individual level; it also has the potential to limit the future developmental 
opportunities of the communities and states of Oceania. Although 
I address youth issues from a strengths perspective, one Solomon Islander 
informant noted that even for those looking at youth from a security-
focused, risk-management perspective, the implications of failing to 
provide opportunities for young people should be obvious. Reflecting on 
the Tensions at the turn of the century, they warned: ‘[W]hen youth issues 
are not addressed and young people are not engaged, look what happened 
to us.’

This chapter highlights some of the key contentions that have been 
discussed throughout this book. I begin by summarising the position of 
young people in Fiji and Solomon Islands and the impact of formal and 
informal social structures on their experiences. I then synthesise the core 
argument related to the mismatch between the livelihood opportunities 
available to Fijian and Solomon Islander youth and those they are trained 
and encouraged to seek; the ways in which these youth engage with civil 
society; how they are negotiating tradition and modernity in ways that 
reflect Pacific values, and how such practices may be imagined. I conclude 
the chapter by noting some of the areas where further research opportunities 
exist, before remarking that the youth of the Great Ocean States of the 
Pacific are the ones who will be largely responsible for determining what 
the developmental future looks like for their communities, countries and 
cultures. Although it is just as unfair and inaccurate to idealise youth as 
the developmental saviours of their communities, if only they realise their 
potential, as it is to demonise youth as an inherent social risk, the reality is 
they will eventually occupy the positions of power whether by invitation 
or natural attrition.

The structural minimisation of youth
The social positioning of Fijian and Solomon Islander youth is aptly 
captured in the phrase ‘to be seen but not heard’, offered by Tura Lewai. 
This is because their civic participation and the opportunities for the 
development of their human capital are marginalised so that not only 
do they have little or no opportunity to be fully engaged and active 
citizens, but also their role in their communities is premised on such 
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marginalisation. That is, young people do not simply occupy a position 
where they are seen but not heard; they are actively encouraged to be seen 
but not heard.

The ramifications of this are wideranging and amount to the structural 
minimisation of Pacific youth. It begins with the marginalisation of active 
involvement in decision-making processes at the household and village 
levels, extending to inefficiencies in structures theoretically designed 
to promote youth capabilities. Rather than nurturing potential and 
preparing young people to achieve livelihood autonomy and develop as the 
future leaders of their communities, formal education and employment 
structures reinforce hierarchical relationships between youths and adults. 
As a result, young people in Fiji and Solomon Islands are not sufficiently 
equipped to take advantage of livelihood opportunities relevant to their 
countries’ social and economic contexts.

The issue identified by my informants as being of most immediate 
concern for youth in Fiji, Solomon Islands and across wider Oceania is 
unemployment. This was echoed repeatedly through conversations I had 
with youth activists and advocates, as well as across each of the urban, 
peri-urban and rural communities in which I engaged in both countries. 
Allowing for the fact that several of my informants were representative 
stakeholders of specific demographics and interest groups—such as people 
with disabilities, LGBTIQ+ communities and climate change activists—
these responses can be understood as representing a near-consensus belief 
that youth unemployment is the primary issue to understand and address for 
the improvement of youth livelihood, development and civic engagement 
opportunities in Fiji and Solomon Islands. Indeed, this research could very 
easily have kept a tight focus on how and why the employment sectors of 
Pacific states are failing to cater for their youth populations.

However, focusing only on youth unemployment would have failed to 
situate the issue within a broader perspective of the social, economic and 
cultural factors that compound the problem. Through this inquiry, the 
complexities of the political economy of youth were highlighted. Informants 
discussed recurrent issues underlying high rates of unemployment, 
including formal education failing to equip young people with the skills to 
avail themselves of a range of livelihood opportunities post schooling, and 
mismatches between the needs of the employment sector and the focus of 
curriculums, as well as a cultural environment in which critical inquiry is 
discouraged. The last tied in with other discussions about the means and 
meanings of the minimisation of youth participation and potential.
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Youth in Fiji and Solomon Islands occupy a social position that is 
defined by a graduation from youthhood to adulthood through socially 
understood achievements and undertakings. This is largely based on 
cultural beliefs that youth can and should learn the ways of adulthood 
through observation and deference. As multiple informants—youths 
and adults alike—pointed out, young people are expected to bide their 
time and wait their turn to become active and engaged citizens, let alone 
leaders. Yet in the current context of increased rural–urban migration, 
exposure to global debates about politics, economics and civil society, and 
shared challenges related to issues such as climate change, ‘traditional’ 
understandings of the role of young people do not meet the ‘modern’ 
realities. The challenges that my informants identified as facing Pacific 
youth are not new. Unemployment, ineffective formal education and 
even debates about the tension between modernity and tradition are 
longstanding issues that have been remarked on for decades. That they 
remain at the forefront of the consciousness of those engaged in critical 
civil society suggests they are not being adequately addressed and/or are of 
little concern to people in positions of authority.

Youth livelihoods
The holistic livelihoods approach looks beyond the provision of basic 
needs, incorporating notions of agency, capability and civic engagement 
in its conception of how development can impact on young Pacific 
peoples. This does not ignore the importance of basic needs, however, 
with issues of creating livelihood pathways and providing for oneself 
also addressed. This is most evident in Chapters Two and Three, which 
explore the education and employment pathways Fijian and Solomon 
Islander youth follow and are expected to follow. Across both chapters, 
concerns emerged regarding the practical and theoretical purposes of 
formal education and employment, as well as a mismatch between the 
skills provided to young people through formal education structures and 
the opportunities available to them in the employment sector.

Issues related to the mismatch between the education and employment 
systems are not limited to livelihoods provision. In cultures where youth 
are considered adults-in-waiting, the desired education and employment 
pathways provide insight into cultural values as well as how young 
people engage—and are expected to engage—in their communities. 
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By investigating the pathways that youth are encouraged to follow, 
the pathways they intend to follow and the pathways they do follow, 
I have demonstrated that the structures implicitly intended to improve 
livelihood opportunities for Fijian and Solomon Islander youth are failing 
to adequately prepare them to take advantage of those opportunities to 
provide for their basic needs and potentially increase their economic and 
food security. Further, the limited autonomy these youths can exercise 
over their livelihood preferences is also made apparent.

Rather than providing a means for Pacific youth to establish their own 
livelihoods, agency and autonomy, the education and employment 
pathways for many are determined by authority figures such as parents 
and are influenced by social expectations. Statements from informants 
such as Roshika Deo from Fiji and Vince Nomae from Solomon Islands, 
quoted in Chapter Three, about the lack of alignment of skills acquired 
through formal education with employment opportunities support 
previous studies about the limits of youth agency and self-determination.

An intriguing phenomenon exists in young people being encouraged to 
migrate to urban hubs for livelihood opportunities and how such practices 
influence agency. Jope Tarai discussed with me how employment can act 
as a means of transitioning from youthhood to adulthood, though he also 
made clear that this process is gradual. For some young people, migration 
is regularly encouraged by parents and other authority figures with the 
intention of formal employment resulting in remittances. For others, as 
exemplified by the case study of Pesa in Chapter Three, the desire for 
migration is self-driven, connected to wishes for greater autonomy as well 
as the prospects of engaging in employment and starting a family, which 
are culturally significant markers of adulthood.

Youth civic engagement
Beyond the minimisation of their agency in determining their own 
livelihood pathways, for young people in the Great Ocean States of the 
Pacific, the space for active civic engagement is quite limited. Hierarchical 
cultures dictate that inclusion and participation in various decision-
making processes are restricted. Adult men, particularly of chiefly lineage 
in Fiji and parts of Solomon Islands, occupy the highest rungs of such 
hierarchy. Factors relating to gender, ethnicity, sexuality and ability, among 
others, further dictate who is involved in community forums at various 
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times. For Pacific youth, their social positioning as seen but not heard 
both represents and reinforces their lowly position in cultural hierarchies. 
By being exposed to the cultures of silence that exist in Fiji and Solomon 
Islands and discouraged from engaging in critical civil society practices, 
their possibilities for active civic engagement are minimised.

The denial of space for active civic engagement by youth was particularly 
noticeable when I sought examples of youth leaders from youth participants 
in my focus groups in both Fiji and Solomon Islands. That no group 
could readily identify a single example of someone who was considered 
both a leader and a youth speaks to multiple issues. Among these is the 
dichotomous relationship that exists between concepts of youthhood and 
concepts of leadership for Pacific peoples. There is also the issue of the 
limited capacity of many Pacific youth to engage critically with concepts 
that do not fit neatly within their world view. More significantly, the 
difficulty in identifying youth leaders demonstrated the lack of such 
leaders for Fijian and Solomon Islander youth communities. Though there 
is a smattering of young politicians and chiefs, their presence is limited.

Despite this, examples are ever present of young people in Fiji, Solomon 
Islands and across Oceania creating spaces for active and critical civic 
engagement. The case studies presented in Chapter Five of the Be the 
Change political campaign for the 2014 Fijian election and the Pacific 
Climate Warriors of 350 Pacific are evidence of the ways some young 
people refuse to have their participation marginalised. Notably, each 
of these communities engages in action and advocacy related to social 
justice issues. For Be the Change and 350 Pacific, by centring their 
civic engagement on youth, gender and sexual identity issues and on 
the climate crisis, respectively, they have become vocal and influential 
members of critical civil society by occupying the spaces of deliberation 
and decision-making that adults and those in positions of power have not 
yet fully claimed. These examples demonstrate that when Pacific youth 
are not actively excluded from civic engagement processes, some will 
willingly participate despite the cultures of silence that have informed 
their social and cultural growth. Again, however, it must be noted that 
these individuals are better understood as examples of ‘positive deviance’ 
(Andrews 2015), representing a minority of Pacific youth. Further, as 
in the discussions during focus groups regarding people who are both 
youths and leaders, it needs to be recognised that these examples are not 
widely recognised in their communities as exemplars of youth who are 
true community leaders. What is apparent through these examples is that 
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while young people are regularly excluded from actively participating in 
decision-making processes and other civic engagement, they will embrace 
opportunities to participate when they arise.

Pressures of globalisation
Youth engagement in online spaces, and the use of ICT in general, is 
the most obvious example of the pace of social change in Pacific states 
through  increased globalisation and the challenges this represents. 
Though cultures are constantly changing, the technological developments 
of recent decades have significantly increased the rate at which cultures 
are being exposed to new ideas, information and ways of living. 
As  identified by West (2007), fears of change and of loss of status and 
authority act as primary causes globally of adults not engaging youth in 
participation—a situation mirrored in the Pacific, according to informants 
such as Salote Kaimacuata and Usaia Moli. The effects of globalisation and 
access to ICT are presenting new opportunities for Pacific youth to engage 
in displays of active citizenship, while also compounding perceptions of 
the potential for a loss of ‘tradition’.

The challenge for adults and those in positions of authority appears to 
relate to how they can partner with Pacific youth in ways that reaffirm 
cultural values but are neither passive nor tokenistic. Informants made it 
clear in interviews that there are groups of adults who are fiercely resistant 
to change but there are also groups of young people who are not prepared 
to wait idly to be invited into decision-making spaces. In cultures with 
sociocentric values and lifestyles, significant challenges are presented by 
the spread of globalisation, neoliberal ideologies and the association of 
these with the lionisation of individualistic aspirations. Already, practices 
such as rural–urban migration have led to economics-driven decisions 
that disrupt traditional notions of how the family unit lives and operates. 
That young people can be physically disconnected from their families 
as urban-based breadwinners remitting earnings but still not considered 
fully adult provides one salient example.

The risk of cultures being revolutionised by individualistic youth who 
are disconnected from, and possibly disenchanted with, perceptions of 
tradition and kastom appears to be miniscule. The youth I interviewed 
expressed a strong sense of connection to their cultures and a desire 
to maintain traditional values in the ways they approach future 
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developmental and other social changes. These young people reaffirmed 
the sentiments of the more than 300 youth who attended the last Pacific 
Youth Festival, held more than a decade ago. Tura Lewai’s invocation of 
traditional sociocentric values to demonstrate how human rights can be 
indigenised by Fijians, rather than seen as a Western imposition, and 350 
Pacific grounding its decision-making bodies in culturally significant 
terms provide just two salient examples of the practical ways emerging 
young leaders are maintaining a connection to tradition. Young people 
in the Pacific are creating their own hybridised versions of tradition—
‘neotraditions’ (Sahlins 2005)—which reaffirm and reimagine their 
cultures in ways that correspond with contemporary social, political, 
economic and environmental realities.

Areas for future research
The research presented in this book covers a broad range of topics related 
to youth livelihoods and development issues in Fiji, Solomon Islands and 
the broader Oceanic region. The developmental and cultural challenges 
apparent in the formal and informal structures that are intended to 
promote the growth and advancement of youth—such as education, 
employment and civil society—have been explored to unearth how the 
structural minimisation of youth is impacting on their opportunities 
for self-actualisation and engagement with their communities, 
countries and cultures. This broad frame represents the complexity and 
interconnectedness of the factors that impact on the lived experiences of 
Fijian and Solomon Islander youth. Rather than being the final word on 
the livelihood, leadership and civic engagement challenges facing youth 
in Fiji, Solomon Islands and other areas of the Pacific, it is a contribution 
to the ongoing conversation within both development organisations and 
the academic literature.

From this research and other projects in which I have been involved while 
researching and writing this monograph, potential pathways for future 
research have emerged. As this book has provided an overview of youth 
livelihood, leadership and civic engagement issues, investigating the 
interconnectedness of matters relating to education, employment and 
civil society structures, scope exists for this to lead to further research into 
these individual areas, as well as how these structures interact in other 
locations. Further exploration may also be undertaken into differing 
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and locally relevant conceptions of self-actualisation, such as yalomatua 
and vakaturaga in Fiji, which help to identify alternative structures 
and strategies for supporting young people’s development. Given the 
depth and breadth of insight offered by the youth activists with whom 
I engaged, it is exciting to consider what insights may emerge through 
engaging with Pacific youth in other countries, including in the diaspora. 
It is also foreseeable that the influence of ICT will continue to shape 
how Pacific youth engage in civil society, so continued study in this area 
seems appropriate.

Ideally, similar research into youth livelihood and development issues 
would be led by interested young Pacific researchers. If Pacific peoples 
are to exercise sovereignty over their futures, research must surely engage 
indigenous visions and agenda-setting. It should also be noted that while 
I engaged with a diverse sample of informants, gaps existed—particularly 
in my attempts to engage Indo-Fijians in focus groups—so my informants 
should not be taken to represent whole communities. Further efforts to 
include various voices, including members of marginalised groups, should 
be made.

Another promising site for future research exists in following the 
implementation and outcomes of the National Youth Authority Bill 
legislated by the Government of Vanuatu in 2018. This legislation 
‘will  see the establishment of a youth-led government advisory body 
that will have direct control over youth development services across the 
country’ (Bryce 2018). As this initiative has no precedent or correlation 
in Oceania, it offers a fascinating case study for its impact on promoting 
active citizenship, as well as youth livelihood and leadership opportunities.

Pacific youth futures
It is my hope that this book contributes to an understanding of the social 
role of youth in Fiji and Solomon Islands, the livelihood pressures they 
face and the development structures that can promote or stymie their 
potential. By shining a light on how young people engage and are socially 
expected to engage with their communities, we can see that their civic 
engagement is informed by cultural rules about who can participate and 
in what settings. Though I have highlighted examples of young people 
creating spaces for their own displays of active citizenship, these are 
primarily related to emerging social and environmental issues where their 
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exclusion is yet to be normalised. Moreover, the young people engaging 
in these spaces represent a small fraction of the total number of youths in 
each country.

Grounded in issues discussed by informants relating to flaws in formal 
education systems, entrenched unemployment and marginalised civic 
engagement, I have explored how these issues interact and placed 
them within a discussion of the local and global pressures of navigating 
concepts of tradition and modernity. This is not, however, a profile of 
a homogeneous category of ‘youth’. Instead, I seek to provide a political 
and economic analysis of Fijian and Solomon Islander youth, highlighting 
the vast diversity of youth experiences within and across both countries. 
The experiences of my youth informants differ significantly, affected by 
matters including ethnicity, geography, gender, sexuality and physical 
ability. Even within these and other subcategories, the experiences of my 
informants are not universally representative.

Rather than trying to identify a single issue impinging on youth achieving 
their collective potential, I have explored how common issues are 
identified as problematic for youth. Kris Prasad of Fiji suggested that the 
acknowledgement of diversity and complexity in my research approach 
held the greatest promise for the potential long-term impact of this study. 
He stated:

I like the fact that you are actually taking the time to talk to 
diverse people, so you’ll probably end up with a very nuanced 
understanding of youth issues in Fiji and, from my perspective, 
not a lot of people in academia are able to do that. They may just 
come from outside and they may talk to some diverse people and 
they come up with a report but when you read the report you’ll 
realise that this person barely scratched the surface.

Although I cannot claim to have captured all elements of diversity, by 
understanding the multiplicity of youth experiences and variation of 
access to opportunity, the complexities of youth livelihoods can be better 
appreciated. From this, more appropriate programs and policies targeted 
at young people can be enacted by governments, multilateral bodies and 
development organisations. Questions can be asked about the structural 
barriers that inhibit the potential for the self-actualisation of youth 
and better targeted initiatives can be put in place.
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From an academic perspective, the holistic livelihoods lens offers 
a  new approach to more comprehensively understanding international 
development issues. That development at a basic level is about putting 
food on one’s table and keeping a roof over one’s head is not a revolutionary 
idea, nor is it the case at a societal level that this is shaped by who has 
access to opportunities, who does not and why. Indeed, these concepts 
are well covered in established development approaches including basic 
needs, sustainable livelihoods and capabilities. The utility of the holistic 
livelihoods approach applied in this book is that it embraces the strengths 
of each of these methods to investigate the political, economic and cultural 
factors impacting on development at individual and societal levels. This 
approach is further informed by theories of adaptive development and 
complex adaptive systems that explicitly seek to understand local context 
and caution against the transplantation of findings from one situation 
to another.

Perhaps most importantly, this book adds to a small but growing 
literature on the everyday experiences and struggles faced by youth in 
Pacific communities. This includes research conducted by academics, civil 
society organisations and multilateral development organisations into 
youth development matters in individual countries and across the broader 
region. The 2019 publication of Pacific Youth: Local and Global Futures, 
edited by Helen Lee—the first edited volume in more than two decades 
looking at youth issues in Oceania—was a wonderful starting point for 
those looking to explore these issues further.

The documentation of Pacific youth experiences expands the ability of 
those living and working in Oceania to understand the structural barriers 
impeding youth livelihood and development opportunities and assist 
youth to develop their capabilities. Further, it provides an opportunity 
to open dialogue and explore these issues in greater depth. At a more 
practical level, the production of this research and related work allows for 
the voices of Pacific youth to be represented in ways that carry a sense of 
legitimacy, credibility and authority in discussions about youth livelihood 
and development policies and programs with people in positions of 
influence. This was a sentiment repeatedly expressed to me by informants 
when I asked what they would like to see result from this research.

Harry Olikwailafa, of Solomon Islands, spoke of the potential for research 
focused on young people to assist local governments to plan youth policies 
and programs. He said: ‘To get the government informed to make good 
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decisions in their policy direction, there should be research.’ For Tura 
Lewai, of Fiji, the utility of the research lies in its very existence. This 
book adds to the academic and development literature focused on youth 
issues, providing insight and potentially provoking discussion among 
locals and foreigners engaged in the region. Tura stated:

Research like yours will be able to create a wealth of information 
that—if you want to come into the Pacific, if you want to come 
into Fiji, if you want to work with young people—this is the body 
of research that is out there that can assist you.

This book discusses the limitations to youth achieving their potential in 
Fiji and Solomon Islands and identifies these limitations as structural. 
They are embedded in concepts of culture and reinforced through 
systems theoretically intended to improve youth capabilities, which are 
poorly revised when problems are identified. As my informants repeatedly 
emphasised, the expectations placed on youth to be deferential and 
humble result in systems that dictate their livelihood pathways, repeatedly 
fail to equip them to embrace social and economic opportunities and 
discourage critical thinking. More so, they limit the wider human and social 
capital development of Pacific societies. Multiple informants stressed to 
me the need for young people to be recognised as a resource in which 
to invest for the betterment of their communities and countries. Regional 
development worker Luisa Senibulu of Fiji remarked that ‘[y]outh are 
key to the development of communities, of countries, [and] the region’. 
Similarly, Tura Lewai stated: ‘[W]e need to be able to realise that the 
future of the Pacific, the future of Fiji, the future of any Pacific island lies 
in its young people.’

The current social, political and economic climates for Fijian and Solomon 
Islander youth are intriguing. They are culturally expected to occupy 
a marginalised role in the decision-making processes of their societies, yet 
they also constitute a disproportionately large percentage of their countries’ 
populations. It is no exaggeration to state that the developmental futures 
of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific are to a great extent contingent on 
how their young people engage in their societies and develop as leaders.

The need to develop the active citizenship and leadership abilities of the 
young people of the Pacific has never been more pressing. Combined with 
the quickening pace of social, economic and political change brought 
by globalisation, the region is facing two concurrent existential crises. 
First, the climate crisis risks destabilising social, political and economic 
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structures throughout the region, with displacement, increased risk of 
environmental disasters and associated livelihood insecurities presenting 
very real and present threats. Second, these risks are compounded by the 
health and economic impacts that COVID-19 will have in the world’s 
most aid-dependent region. Their economic precarity and structural 
minimisation mean Pacific youth are positioned to disproportionately 
feel the negative impacts of these challenges, with limited capacity to help 
construct risk-reduction and mitigation responses. This is despite evidence 
that these young people are willing and able to address the complex 
challenges of social change. Reframing social perceptions of youth to view 
them as a resource in which to be invested has the potential to deepen the 
capacities of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific to envision and achieve 
alternative, self-determined developmental futures.

It is worth noting that despite the structural challenges youth in Fiji and 
Solomon Islands face, the outcomes are not fixed. Although the examples 
of robust engagement in critical civil society discussed in these pages may 
represent cases of positive deviance, they nonetheless illustrate that young 
people are adaptable and they do have a desire to engage actively in their 
societies. Rather than existing at the margins as adults-in-waiting, these 
young people are forging paths, striving to be partners for today, rather 
than waiting to be leaders of tomorrow.
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