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Introduction

With roughly one-third of their populations aged 15–34, both Fiji and 
Solomon Islands are experiencing what is referred to in the social sciences 
as a ‘youth bulge’. Expanded to include those aged 0–14, these population 
percentages increase to more than 60 per cent and almost 75 per cent, 
respectively (FBoS 2018; SINSO 2011).1 As with all countries, the future 
prosperity of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific (Naupa 2016)2 is 
inherently linked with the capacities of their young people to become 
full, active and positive participants in all facets of society. Based on the 
large population of young people in these states, the development of such 
capacities is pertinent. Despite this, there remains a significant shortage 
of literature related to the opportunities for Pacific youth to develop their 
individual potential, engage in prosocial behaviours and decision-making 
processes, and contribute to discourse about the developmental futures of 
their communities, countries and cultures.

This book addresses these issues. Through a combination of case studies 
and conversations with youth advocates and young people, particularly in 
activist spaces, I explore the concerns young people in Fiji and Solomon 
Islands face regarding the daily provision of needs, engaging with their 

1  The population breakdown by age demographics from the 2019 census is yet to be released.
2  Throughout this book, I employ interchangeable terminology to refer to the region consisting 
of Pacific island countries and territories—specifically ‘Pacific’, ‘Oceania’ and the ‘Great Ocean 
States of the Pacific’. This reflects current debates within Pacific studies from both established and 
emerging scholars about the elasticity of such terms and which is/are most appropriate (McGavin 
2014: 134), supported by personal communication with various Pacific studies scholars. The 
terminology ‘Great Ocean States’—or sometimes Large Ocean States (Jumeau 2013) or Big Ocean 
States (Sogavare 2016)—is designed to contrast with the established development parlance of ‘Small 
Island Developing States’. The rationale for this terminology is twofold: the first is to recognise that 
many Pacific cultures identify the Pacific Ocean as part of their spiritual and ancestral homeland—
that is, their borders do not cease at their shorelines; the second is to challenge notions that may 
equate smallness in land size with inferiority in terms of intellectual or cultural capacity. The adoption 
of this term has been heavily influenced by Epeli Hau`ofa’s essays ‘Our Sea of Islands’ (1994) and 
‘The Ocean in Us’ (1998), both of which discuss these issues even if not the specific terminology.
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communities as active citizens, and their opportunities to achieve self-
actualisation. This includes an examination of some of the formal and 
informal structures—such as education, employment and civil society—
that are intended to assist young people in reaching their potential and 
becoming productive members of their communities to see the extent 
to which they are promoting or inhibiting young people to achieve that 
potential.

The framing of youth issues all too often applies a pejorative lens that 
assumes youth deviancy (Protzko and Schooler 2019; Pruitt 2020). I do 
not engage with this subject through a security-focused risk-management 
lens, however (Goldstone 2002; Moller 1968; Urdal 2006). Rather, my 
research acknowledges the capabilities of youth to have both positive and 
negative impacts on their societies, with a focus on identifying where their 
positive potentials can be and are being nurtured. This perspective also 
allows for the recognition that most of the everyday practices in which 
young people engage in any location are neither objectively positive nor 
objectively negative. Like any other demographic, young people have the 
capacity for good and ill but most generally display a neutral disposition 
and engagement with their societies.

Field sites
Outsiders often wrongly impose assumptions about cultural homogeneity 
across Oceania as well as within states. This is despite the Pacific Ocean 
occupying roughly one-third of the world’s surface and recognition that 
Oceania is home to great cultural and linguistic diversity (Tryon 2009). 
In an attempt to acknowledge the cultural heterogeneity across and 
within states, this book examines Pacific youthhood at three intersecting 
levels: the experiences of youth within Fiji and Solomon Islands, the 
experiences of youth in these states in comparison with one another, and 
the experiences of Pacific youth more broadly.

The selection of Fiji and Solomon Islands for comparison was due to 
similarities and differences across the two that provided insights at 
subnational, national and regional levels. They are, respectively, the second 
and third most populous Oceanic states. Fiji’s population was recorded in 
2017 as 884,887 people spread across its 332 islands (FBoS 2018). More 
than three-quarters of these people live on the largest island of Viti Levu, 
with most of the rest of the population living on the second-largest island 
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of Vanua Levu. The most recent Solomon Islands census provisionally 
approximated a population of 721,455, in 2019 (SINSO 2020: 1). 
Though Solomon Islands comprises more than 900 individual islands, 
most are uninhabited. Six island groups hold most of the population, 
with Guadalcanal and Malaita the most populous.

Both Fiji and Solomon Islands have experienced civil unrest since the 
late twentieth century. Fiji has experienced four attempted coups d’état 
since 1987, with the first three represented by the perpetrators as rooted 
in tensions between the iTaukei and Indo-Fijian populations (Fraenkel 
and Firth 2009a: 3; Lal 2009: 36).3 The two coups in 1987 were 
conducted by the armed forces, resulting in military-led government, 
and stimulated by fears in the iTaukei community about the increased 
political influence of the Indo-Fijian community following elections 
that resulted in an Indo-Fijian majority-led government (Ravuvu 1991: 
79–81, 97). The 2000 coup, backed by businessman George Speight 
and similarly represented as motivated by fears of Indo-Fijian political 
influence, was unsuccessful and led to the peculiar situation of parliament 
being dissolved and then reinstituted by the High Court (Fraenkel and 
Firth 2009b: 453; Lal 2002). The 2006 coup—the ‘coup to end all coups’ 
(Fraenkel and Firth 2009a: 4)—was described by its leaders as intended 
to unite a divided nation (p. 7). Though the role of ethnic tensions should 
not be understated and continues to be acknowledged by scholars as an 
underlying cause of unrest (Tarte 2009), studies by scholars such as 
Fijian sociologist Vijay Naidu (2013) and development historian Robbie 
Robertson (2012) suggest that issues of land rights, economic opportunity 
and political power were more salient factors.

Solomon Islands was the site of civil conflict between 1998 and 2003, 
which is known locally as ‘the Tensions’ (Bennett 2002; Liloqula 2000; 
Vella 2014). The conflict required foreign security and governance 
intervention to stabilise the country (Dinnen 2012). Similar to the first 
three coups d’état in Fiji, the cause of the conflict in Solomon Islands 

3  iTaukei is the term used for all ethnically indigenous Fijians, other than those from the island 
of Rotuma. Usage of the term ‘Indo-Fijian’ to refer to Fijians of Indian ethnicity is employed in 
this book to reflect its common usage by people of all ethnicities in Fiji. With continuing social 
and political discussions regarding who can and should be able to refer to themselves as ‘Fijian’ 
(for example, Lal 2016: 74; Narsey 2012), this should not be read as a commentary of my personal 
beliefs regarding this debate. To avoid confusion, ‘Fijian’ is used in this book to represent all Fijians 
regardless of ethnicity, ‘Indo-Fijian’ to represent Fijians of Indian ethnic descent, and ‘iTaukei’ to refer 
to indigenous Fijians.
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appears on the surface to have been ethnic friction between the Guale of 
Guadalcanal island4—which is home to the nation’s parliament and major 
trading industries—and the Malaitans of Malaita, who have migrated to 
Guadalcanal in large numbers since the end of World War II. Ostensibly 
sparked by a document produced by the Guadalcanal Revolutionary 
Army in 1988 and again in 1999, ‘Demands by the Bona Fide and 
Indigenous People of Guadalcanal’, the conflict has been positioned by 
numerous scholars as rooted more precisely in issues of poor livelihood 
opportunities, land rights and concerns about institutional legitimacy 
(Allen 2005; Hameiri 2007; Kabutaulaka 2001; Wainwright 2003). 
Though I do not offer a thorough evaluation of the Tensions (see Allen 
2013; Hameiri 2007; Wainwright 2003), the role of youth during and 
after the conflict needs to be addressed. As a vulnerable population at 
the time of the Tensions and the generation whose formative years were 
most shaped by the conflict, these youth have experienced acute personal 
suffering and have been subjected to the effects of the erosion of social 
capital. Evaluations of the conflict—including by the official Solomon 
Islands Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2012)—have found 
that young people’s role in the conflict was significant and they were 
overrepresented as both victims and perpetrators (Noble et al. 2011).

Significant differences between the two nations also need to be noted. 
With reference to their conflicts, Fiji’s have been far less violent and its 
politics since gaining independence in 1970 has been marked by strong 
political parties (Fraenkel 2015; Madraiwiwi 2015; Ravuvu 1991: 74). 
Solomon Islands politics has been more fragmented, relying on loose 
coalitions to form and maintain government (Alasia 1997; Firth 2018; 
Wood 2014).

Beyond these measures, greater developmental differences are present 
across the two states. Fiji, for example, is considered by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP 2020) to experience high human 
development according to the Human Development Index (HDI), 
while Solomon Islands is the lowest-ranked of all countries assessed as 
experiencing medium human development by this measure. The most 
recently published HDI table ranks Fiji 93 of 189 countries, with Solomon 
Islands ranked 151—ranking four places above Papua New Guinea to 

4  Guale is the term used for all indigenous people of the island of Guadalcanal; Malaitans refers to 
all indigenous people of the island of Malaita. Each island is home to multiple ethnolinguistic groups 
(Reilly 2004).
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be the second-least developed country in Oceania (UNDP 2020). Fiji 
is the regional hub for most development and multilateral organisations 
(Schmaljohann and Prizzon 2014: 6) and a site of considerably more 
international trade and diplomacy than Solomon Islands. Fiji’s greater 
connection to global markets is also evident in its annual tourist numbers 
compared with Solomon Islands; they attracted 792,230 and 23,192 
foreign visitors in 2016, respectively (SPTO 2017: 6). Further differences 
include the cultural diversity within each country, with Fiji’s multiethnic 
population mainly comprising those who identify as iTaukei and as Indo-
Fijian,5 while in Solomon Islands, the diversity of indigenous cultures 
represents considerably more linguistic and kinship identities (Firth 
2018: 3).

As well as recognising differences between Fiji and Solomon Islands, 
it is important to acknowledge differences within each country, 
particularly those marking urban and rural locations. Looking at 
multiple sites in multiple countries minimises the risks associated with 
what Pacific historian Kerry Howe referred to as ‘monographic myopia’. 
Howe’s (1979: 81) primary concern regarded the lack of relativity and 
connectedness in much academic writing on Pacific history that has led to 
our knowing ‘more and more about less and less’ because of research being 
conducted in very localised contexts. By looking at the issues of youth 
livelihoods and development across multiple communities, I hope to 
avoid the risk not only of the research being too location-specific, but also 
of what I see as an equal threat: the conflation of information from one 
Pacific site as being representative of all Pacific locations and cultures—
something expressed by anthropologist Michael Herzfeld (2001: 18) as 
the ‘myth of the homogenous Other’. In this way, I seek to highlight the 
heterogeneity of experiences across and within Fiji, Solomon Islands and 
other Pacific locations.

The heterogeneity of youth experiences is explored in this book through 
engaging the perspectives of a wide range of young people and those who 
work with them. The voices consulted and represented in this book include 
youth activists and advocates with varied backgrounds and interests 
according to indicators of age, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, education and 
disability, among others. Focus groups with youth and village communities 

5  Fiji’s ethnic population was recorded as 57 per cent iTaukei, 37 per cent Indo-Fijian and 
6 per cent ‘other’ in the 2007 census (FBoS 2021a). Figures regarding ethnic demographics were not 
released following the 2017 census—to some controversy (Narayan 2018).
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also occurred in urban, peri-urban and rural settings in each country. Most 
discussion relates to data drawn from fieldwork in Fiji—due to my previous 
experiences working and living in the country, as well as its position as 
the regional development hub, making it a more appropriate space in 
which to engage in discussions about regional issues with professionals 
working in multilateral organisations. This is complemented, compared 
and contrasted with data gathered in Solomon Islands, which at times 
magnify differences between the states, at others indicate similarity and, 
importantly, provide insight into similarities and differences across both 
countries according to demographic and geographical indicators. That is, 
sometimes the two sites offer broad similarities and differences from one 
another, but sometimes the experiences of young people living in rural 
areas of each country may have more alignment than with the experiences 
of urban youth in their respective countries. The value of investigating 
a multiplicity of perspectives was captured by Kris Prasad, an activist 
for LGBTIQ+6 rights from Fiji, who said to me: ‘If we just look at the 
mainstream and not the margins, we’re not going to get anywhere.’

The inclusion of diverse voices is also an attempt to mitigate as best as 
possible my limitations as an outsider. Having experience working with 
and alongside Fijian youth of various ethnicities,7 education levels and 
life experiences, I was exposed to different responses to and forms of 
engagement with my position as a white kai valagi,8 including situations 
where my own biases were highlighted and exposed. My history of 
living and working in Fiji reinforced my theoretical knowledge of the 
principles of research based in participant-observation and exposure to 
practical limitations as, prior to commencing research, I had already lived 
the experiences that anthropologist Ray Madden outlines as central to 
ethnography:

It is a practice which values the idea that to know other humans 
the ethnographer must do as others do, live with others, eat, work 
and experience the same daily patterns as others. (2017: 16)

6  LGBTIQ+ represents Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer, and others who do 
not identify as heterosexual and/or cisgender.
7  iTaukei, Indo-Fijian, Fijians of European and Chinese descent and kai loma (Fijians of mixed 
descent/ethnicity).
8  Fijian, meaning ‘foreigner’.
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Advancing my own reflexive ethnographic experience, this book 
champions the experiences and knowledge of my informants. Although 
the findings discussed are my interpretations of the information provided 
to me through interviews, focus groups and participant-observation, I am 
explicitly aware that this knowledge has been co-created alongside those 
I  engaged as research informants as well as innumerable contacts who 
have shaped my understanding of the livelihood and development issues 
facing the Fijian and Solomon Islander youth represented in these pages. 
The work presented intends to represent the experiences and expectations 
of youthhood in Fiji and Solomon Islands from those who work with 
and for these young people, including youth themselves. This is why my 
research primarily engages with the voices of youth activists and advocates.

The research approach
Most of the discussion within this book was produced during my PhD 
candidature at La Trobe University from 2014 to 2018. Fieldwork was 
conducted during two periods in 2015. From March through May of 
that year, inclusive, I was based in Suva, with travel around the greater 
metropolitan area and into the highlands of Naitasiri. For six weeks 
during July and August, I was based in Honiara, with travel extending to 
the Visale region. That I spent a greater amount of time in Fiji, both for 
fieldwork and for employment (prior to, during and following the formal 
research period), is reflected in the contents. As much as I am aware that 
the ethnographic detail in this book is much more robust in relation to 
Fiji than to Solomon Islands—and as much as I sincerely wish it was 
more balanced—I am heartened to know of multiple emerging scholars 
focusing on the experiences of young Solomon Islanders whose work will 
fill this gap in coming years (see Evans 2019; Oakeshott 2021; Ride 2019). 
The experiences and evidence of Fijian youth activists and advocates are 
complemented with information received in Solomon Islands and with 
reference to the wider Oceania region through informants whose work 
has a broader regional focus.

I conducted 37 interviews with a total of 43 informants. In Fiji, 
I  interviewed 28 people in 23 discrete interviews, with two interviews 
involving two informants and one involving four. In Solomon Islands, 
I interviewed 15 people in 14 discrete interviews, with only one involving 
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multiple people. My interviews were focused on activist youth and 
professionals working in sectors relevant to youth livelihoods, leadership 
and civic engagement.

The informants interviewed were drawn from a wide range of areas of 
expertise. The cross-section of those with whom I consulted included 
academics, bureaucrats, civil society actors and activists, disability workers, 
economists, multilateral development program staff, NGO staff, religious 
leaders, youth activists and youth group representatives, with multiple 
informants representing multiple roles. Informants have consented to all 
quotations attributed to them. References to their employment or work 
in civil society are accurate as at the time of data collection. Informants 
are referred to by their first names throughout the book to delineate 
informant responses from the literature as several informants have also 
published material relevant to the research.

The informants quoted should not be read as representative of all those 
in their area of expertise or demographic. Though they were engaged as 
experts, their responses must be understood as representing their individual 
experiences. My rationale for engaging with people representing broad 
communities and interests was affirmed by several informants, particularly 
those from communities that are regularly excluded from discussions of 
mainstream approaches to social issues yet who have experience in research 
and development programming related specifically to the interest group 
they represented.

Prior to each interview, I emailed participants a list of themes about which 
I was interested in speaking. I opened interviews with a variation of the 
question, ‘What is the current state of youth in X location?’ according 
to the specific demographic being discussed. Once the interviews began, 
I was guided by the informants as to the information they thought was 
relevant, only occasionally guiding the discussion if I felt it had moved 
significantly from the core issues of youth, livelihood and development 
issues. Only one informant wished not to have their thoughts officially 
audio recorded, or their name attached to their statements. This informant 
did, however, clarify that they wished to speak about the issues affecting 
their community and have their experiences inform and be represented in 
the research findings.



9

INTRODUCTION

Focus groups were also undertaken with seven discrete communities—
four in Fiji and three in Solomon Islands. In each country, one urban, 
one peri-urban and one rural community were selected to discuss 
livelihood and development issues as experienced and understood by 
their young people. Each focus group lasted approximately two hours 
during daytrips to the sites, with the peri-urban and rural communities 
each visited twice at intervals at least one week apart. These focus groups 
primarily engaged local youth, only allowing adults into the space to 
be informed of the purpose of the research and segregating youth and 
adults when communities requested adults be allowed to contribute to the 
conversations. An extra focus group was conducted in Fiji with a work-
based collective, the Suva Crime-Free Wheelbarrow Association.

All focus groups were conducted in a combination of English and local 
languages (Fijian/Vosa Vakaviti9 in Fiji and Solomon Islands Pijin10 in 
Solomon Islands) with support from local research assistants. The initial 
intention was to run the consultations in a manner akin to talanoa or 
tok stori, which is designed to replicate loosely structured conversations 
that are commonplace in communities throughout both countries 
(Burns McGrath and Ka`ili 2010; Halapua 2000, 2013; Sanga et al. 
2018; Tagicakiverata and Nilan 2018; Vaioleti 2006). Although I had an 
initial list of questions to guide the discussions, the focus groups were 
designed to be quite iterative and responsive to the wishes of the youth 
communities and how they wished to engage. Instead, all communities 
except the Suva Crime-Free Wheelbarrow Association requested that they 
respond to my questions using butcher’s paper I provided, engaging in 
limited discussion to elaborate on their written responses. Community 
definitions of youth, discussed below, proved interesting, though it was 
the discussion of examples of youth leadership that was particularly 
insightful (covered in Chapter Four). I was also particularly entertained 
by the honest response from a group of young men from the peri-urban 
Fijian community I consulted, who wrote that alongside completing 
household chores, engaging in informal economic activities and playing, 
their days were marked by a practice to ‘roam around aimlessly looking 
for girls’.

9  Fiji is home to hundreds of dialects (Geraghty 1983). The most widely recognised indigenous 
language is based on that of the high chiefly island of Bau (Geraghty 2005).
10  The lingua franca of Solomon Islands.
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The focus groups held with urban communities provided opportunities 
to see how other communities worked in different contexts. For the 
urban Fijian community, a lengthy talanoa was held that incorporated 
both youth and adults alike. All the youth in this group were aged at least 
18 years and kava was consumed during the process. This conversation 
was highly enlightening for understanding the livelihood struggles this 
community faced, but there was minimal input from young people and 
discussion regularly strayed from youth-specific issues.

The urban group I engaged in Solomon Islands operated differently from 
all other communities consulted. The group was based at a church in 
central Honiara and met weekly to discuss social justice and religious 
matters. Led by John Firibo, a young Solomon Islander whom I later 
interviewed and whose thoughts are represented at times in this book, this 
group chose to respond to the questions using butcher’s paper, as did their 
peers in the focus groups. This group, however, engaged in deep discussion 
with one another, without the need for facilitation, and elaborated to me 
on the answers they provided on paper.

The focus group with the Suva Crime-Free Wheelbarrow Association arose 
as a response to an interview conducted with a Fijian youth development 
activist, Usaia Moli. He informed me of the existence of the association 
and the work they were doing to act collectively to improve the livelihoods 
of ‘bara boys’—informal wheelbarrow porters in and around the central 
Suva marketplace whose livelihoods are precarious and who hold little 
social status. Most bara boys are young men, many of whom are or have 
been street-frequenters. I chose to meet with them to hear their stories of 
self-driven collective action. This discussion is captured in a case study 
presented in Chapter Three.

As with my informant interviews, in the focus groups, I intended to gather 
information from a wide range of young people in these communities. 
Despite attempts to engage Indo-Fijians—particularly in the peri-urban 
settlement where a significant community existed—I was unable to engage 
representatives in any of the communities I consulted. Multiple Indo-
Fijian interviewees explained to me that Indo-Fijian communities were 
less inclined to be involved in social research projects than other ethnic 
groups and that the voice of young Indo-Fijian women is particularly 
difficult to engage. This is a problem that has been experienced by others. 
Barrington et al. (2016: 92), writing of their experience working with 
communities on participatory projects related to water, sanitation and 
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hygiene, said: ‘In Fiji, we struggled to engage community members of 
Indo-Fijian ethnicity.’ Urban geographer Luke Kiddle (2011) suggests this 
may be a hangover effect from Indo-Fijian indentured labour practices 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He posits that the 
physical isolation that came from living and working on large tracts of 
land as individuals and families both limited informal contact between 
Indo-Fijians and iTaukei and emboldened concepts of individual identity 
within Indo-Fijian communities, in contrast to the sociocentrism of 
iTaukei mataqali (clan, landowning unit) (Kiddle 2011: 53).

With this in mind, it is important to recognise that the experiences 
captured in this book do not reflect the universal experiences of all Fijian 
and Solomon Islander youth. Drawing on concepts for the teaching and 
understanding of Oceanic cultures by Pacific studies scholar Teresia Teaiwa 
(2005), the information in this book should be read as an interpretation 
of knowledge collected during the research process. What I hope emerges 
in these pages is a picture of the diversity of ways in which young people 
in Fiji, Solomon Islands and throughout the Great Ocean States of the 
Pacific experience issues related to their livelihoods, leadership and civic 
engagement.

An outline of the themes explored
In this book, I explore the impacts of complex and intersecting cultural, 
structural and institutional stimuli on youth livelihoods, leadership and 
civic engagement from multiple angles to provide a holistic understanding 
of the challenges and opportunities faced by youth in Fiji, Solomon 
Islands and the wider Pacific. I commence with framings that situate 
the text. These explore definitions of youthhood, the contemporary 
resonance of studying Pacific youth during this period when the region 
is experiencing a ‘youth bulge’ and my theoretical conceptualisation of 
development at individual and collective levels. This is followed by an 
analysis of the formal education systems of Fiji and Solomon Islands in 
Chapter Two, with significant overlap in the discussion about the real 
and desired livelihood opportunities for young people that occurs in the 
exploration of employment realities in Chapter Three.

Chapter Four moves away from formal pathways and indicators of good 
citizenship, investigating how young Fijians and Solomon Islanders 
are expected to engage as social citizens. I explore these ideas further 



YOUTH IN FIJI AND SOLOMON ISLANDS

12

through case studies of positive deviance (Hummelbrunner and Jones 
2013) in Chapter Five, looking at examples of young people creating 
new opportunities to be critically engaged citizens in prosocial ways. 
This is followed in Chapter Six with a discussion of the challenges of 
maintaining  and reimagining cultural values and traditions in an 
ever-globalising world.

I conclude by drawing these discussions together not only to demonstrate 
that Pacific youth should be seen both as partners for today and as leaders 
of tomorrow, but also to highlight that, in many ways, they already are.



This text is taken from Youth in Fiji and Solomon Islands: Livelihoods, 
Leadership and Civic Engagement, by Aidan Craney, published 2022, 
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