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6. Appeasement, scams and tension: 
Affirmative action programs, 1999 to 2006

Affirmative action programs between 1999, after the FLP-led coalition came to 
power, and the 2006 coup can be understood in terms of three major trends. 
The first was the failed appeasement strategy by the FLP-led coalition under 
Prime Minister Mahendra Chaudhry (1999 to 2000); the second was the use 
of affirmative action as a conflict resolution mechanism and associated scams 
(2000-2001); and the third was attempted reconciliation and tension leading to 
the 2006 coup (2002 to 2006).

The dominant feature of the first period was the urgent attempt by the Labour-led 
coalition to mobilize indigenous Fijian support through the public proclamation 
of its support for affirmative action: a desperate move to win acceptance in a 
hostile and volatile political environment. When Chaudhry’s coalition came to 
power in 1999 it was faced with two seemingly contradictory tasks – first was 
the urgent need to appease indigenous Fijians by promising to continue with 
special measures for them while at the same time addressing the interests of 
Indo-Fijians who voted overwhelmingly for the FLP. This involved a very fine 
and potentially fragile balancing act to satisfy two communities with different 
expectations. The appeasement effort did not work because indigenous ethno-
nationalists were determined to destabilize Chaudhry’s government, until it was 
removed in a coup in May 2000.

The second phase of affirmative action, carried out by the military-appointed 
interim government under Laisenia Qarase between the May 2000 coup and August 
2001 election, was meant to lessen ethno-political tension in the wake of the 2000 
upheaval. However, it was beset by irregularities, corruption and manipulation 
for electoral gain by the interim ministers. Scams led to the suspension of the 
affirmative action program as investigations continued into millions of dollars’ 
worth of fraud. The strategic approach to implement affirmative action initiatives 
to help take Fiji out of the political doldrums was tainted by abuse of power 
and lack of proper government purchasing procedures. Paradoxically, the scams 
did not deter indigenous Fijian voters from voting overwhelmingly for Qarase’s 
Soqosoqo Duavata Lewenivanua Party (S DL) during the 2001 election.

The third phase, between 2001 and 2006, was dominated by the SDL’s use 
of affirmative action as part of its broader national reconciliation program. 
Although the victory of the SDL during the 2001 election provided Qarase’s 
pro-indigenous policies the boost and legitimacy they needed in the wake of the 
embarrassing scams, the political climate had changed and the military, which 
supported affirmative action policies immediately after the 2000 coup to help 
quell tension, was vehemently opposed to some of Qarase’s bold policies, such 
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as the Qoliqoli Bill and Reconciliation, Tolerance and Unity Bill (RTUB). The 
tensions which followed culminated in the overthrow of Qarase’s government 
by the military on 6 December 2006.

Appeasement and the 2000 coup
In 1999 Mahendra Chaudhry was appointed Fiji’s first Indo-Fijian prime minister 
after the victory of the Labour-led coalition. This was the first election under 
the 1997 Constitution which prescribed the alternative voting (AV) system 
which gave voters the option to either vote “above the line” for the preferred 
political party (which have already exchanged preferences amongst themselves) 
or “below the line” for their preferred candidates numbered in order of priority. 
The AV system was meant to avoid dominance by a single party thus forcing 
formation of a coalition government as a way of moderating extremist parties 
and creating middle ground politics. However, the results of the 1999 election 
did not reflect this expectation. The FLP won all 19 Indo-Fijian communal seats 
and 18 of the 25 open seats. The NFP, under Jai Ram Reddy, which went into the 
election by forming a “moderate” alliance with the SVT, under Sitiveni Rabuka, 
did not win any seat after losing a total of 20. Reddy’s alliance with Rabuka 
was seen by Indo-Fijians as an act of betrayal and Chaudhry was quick to take 
advantage of this. The SVT, in power since the 1992 election, won only 8 seats 
and lost 24. The details of the election results are shown in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1 Results of the 1999 election 
Party Votes % Seats +/-
Fiji Labour Party 231,946 32 .2 37 +30
Soqosoqo ni Vakavulewa ni Taukei 143,177 19.9 8 -24
National Federation Party 104,985 14 .6 0 -20
Fijian Association Party 72,907 10.1 10 +5
Christian Democratic Alliance 70,153 9.7 3 New
Nationalist Vanua Tako Lavo Party 31,587 4 .4 2 New
Party of National Unity 28,874 4.0 4 New
United General Party 10,144 1 .4 2 New
United National Labour Party 3,963 0.6 0 New
Coalition of Independent Nationals 2,405 0.3 0 New
Lio 'On Famör Rotuma Party 1,982 0.3 0 New
Party of the Truth 234 0.0 0 New
Farmers and General Workers Coalition Party 197 0.0 0 New
Viti Levu Dynamic Multiracial Democratic Party 124 0.0 0 New
Natural Law Party 109 0.0 0 New
Nationalist Democratic Party 13 0.0 0 New
Independents 17,382 2 .4 5 +4
Invalid/blank votes 39,567 - - -
Total 399,759 100 71 +1

Source: Fiji Election Office 1999.
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The SVT’s election loss can be attributed directly to a shift in indigenous Fijian 
support to emerging parties such as the Fijian Association Party (FAP) ,which 
won 10 seats; the Christian Democratic Alliance (CDA), 3 seats; the Nationalist 
Vanua Tako Lavo Party (NVTLP), 2 seats; and the Party of National Unity (PANU), 
2 seats. Division within the ranks of indigenous Fijians was of significant 
advantage to the Fiji Labour Party, which formed a coalition government with 
the FAP, led by Kuini Speed, Bavadra’s former wife, and the CDA, which was set 
up with the blessing of the President, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara. Of the 18 cabinet 
posts, 11 were allocated to indigenous Fijians, a move which was generally 
interpreted as Chaudhry’s tactical manoeuvre to appease indigenous Fijians.

In response to threats of violence and destabilization, one of the very first tasks 
for Chaudhry when he became prime minister was to allay fears that he would 
revoke existing affirmative action programs. The first assurance was provided 
by the president, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, who during his speech to open 
parliament on 15 June 1999 emphasised the Labour-led coalition’s commitment 
to safeguarding and protecting the rights and interests of the indigenous people 
of Fiji as enshrined in the constitution (Mara 1999). In his address to the GCC in 
the same month Chaudhry proclaimed in no uncertain terms that the Labour-led 
coalition fully recognized the unique and special position of indigenous Fijians 
and Rotumans and emphasized continued assistance in the areas of education, 
land, housing and participation in business. He promised the chiefs that $5 
million would be set aside for indigenous Fijian education. He also expressed 
concern about the low success rate of indigenous business and one of the 
solutions he offered was injection of funds for more training and management 
support and guidance (Chaudhry 1999).

As a way of winning popular support, the coalition devised a pro-poor economic 
policy, which was contained in the 2000 national budget announced at the end 
of 1999. The budget emphasised the importance of the social service sector, 
notably education, social welfare, poverty alleviation, healthcare and micro-
enterprise initiatives for those who wanted to start their own business. There 
was also a proposal for the removal of Value Added Tax (VAT) on some basic 
food items as well as reduced housing rates, electricity and water rates (Fiji 
Government 1999). There was an increase in Family Assistance Allowance by 
$1.5 million to $5.6 million. In addition, the Housing Authority interest rate 
for those with income below $6,500 was reduced from 11.5% to 6% and over 
time the interest rate for those with a salary above $6,500 would be decreased 
progressively. The Coalition also introduced the Student Loan Scheme to enable 
children from poor families to attend tertiary institutions. The government also 
put a stop to some privatization initiatives and started a review of the rice quota 
for import and export.
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Buoyed by the popular pro-poor policies, the coalition government started 
treading on more politically sensitive ground. For instance, they set up a 
commission of inquiry to carry out an investigation into the government 
tendering process of the privatisation deals, corrupt practices within the civil 
service, tax evasion practices of prominent indigenous Fijian and Indo-Fijian 
businessmen and the tendering process for the mahogany forest harvesting and 
Y2K computer systems upgrade contracts, of which it was alleged that thousands 
of dollars changed hands between big companies and prominent indigenous 
Fijians. Some of these issues were very closely tied up with affirmative action, 
especially with regards to government tenders in favour of indigenous Fijian 
contractors. Opponents interpreted these moves as Chaudhry’s attempt to deepen 
his hegemonic control of the state system, weaken the power of the business 
community and above all indirectly undermine affirmative action despite his 
public rhetoric about support for indigenous interests. This sentiment, often 
coloured by nationalist overtones, was echoed by George Speight, the self-styled 
leader of the 2000 coup, when he wrote to the GCC after his illegal instalment 
as prime minister in May 2000 that “before the People’s Coalition Party came to 
power, Mr Chaudhry was a leading opposition spokesperson, who was always 
critical of affirmative action in favour of the indigenous community” and he 
“made sure when he came to power that this affirmative action, in favour of the 
indigenous community was removed” (Speight 2000).

Chaudhry’s own uncompromising approach and his choice to ignore political 
advice regarding indigenous sentiments were probably his greatest enemies. 
Despite being warned by the president not to touch land issues, Chaudhry 
was adamant that land reform was a priority. One of the coalition’s very first 
initiatives was the establishment of the Land Use Commission (LUC), first 
proposed by the Bavadra government to oversee the development of indigenous 
Fijian land. As part of the initiative he invited a number of chiefs to accompany 
him to Sarawak in Malaysia to observe aspects of development of native land 
and how these could provide relevant lessons for indigenous Fijians. He also 
recommended that some of the powers of the NLTB be curtailed and transferred 
to the LUC.

Although there were some good ideas behind the land reform project as far 
as encouraging indigenous entrepreneurship was concerned, politically and 
culturally, tinkering with the land system, even minimally, was a taboo issue. In 
the midst of the controversies and opposition, Chaudhry, who previously had 
minimal links with indigenous Fijian chiefs, used the Malaysian trip as well as 
patronage of selected chiefs not linked to nationalist groups to consolidate his 
position. For instance he diverted a FJ$175,000 grant from the Government of 
Taiwan to build the house of Sairusi Nagagavoka, a prominent chief from Ba 
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Province (where Chaudhry was born), who happened to be a close friend as well 
(Fiji Times, 24 February 2008). This was quickly branded as buying loyalty and 
as corruption and did little to enhance his public relations efforts.

Suspicions were further aroused when the government’s farming assistance 
to cane farmers was introduced. Cane farmers who were displaced were given 
$28,000 upon vacating the land to move to other areas of their choice, while the 
indigenous Fijian farmers who replaced the displaced Indo-Fijian farmers were 
not given any assistance at all. A total of 708 applications were received and 206 
of these were approved. Of the approved applications, 14 were from indigenous 
Fijians who received a total of $392,000 and 192 were from Indo-Fijians who 
received a total of $5,204,000. In his speech to parliament on 21 November 
2001 Qarase referred to this as evidence of Chaudhry’s ethnic bias and disdain 
of indigenous interest (Qarase 2001). The farming assistance formula was 
subsequently altered by the SDL government after the 2001 election – the new 
formula awarded $10,000 equally to both outgoing farmers, who were mostly 
Indo-Fijians, and incoming farmers, who were mostly indigenous Fijians.

Apart from sugar, rice was also a significant agricultural commodity targeted 
by the Labour-led coalition as a priority. The allocation of $4.5 million for the 
opening of the Rewa Rice mill was an attempt to resurrect an ailing industry as 
well as to provide cheaper rice for customers. Opposition to this plan came from 
rice importers such as Punjas Limited, owned by a very influential Gujarati 
family, and nationalists who saw it as another move mostly in favour of Indo-
Fijian rice farmers.

Indigenous nationalists painted almost every Chaudhry policy on land and 
development as anti-indigenous and pro-Indo-Fijian. This fuelled ethnic and 
religious prejudices and a wave of ethno-nationalist grievances and protests 
reminiscent of 1987. As the situation became desperate Chaudhry made a public 
appeal in his last public speech a week before his government was toppled: “Let 
me remind those people who are protesting today…the rights and interests of 
our indigenous community – the Fijians and Rotumans take precedence over 
the rights and interests of other communities” (Lal and Pretes 2008: 141). In 
the same speech he made an emotional plea to appease indigenous landowners: 

Another reason for agricultural development is that land in this country 
is largely owned by our Fijian brothers and sisters. Now much of that 
land is lying idle and underdeveloped except in the sugar cane belt. A lot 
of other land is not put to productive use. The government’s strategies 
are to see that by investing money in agriculture that we will encourage 
our Fijian brothers and sisters to develop their land so that they can 
benefit from that development (Lal and Pretes 2008: 140). 
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These words fell on deaf ears as the protests and acts of destabilization continued, 
reaching a climax on 19 May 2000 as thousands of indigenous Fijians marched 
through central Suva City. The protest culminated in street riots, looting and 
burning in the CBD. The march coincided with the taking over of parliament by 
members of the elite Counter-Revolutionary Warfare unit (CRW) from the Fiji 
Military and a number of politicians and activists led by George Speight.

The president, Mara, whose daughter was amongst those taken hostage, 
denounced the coup and declared a state of emergency. On 29 May the military 
asked him to vakatikitiki (move aside) as it suspended the constitution and 
assumed control of political power through martial law. The members of the 
government were held for 56 days and were released after the Muanikau Accord 
between Speight and his group and the military was signed, with the promise 
of amnesty for the former upon return of all weapons to the military. After 
Speight’s men released the hostages and returned most of the weapons, they 
were promptly arrested at the Kalabu Primary School where they converged to 
set up a new base after they left parliament. The leaders were tried and some, 
including Speight, were imprisoned.

Support for indigenous Fijian affirmative action was Chaudhry’s trump card for 
appeasing indigenous Fijians. The hope of doing so diminished as a result of the 
coalition’s other controversial policies (such as proposals for land reform, farming 
assistance and an inquiry into corruption, amongst others) which were deemed 
to be anti-indigenous. The failure to sway indigenous Fijians was worsened by 
Chaudhry’s strong-headed and uncompromising approach to governance and 
politics and his refusal to listen to advice from indigenous Fijian leaders or heed 
warnings of impending instability from close advisers. 

Conflict resolution and scams: Revisiting 1987  

In the wake of the 2000 coup, an interim government was set up by the military 
under the leadership of Laisenia Qarase. One of Qarase’s first projects was the 
creation of a new affirmative action framework for indigenous Fijians to address 
the grievances which inspired the 2000 political upheaval. The responsibility 
entrusted to Qarase’s interim government was quite a difficult one, given the 
failure of past affirmative action programs and the fluid and tense political 
climate in the wake of the 2000 coup. The economy was in free fall, tourism 
had declined drastically, agriculture and manufacturing had been disrupted, 
unemployment skyrocketed in an unprecedented way and ethnic distrust had 
worsened considerably. To make matters worse, the constitution was suspended, 
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the institutions of the state had been paralysed and people’s confidence in state 
security had been seriously compromised as a result of widespread violence at 
the time of the coup and the threat of further violence in the following months.

The interim government was faced with two major dilemmas. First, what was 
the most convenient way to rebuild the state institutions and inter-communal 
trust without being seen to be politically partial? Second, what was the best 
way to rebuild the national economy while at the same time recognizing 
that indigenous development interests were critical for stability and had to 
be tackled immediately? The interim government thought it wise, given the 
still reverberating chorus of ethno-nationalism and its potential for further 
destabilization, to address the issue of indigenous Fijian development head on. 
The first task was to devise an affirmative action framework in the form of two 
major documents, namely the Blueprint for the Protection of Fijian & Rotuman 
Rights and Interests (Blueprint) and the 20–year Development Plan (2001 – 2020) 
for the Enhancement of Participation of Indigenous Fijians and Rotumans in the 
Socio-economic Development of Fiji, commonly known as the 20 Year Plan (20YP). 

The Blueprint  

The Blueprint identified some crucial areas for indigenous development, especially 
“issues which have been of great concern to indigenous Fijians and Rotumans 
regarding the security of their rights and interests as the indigenous communities 
in Fiji, and also the advancement and acceleration of their development, so that 
they can participate on an equitable basis in the progress of our country” (Fiji 
Government 2000: 1). The document set out ways in which indigenous Fijians 
could “fully exercise their rights of self-determination within the unitary state of 
the Republic of the Fiji Islands” and “safeguard the paramountcy of their interests 
in our multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society” (ibid). So, essentially, the thrust 
of the Blueprint revolved around the notions of advancement, equity and self-
determination – terms which were not new at all; but in the circumstances they 
provided hope for many indigenous Fijians caught up in the political melee. The 
major proposals of the Blueprint are summarized in Table 6. 2.  

The Blueprint consisted of a total of 42 programs, comprising 12 legislative 
initiatives (Table 6.3), 15 policy directives (Table 6.4), and 15 budgetary 
provisions (Table 6.5). These tables show a common dilemma of affirmative 
action in Fiji – that is, in order to carry out a project which is fundamentally 
for the indigenous community, the entire state machinery had to be mobilised 
to enact the relevant legislation, formulate policies and fund the initiatives. The 
question of whether this is fair in a multicultural society is often contentious. 
Given the circumstances in Fiji after the 2000 coup, the case in support of 
conflict resolution was a powerful and convincing one which had ramifications 
not just for indigenous Fijians, but also for the entire nation.  
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Table 6.2 Summary of the Blueprint proposals 
Concepts Description
Constitution Promulgation of a pro-indigenous constitution (such as the 1990 

Constitution)  
Land Transfer of some state land to indigenous landowners
Land lease Revocation of the Agricultural Landlord and Tenant Act (ALTA) 

which formed the basis of agreement between indigenous land 
owners and Indo-Fijian farmers to be replaced by the Native Land 
Trust Act (NLTA)

Fishing rights Transfer of ownership of offshore areas (i qoliqoli) from the state 
to landowners

Land compensation Land compensation for landowners whose land is used for 
commercial and other purposes

Fijian administration Strengthening the Fijian administration and Great Council of 
Chiefs as independent institutions

Fijian trust Establishment of a Fijian trust fund to facilitate saving and 
investment for the indigenous community

Fijian foundation Establish a Fijian foundation to carry out research into Fijian 
culture, language, ethno-history and ethno-geography and make 
these compulsory subjects in schools

National saving Establish a compulsory national savings scheme to finance 
indigenous business and education

Affirmative action law Enactment of an affirmative action enabling law
Mineral royalty Review of underground mineral and water legislation to increase 

royalty for indigenous Fijians
Tax exemption Enact enabling legislation for tax exemption for indigenous Fijian 

companies
Land administration Improvement of service by NLTB and Native Lands and Fisheries 

Commission
Government assistance Government financial assistance for NLTB and Fijian Holdings Ltd 

Source: Fiji Government 2001.

Table 6.3 Legislative initiatives under the Blueprint 

Legislative initiatives Ministry responsible
Preparation and promulgation of a new Constitution Prime Minister’s Office
Affirmative Action Legislation Prime Minister’s Office
Return of Schedule A & B Lands to NLTB Lands and Mineral Resources 
Removal of native land from the ambit of ALTA to NLTA MALR/NLTB/SLO 
Ownership rights of traditional qoliqoli to land owners Fijian Affairs and SLO 
Establishment of Land Claims Tribunal Fijian Affairs, SLO and PM 
Review of Fijian Affairs & GCC Regulations Fijian Affairs
Establishment of the Fijian Development Trust Fund PM 
National Savings Scheme for Fijians and Rotumans PM and Finance
Review of Mining Laws Lands and Mineral Resources and SLO 
Review of Company Tax Act Finance 
Review of NLTA & ALTA Native Land Trust Board and SLO 

Source: Fiji Government 2002.
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As Table 6.3 shows, relevant pieces of legislation were meant to be passed by 
parliament to legalize and safeguard the Blueprint. Of the proposed legislative 
initiatives at least three were eventually carried out. These included the Social 
Justice Act of 2001; return of some state land to indigenous landowners; and 
the switch from the Agricultural Landlord and Tenant Act (ALTA) to the Native 
Land Trust Act (NLTA). By and large, ALTA was seen as more favourable to Indo-
Fijian tenants because of the lower rent paid under its provisions and NLTA was 
seen as more favourable to indigenous Fijians landowners because of the higher 
rent. The attempt to enact the law on fishing rights (Qoliqoli Bill) later fuelled 
tension between Qarase’s government and the military, as we will see later.   

Table 6.4 Policy directives under the Blueprint
Policy directives Ministry responsible
Review of the Fijian Administration Fijian Affairs 

Reservation of 50% of Government shares in companies 
for Fijians and Rotumans as they become available

Public Enterprise 

Reservation of 50% of major licences or permits for Fijians 
& Rotumans

Business Development and 
Investment 

Reservation of 50% of Government contracts for Fijians & 
Rotumans

PM/Finance

Continuation of FDB Interest Scheme for Fijians & 
Rotumans

Finance

Establishment of Small Business Equity Scheme for Fijians 
and other races

Finance 

Establishment of a National Centre for Small and Micro 
Enterprise Development

Business Development and 
Investment

Dealings relating to mahogany PM/Fisheries and Forestry

Discontinuation of Land Use Commission NLTB/Land and Mineral 
Resources

Establishment of assistance scheme for Fijian landowners 
taking up cane farming on their reverted lands 

Land Reform

Determining of % of mining royalties to be paid to 
landowners

Land and Mineral Resources

Royalty regime for artesian or ground water Land and Mineral Resources

Resumption of Government Tenancy in provincial & tikina 
owned commercial office buildings

Public Service Commission 

Granting tax exemption to Fijian & Rotuman owned 
companies

Finance 

Preparation of a Twenty Year-Development Plan for Fijian 
and Rotuman development

Finance

Source: Fiji Government 2002.
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Policy directives provided more specific details of how the Blueprint was to be 
implemented, as Table 6.4 shows. Perhaps the most significant policy was the 
preparation of the 20YP. Most of the other policy initiatives were contained and 
elaborated on in the 20YP. This will be discussed in more detail later.

Table 6.5 Budgetary provisions under the Blueprint 
Budgetary provisions Ministry responsible
Government subvention to fund entire operation of Fijian 
Administration

Fijian Affairs 

Government annual grant to NLTB Fijian Affairs

Budget Provision of $1.5m payment to NLTB of arrears in 
rent for leases on State Schedule A Land

Lands and Mineral Resources 

Grant to endow the proposed Fijian Development Trust Fund PM 

Government provision for Fijian Education Fund Education 

Assistance to Fijian schools and research into Fijian 
education

Education

Conversion of $20m interest-free loan to FAB to a 
Government grant

Fijian Affairs 

Government provision of interest free loan to FAB for 
purchase of shares in Yasana Holdings Limited (YHL)

Fijian Affairs

Reinstatement of Government budget provision to assist 
Fijians in buying back ancestral land alienated as freehold 
land

Lands and Mineral Resources

Reinstatement of annual allocation from Government to 
Provincial Councils

MFA - Fijian Affairs

Land development for settlement of tenants whose ALTA 
leases have expired

ALTA and Land Resettlement 

Land development for low cost housing Housing 

Land development for resettlement of squatters Housing 

Assist commercial development of native land through NLTB Fijian Affairs

Village Improvement Scheme PM 

Source: Fiji Government 2002. 

The budgetary provisions relied heavily on state funding (Table 6.5) and some 
initiatives, such as the provision for Fijian education, were old ones; some, like 
the village improvement scheme, were relatively new ones.

The ethnic-based initiatives of the Blueprint were seen by critics such as the 
Fiji Human Rights Commission to be at odds with the spirit of the social justice 
provisions of the 1997 Constitution (Fiji Human Rights Commission 2001). 
However, given the tense political situation at the time, it was considered a 
possible remedy for communal tension. Even the military, which was opposed to 
indigenous ethno-nationalism, endorsed it on the ground that it would provide 
a good platform for peaceful transition away from the 2000 turmoil by appeasing 
the nationalists who were seen to pose a serious threat to security and stability.
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The proposed new constitution in the Blueprint was meant to replace the 
suspended 1997 Constitution. The suspension of the 1997 Constitution by 
the military was welcomed by many indigenous Fijians who were, ironically, 
opposed to the general position the military had taken during the coup. A 
constitutional review process was put in motion and the review commission 
was headed by Professor Asesela Ravuvu of the University of the South Pacific, 
an avid indigenous development advocate. The interim government envisaged 
that given the events of 2000 a constitution which would guarantee indigenous 
political supremacy similar to the 1990 one was the most appropriate. However, 
the constitutional process was later discontinued after the 1997 Constitution 
was reinstated by the Supreme Court on 15 November 2000.

There were other pro-indigenous proposals which were seen to have direct 
consequences on the economic wellbeing of other ethnic groups and thus 
provoked protests. They included the transfer of state land to native land, 
revocation of ALTA in favour of NLTA and transfer of ownership of offshore 
areas from the state to indigenous landowners. Indo-Fijians saw the land transfer 
and revocation of ALTA as a direct assault on their community interest while 
tourism industry business owners, many of whom were foreign nationals, saw 
the transfer of ownership of offshore areas as a threat to their business.

The compulsory savings proposal was seen by some as another form of taxation 
on top of contributions to church, provincial levies, land rates and other forms 
of traditional obligations. It was a form of communal capitalism but on a much 
larger scale. There was no suggestion as to how the money collected was going 
to be used and what the potential benefits were, except for the fact that they 
were to be used for “Fijian business.” A proposal to set up a Fijian trust was 
based on the relatively successful Malaysian Bumiputera trust fund model; but 
after the Fijian Holdings fiasco almost a decade earlier, there were doubts as 
to how it was going to operate, let alone benefit ordinary indigenous Fijians, 
especially those in the rural areas and those involved in the informal economy.

The tax exemption proposal for indigenous Fijian companies was an interesting 
one because for some time indigenous entrepreneurs had been making demands 
for special preferences to protect their businesses in an entrepreneurial 
environment dominated by Indo-Fijian business. The failure of previous 
governments to heed this call contributed to political agitation which led to the 
formation of the Fijian Nationalist Party in the 1970s. By 2000 these familiar 
demands were still echoing loudly. Tax exemption would have benefitted 
individual indigenous Fijian entrepreneurs as well as community-based 
companies. However, it would have provoked widespread protest from other 
communities.
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The establishment of a Fijian foundation had been suggested in the past; the 
problem was that, given the climate of ethno-political brinkmanship, any 
suggestion that dealt with researching and studying indigenous Fijian culture 
was often interpreted by Indo-Fijian leaders as nationalistic or even in some 
cases as “racist.” Proposals for communal projects had to be seen to be balanced 
and supportive of multiculturalism. Since independence, the fine line between 
what was “cultural” and what was “political” was always contentious and it has 
not been easy to make that distinction.

Other suggestions in the Blueprint, such as land compensation, strengthening 
of the Fijian administration and the Fijian trust, compulsory savings, an increase 
in mineral royalties, improvement in native land administration, affirmative 
action law and government assistance for NLTB and Fijian Holdings, were 
not new at all. In fact some of these have been part of on-going discussions 
since independence. The issue of land compensation and mining royalties, for 
instance, had been a major cause for grievance amongst landowners for years 
and was taken up by Bavadra during his reign as FLP leader in the 1980s.

The Blueprint, like past affirmative action initiatives, naturally attracted 
criticism from other ethnic groups. The favourite charge was that it was a 
“racist” document. The ensuing political debate was a replay of the same old 
tunes of ethnic condemnation and counter-condemnation. Despite the criticisms, 
Qarase was determined to use his position as head of the interim government to 
implement a comprehensive program of affirmative action to transform the lives 
of indigenous Fijians. The military had chosen him as interim prime minister 
because of his acclaimed commercial and public service background and as 
development adviser for various indigenous Fijian groups, including the GCC. 
Qarase quickly grabbed this opportunity to implement and institutionalize on 
a much larger national scale his ambitious plans for indigenous advancement. 

The main principles of the Blueprint were similar to those of the post-1987 
affirmative action programs. However, the major difference between affirmative 
action in 1987 and that of 2000 was that in the case of the former, the programs 
were driven by ad hoc policies compared to the latter, which attempted to be 
more coherent in the form of a state-sponsored formal framework. Nevertheless 
there were two major problems with the Blueprint. Firstly, there was no attempt 
to examine how similar programs failed in the post-1987 period. It would have 
been prudent to identify the causes of the failure and put in place remedies 
to ensure that the same mistakes were not repeated. Unfortunately the same 
players involved in the 1987 fiasco were also involved in creating the Blueprint. 
Secondly, the provisions of the Blueprint focused primarily on strengthening 
communal institutions rather than developing independent entrepreneurial 
skills. The assumption was that indigenous Fijians could survive only in a 
communally protected environment, a view which had its origins in Gordon’s 
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orthodoxy, as we saw in Chapter 2, and which was perpetuated in the communal 
capitalism framework, as we saw in Chapter 5. A symbolic gesture to reinforce 
this belief was when the Blueprint was presented to the GCC for its blessing 
on 13 July 2000. Instead of re-thinking new strategies (such as generating 
indigenous Fijian innovation and entrepreneurial training) which were more 
relevant to the contemporary economic climate, it was much more politically 
and culturally convenient to simply use old bottles to brew new wine. The 
lessons of history were ignored and this turned out to be costly later.

Implementing the Blueprint: The 20YP

While the Blueprint provided the broad framework for affirmative action, the 
20YP was much more comprehensive and detailed and was meant to be the 
implementation manual for the Blueprint. Nevertheless, there were a number of 
major differences between the Blueprint and the 20YP.

While the Blueprint conceptualized affirmative action as a natural right for 
indigenous Fijians by virtue of their status as indigenes, the 20YP attempted to 
position affirmative action in terms of Fiji’s multi-cultural context and in terms 
of how it could contribute to the creation of an equitable solution, fostering 
multiculturalism and lessening ethno-political tension. The mission statement of 
the 20YP talked about the need to socially engineer Fiji to become “a multi-ethnic 
and multi-cultural society”; a society where “the special place of indigenous 
Fijians and Rotumans as the host communities are recognized and accepted, 
and where their rights and interests are fully safeguarded and protected, 
alongside those of other communities, in the overall national development and 
in the interests of maintaining peace, stability, unity and progress in Fiji” (Fiji 
Government 2001: 1). Affirmative action was no longer seen as a given but as a 
historical necessity to help foster a multicultural society.

Furthermore, the Blueprint was more a political declaration inspired by the 
political sentiments of the time, where the 20YP was a much better-researched 
document with detailed statistics about the socio-economic performance of the 
different ethnic groups, the areas of inequity and how to target and address 
these over a twenty-year period.

Another important difference was that while notions of human rights and 
social justice did not feature in the Blueprint (this was one of the criticisms of 
it), the 20YP addressed them directly as a way of building up legitimacy and 
winning cross-communal and international support. For instance it argued that 
affirmative action was permissible under international legal instruments such 
as the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the ILO Convention on Indigenous 
Rights if it was geared towards addressing inequality and empowered a 
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disadvantaged group. Instead of asserting the rights of indigenous Fijians to 
preferential development, as was the case in 1987, there was a new shift in tone 
in the 20YP, signifying the diminishing influence of ethno-nationalists in the 
drafting of the document.

One of the most significant features of the 20YP was the formulation of the 
Equity Index (EI), which was meant to assess the levels of inequities between 
the different ethnic groups. It was based on a simple formula which took into 
account the different levels of achievement of the different ethnic groups (Current 
Distribution Ratio (CDR)) in relation to the national population, expressed as 
the Target Equity Ratio (TER) of 1:1. The TER depended on the population 
distribution and the ratio of the group designated as recipients of affirmative 
action to the rest of the population. Different countries would have different 
TER. The TER for Fiji was based on the premise that under the 1996 census the 
designated groups (indigenous Fijians and Rotumans) made up about 52% of 
the population and other ethnic groups made up about 48%. This approximated 
a 50-50 distribution or 1:1 ratio, thus the TER of 1:1. Achieving the 1:1 (50-
50) equity scale became the 20-year affirmative action target. Thus the EI 
represented the number of times indigenous Fijian output must be increased to 
achieve the 1:1 TER within 20 years. Table 6.6 shows the relationship between 
the TER (what is to be achieved), CDR (the situation at the moment) and EI (the 
number of times the indigenous output should be increased to reach TE). TE 
represents the equity threshold that needs to be targeted. According to this 
formula, real equity can only be achieved after CDR reaches the threshold of 1:1.

Table 6.6 Equity Index for selected occupational categories between 
Indigenous Fijians and other ethnic groups, showing Target Equity Ratio 
(TER), Current Distribution Ratio (CDR) and Equity Index (EI) 
Occupational category TER CDR EI
Corporate Manager 1:1 1:6 6

Physical, Mathematics, Engineering Sciences 1:1 1:3 3

Business and Legal Professionals 1:1 1:3 3

Physical and Engineering Science Technicians 1:1 1:2 2

Finance and Sales/ Business Service 1:1 1:3 3

Extraction and Building Trade 1:1 1:3 3

Plant and Machine Operators/Elementary 1:1 1:3 3

Source: Calculated from Fiji Government 2000: 49-54.

Table 6.6 shows that indigenous Fijians were substantially disadvantaged 
compared to other ethnic groups in various occupational categories such as 
corporate manager; physical, mathematics, engineering sciences; business 
and legal professionals; physical and engineering science technicians; finance 
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and sales/ business service; extraction and building trade (1:3); and plant and 
machine operators/elementary. In occupational categories such as education, 
tourism and in the primary industries, indigenous Fijians had performed well; 
but in some areas where technical skills were needed there was still a wide gap. 
The optimistic belief was that by 2020 every sector in Fiji where indigenous 
Fijians were lagging behind should have achieved a 1:1 ratio with other ethnic 
groups. To ensure this was achieved, a monitoring system was to be designed 
and, in addition, there were to be a major mid-term review and minor quarterly 
reviews. 

There were problems with the 20YP from the beginning. Perhaps the major 
weakness was the lack of a coherent link and coordination between the 
document framework and the various government ministries and their 
respective sectors. The sectors identified for reform were education, population, 
human resources development and utilisation, commerce and finance, public 
enterprise reforms, health, resource-based industries, tourism, culture and 
heritage and rural development. The idea was that relevant ministries in charge 
of these sectors were to carry out the affirmative action strategies in accordance 
with the prescribed processes in the plan. But often the ministries would do 
things through the initiatives of the departmental personnel. Because the 20YP 
provisions were mainstreamed into the respective line ministries, there was 
confusion as to the distinction between affirmative action initiatives and normal 
ministerial programs. It appeared that ministry officials were not well trained 
in the matter.

Furthermore, while there was a monitoring system in place, it was not strictly 
adhered to. It was quite difficult in the beginning to ensure accountability, 
transparency and the tracking of financial flows, partly because there was no 
professional training carried out of those involved in the implementation of 
the programs and disbursement of funds. The agriculture scam which we will 
discuss in detail later was due in part to this lack of capacity.

Another major problem was the politicization of the 20YP. The draft of the 20YP 
document was completed before the September 2001 election and the Affirmative 
Action Unit (AU) responsible for its implementation was transferred from the 
Central Planning Office within the Ministry of Finance to the Prime Minister’s 
Office. The SDL used the 20YP and Blueprint quite extensively for its election 
campaign by presenting it to indigenous Fijians as the “solution” to their socio-
economic problems. This may have contributed to the SDL’s election victory in 
2001. Meanwhile, there were allegations of vote buying in rural areas in various 
parts of the country. Voters were offered farming implements, amongst other 
things, for their vote. This led to the infamous ‘agriculture scam’. The scam was 
identified before the 2001 election and the investigation continued for a number 
of years after the election. 
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Post 2001 election: Unearthing the scam

The results of the 2001 election (see Table 6.7) show that the two major ethnic 
parties, the SDL and FLP, won most seats. The SDL won 32 seats and the FLP 
won 27 seats. The Matanitu Vanua (MV), a party linked to George Speight, the 
leader of the 2000 coup, won six seats. The SDL and MV formed a coalition, 
thus establishing indigenous Fijian dominance in parliament and control of 
government.

Due to fundamental political differences, the SDL refused to include the FLP 
in the cabinet as required by the constitution’s multi-party provision and this 
led to a court battle which was eventually won by the FLP in 2005. In response 
to the court ruling the SDL allocated some junior cabinet positions to the FLP, 
but did not include Chaudhry. One of the SDL’s concerns was that, given its 
antagonism to affirmative action since the 2000 coup, the FLP’s presence in 
cabinet would compromise the SDL’s affirmative action project.

Table 6.7 Results of the 2001 election by political parties  
Party Communal Open Total
FAP - -8 - - - -9
FLP 19 +1 8 -10 27 -9
MV 5 +5 1 +1 6 +6
NFP - -1 1 +1 1 -
NLUP 1 +1 1 +1 2 +2
NVTLP - -1 - -1 - -2
PANU - -4 - - - -4
SDL 19 +19 13 +13 32 +32
SVT - -6 - -3 - -9
UGP 1 -1 - - 1 -1
Others 1 -6 1 -1 2 -7

Source: Fiji Election Office 2002. 

With overwhelming indigenous Fijian support, the SDL victory was seen as an 
endorsement of its pro-indigenous policies and provided the political confidence 
needed to carry through the SDL’s affirmative action policies with greater vigour. 
However, from its first day in office, the SDL had to deal with the irregularities 
and scandals which had plagued the affirmative programs since 2000 and which 
continued to 2006. Even before the 20YP was eventually endorsed by cabinet in 
August 2001, abuse had already started.

The most high-profile scandal was in the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA), where 
more than FJ$18 million was used without proper authorization. As we saw 
earlier, agricultural development was a common target of affirmative action in 
the immediate post-independence period; but after the 1987 coups there was a 
shift towards developing an indigenous entrepreneurial class. One of the reasons 
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for this change was the prominent support by the rural poor for the 2000 coup. 
Rural villagers turned up to parliament in their hundreds to publicly express 
their grievances and support the coup. There was a realization amongst those 
who drafted the 20YP that addressing rural poverty was critical in the long run 
for both national development and political stability.

The scam came to light after an audit by the auditor general and published in his 
report for the tear 2000. The report revealed that out of a total of FJ$18,344,696 
used on affirmative action, FJ$2,093,599 was incurred in 2000 and FJ$11,059,129 
in 2001; and there were outstanding payments totalling FJ$5,191,968. Of the 
outstanding payments, a total of FJ$1,421,141 of unpaid vouchers were held 
back due to lack of funds; FJ$676,072 worth of Local Purchase Orders (LPOs) 
had been issued but not paid; and there was a total FJ$3,094,755 of orders made 
without LPOs (Fiji Office of Auditor General 2002).

Most of the money was spent on farming implements and dalo (taro) suckers 
for planting. A total of FJ$3,094,754.75 worth of farming implements were 
purchased from Suncourt Hardware, a company owned by a prominent Indo-
Fijian company, at inflated prices. As Table 6.8 shows, the prices of farming 
implements from Government Supplies, where implements for government use 
were normally sourced, were considerably cheaper than the Suncourt Hardware 
prices. This became a central issue in later police investigations and subsequent 
court cases which led to the conviction and imprisonment of some government 
officials and the Suncourt managing director. 

Table 6.8 Comparisons between Suncourt Hardware and Government 
Supplies Prices

Item Suncourt 
Hardware price

Govt Supplies 
Dept price Difference ($) Difference (%)

Digging fork 125 71 54 76

Digging shovel 30 18 12 66

Digging spade 75 31 44 142

Post hole spade 95 50 45 90

Cane knife 14 7 7 100

Source: Fiji Office of Auditor General 2002: 10.
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A total of 5,587,327 dalo suckers worth $838,099 were bought from eight 
suppliers and sold to farmers in the rural areas. Ironically, of the eight suppliers, 
only four were indigenous Fijians and the other four were either Indo-Fijians 
or Chinese. Most of the dalo suckers were supplied to the following clients: 
Naitasiri Provincial Farm-Navuso (120,000); various other Naitasiri districts at a 
rate of 1,000 a month; district of Vuna in Naitasiri (15,000); Vanuakula Catholic 
Mission in Naitasiri (15,000); Wailevu Rural Development Co-operative Society 
(Tailevu), consisting of 210 farms in five villages (240,000); Sabeto Village 
Community Development Project; and Nadroga-Navosa province (454,400) 
distributed to 660 farmers. Of the dalo suckers distributed in Nadroga, 17% 
or 75,000 were distributed to coastal and cane land areas from Namatakula to 
Malomalo and Raviravi towards Nadi. Interestingly, an Indo-Fijian farmer in Ba 
was also supplied with 20,000 dalo suckers. As part of the MOA diversification 
program, there was an attempt to encourage dalo farming amongst indigenous 
Fijians in certain parts of the Nadi and Nadroga as an alternative to cane farming 
on land returned from Indo-Fijian farmers after the expiration of land leases.

The major beneficiaries of the dalo project were from the three provinces of 
Naitasiri, Nadi and Ba, out of a total of 14 provinces in Fiji. A possible explanation 
was that most dalo suckers were sourced in Viti Levu and it was easier to deliver 
them to these places. However, this does not explain why no dalo suckers were 
supplied to farmers in Rewa, Ra, Namosi and Serua, which were also located in 
Viti Levu. Widely circulated rumours in Fiji pointed to the role of ministers in 
the interim government and SDL candidates actively involved in the distribution 
of dalo suckers and farming implements as part of their 2001 election campaign. 
The reason provided by the interim Minister for Agriculture, Apisai Tora 
(whose own village of Sabeto was one of the beneficiaries) for the preferential 
distribution of dalo suckers was that “these areas had largely made up the crowd 
of agitators in Parliament” during the 2000 coup so “We thought we should give 
the initial concentration there” (Manueli 2001).

The way the purchasing of goods was carried out became one of the major 
concerns of the auditor general, who described the irregular processes used as 
tantamount to “risks of fraud and corruption” (Fiji Office of Auditor General 
2002: 14). The MOA officials broke the normal rules for purchasing and created 
their own system on a scale which was unprecedented in Fiji’s history. Table 6.9 
shows a comparison between the normal purchasing process and the irregular 
process used by MOA officials. 
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Table 6.9 Comparison between the normal process for Government Local 
Purchase Order and the irregular 
Normal LPO process Irregular process used by MOA
Original and duplicate issued to suppliers of 
goods and services;

Supplier keeps original and returns duplicate 
to Ministry with its invoice, and supplies good 
or service. From invoice, a liability is entered 
into the commitment ledger to record the 
expected amount owed by Ministry to the 
suppliers;

Ministry on receiving the goods, checks the 
goods against triplicate copy of the LPO, 
certifies that goods have been received in 
good condition, and processes the order for 
payment;

Fourth copy retained in the book.

Certified applicants’ letter is taken to the 
supplier;

Supplier processes the Order;

Goods are supplied to the applicants;

Invoices are sent by the supplier to the 
Ministry; 

Orders are raised & Commitment ledger is 
updated; 

Payment is then made to the suppliers.

Source: Summarized from Fiji Office of Auditor General 2002: 12-13. 

Over time, the link between the MOA officials and Suncourt became very 
personal and trusting, to the extent that even without an LPO Suncourt would 
deliver the goods on the strength of the customer’s application. About half of 
the approvals for the Naitasiri applicants were done this way. It was also found 
that some LPOs issued to suppliers were open and the items to be supplied and 
their prices were left entirely to the discretion of the supplier and farmers.

Another company involved in the supply of goods was Morris Hedstrom (MH). 
However, one of the MH employees, Pita Koney Alifereti, wrote and authorised 
all quotations from MH, Coral Island Traders (a subsidiary of MH) and Repina 
Wholesalers, Alifereti’s own company. The Repina price was often accepted 
because it was lower than the other two. It was later revealed during Alifereti’s 
trial that he also gave money to a number of senior officials of the MOA to 
ensure that his company, Repina Wholesalers, continued to be awarded the 
MOA contract (Fijilive, 11 September 2008). A total of FJ$336,246.52 was given 
to Repina between 8 September 2000 and 15 January 2001. It was a case of 
insider information, deception and bribery, for which Alifereti was later jailed.

The five MOA officials responsible for the approval process signed LPOs above their 
limits. The rules specified that the permanent secretary could approve an LPO up to 
$10,000 and those below him had lower ceilings. However, a total of FJ$2,083,787.34 
worth of approvals was signed beyond the authorized limits of the senior officers, as 
shown in Table 6.10. The actions of these officers were deemed to be in breach of the 
Public Service Code of Conduct (Fiji Government. 1999b). 
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Table 6.10 Amount signed by senior officers of the MOA beyond the 
authorized limits 
Designation Name No. of orders Total value (FJ$)
Permanent Secretary Peniasi Kunatuba 43 636,451.13

Deputy Secretary (Services) Samisoni Ulitu 67 545,983.66

Deputy Secretary (Operations) Ken Cokanasiga 36 340,834.44

Director, Administration and Finance Sereani Bainimarama 2 18,120.00

Principal Accounts Officer Suliasi Sorovakatini 78 542,398.11

Total 226 2,083,787.34

Source: Fiji Office of Auditor General 2002: 14. 

Kunatuba, the permanent secretary, was the first to be jailed for abuse of office in 
2006 and was handed a four-year term. In her ruling, High Court judge Justice 
Nazhat Shameem described the case as the most serious abuse of office to be 
brought before the Fiji courts so far (The Fiji Times, 16 November 2006).

On 17 September 2008, Alifereti was jailed together with Peli Kete Doviyaroi, 
a MOA officer who was given FJ$8,000 by Alifereti. Suncourt Hardware 
director Dhansukh Lal Bhika, the managing director for Suncourt, and Suliasi 
Sorovakatini, the principal accounts officer, were sentenced to five years and 
four-and-a-half years respectively by the High Court in March 2011 for official 
corruption. Bhika was accused of providing Sorovakatini with airline tickets to 
Australia and FJ$51,921.12 credit facilities in his company – all to ensure that 
Sorovakatini continued to approve the purchase of farming implements from 
Suncourt. Needless to say, the agricultural scam further tarnished the already 
negative image of affirmative action.

I have discussed these developments in detail in order to address two issues 
which have plagued other affirmative action policies in the past. The first is 
that without proper monitoring, affirmative action as a politically driven 
project can be subject to arbitrary manipulation and abuse by those concerned. 
Secondly, mainstreaming affirmative action programs into line ministries can 
cause confusion over which programs are routine and which ones are affirmative 
action initiatives.

A further issue here is the question of responsibility. Who was ultimately 
responsible for the debacle? Cabinet did not formally endorse the 20YP until 14 
August 2001, just 11 days before the election, although the program had been in 
place since 2000 (Fiji Parliament 2001b). There were conflicting messages from 
the MOA. Kunatuba, the permanent secretary, stated that the interim minister, 
Apisai Tora, had approved of the program in writing; but the letter was not 
found during the police investigation. Interestingly, the MOA’s official statement 
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defended the minister and contradicted the permanent secretary’s position. 
Kunatuba maintained his innocence during the court case and appealed. 
Kunatuba was later sacked by the minister before being imprisoned.

During Kunatuba’s trial, the prime minster, Qarase, and 11 other cabinet 
ministers and senior civil servants were named in court documents in relation 
to their role in the scam as part of the election campaign. The court affidavit 
said that the interim government had “known and had given its approval to the 
use of the farming assistance scheme to fund its policy on the development of 
indigenous Fijians and Rotumans” (AAP, 22 June 2002: 1). It was also claimed 
that Finance Minister Jone Kubuabola was fully aware of the abuse because the 
ministry had to make approvals of FJ$28,000 daily; and that by the end of 2000 
the government had approved FJ$2 million under the scheme. Mr Kunatuba 
claimed that he had become a scapegoat in a systematic scam involving the 
entire affirmative action program. 

In hindsight, it is inconceivable that Tora, Qarase, Kubuabola and other 
ministers of the interim government were not aware of what was happening. 
For instance Tora’s village had been a beneficiary of affirmative action in the 
form of dalo suckers and farming implements, while Qarase had accompanied 
the Assistant Minister for Agriculture, Marieta Rigamoto, in a trip to Rotuma, 
Rigamoto’s island, to distribute FJ$100,000 worth of farming implements in July 
2001, a month before the election (The Fiji Times, 10 July 2001). Kubuabola was 
responsible for overseeing the use of funds. Rigamoto stood as an independent 
in the Rotuman communal seat during the 2001 election and won. Rigamoto 
was not new to scandals. In a separate case, she was ordered by the Fiji Court of 
Appeal to pay back more than US$850,000 to the National Bank of Fiji (later to 
become Colonial Bank and lately Bank South Pacific) in September 2011 for her 
loan in the 1990s.

Tora defended himself during the trial by blaming the military for the scandal, 
arguing that they were the ones responsible for introducing affirmative action 
after the 1987 coup and for endorsing the post-2000 coup affirmative action to 
“diffuse the tension caused by the political crisis” (Radio NZ, 13 Oct 2006). The 
witch hunt was on and there were questions raised about the ethical practices 
of public servants, the reliability of the state in implementing affirmative 
action and more importantly the appropriateness of affirmative action itself. 
Despite the noble political intent the scam had further eroded the integrity of 
affirmative action and was a major slur on the indigenous Fijians’ reputation in 
the utilization of communal resources, although only a minority was involved. 
As a precaution against political backlash on the eve of the election, the interim 
government, which had by now formed the SDL Party, suspended the affirmative 
action program in August 2001.
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Nevertheless, it appeared that the scam did not deter indigenous Fijian voters 
from voting overwhelmingly for the SDL, perhaps because the publicity value 
of the affirmative action programs may have overshadowed an understanding of 
the actual outcomes. With the embarrassing scam in mind, parliament enacted 
the Social Justice Act on 21 December 2001 as required under Section 44 of 
the Constitution to provide the legal framework for future affirmative action 
initiatives.

Attempts at reconciliation and tension: 
Towards another military coup 

Affirmative action programs after the 2001 election and before the 2006 coup 
faced numerous challenges. The agriculture scam had shaken people’s confidence 
in the government to administer affirmative action. As investigations, court 
cases and recriminations continued for the next few years, ministries became 
more cautious and civil servants and ministers became more aware of the need 
to practice good governance. But this did not stop other scams (as we shall see 
later) from taking place. The Social Justice Act of 2001 provided affirmative 
action with more legitimacy and this gave the SDL new confidence in its desire 
to push forward pro-indigenous reforms.

The Social Justice Act was timely because it created an environment in which 
the 20YP could be more inclusive; and it also gave credibility to the SDL’s 
national dialogue and reconciliation policy, which was implemented in the 
form of the talanoa sessions, facilitated by Dr Sitiveni Halapua of the East-West 
Center in Hawaii. The government decided to expand the affirmative action 
provisions to include other ethnic groups, as required under the Social Justice 
Act and as a gesture of national unity.1 In addition, the SDL initiated a national 
reconciliation process which, unfortunately, was later overshadowed by the 
unpopular Reconciliation, Tolerance and Unity Bill (RTUB). However, thirdly, 
affirmative action and national reconciliation were challenged by growing 
protest and tension and, perhaps most seriously was the growth of protests 
and tension and, perhaps the most seriously, by pressure from the military 
on Qarase’s government to remove the RTUB and Qoliqoli Bill. These will be 
discussed in detail later.

In a report to Parliament on 4 October 2004, Qarase stated that since 2001 a total 
of 27 affirmative action projects had been implemented for indigenous Fijians 

1 Affirmative action for Indo-Fijians and other ethnic minorities was administered under the Ministry of 
Multi-ethnic Affairs (MMA). While scholarships for indigenous Fijians under the FAB were based on ethnicity 
and academic performance, scholarships under the MMA were based on ethnicity and parents’ income, set 
at $10,000 or less.  



6. Appeasement, scams and tension: Affirmative action programs, 1999 to 2006

163

and Rotumans and 19 for Indo-Fijians and minority communities (Qarase 2004). 
There were problems in implementing some of the provisions because of a lack 
of indigenous Fijians in critical areas such as contracting. For instance, of the 
FJ$33.6 million worth of contracts awarded from July to December 2003, only 
$5.6 million (17%) went to indigenous Fijian-owned companies compared to 
$12.6 million (38%) to Indo-Fijian companies and $15.4 million (45%) to other 
minority groups. This was still a long way from the 50% target for indigenous 
Fijian participation envisaged under the 20YP.

The SDL put a lot of emphasis on indigenous education. It was realized that 
education was the most successful of the affirmative action initiatives since 
affirmative action started in the 1970s. In fact a large number of current 
politicians, civil servants, military officers, professionals and corporate sector 
employees were products of educational affirmative action in the 1970s and 
1980s; thus there was significant interest in this area. It is estimated that by 
2011, of those who had graduated, almost 7,000 were serving in Fiji. The success 
rate for indigenous students improved considerably over the years from below 
50% in the 1970s to 90.42% in 2011 (Fiji Ministry of Information 2011).

There were other initiatives, such as village banks, for grassroots people as part 
of the 20YP savings scheme. By 2004 total savings of $71,000 from 659 clients 
had been deposited. Perhaps the most significant increase in the participation 
of indigenous Fijians in business was in the taxi business, where the number of 
licences given to indigenous Fijians increased from 85 in 2001 to 123 in 2003; 
whilst for Indo-Fijians there was an increase from 2 in 2001 to 310 in 2003. As 
at 30 September 2004 the total number of taxi permit holders was 5,456, of 
which indigenous Fijians held 2,275 (42%), Indo-Fijians 2940 (54%) and for 
other minorities held 4%.

Despite these achievements, criticisms of affirmative action continued unabated. 
In its 2003 report on Fiji, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
noted that affirmative action did very little to address the issue of poverty. The 
Committee strongly recommended that affirmative action policies be devised 
to ensure that “poverty alleviation programs benefit all poor Fijian citizens, 
irrespective of their ethnic origin, to avoid undue stress on already strained 
ethnic relations” and that “the adoption of any affirmative action program be 
preceded by consultations involving all ethnic communities” (United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 2003). It has been argued along 
the same lines that affirmative action led to economic distortion, stifling of 
competition and corruption while sustaining, rather than alleviating, poverty 
(Chand 2007). In its review of affirmative action in Fiji the Fiji Human Rights 
Commission [FHRC] (2006) concluded that there was no coherent approach to 
addressing the problems of disadvantaged groups and added that the situation 
of other disadvantaged groups such as ethnic minorities and women were 
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not catered for. The FHRC recommended that the Social Justice programs 
should be reviewed and the affirmative action policies be removed because 
they discriminated against other groups and thus breached the human rights 
provisions of Section 38 (2) of the Constitution.

In another major shock reminiscent of the agriculture scam, the Auditor General 
identified irregularities in a $2 million project to promote educational centres 
of excellence as a way of upgrading indigenous education. A number of schools 
were identified as centres of excellence and the intention was that the facilities 
of those schools would be upgraded and the quality of education would be 
improved through increased resources in order to attract the best students and 
promote educational achievement and innovation in the region. However, the 
auditor general’s report in 2005 showed unauthorised advance payments for 
building materials, purchase of rugby jerseys for a team, unaudited accounts, 
unauthorised payments and excessive payments for casual labour (Fiji Office of 
Auditor General 2005).

The auditor general recommended that the principal of the Naitasiri Provincial 
High School be investigated for wrongfully authorising LPOs and payments 
in relation to the following: $215,000 paid in advance to HP Kasabia, an Indo-
Fijian retail company; $26,870 used to buy school uniforms that were not 
approved under the scheme; and $12,180 used to buy jerseys for a rugby team. 
These were expenses illegally diverted from the following approved allocations: 
upgrading of staff quarters ($135,000); upgrading of classroom blocks and a 
science laboratory ($65,000); a vocational centre ($20,000); building of toilets 
($30,000); improvement of water supply ($10,000) and electrical wiring and a 
switchboard ($15,000). About half of the $2 million grant for the project was 
subject to misuse (Fiji Office of Auditor General 2005).

It was alleged by the Fiji Labour Party Deputy Leader, Poseci Bune, on 23 
November 2005 that the company, Safeway Marine and Rabitech was contracted 
by the Ministry of Fisheries to build 90 fibreglass boats which were distributed 
before the August 2006 election (The Fiji Times, 24 November 2005). He also made 
revelations of villagers receiving grass cutters, outboard motors, digging forks, 
cane knives and other farming implements in various provinces. Allegations 
were also made of people being freely given airfares, refrigerators, dinner packs 
and accommodation.

It was the agriculture scam all over again, although on a much smaller scale. The 
auditor general’s report questioned why Naitasiri High School was chosen ahead 
of the dozens of indigenous schools. The SDL party was formed by the Naitasiri 
chiefs and there was an unwritten understanding that Naitasiri, which had been 
neglected in the area of development and education since independence, was 
to be a priority beneficiary of affirmative action. The workers employed in the 
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building projects were all from the tribe of the local chief, one of the founders of 
the SDL Party. The contract for the building works was awarded to Baba Forests, 
a company owned by SDL national secretary, Jale Baba. The report noted that 
the building work was not properly completed. It was obvious that the SDL 
had a direct hand in the implementation of the scheme and in the irregularities.

The hallmark of the client-patronage relationship, a common feature of past 
affirmative action, was clearly visible. The SDL had projected the image of being 
the saviour of the indigenous Fijians and was desperate to fulfil the heightened 
expectations in whatever way possible. Because of its political malleability, 
affirmative action was the perfect tool that could be utilized at will to achieve this 
purpose. Again like the agricultural projects, Naitasiri, a major SDL stronghold, 
was a major beneficiary. The unfair distribution of affirmative action projects 
amongst indigenous Fijians remained an unresolved issue.

Noble intentions turned sour: The RTUB and 
Qoliqoli Bill

With a comfortable parliamentary majority and overwhelming support amongst 
the indigenous Fijian people and indigenous institutions such as the powerful 
Methodist Church and the 14 provincial councils, the Qarase government 
initiated two bills which it hoped would transform indigenous political and 
economic life for the better. Although the intentions of the RTUB and Qoliqoli 
Bill may have been noble, they nonetheless invoked widespread resistance.

The RTUB was a form of political affirmative action first introduced into 
parliament on 4 May 2005, almost five years after the May 2000 coup. The 
RTUB proposed a Reconciliation and Unity Commission to grant amnesty to 
perpetrators of the 2000 coup and compensation to those who suffered as a 
result of the coup during the period from 19 May 2000 to 15 March 2001. The 
president was to have a veto power over the granting of amnesty. On the advice 
of the prime minister and in consultation with the leader of the opposition, the 
members of the commission were to be appointed by the president.

A Joint Parliamentary Select Committee on Justice, Law and Order, chaired 
by the Deputy Speaker of the House, Manasa Tugia, was set up to conduct 
public consultations around the country and altogether the committee received 
272 written and oral submissions. However, the Fiji Labour Party boycotted 
the committee and refused to provide a representative for it. The RTUB was 
presented as “a genuine attempt at political stability and unity in Fiji” after 
various nation-building approaches such as “multiparty Cabinet, the talanoa 
session, Parliamentary Standing Committee, Ministry of Reconciliation, 
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prosecution and jailing of offenders etc. have failed” (RTUB 2005). It proposed 
that the way forward for Fiji was through national reconciliation, forgiveness 
and tolerance. Since the 2000 coup had fractured and scarred Fiji deeply, the 
most appropriate way forward to nurture and consolidate inter-ethnic trust and 
unity was through restorative justice (Fiji Sun, 2 December 2005). The idea was 
to shift the conflict resolution approach from retributive justice, which was 
based on punishment, to restorative justice, which was based on reconciliation 
between the victims and perpetrators of the 2000 coup. The RTUB emphasized 
the importance of giving victims of the May 2000 events a chance to be heard 
as well as to apply for compensation and reparation. It also gave a chance for 
the perpetrators to ask for forgiveness and apply for amnesty. Earlier, a number 
of coup activists had been released under the Compulsory Supervision Order 
(CSO) and this had provoked criticism and opposition from the military and 
human rights groups.

The RTUB was the result of months of nation-wide consultations by the Ministry 
of National Reconciliation (MNR) as a build-up towards a national reconciliation 
week from 4 to 11 October 2004. The program for the week included public 
meetings and lectures on peace-building and multiculturalism around the 
country as a build-up to a public reconciliation ceremony at Albert Park in Suva 
on 10 October. The reconciliation ceremony was based on the indigenous Fijian 
model of peace-building known as veisorosorovi (forgiveness and reconciliation). 
The national ceremony, which was broadcast live around the country, consisted 
of inter-group forgiveness and acceptance of forgiveness between the various 
ethnic groups and religious groups. It was a solemn and moving occasion and 
the first of its kind in Fiji. A peace-building model which had been used for 
hundreds of years within the indigenous Fijian community was being used in 
the national context across ethnic, cultural and religious divides.

However, while the reconciliation program was hailed by participants as a 
success, it failed to achieve total reconciliation because two major players 
in the 2000 coup boycotted the ceremony – the military and the FLP. They 
both preferred “justice” through the retributive method (arrest, trial and 
imprisonment) to deal with the coup perpetrators. This exacerbated the already 
simmering tension between the military and the Qarase government and this 
antagonistic relationship spilled over into the RTUB debate.

The controversy over the RTUB was worsened by the existing climate of political 
animosity and suspicion. People’s reactions showed a clear ethnic demarcation. 
A public opinion poll by Tebbutt, published on 21 June 2005, indicated that 
55% of indigenous Fijians supported the RTUB compared to only 19% of Indo-
Fijians; also 29% of indigenous Fijians and 60% of Indo-Fijians opposed it. 
About 10% of indigenous Fijians and 14% of Indo-Fijians said they did not 
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care one way or the other (Fiji Times, 21 June 2005). A public opinion poll on 
2 July 2005 suggested that only 4% of the population had read the RTUB fully 
and 16% had read it partially only (Fiji Times, 2 July 2005).

Critics argued that the RTUB would help legitimize the 2000 coup and promote 
a coup culture in the process. The military saw it as a direct affront to their role 
as the last bastion of state security during the 2000 upheaval. Some saw it as 
an attempt to undermine the rule of law and the constitution, especially the 
constitutional and statutory powers of the judiciary, DPP, police, military and 
other constitutional offices. The amnesty provision of the RTUB in particular 
was objectionable since it was seen as an insult to the rights of the victims of the 
coup to have their situation addressed.

The RTUB was in itself a form of political affirmative action to supplement 
the economic affirmative action programs of the 20YP. It was hoped that a 
reconciliatory political climate created by the RTUB would make the Blueprint 
and 20YP more acceptable to other ethnic groups and critics. The RTUB did not 
get off the ground, as the protests intensified and stern demands for withdrawal 
by the military commander, Commodore Frank Bainimarama, worsened the 
tension between the government and the military. 

The Qoliqoli Bill (QB), first proposed in the Blueprint, was one of the SDL’s major 
indigenous projects. The QB proposed that ownership of offshore indigenous 
fishing rights (qoliqoli), which hitherto had been under state jurisdiction, should 
be transferred to indigenous landowners. Part 2 of the Bill stated that “the State 
shall cease to be, and the Board shall be, bound by the terms and conditions 
subject to which such legal interests and rights were originally granted”... and 
“all qoliqoli areas are deemed to be native reserve unless the Minister upon 
application by the qoliqoli owners, declares by order in the Gazette such areas 
as outside native reserve within the meaning of the Native Land Trust Act” 
(Soqosoqo Duavata ni Lewe ni Vanua Party. 2006: 4-5). 

By law, the state had legal jurisdiction over minerals found below the surface 
of the soil as well as in the sea area up to the high water mark. While the 
state had legal jurisdiction over the offshore areas, there was also recognition 
of landowners’ traditional fishing rights or qoliqoli. While the two modes of 
jurisdiction existed harmoniously, there had also been cases of conflict between 
them, especially when issues of foreshore development and access to hotel 
beaches, private property and development projects were involved. In the case of 
the hotels, because of the often close ties between hotel owners and landowners 
through employment of local landowners in hotels or even shareholding, these 
problems had often been solved amicably. During the 2000 coup a few resorts 
and hotels were forcefully taken by landowners to show their grievances.
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The country was divided as a result of the QB. The SDL government and its 
supporters, including the Methodist Church and a number of chiefs, argued that 
the QB was an important lever to enhance indigenous economic progress. It was 
argued that indigenous Fijians rarely benefitted from their qoliqoli in terms of 
compensation, rent and royalty and that ownership of the offshore area meant 
control of sea travel, resource exploitation and trade. It was seen not only as 
a potential source of economic wealth for the landowners, it was also a source 
of social and political empowerment and a basis for the self-determination 
prescribed in the Blueprint. For the SDL this could guarantee its continued 
political support amongst the indigenous population. The passage of the QB 
was timed to coincide with the election campaign for the 2006 general elections.

Opposition to the QB was widespread. Opponents included hotel operators, 
business people, NGOs, the military and a host of indigenous Fijian individuals 
and groups. There were a number of reasons for the opposition. First, tourist 
operators feared that the QB would put restrictions on tourism activities 
such as snorkelling, surfing, swimming and fishing and also create potential 
conflict with landowners over use of the qoliqoli for these activities. This would 
seriously impact on Fiji’s largest industry. In addition to this they would have 
to pay extra fees for use of the qoliqoli on top of the lease and royalty they 
paid landowners. Second, many of those in the real estate, development and 
business industry feared that the QB was going to impact on their capacity to 
invest and generate income. Third, the military was more concerned about the 
security implications of the QB, particularly as it could potentially lead to more 
intra-communal conflict between landowners. Tension over fishing rights, some 
ending in physical assault, has been a cause of concern in many parts of Fiji 
over the years. Unlike the land area, there were no reliable boundaries for the 
qoliqoli and it was assumed that the land boundaries somehow would extend in 
an imaginary perpendicular line into the sea. The boundaries were supposed to 
be determined by a commission to be set up by the QB.

Another complication was that indigenous Fijians held a very flexible concept 
of traditional fishing rights and people from various localities could fish in other 
qoliqoli through mutual agreement with the local landowners. In some parts 
of Fiji, it was assumed that the qoliqoli was owned by everyone and everyone 
had rights of access to it. In some places such as Cakaudrove and Lau, the 
qoliqoli was said to be “owned’ by the paramount chief and thus it was open 
for fishing access by everyone as long as they used it for purely subsistence 
purposes. Commercial fishermen needed a government licence for fishing within 
designated qoliqoli, which were policed by fishing wardens, who were usually 
from the local landowning unit. The fear was that the QB could lead to disputes 
over sea boundaries and that such disputes might escalate and lead to instability 
within the indigenous community and beyond.
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The Fiji Law Society was opposed to the bill because it felt that it was 
unconstitutional, since it interfered with the Native Lands Act, which protected 
Fijian landownership; and also because it would weaken the sovereignty of 
the state as well as undermine the rights of other ethnic groups (Radio NZ, 
2 November 2006). The same view was echoed by the Fiji Human Rights 
Commission.

What was meant to be a major affirmative action program for indigenous Fijians 
became the final straw which contributed to the intensification of tension 
between the military and the government, culminating in another military 
takeover on 6 December 2006. 

Conclusion 

The seven years between 1999 and 2006 were among the most turbulent in Fiji’s 
history, with two coups and three elections. As this chapter has shown, there 
were different trends in affirmative action programs within this period and, 
beneath the veneer of indigenous advancement, affirmative action was utilized 
to serve various political interests such as appeasement, conflict resolution, 
mobilization for electoral support and the strengthening of political patronage.

The scams associated with affirmative action were indicative of how economic 
prudence became subservient to political expediency. There was no attempt to 
learn from the lessons of the post-1987 scandals, which cost the country more 
than FJ$200 million. Instead, political ambition and optimism overshadowed 
rational judgement in a negative way. Just as with the Alliance and SVT in 
the past, the desire of both the FLP and SDL to influence and transform the 
immediate political conditions in their favour through affirmative action became 
a primary consideration which outweighed the importance of indigenous 
advancement. The political rather than the transformational value of affirmative 
action became a priority consideration.

This was one of the reasons why affirmative action programs had very little 
creativity and innovation in relation to the self-empowerment and positive 
social transformation of the indigenous Fijian community.

As an example of this, there was a lot of emphasis on helping existing rural 
communal farming through provision of implements and dalo suckers, rather 
than reorganizing rural production using new knowhow and innovation to 
develop entrepreneurial skills, and to boost value-added productivity and 
large-scale marketing. Many of those who were supplied with dalo suckers and 
implements were community groups which produced agricultural produce for 
community projects. This was a form of communal capitalism which, as we 
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saw in previous affirmative action projects, would have promoted community 
solidarity but undermined entrepreneurial innovation. No doubt a significant 
amount of dalo produced by the village farmers would have been “lost” through 
communal obligation and subsistence consumption. There was no proper 
monitoring system to determine the contribution of these rural plantations to 
transforming and advancing the economic status of individual indigenous Fijian 
families

Worse still, there was no vision for an ideal future society which rural indigenous 
Fijians must work towards. For instance, there was no plan for improving rural 
housing, education, health and infrastructure through dalo farming. It was 
assumed that an increase in dalo production would automatically have multiplier 
effects in other areas of the community. Furthermore, overproduction of dalo 
would have flooded the market and the impact of increased dalo production in 
real terms might have been negligible. There were no supporting innovative 
projects such as using dalo for large-scale industrial processing such as chips 
and other secondary food products to sustain large-scale dalo production in the 
long run.

The shift from urban-based projects after 1987 to rural-based projects after 
2000 may have made political sense given the circumstances, but despite this, 
little changed in terms of the capacity of the state to carry out affirmative action 
programs effectively. This was a major shortcoming which had unfortunate 
consequences. The interests of the political masters rated higher than those of 
the group designated as recipients of affirmative action, the ordinary indigenous 
population. The distribution of affirmative action resources was skewed in 
favour of politically favoured provinces such as Naitasiri. Although affirmative 
action policies might have failed to achieve their objective of boosting economic 
advancement for indigenous Fijians and creating a more harmonious multicultural 
society, they nonetheless served more immediate political objectives in helping 
boost the SDL’s chances of winning the 2001 and 2006 elections.

The period between 1999 and 2006 was one of lost opportunity. Both Chaudhry 
and Qarase squandered a great opportunity to use their potential to work 
together to address the grievances of indigenous Fijians as well as address the 
broader issues of national prosperity and peace. Failure to do this unfortunately 
helped to create the environment for yet another coup.


