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Six

chance Hai  

on the hustings, 1999 and 2006

It has been a hard day on the campaign trail. We began early to reach the 
remote, rural sugarcane village of Daku in north Vanua Levu at around ten. 
The meandering road is a monstrosity, full of boulders and huge potholes 

as we bump along in a crowded jeep. Nothing much has changed in these parts 
since I left Labasa thirty years ago: the same sprawling cane fields now slowly 
creeping up the mountain slopes in the distance, rusting iron roof tops barely 
visible above the cane top, cows and goats grazing among overgrown grass by the 
roadside, men on cycles or horseback going about their business.

We arrive an hour later to find about a hundred men sitting on wooden 
benches in the school verandah, smoking, drinking yaqona, talking. These are 
simple rural folk, prematurely aged sons of the soil with furrowed sunburnt faces 
and skin cracked by excessive kava drinking. I grew up among them; I recognize 
some people in the crowd as my distant relatives whom I haven’t seen for decades. 
They approach me, introduce themselves, and shake my hand with both of theirs 
as a gesture of respect. We move inside. People stub their cigarettes, have one 
last bowl of yaqona, clear their throats and follow us, sitting at their children’s or 
grandchildren’s desks.

The meeting starts with the party prayer about unity and peace. Then the 
speeches begin. The points have been well rehearsed and presented with practised 
ease. The party’s strength and achievements are contrasted with the alleged 
weaknesses of the opponents.’ Subtlety and truth, I quickly realize, are among 
the first casualties of an election campaign. The crowd is attentive and respectful 
and in awe of some of the candidates with big degrees from the land of the 
sahibs in subjects they have never heard of. Such as economics. Supporters of the 
opposing camp are at the back of the room listening intently, noting points they 
will refute and rubbish in their own meetings. Some of the older men watch the 
speakers with a wry smile; they have heard many such speeches full of fire and 
promise before.
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Things have gone well, the candidates say over grog later. The planted 
questions—such are the tricks of the campaign trade—are fielded with flair. 
We leave the school for lunch around 3 at the home of the party’s local branch 
president. Key supporters have also been invited. We sit on a paal (mat of stitched 
rough sack covers) on the cold cement verandah of the shop. The candidates seek 
advice, plant ideas, and promise to return. Families of opponents are identified 
and will be flooded with propaganda in the weeks ahead, cajoled and coerced 
into coming on board. Lunch, which we eat in a dimly lit kitchen, is delicious 
piping hot fish and free-ranging chicken curry. Women who have prepared the 
meal are behind the curtain in the adjacent room. Cultural protocol in rural areas 
even now demands that women maintain a discreet distance from strangers. A 
boy keeps piling our plates with food until we can eat no more. Such touching 
generosity, such loyalty to the party (or whatever).

We leave for another meeting in town on full stomach and fuller bladder. The 
thought of sitting through another set of thoroughly rehearsed speeches drains 
the spirit. The local candidate, recently retired from civil service and novice at 
politics, assures us of a good turn out. Only a dozen or so old men turn up. The 
speakers go through the tired routine. A local doctor, defeated in one of the 
previous elections, approaches me: he was my father’s physician. Why wasn’t he 
standing, I ask him. The voters are treacherous bastards, he says loudly. They 
will drink your yaqona, eat your pulau and vote for someone else. The doctor 
is drunk, embittered. Stand for elections? I can’t even get this to stand, he says 
grabbing his crotch with both his hands, a cigarette dangling from his lips. I 
move on to mingle with others.

The meeting finishes around ten as we head for dinner at a candidate’s place 
in a small rented and still incomplete ground flat in a nearby suburb. Yaqona is 
served, but I have had enough. Miraculously, a bottle of local gin appears. It is 
rough but effective—and much needed. People review the day and prepare for 
the next. There is much banter and relaxed idle talk. One candidate with poor 
English looks worried. When pressed, he turns to me and asks, ‘Doc, tell us 
how to penetrate the women folk.’ He was anxious about the absence of women 
from the rallies; hardly any had turned up at meetings that day. I gulp my drink 
and burst out laughing. Others join in, even the speaker after he realizes his 
faux pas. But he had intended a serious point. Women in rural are house-bound, 
often unlettered and unversed in matters beyond the family and the village, and 
completely dominated by men. Yet they will all vote—voting is compulsory—
and each vote counts. But politics here is a man’s game.

More meetings, more speeches, more irregular hours, more greasy food and 
bladder bursting marathon yaqona sessions, and endless cups of sweet syrupy 
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tea in the days and weeks ahead. Each new audience will demand to see the 
candidates in person. No matter how exhausted, the candidates will dig deep, 
fake seriousness and make points they have made a thousand times before as 
if they were saying it for the first time. It is a gruelling experience like none 
other. I marvel at the madness as well as the majesty of democracy in action 
as I travel around the country. I feel strangely enthralled to see a new political 
culture emerging under a constitution based in large part on the report of the 
Fiji Constitution Review Commission, of which I was a member. Fiji is back in 
the Commonwealth and once more receptive to the principles of representative 
democracy and international human rights conventions. It is good to see the 
country moving in the right direction once again.

From coup to constitutionalism within a decade is not a journey many 
coup-scared nations have managed to undertake successfully. Fiji’s political 
transformation is remarkable. So, too, is the transformation of its political leaders. 
Sitiveni Rabuka, the coup maker of 1987, is fighting the election alongside Jai Ram 
Reddy, the Indo-Fijian leader most hated by the supporters of the coup, seen as 
the evil genius behind Dr Bavadra’s victory. Labour leader Mahendra Chaudhry’s 
coalition partners include the Fijian Association Party whose candidate he had 
refused to support for Prime Minister in 1992, lending his numbers instead 
to Rabuka, whom Reddy had opposed. Fate, history and circumstance have 
combined to produce this strange permutation unimaginable only a few years ago.

Preparations for the elections begin soon after the promulgation of the 
constitution in July 1997. Twenty one parties and nearly three hundred candidates 
are vying for the 71 seats in parliament. But the main contest is between two 
coalitions, one led by the Labour Party under Mahendra Chaudhry and the 
other led by Sitiveni Rabuka and Jai Ram Reddy. The others are minor parties, 
ephemeral, some with such improbable, entertaining names as Multiracial 
Dynamic Party, Coin Party, the Party of Truth. Their presence frustrates the 
main players, but it is the way of the future. Democracy—once dubbed demon-
crazy by nationalist Fijians—is alive and well in Fiji.

The campaign has a carnival atmosphere, free of the racial tensions and 
hostilities of the past. One candidate’s approach captures the mood. He has 
written his campaign slogan in bold letters on a white cloth wrapped around 
a dozen cows grazing in scorching sun along the Queen’s Highway. ‘It’s Time 
for a Change,’ the slogan says. ‘No Bull.’ Poor cows! All major leaders are 
committed multiracialists, which has dampened extremist rhetoric. They have 
gone through a lot together in the constitution review, and the cross-cultural 
friendships are evident on the hustings. But inter-coalition rhetoric heats up as 
the campaign progresses.
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Rabuka’s record is ridiculed by his opponents who recite a long and dreary 
list of failed enterprises, scandals, abuse of office and arrogance of power. Labour 
has rehearsed its lines well: its message is sharp, focused, simple. Rabuka has to 
go, and with him his partner Reddy. Fijians regard the SVT leader as a man who 
has overreached his culturally-sanctioned authority and station: he is not duly 
deferential to his chiefs. Adding insult to chiefly injury, Rabuka, a commoner, 
claims achieved chiefly status for himself for his accomplishments, as his forebears 
did in pre-colonial Melanesian Fiji. Moralizing opponents point to the prime 
minister’s rampant Bill Clinton-style philandering. A local newspaper headlines: ‘I 
am not Kama Sutra, says Rabuka,’ reporting an escapade that allegedly took place 
at the local golf course. The publication is timed for maximum embarrassment-- 
on Easter Friday. But Rabuka escapes serious electoral damage; bed-hopping is a 
common enough past time in Suva these days. A cabinet minister says to me only 
partly in jest, ‘How come he gets all the luck!’

Criticism of Rabuka is relentless, unforgiving, hurtful. It is as if he is fair 
game. No other public figure in living memory has been so ridiculed. But some 
of the criticism is hypocritical. Christian Democratic Alliance leader, Poseci 
Bune, until recently a public servant and Fiji’s Permanent Representative to 
the United Nations, accuses Rabuka of corruption, but he himself is the only 
Permanent Secretary so far to have been investigated for misuse of office. Other 
opponents, now self-styled champions of multiracialism—Viliame Gonelevu, 
Apisai Tora—are singled out by Rabuka as his coup-making associates, pricking 
their politically expedient balloons. Some cannot forgive Rabuka for his past 
sins, for staging the coup which he insists he did not carry out alone, and for 
which he asks forgiveness. He was the fall guy who refused to fall, he tells a 
meeting at the Girmit Centre in Lautoka. Others condemn him for embracing 
the creed of multiculturalism and betraying the aims of Fijian nationalism. 

But if not Rabuka for prime minister then who, ask his supporters and the 
National Federation Party, which presents him to sceptical Indian audiences 
as the leader best equipped to take the country into the next millennium. By 
contrast, Fijian Association’s Adi Kuini Bavadra, the re-married widow of the 
founding Labour leader Timoci Bavadra is unwell, untested and erratic. Apisai 
Tora is a serial, record-holding party swapper, having belonged to virtually every 
party in Fiji in a career spanning four decades; and Labour’s intellectualising 
Tupeni Baba is new to politics and considered a lightweight. Rabuka stands 
above them all, his supporters argue: a transformed man, a true messiah of 
multiracialism.

Each party has prepared a manifesto, carried over the air and in the local 
dailies. But they are not taken seriously. These are things parties have to have, 
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formalities of a campaign. Manifestos are forgotten the moment voting begins, 
a veteran politician says to me. Most voters, cynical through experience, agree. 
The real issue in rural areas are not about high principles but about roads, 
bridges, water supply, better hospitals, the price of bread, about how many times 
a politician has visited the area, attended funerals and marriages and donated 
to local charities. ‘You cannot eat a constitution’, a man says to me. ‘Anyway, 
what has the constitution done for me,’ he asks a candidate preaching its virtues.  
I know how he will vote.

The campaigns have changed in character over the last three decades. In the 
1960s, major speeches were given at a few strategic places—in theatres, public 
parks and school compounds. They were grand affairs. Hired musicians sang 
specially composed songs extolling the party and its leaders. People travelled miles 
and waited for hours to listen to candidates. A rally was a major event in the village 
social calendar. But things have changed. Now, village pocket meetings and 
intense small group discussions with key individuals are the norm. What is said 
in these small gatherings, what propaganda and distortion go on, no one knows. 
Sometimes, major speeches are taped and distributed across the country, which is a 
godsend to novices who repeat them parrot-fashion without fully comprehending 
their content. Advertisements on air and on television have started, but the pocket 
meetings remain the major innovation and the prime focus.

Voters have become demanding. They are cynical about big promises, and 
no longer impressed by big names. They want to see people like themselves 
in parliament, not high-fee lawyers and smooth-talking political salesmen. 
‘Campaigning is a demeaning experience,’ one candidate says to me. Voters 
have short memory, they are ignorant about larger issues, selfish and ungrateful. 
They seek the path of least resistance. In Labasa, people at a rally demand food 
and drink. One of the dailies reported them as saying ‘If they cannot provide 
refreshment now like other parties are doing, then what will they give us when we 
vote them into parliament.’ Voters can be deceptive as well. A Labour strategist 
tells his supporters to pluck coconuts (Labour symbol) by climbing the branches 
of the mango tree (Federation symbol). Translation: drink your opponents’ 
yaqona, eat their food, go through their sheds but vote for Labour. It is effective 
advice, as many candidates later discover to their cost. Demeaning it might be 
for candidates, but voters are smarter than most people think.

Campaigns are serious business, but they are also about theatre. People want 
information as well as entertainment. Politicians know this, and the good ones are 
good actors. In the Yasawas, a predominantly Fijian constituency, Ratu Eteuate 
Tavai describes the mercurial character of his opponent Apisai Tora by invoking 
the image of cooking roti—Indian leavened bread. First you flip the bread on one 
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side, then the other. Flip flop, flip flop: that was Tora. The audience roars with 
laughter; there is no need after that to say more about Tora’s party. In Nadi, a 
candidate talks animatedly about all the things his party would do for the people 
if he got elected. He would get schools and hospitals built, scholarships for school 
children arranged, roads repaired, bridges built. All this is too much for a man 
who has heard big promises before. ‘Bhaiya [brother], what’s the use of a bridge 
when we have no river here?’ he asks. The candidate says without blinking, ‘Well, 
in that case, I will have a river dug up as well.’

At a meeting in Ba, a candidate is grilled about his credentials to stand 
in the constituency. ‘You are from Labasa, your family lives in Australia, you 
work in Suva, and you are standing from Ba?’ a man asks. A fair point. The 
candidate, quick thinking, points to a prayer pole flying a red pennant. He asks 
the questioner if he believed in God. ‘Yes’ came the reply. ‘Have you ever seen 
Him?’ ‘No.’ ‘But you believe that God hears your prayers and answers your 
needs?’ ‘Certainly.’ The candidate closes the trap. ‘That is exactly right,’ he says. 
‘I am like that. You may not see me here but like God the Invisible, I will be 
looking after you where it really counts, in the corridors of parliament.’ Ripples 
of laughter sweep the crowd, drowning the larger point about representation and 
constituency accountability. In Lautoka, a candidate is attacking the leader of 
the opposing party for being too consistent and inflexible. Consistency, the man 
says, is not always a virtue. ‘Politics is like fishing. If you fail to catch anything 
here, you pull up your anchor and move to some place else. You keep shifting 
your anchor until you get what you want.’ The audience is rapt until an old 
man at the back pipes up, ‘How would you know, beta [son]. You don’t have any 
anchor at all.’ Such repartee.

Humour is a great campaign weapon, but it has to be used judiciously. 
It should not be used to debase debate or detract from the credibility of the 
candidate. Voters expect their candidates to be serious, to use sharp language 
when the occasion demands it. Name calling, character assassination, taunts, 
jibes all provide spicy grist for the rhetorical mill on the hustings. Usually, 
religion and culture and ethnicity are left alone; some things are still taboo in 
public. But people have found ways around them, especially in small pocket 
meetings with like-minded people. ‘Why another when you have your own’ is a 
code word to vote for a candidate who belongs to your sub-cultural or religious 
or ethnic group. It is a repeat of the campaign strategies of the 1950s which the 
Fiji-born used to keep people like AD Patel out of the Legislative Council. 

Fijian and Indo-Fijian campaign styles differ, which sometimes causes friction 
and confusion in the open seats. Fijian campaigns are a formal affair. Meetings 
are usually planned for late mid-morning. By then many a bowl of yaqona has 
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been drunk. Chiefs and other prominent people sit apart, at the head of the 
gathering. The conversation is subdued, punctured by occasional thigh-slapping 
laughter. When the speakers arrive, there is a hush, a slight shuffle of feet. Formal 
ceremonies invoking ancestral spirits and establishing clan genealogies, welcome 
them to the occasion. Yaqona flows, hands are clapped and speeches begin. The 
points are made in broad terms, the attacks on the Fijian opponents indirect so 
as not to offend their vanua. Voice is not raised: to speak loudly is un-chiefly 
behaviour. So while not much may be said, much is conveyed and discussed over 
numerous tanoa of yaqona late into the evening.

Indo-Fijian campaigns are influenced by the individualistic lifestyle of the 
community, and a long tradition of robust democratic debate. Meetings are full 
of personal attacks and aggressive verbal jousting. People expect—and get—
rousing, fiery rhetoric. Couplets from the scriptures and snippets of folk wisdom 
are used to underline points or close an argument. Much yaqona is drunk, but 
without ceremony or solemnity. Mixed Fijian—Indian meetings are restrained, 
good diplomacy triumphing over good argument. Sensitive issues are avoided or 
raised indirectly. Indians are concerned about the imminent expiry of leases on 
which generations of their families have grown. Fijian speakers assure them that 
everything will be resolved through dialogue and discussion. Precisely how and 
when is left alone. Indo-Fijians oppose plans to convert state land to native land. 
Fijians welcome the move for it was after all their land before the Europeans 
came. For Indo-Fijians state land is state property, to be used for the benefit of 
all, especially to re-settle displaced tenants. The divisions are smoothed by talk of 
racial tolerance, mutual understanding and national unity.

Fijians have long used regional, provincial and confederacy ties for political 
purposes to mobilize support or raise funds during elections. Indeed, the 
constitution provides for the election of twenty three Fijians from the provinces. 
Provincial sentiments, attachments, loyalties and connections are all effective 
campaign assets. Ties of blood and kinship matter. People of Lau say openly that 
they will vote only for the candidates loyal to the Tui Nayau household. That is 
why the otherwise liked and effective parliamentarian Viliame Cavuibati lost to 
novice Adi Koila Mara Nailatikau. Parties seek the blessings of leading chiefs 
in their provinces even though their actual influence has been diminishing in 
recent years. 

Among Ind0-Fijians, cultural and social divisions are not institutionalized. 
The indenture experience destroyed caste as the principle of social relationships. 
Caste was replaced by other categories of differentiation, such as religion (Hindu, 
Muslim, Arya Samaj, Sanatan, Shia and Sunni), and regional origins of the 
migrants in India (Gujarati, Panjabi, North Indian, South Indian). It was not 



86

i n t e r s e c t i o n s

good form to manipulate these divisions for political purposes openly, but the 
selection of candidates often reflected the composition of Indo-Fijian society. 
In this election, however, culture and religion are exploited as never before. The 
NFP is a party of the South Indians, Labour rallies are told. It is time to have a 
North Indian as leader of the community, which it is said, has always been led 
by outsiders: AD Patel, a Gujarati, Siddiq Koya, a Muslim, Reddy a Madrasi. It 
was time for a North Indian leader now. And that leader is Mahendra Chaudhry. 
I have no doubt that other groups use similar tactics to bolster support for 
candidates belonging to their communities. The tactic may have won a few votes, 
but at the expense of divisions which will take a generation to heal.

Parties pitch candidates from the same cultural community against each 
other wherever there is a large presence of a particular group. You cut steel with 
steel, a party strategist tells me. It is as simple as that. Some have it both ways, 
like a North Indian candidate in Nadi who is married to a South Indian woman: 
a bhaiya among North Indians and a, Anna among the Southerners. In Tavua, a 
Muslim Labour candidate is popular in the electorate. A sitting parliamentarian, 
a good community worker, he would be hard to dislodge. He goes to funerals 
and attends Ramayana recitals, where he makes small donations, as is appropriate 
to do. Ten dollar bills are common. He is winning friends. Some Hindus in 
the rival camp attempt to neutralize his appeal by concocting a totally false, 
malicious story. They told me this themselves. This Muslim candidate, they tell 
people, is laughing behind their backs, telling Muslims how cheap the Sanatanis 
were, their votes bought for just ten dollars. But justice prevailed; the Muslim 
candidate won by a landslide.

Rumour, innuendo, outright fabrications, unfounded assertions transformed 
into unassailable facts right before your eyes, deliberate deception, cutting 
corners and shading the truth, are all a feature of this campaign. Politics without 
principles is the sixth sin, Jai Ram Reddy says over and over again, quoting 
Mahatma Gandhi, frustrated that his message is neutralized by the opposition. 
But many even in his own party do not share this view. For them, politics is not 
about morality and principles, it is about winning. One candidate who studied 
the history of the Third Reich at university tells me of Goebbels’s advice about 
a lie repeated a thousand times acquiring an aura of truth. He is practising it in 
this campaign. It’s all politics, he tells me nonchalantly.

Voting is compulsory in Fiji, which annoys some and confuses others. There 
is a $50 fine for not voting. A man turns up at a meeting brandishing a fresh 
$50 note from the bank, saying that he would rather pay the fine than vote for 
the party in government. ‘Why,’ the candidate asks, perplexed. ‘Because this 
government has not done anything for the people: the roads are bad, there is 
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no piped water, no electricity,’ the man replies. The candidate says ‘Why waste 
money, why not vote for another party?’ ‘Can I do that?’ he asks. Another man 
asked his wife which party she would vote for. The one whose symbol is the tree, 
she says. The man thinks she would vote for the coconut tree, Labour symbol. 
But he wanted to be sure, so he returned after a few minutes and asked her which 
tree. ‘The mango tree, of course,’ she replied, for the NFP. The man said he would 
rather pay the fine than ‘allow’ his wife to vote for the ‘wrong party.’

Candidates have their own ears and eyes in the electorate, friends, confidants, 
hangers-on. Their influence varies depending on their proximity to the candidate. 
They make contacts, devise strategy, raise funds, act as sounding board. Some 
are prominent people in the community, either retired or of independent means, 
who accompany the candidates and party leaders to meetings. These advisers are 
a curious breed. Some are of course genuine but many desire public recognition 
and social prestige. They have their own interests. If their party wins, they will 
make their move, asking to be nominated to statutory bodies, endorsed for 
municipal council elections, appointed to rural advisory committees, selected 
as justices of peace and, in a few more ambitious cases, appointed to the Senate. 
There are agendas within agendas, personal ambitions carefully camouflaged 
behind party interests and platforms.

At long last, the campaign is coming to an end. The candidates are exhausted, 
hoarse. The early enthusiasm has given way to cynicism about people and politics, 
about the frustration of reducing everything to the lowest common denominator, 
about having to counteract mischievous lies spread about by their opponents.  
It is always the other side, never one’s own, which is trimming the truth, spreading 
malicious rumours. Campaigning together under intense pressure, and with 
so much at stake, has produced friction, criticism and disenchantment among 
candidates. The newcomers have been sizing each other up, forging alliances, 
assessing their future prospects and mapping out a route to rise to the top. But in 
a few rare instances, the campaign has also enhanced respect created friendships 
which will endure after the dust has settled.

The initial enthusiasm for the coalition arrangement has waned; campaign 
styles clash, tempers are frayed and disappointment aired to anyone who will 
listen. In Nadi, an Indo-Fijian open seat candidate complains bitterly about not 
being able to have direct access to the Fijian voters. She does not know how her 
Fijian voters view her. Her only contact is indirect, through a chiefly intermediary, 
a yaqona crazed man who assures her that all the votes are in the bag. He was 
wrong. ‘I wish we were not in coalition with these fellows,’ she says with resigned 
anger, but it is too late. Throughout Viti Levu, Indo-Fijian candidates and parties 
are complaining about how Fijians have approached the campaign. The NFP 
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feels that the SVT is not pulling its weight behind the coalition, and Labour is 
bitter about Apisai Tora. ‘Everything is set,’ a Fijian campaigner tells a clearly 
anxious Indian candidate, which makes him panic even more. There is urgency, 
anxiety and the desire to make the last minute effort on the one side, and a 
relaxed, she- will- be- alright, we- will- get- there attitude on the other. There 
are reports of landlords threatening their tenants. In Sabeto, one threatens her 
Indo-Fijian tenants with eviction if they do not go through her shed and vote 
for her party. The tenants go through her shed alright, but vote Labour whose 
candidate defeats the party leader Tora. It is treachery, you might say, but it is 
sweet treachery: the revenge of the weak and helpless against the threats of the 
rich and powerful.     

The last few days of the campaign are like the last leg of writing a thesis.  
All the ideas have been canvassed, research completed, points made. It is now 
about getting the niggly details right, the footnotes checked, the glossary 
prepared. It is the same with campaigns. In the last week, thought shifts 
from speeches to practicalities of getting voters to the booth. Sheds have to 
be erected, trusted people hired to man the polling booths, scan the rolls and 
issue registration numbers to voters. Food has to be prepared for the campaign 
workers. Usually it is vegetable pulau and tomato chutney, neutral fare for both 
Hindus and Muslims. Vehicles have to be hired and reliable drivers secured to 
get the voters. When voting was made compulsory, party leaders hoped that they 
would not have to get people to the polling booth, but in reality, things do not 
work that way. Voters are used to being transported to the booths, and they will 
have it no other way. Nothing can be done about this: the voter owns the vote. 
Names of people who have already voted are crossed out, vehicles sent to new 
locations. Party workers look anxiously at each others’ sheds to estimate the size 
of the crowd to see how well they are doing. Rough and ready estimates float 
around. ‘It is fifty-fifty around here,’ people say, it is touch and go. That means 
it is desperation time.

Voting is spread over a long and exhausting week full of confusion, anxiety, 
doubt, fluctuating fortunes. Candidates watch and wait—and await the peoples’ 
verdict. It is a sight to see: a politician, helpless, lost for words, waiting. Some 
glow with optimism, some know they are gone, most are on auto-pilot. Long 
queues form outside the polling booths, people waiting for hours in the scorching 
sun as counting officials deal with administrative cock-ups. In a few hours the 
candidates will know whether they will go to parliament or rue their loss and 
await another turn five years away, or leave politics altogether.

I carry with me a collage of images, a cacophony of speeches and a blur 
of faces as I leave the campaign trail. As I write this in my wintry Canberra 
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office, I recall the sight and smell of simple food cooked in huge aluminium 
pots on open fires. I remember a candidate offering me sumptuous pulau and 
apologizing for lack of chairs and tables, saying ‘Doc, please don’t mind. Eat like 
a scavenger. After all we live like scavengers.’ His own prosperity was protruding 
prominently. I remember a jovial rolly-polly chief in Nadroga welcoming me 
in Hindi, asking one of the men to serve me yaqona. Chalao sale ke, serve the 
bugger (the drink, not me!), talo mada. Ham hiyan ke raja baitho, he says to much 
laughter and applause. I am the king of this place. I remember a toothless almost 
blind Fijian man in Nabila welcoming Jai Ram Reddy with old farcical songs 
in Hindi and Tamil, accompanied by an Indian man making dhamak, dhamak 
drumming music with his mouth. I have never seen Jai Ram laugh so heartily 
as he did that day. I remember a man in Tau approaching him crouching in 
respect, saying Prabhu ke Jai,’ ‘Hail to the Lord! I remember a young Fijian man 
with Rastafarian gait and matted hair wearing a tee-shirt proclaiming a hand 
written slogan: ‘1999 General Erection.’ I remember a candidate praising Sitiveni 
Rabuka as a well trained draught bull who did not need to be broken, unlike his 
opponents. I remember... 

I rejoice at the triumph of democracy in Fiji, despite all the tensions and 
frustrations and misunderstandings and mis-communications. I celebrate 
the majesty and the madness, the mayhem and the method, of democracy at 
work. I leave Fiji elated and grateful to be present at a decisive moments in 
its history.

campaign 2006
Balata, Dabota, Tagi Tagi, Garampani: these are distant, even vaguely exotic, 
names to this Labasa-born lad. They are, in fact, names of hauntingly beautiful 
places, evoking the sight, sound and smell of growing up in a rural settlement 
more than half a century ago. The same sprawling, rippling sea of cane fields, 
people going about their business on horseback or bicycle, weather-beaten faces 
of sons of the soil, their leathery skin cracked by excessive kava drinking. People 
show hospitality and humanity rural folk everywhere will recognize instantly. A 
hot cup of tea materializes quickly even in the poorest of homes, along with the 
invitation to stay over for a meal. These touching gestures remain with you long 
after you are gone.

I am travelling through western Viti Levu, trying to get some sense of what 
rural folk think about the election, the stories they might have to tell of what 
they have seen or heard. Everywhere I am greeted with respect and affection, 
even, or especially, by those who think mistakenly I am with the enemy, meaning 
the National Federation Party. At least you haven’t become independent, one 
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man says with a chuckle, a not too subtle reference to those, unable to secure 
a party ticket, who are standing as independents for one excuse or another. 
Astoundingly, in this election, the number of independents is over sixty. What 
impact they will have on the final outcome is causing concern to party strategists. 
(None, as it turned out in the end). 

In rural areas, the normal rhythm of life continues largely undisturbed by 
what is happening in the country at large. A few pocket meetings here and there, 
the occasional talk by a visiting politician or the local candidate, but little more 
than that. In urban areas, it is a different story. There, the campaign in its early 
stages is full of talk of betrayal and treacherous preferencing, about intimidation 
and fear and vote rigging. Both the SDL and Labour accuse NFP of reneging on 
preference deals, which the NFP vehemently denies but not to any great effect. 
The party recognizes its minority status, a far cry from its glorious days when it 
was the major party of the Indo-Fijian community. It gives its first preferences to 
Labour in predominantly Indo-Fijian areas and to the SDL in several winnable 
open seats in south-eastern Viti Levu. Labour accuses NFP sarcastically of not 
knowing whether it was ‘Arthur or Martha,’ that is, whether it was a party of 
and for the Indo-Fijians first and foremost or whether it had a multi-ethnic 
identity and aspirations, while the SDL uses NFP’s preference distribution to 
rally the Fijians behind it, telling them that both NFP and FLP were secretly 
consolidating Indo-Fijian support between them and that Fijians should do the 
same under its broad umbrella. Divide and rule is the name of the game, and all 
the parties know it: unite your own ethnic constituency and divide enough of 
your opponents to win. I find the charge of betrayal hollow.

I listen to the radio, religiously watch the evening news on television, buy 
and read all the newspapers. There are so many issues lurking in the background 
that desperately need to be discussed, but they aren’t. It is as if everyone is 
avoiding hard, controversial topics in the campaign. The Reconciliation Truth 
and Unity Bill is one of them. The government says it wants to use the Bill to 
bring closure to the painful events of 2000, but its opponents see it as a barely 
veiled attempt to grant amnesty to the coup plotters whose support SDL needs 
especially among the nationalist sections of the Fijian community. The fact 
that some (notably former vice President Ratu Jope Seniloli) are released from 
prison on Compulsory Supervision Order raises doubts and nurtures suspicion 
about the government’s true motives. There is massive objection to the Bill 
from community and non-government organizations. Petitions are sent in the 
hundreds and protest marches are organized, reminding me of the ‘Back to May’ 
movement against the May coup in 1987. The Fiji Military Forces commander, 
Fran Bainimarama, thunders ominously that the Bill will simply ‘not happen.’ 
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To emphasize his point and to remind the country of his authority, he joins five 
hundred of his fully armed men on a march through Suva the day parliament 
is dissolved. Bainimarama is angry, he says privately, because the government 
is not really in charge and the country is being run by two unelected men: Jioji 
Kotabalavu, the chief executive officer of the prime minister’s office, and Senator 
Qoriniasi Bale, the Attorney General. 

The country is deeply divided over the rift between the military and the 
government. There are some who applaud Bainimarama’s tough, no-nonsense 
approach. Labour Party president, Jokapeci Koroi, asked on television about her 
views on the army’s confrontational attitude to the government, says that she 
would have no qualms about the army overthrowing the Qarase government 
and putting Labour back in power to continue its ‘unfinished business.’ I am 
astounded by the utter brazenness of the statement from the head of a party 
which itself had been victim of the army’s intervention in 1987. Later, seeking 
to deflect the issue, she says she was quoted out of context, but I have seen the 
interview with my own eyes, and she was not mis-quoted. The government calls 
for her resignation, but the matter is not followed through. As the campaign 
progress, the issue quietly slips away. In many places, I hear Indo-Fijians actually 
supporting the army’s stance. As one person tells me, in Hindi, ‘We will take aim 
at them [meaning the SDL] by placing the gun on the shoulders of the soldiers.’ 
‘You need steel to cut steel,’ another says to me in a tone that I find somewhat 
disturbing. ‘The army is with us,’ Labour tells the electorate. There will be no 
coup. Don’t be afraid. Vote for us without fear.’ The message is repeated in pocket 
meeting after pocket meeting. It is effective in rallying wavering supporters to 
the party in the dying days of the campaign.

On the Fijian side, there is genuine discomfort about the army’s increasingly 
confronting statements. Many feel the army is overstepping its constitutionally 
defined role. In newspaper advertisements and on radio and television, Laisenia 
Qarase makes this point repeatedly. He wants the Supreme Court to rule on the 
proper constitutional position of the army in a Westminster type democracy. 
There are some who are calling for the government to discipline the commander 
and cannot fathom the government’s reluctance to move. But there is confusion 
about the proper procedure for this to happen. On the eve of the elections, 
the widely-admired Vice President, Ratu Joni Madraiwiwi, a high chief in 
his own right, convenes a meeting between Qarase and Bainimarama to cool 
the temperature of the public spat between them. A vaguely worded accord is 
negotiated, and there is a palpable sigh of relief in the country, hedged in by 
a foreboding sense that things could go wrong at any time. As the campaign 
concludes, the army’s strident intervention in the public arena has pushed many 
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Fijians to the SDL’s side. Ironically, the army has achieved a result it wanted to 
prevent in the first place: SDL’s increased popularity among Fijians.

In a radio interview, I am asked about the army’s antics. My view is clear, 
and directly opposite to the military’s which sees an increased role for itself in 
the public life of Fiji. ‘It is better to prevent the mess at the outset,’ one officer 
tells me, ‘than to be called in to clean it up after the event.’ Pakistan is cited as a 
model. I don’t think it is the army’s role to interpret the public’s will, I say. Its role 
should be to enforce the public will, not to interpret or pre-empt it. My words 
are published in the papers and for a brief moment, I wonder whether I should 
be so incautious in my public statements. ‘Watch out, doc,’ a Fijian nationalist 
candidate says to me at the Dolphins in Suva, slapping me playfully on the 
shoulder. But for a brief moment only: I have to be truthful to my convictions.

Another issue burning in the background is the expiry of agricultural leases 
under the Agricultural Landlord and Tenant Act. The leases began expiring in 
the late 1990s. Now there are thousands of farmers whose leases have not been 
renewed, who are uprooted and beginning new careers as casual labourers, small 
vegetable growers and domestic hands, crowding the already clotted Suva-Nausori 
corridor. I am told that in the Nasinu constituency contested by Labour’s Labasa-
born Krishna Datt, fully 40 per cent of the voters are displaced Labasans. There is 
quiet resentment against them, resentment about their industry and enterprising 
spirit, their preparedness to work for any wage. ‘This place stinks of Vanua Levu,’ 
a taxi driver tells me, as we drive from Kinoya to Tacirua via the Khalsa road, not 
knowing that I, too, am from the Friendly North. There is intense competition 
for the squatter vote. But about a major cause of that problem, the expiry of 
leases, nothing much is said. SDL wants to renew the leases under the Native 
Land and Tenant Act which gives the landowner more say and greater flexibility 
on the renewal of leases, while Labour prefers the Agricultural Landlord and 
Tenant Act whose tenant-favouring ‘hardship clause’ places greater onus on the 
landowner to prove that his need to reoccupy his land is greater than the tenant’s.

The National Federation Party proposes the concept of a ‘Master Lease’ under 
which the government would lease land from the landlords under the provisions 
of NLTA and then lease them to the tenants under the terms of ALTA. The idea 
was first proposed by Jai Ram Reddy and Wadan Narsey in the late 1990s, but 
it goes nowhere in this campaign. People are reluctant to engage with ideas and 
alternatives seriously, I begin to realize, preferring instead the comfort of the 
simple slogans. As I travel through the countryside, I see displaced tenants by 
the roadside selling root crops, vegetables and fish. The look on their sun-bathed, 
anguished, furrowed faces, touches the heart. Through no fault of their own, 
they have become refugees in their own homeland. I see formerly productive 
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cane fields slowly reverting to bush. A Fijian farmer, deep in the heartland of 
Viti Levu, tells me about the situation in his area. Many leases were not renewed 
and tenants had to move to the town. ‘NLTA or Calcutta,’ some village wit had 
remarked. But after a few years, the land owners realized their error and the 
absence of income that lease rents brought, and pleaded with the former tenants 
to return. Most refused.

The land issue is closely tied to the uncertain fortunes of the country’s ailing 
sugar industry. The preferential access to the European Union markets will 
soon expire, forcing Fiji to sell sugar on an internationally competitive market. 
The sugar mills function on ancient machines habitually prone to repeated 
breakdowns. The increasing cost of transporting cane to the mills and of hiring 
labourers is being felt by the growers. The uncertainty of renewal of leases creates 
its own problems. The government has talked about re-structuring the sugar 
industry, following advice of an Indian team of experts, but its precise details are 
not spelled out. Strangely, it is not an issue in this campaign. Just as certain as 
night will follow day, Labour will oppose any solution proposed by the SDL. The 
reason: Politics. Keep politics out of the industry, people say, but that is naïve. 
Politics drives the sugar industry, always has. Mahendra Chaudhry’s power base 
is in the cane belt; and he is the general secretary of the National Farmers Union. 
Farmers are slowly, visibly, descending into poverty, while their leaders play 
politics and manoeuvre for political advantage, like vultures hovering eagerly 
over a mortally wounded animal. 

Every major party has prepared a manifesto, a grab-bag of ideas and 
proposals about how they will address the social and economic problems facing 
Fiji. These are attractive documents, professionally produced, accessibly written 
and widely distributed. Though there are vernacular versions as well the main 
one is in English. But these are for show really. Many candidates, with poor 
English, wave it furiously before their audiences, with all the pretended passion 
they can muster, urging them to read it when they themselves are innocent of 
its contents! Prepared speeches, rehearsed several times over, is the standard 
campaign fare. Politicians glibly tell people what they want to, not what they 
ought, to hear. But manifestoes have to be launched, a politician tells me, because 
without it, people would not take the party seriously. The ones loudest in their 
demands for manifestoes are those who don’t read, a candidate says to me slightly 
cynically. Complex ideas are reduced to laughter-inducing slogans. Voters want 
entertainment as well as (some), enlightenment.

The method of campaigning in Fiji has changed dramatically over the years. 
When I first began writing about elections in the early 1980s, large rallies were 
the order of the day. People travelled miles to listen to speeches. There was no 
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television in Fiji then, and the video revolution was just beginning. So people 
turned up for rallies because these were a major item in their limited social 
calendar. By the late 1980s, cassettes began to be mass produced, carrying the 
party’s ideas into distant rural areas where people could listen to their leaders, 
while sitting around the tanoa. Sakiasi Butadroka, the fiery Fijian nationalist, 
was among the first to use this medium. By the 1990s, ‘pocket’ meetings came to 
prominence, used very effectively by the FLP. And with good reason too. Labour’s 
organizational machinery, well-oiled and functioning efficiently, reached out to 
the grassroots. A handful of diehard supporters in each constituency were briefed 
–brainwashed may be a better word—to carry on the party propaganda while 
the candidate moved elsewhere. In the late 1990s, video cassettes were used, 
especially by the NFP to carry party leader Jai Ram Reddy’s message on the 
constitution, but that trend did not catch on. 

More recently, radio and television debates, phone-in programs, live 
interviews, and especially advertising on television, have come to dominate 
election campaign. SDL led the way in 2006, with slick advertisements—
the white dove, the party’s symbol, flying majestically against a navy blue 
background—reminding the people of all it had achieved in the last five years 
and asking them not to jeopardize their future by voting for other parties. Labour 
focused on the real and alleged failures of the SDL government, highlighting the 
problems of poor water supply, unemployment and increased cost of living. Its 
advertisements, featuring despairing down-and-out people needing food, shelter 
and clean water, were pointed and hard-hitting in the characteristically Labour 
style. The NFP, strapped for funds, dusted up its 2001 campaign video for the 
2006 election, screening exactly the same images but with a changed voice over. 
No one noticed, which caused some bemused puzzlement among party leaders! 
The National Alliance launched a surprisingly well-funded media campaign, 
highlighting its connection to the legendary lights of the Fijian establishment: 
Ratu Sukuna, Ratu Edward Cakobau, Ratu George Cakobau, and Ratu Mara, 
with a gently smiling party leader Ratu Epeli Ganilau, holding up a lighted 
torch, marching towards a rising dawn. Slickly packaged television campaigns 
will be the order of the day in the future.

Campaign styles vary. Among Fijians, especially in rural areas, there is an 
acute awareness of cultural protocols governing public discourse. Voice is not 
raised and insulting language avoided. Un-chiefly conduct is frowned upon. I 
vividly recall a National Alliance meeting at Syria Park in Nausori. I was invited 
to the meeting. Ratu Epeli arrived in a new, rented four while drive. Making a 
good impression is important. About two dozen people, mostly Fijian women 
from the neighbouring hinterland, are seated in a temporary corrugated iron 
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shelter. At the appointed time, Ratu Epeli enters the speaker’s shelter with 
his chiefly wife. They are seated on two elegant chairs in the shed facing the 
audience. Ratu Epeli is introduced. He reads a prepared speech, some of it in 
English. He is a dignified man, chiefly, well spoken but wooden. He is critical 
about the SDL’s policies, but never once does he directly attack the party or 
its leader. He is talking about the need for the various ethnic groups to work 
together. He eschews racial politics. He talks about Fiji as a multiracial family. 
He is against racial discrimination in any form, including reserved affirmative 
action for Fijians. People clap politely when he finishes. Yaqona is served in the 
traditional Fijian way. He mingles with the crowd rather awkwardly. Style and 
status count as much as the substance of the speech. Snippets appear on the 
evening news and in the following day’s papers.

After Ratu Epeli finishes, he asks me whether I might like to say a word or 
two. This catches me by complete surprise; I am unprepared. I realize quickly 
that Ratu Epeli is not inviting me, he is actually asking me to speak in the 
traditional chiefly way. What to say? I begin with something I had read in the 
papers recently with some politician saying that racially-polarised politics were 
inevitable, necessary even, because Fijians and Indo-Fijians could not, could 
never, work together. History was proof enough of that. I said in response that 
our history showed the contrary to be the case. Fiji had encountered seemingly 
intractable problems in its recent history, but our leaders had been able to resolve 
deep-seated problems through discussion and dialogue. Independence was a 
contested issue, but it was eventually achieved amicably. Our leaders were able 
to work together to devise ALTA which had brought decades of prosperity to the 
country. Again, after the coups of 1987, they were able to retrieve the country 
from the brink of precipice and conflagration. In the 1990s, Jai Ram Reddy and 
Sitiveni Rabuka, once bitter foes—Reddy was, after all, the chief target of the 
Taukei Movement in 1987: ‘Reddy the Gun, Bavadra the Bullet’, the placards 
had proclaimed—had been able to join hands to give the country the best 
constitution it ever had. We can work together, I said.

The Prime Minister was telling his campaign audiences that Fijians were not 
ready for a non-indigenous prime minister. And some were suggesting that the 
constitution should be changed to reflect the Fijian wish for the country to be 
led by Fijians. I said that I myself did not have a problem with a Fijian leader of 
government, provided that arrangement was the outcome of a political negotiation 
rather than a constitutional requirement. If race were further entrenched in the 
constitution, specifically the requirement that the prime minister should be a 
Fijian, we will once again court international sanctions. We will be expelled 
from the Commonwealth and strain our relations with our neighbours. With 
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the population trend favouring Fijians—they would be about two thirds of 
the population in a decade or so—it was likely that a Fijian would always head 
government. Repeating my oft-spoken words, I said that this preoccupation with 
race was a prescription for political paralysis.

My words, echoing the sentiment Ratu Epeli had aired a few minutes earlier, 
received a warm response. He shook my hands in appreciation, and the women 
sitting in the shed clapped gently. I was moved, but wondered how much of what I 
had said was understood by the audience, for I had spoken in English. How I wished 
then that I could speak fluent Fijian, rather than communicating with my fellow 
countrymen in a language that none of us owned or was truly comfortable with.

A week or so after the Nausori meeting, I attended a NFP rally in Suva. I 
had gone there to observe the proceedings and to catch up with old friends. I was 
a bit late and sat at the back of the room. Much to my surprise, the chairman 
announced my arrival to the audience and said, without my permission, that I 
would be speaking towards the end of the meeting! The speakers were full of fire 
and with a bagful of ideas about how to resolve the problems facing the country. 
Labour’s strategies of ‘boycott and high court’ (someone mischievously added 
paraquat) was derided to quiet applause. In other meetings, as the campaign 
heated up, the rhetoric got hotter and more personal. Indo-Fijian audiences love 
chest-thumping, masala, talk.

After the last speaker had finished, I was invited to the front, still unclear 
in my mind about what to say. Then, all of a sudden, I remembered something 
I had read—or was told. In one of the meetings a year or two back, Mahendra 
Chaudhry had said that NFP stood for ‘Not Fit for Parliament.’ I began 
by reminding the audience that NFP had, in fact, played a very large role in 
Fiji’s recent history. I asked the audience to name four of the most important 
achievements of Fiji in the last half a century. People look blankly. They are not 
used to this kind of interactive meeting. Achievement of independence, I said 
was one. People nod in agreement. The Denning Award of 1969 which led to the 
departure of the colonial Sugar Refining Company and brought prosperity to 
the sugar industry was another. People are listening intently now. The successful 
negotiation of the Agricultural Landlord and Tenant Bill after independence 
was also a milestone achievement. And finally, I asked people not to forget the 
promulgation of the 1997 constitution, a momentous achievement considering 
the circumstances prevailing in the 1990s. I then make two concluding points. 
In all these four achievements of national importance, the NFP had played a key 
role: that was a matter of historical record and no trimming of the truth could 
alter that fact. And second, I say that these achievements came about as a result 
of dialogue and discussion, patient negotiation and sensitive appreciation of the 
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fears and aspirations of Fiji’s different communities. People clap warmly as I sit 
down. I hadn’t said anything terribly profound, but I realize as I ponder the event 
later that our people, even political leaders, have a poor understanding of history, 
even the recent history of their own party.

The NFP puts on a brave face, but even the most optimistic assessment by 
party insiders gives them just a handful of seats, anywhere between three and 
eight. They can’t be kings, its leaders realize, but they could be king makers by 
distributing their preferences wisely and perhaps, as a bonus, get a senate seat or 
two. Its most critical handicap in this election is that there is no clear, and in 
the public’s mind clearly identifiable, leader, the face of the party. Attar Singh, 
Pramod Rae and Raman Singh take turns to represent the party in various 
forums, but that only serves to compounds the problem. On this front, Labour 
has a considerable advantage. Mahendra Chaudhry is the public face of the party, 
its brand name. For many, Chaudhry is the Labour Party.

In the Fijian electorate, Laisenia Qarase enjoys a similar advantage. He is no 
longer the shy, awkward campaigner of 2001, unsure of himself and dependent 
on others for advice. In 2006, he is relaxed, confident, skilled at public speaking, 
engaging. He is the undisputed leader of the SDL which he had over the 
course of five years built into a cohesive, well-oiled fighting machine. His most 
prominent Fijian challenger, Ratu Epeli Ganilau, is also a well known name from 
a distinguished family, but his base is limited and his platform of multiracialism 
drowned out by the politics of racial polarization. Qarase’s advocacy of race-based 
affirmative action policy and his frequently-aired view that Fijians must continue 
to lead the country fall on receptive ears. The fear of Chaudhry returning to lead 
pushes many Fijians into the SDL camp. ‘Do you want Mr Chaudhry to lead 
this country?’ Qarase asks his audiences repeatedly, and the response always is a 
thunderous ‘No.’ A Fijian taxi driver tells me that he admires Chaudhry for his 
courage, but he does not trust him. To him, the Labour leader is politically too 
smart for his opponents, he always has something up his sleeve. He was not alone 
in thinking that.

Personalities certainly matter, but both SDL and Labour have done their 
homework. Qarase has made sure that in his policies and programs, no province is 
left out. The provincial link is assiduously cultivated, and the party’s network reaches 
deep into the Fijian hinterland. The SDL is not officially endorsed by the Great 
Council of Chiefs as the SVT was in the 1990s, but people know that its blessing is 
with it. Any opportunity to ‘explain’ the government’s policies—the Reconciliation 
Bill, for example—to the provinces is seized to strengthen the party’s connection 
with the grassroots, reminding them of what the government had accomplished. 
With the disestablishment of the Christian Alliance Matanitu Vanua Party, SDL 
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became the umbrella party of the Fijian community. The SVT in 2001 is a ghost of 
its former self, fielding only one candidate, that too an Indo-Fijian! Like the SDL, 
Labour’s machinery is strong. The National Farmers Union, the Fiji Public Service 
Association, the Fiji Teachers Union, are all identified with Labour. Parliamentarians 
are regularly required to keep in close touch with their constituents. Chaudhry 
himself sets the example which others can ignore only at their peril. 

Voters have become more sophisticated over the years. Now, they are keenly 
aware of the power they have in their hands. They know that they own the vote. 
They expect the candidates to come to them, to sit down with them, serve them 
kava and cigarettes, attend their marriage and funeral functions. They expect 
to be picked up from their homes and transported to the polling booth—at a 
time convenient to themselves. Candidates from all political parties complain 
about the expense incurred in entertaining voters. Many say that they have spent 
more than $10,000 of their own money during the campaign, most of it on 
providing kava. I am amazed at how much kava is drunk these days. Any excuse 
to mix a bowl. A party worker tells me that in his constituency, meetings go well 
into the night. That’s good, I say, thinking that people really engaged with the 
campaign. ‘No, Doc, nothing like that. They want long meetings so that can 
drink more free grog.’ In Fijian meetings I observe, yaqona is drunk, but protocol 
and rank are recognized. The spirit of the vanua is honoured and outsiders are 
formally welcomed. But among Indo-Fijians, it is consumed in copious amounts, 
without decorum or dignity. Excessive yaqona drinking among Indo-Fijian men 
is a major cause of domestic problems and extramarital affairs, which sometimes 
end in tragedy. The sad thing is that yaqona drinking is becoming increasingly 
popular among younger people.

Politicians try hard to meet their public obligations, but sometimes things 
go wrong. A man tells me that when his wife died in a tragic fire accident, the 
politician representing his constituency felt obliged to make an appearance. 
He walks up to the bereaved husband, and asks him if he knew who the dead 
woman was! The man decided there and then not to vote for that parliamentarian 
ever again. Another candidate told me that when she visited one particular 
household, an elderly lady told her that she would vote for her provided she 
increased her monthly allowance. She was honest enough to say that she would 
try but could not promise. The old woman abruptly shut the door on her. The 
changing voter behaviour, at least in the Indo-Fijian community, is producing a 
new kind politician, one who is attentive to the needs of his constituency almost 
to the exclusion of any other consideration, who spends most of his time and 
energy mixing with members of his constituency, ministering to their personal 
needs. Whether he would make a good parliamentarian and legislator capable of 
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handling complex national policy issues is sadly a secondary matter.
I encounter a range of opinion as I travel the countryside. Most talks are 

depressing: non-renewal of leases, unemployment, discrimination in the public 
sector, people waiting hopefully for their children to emigrate so that they too 
could go. But there are light moments as well. Without humour, it would be 
difficult to cope, I realize. A middle-aged man in Tavua town assures me over a 
bowl of grog that there has been real progress in Fiji since 1987. Progress? How? 
‘Look, Doc,’ the man says, ‘in 1987, our government lasted one month, in 2000 
it lasted one year. Next time, it will last two years, no?’ A thigh-slapping laugh 
follows. ‘Let’s hope it lasts much longer,’ I reply, joining in the laughter. A man 
in Rakiraki tells me he will vote Labour. Before I am able to say anything, he 
says, ‘If Labour wins, there will be trouble. We will then have better chance 
to migrate.’ This reminded me of an incident in Sydney when some protestors 
hoisted a banner saying ‘Speight ke Maro Goli.’ This could read as ‘To Hell with 
Speight’ or ‘Shoot Speight.’ The protestors had the latter in mind. A man tells me 
‘We will get ourselves photographed in front of parliament house and will use the 
photograph to claim political asylum in Australia!’ 

Other stories. A man says he will never vote for NFP because it is rich man’s 
party. Another replies: ‘Arre, you should vote for a rich man’s party: what can 
a poor party’s man do for you!’ At another place, a man relates a story which 
has been around for a while. Someone says he will never vote for NFP because 
NFP was not known outside Fiji. There was a Labour party in the UK, and in 
Australia and New Zealand as well, but there was no NFP there. ‘How can you 
expect help for a party no one knows about overseas?’ A candidate in Tavua says 
they should vote for Mahendra Chaudhry because he is a man of courage. ‘I was 
a hostage for nearly two months. I saw with my own eyes the terrible beating the 
soldiers gave to my leader. I saw blood on his face. His ribs were broken. But he 
did not flinch.’ People are impressed. But a week later the local headmaster visits 
the area and is told the story. He is puzzled. How could the candidate have seen 
Chaudhry being beaten ‘with his own eyes’ when he was not in parliament and 
never incarcerated? Trimming the truth: everyone seems to be doing it.

People devise ingenious ways of getting their message across to the people. 
At one meeting, a candidate asks people to vote for the vara, the germinating 
coconut tree which is the Labour Party symbol. Why? Because coconut is offered 
to the gods in Hindu religious ceremonies. ‘Coconut water is the purest form of 
water, untouched by human hands,’ he says. What that has to do with politics is 
beyond me. But at another meeting, a NFP candidate responds to this by saying 
that, yes, coconut water is the purest form of water, but we offer it to the gods 
using the mango leaf. Mango tree is the symbol of the NFP!
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There is much talk about the poor calibre of candidates standing in this 
election. How can candidates from limited educational backgrounds be entrusted 
with making decisions about the country’s future, people ask. Many are barely 
able to put two sentences in English together: how will they be able digest 
complex bills in parliament? The point is taken though it is easy saying this while 
sitting on the sidelines. The calibre of Fijian candidates is better than the calibre 
of Indo-Fijian candidates. Fijians see a future in politics for themselves. Indo-
Fijians don’t. Some of them are standing because they are retired, have nothing 
useful to do, and are looking for a bit of fame and fortune before the flame 
is finally extinguished. Some are standing because they believe passionately in 
some cause or because their party has asked them to. Their sense of loyalty and 
perseverance commands respect. 

At the beginning of the campaign, every candidate I speak with is hopeful 
about his or her prospect. Chance hai. We have a chance. But hope begins to 
vanish as the campaign proceeds. It is a sad spectacle. The saddest though is the 
fate of those who, having done their arithmetic, know from the very beginning 
that they have no hope of winning at all. But they put on a brave face, go through 
the motion and campaign house-to-house. How they can muster the energy 
and enthusiasm to go on the campaign trail in humid heat and dust day in, 
day out, over several weeks defies easy comprehension. I suppose hope springs 
eternal in the heart of every prospective politician. Some hope to make enough 
acquaintances which might help their business. For others, this is a trial run, an 
apprenticeship for the next time around. At least one candidate told me that the 
exposure he has gained in this campaign will help his chances for selection in the 
municipal elections.  

As I travel around the countryside, usually by myself, I often think how 
things have changed over the years. I published my first Fiji election analysis in 
1983 and my latest two decades later. There was no internet, then, no websites, 
no email, no googling, just the radio and the newspapers. Gathering data—
about the demographic and ethnic composition of a constituency, for example, 
or getting hold of party manifestos, or profile of candidates—was tedious and 
time consuming. Luck played a large part in acquiring election marginalia so 
essential to understanding the mood of the campaign. But all that has changed. 
All the data you need are posted on the official election website. Both SDL and 
Labour have their own websites, displaying their manifestos and speeches by 
their leaders. All the major newspapers have their own websites, carrying both 
analysis as well as information. Expert commentary is copied and carried far and 
wide. It is possible now to ‘know’ what is happening on the hustings without 
leaving your computer desk. The kind of detailed analyses I wrote earlier seems 
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inappropriate now because everyone who wants can have access to the same data 
set. I have become a remnant in my own lifetime!

As the day of reckoning draws near and all the campaign propaganda has been 
distributed, attention turns to the logistics of manning the polling booth: sheds 
will have to be erected, transport arranged, food and grog organized, trusted 
party workers found to look after the booth. And the waiting, the endless waiting 
for the D-Day. As I leave the campaign trail, I hope and pray that whatever the 
final outcome, the verdict of the ballot box will be respected and that citizens 
of this most beautiful of lands on earth will be given an opportunity to fashion 
a future of unity and prosperity that they so richly deserve and which is within 
their reach. 




