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Fiji is undergoing a period of political and economic change. At this stage, the jury is out on the 
course being charted by the FijiFirst government as it grapples with the dual challenges of 
political reform and economic development. With the 2018 general election on the horizon, the 
following article considers where Fiji is placed on the authoritarian-democratic spectrum. By 
drawing on the comparative literature about transition “from above” and competitive 
authoritarianism, we focus on the character of reform in Fiji since the re-institution of elections 
in 2014. Our contention is that the shift that skews the system in favour of an incumbent 
government often occurs between elections in a less than noticeable manner. The article argues 
that while there is an appearance of progress in Fiji, overall the situation is less democratic and 
more precarious than it seems.  

Introduction 

There is little doubt that the challenges of transition from authoritarian rule to functioning 
multi-party democracy are multiple and considerable. Enacting not only effective but 
also accepted political reform can encompass a bewildering array of concerns. These 
range from party-system development and judicial reform to ensuring greater civilian 
control over the military and the routinization of politics via new constitutional 
arrangements.1 To come through such a process and establish democracy as the “only 
game in town”, change has to occur incrementally on the behavioural, attitudinal and 
constitutional levels.2 

As our experience of democratization phenomena over the last thirty to forty years 
tells us, countries do not emerge from this process overnight.3 According to T.L. Karl, 
transition “from above” imposed by incumbent elites, without a credible opposition, is a 
modality of change that can place severe constraints on a process of reform.4 The process 
is as likely to stall or retreat into a semi-authoritarian condition as it is to progress to a 
more democratic outcome.5  

                                                      
1 A. Schedler, “What is Democratic Consolidation?”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 9, 2 (1998), pp.91-
107. 
2 J.J. Linz and A.C. Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, 
South America and post-Communist Europe (Baltimore, 1996). 
3 P.J. Carnegie, The Road from Authoritarianism to Democratization in Indonesia (New York, 2010). 
4 T.L. Karl, “Dilemmas of Democratization in Latin America”, Comparative Politics, Vol. 23, 1 (1990), 
pp.1-21. 
5 M. Ottaway, Democracy Challenged: The Rise of Semi-Authoritarianism (Washington D.C., 2003), 
pp.5-6. 
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In fact, numerous scholars have drawn attention to the emergence of “hybrid 
regimes”.6 Outwardly, they display formal procedural features of democracy but they 
play by considerably different rules. From Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan in the Caspian 
Sea Basin to Cambodia in Southeast Asia and Nigeria in West Africa, varieties of 
competitive authoritarianism are a common form of political regime in the developing 
world.7  

In a competitive authoritarian regime, incumbents submit to meaningful multi-party 
elections but skew the ‘playing field’ of contestation heavily in their favour to maintain 
power. As S. Levitsky and L.A. Way note, “in competitive authoritarian regimes, formal 
democratic institutions are widely viewed as the principal means of obtaining and 
exercising political authority”.8 At the same time, “incumbents routinely abuse state 
resources, deny the opposition adequate media coverage, harass opposition candidates 
and their supporters […] [while] journalists, opposition politicians, and other 
government critics may be spied on, threatened, harassed, or arrested”.9  

Fiji has a political and social ordering that has struggled for decades with the legacies 
of its past and the realities of its ethnic make-up. A legacy of military preponderance 
with periodic and direct involvement in politics, alongside the configuration of ethno-
cultural power relations, seems to favour an “old kava in a new tanoa” scenario. Yet, 
since the re-institution of elections in 2014, Fiji has undergone a period of transition. On 
the face of it, the country has enjoyed political stability under the ruling FijiFirst Party. 
It has also achieved a steady level of economic performance, with GDP growth averaging 
between 3.5-5.5 per cent annually; notwithstanding the devastating impact of Tropical 
Cyclone Winston in 2016.10  

With the above considerations in mind and the 2018 general election on the horizon, 
it is timely to consider where Fiji places on the authoritarian-democratic spectrum. Much 
commendable scholarship has already anatomized critically both the coup of 2006 and 
Fiji’s return to competitive elections in 2014.11 And we readily accept that mixes of 

                                                      
6 See M.R. Beissinger, “Ethnic Identity and Democratization: Lessons from the Post-Soviet Region”, 
Taiwan Journal of Democracy, Vol. 3, 2 (2007), pp.73-99; M. Bogaards, “How to classify hybrid 
regimes? Defective democracy and electoral authoritarianism”, Democratization, Vol. 16, 2 (2009), 
pp.399-423; K. Bolkvadze, “Hitting the saturation point: Unpacking the politics of bureaucratic reforms 
in hybrid regimes”, Democratization, Vol. 24, 4 (2016), pp.751-769; P.J. Carnegie, “Trade-offs, 
Compromise and Democratization in a Post-Authoritarian Setting”, Asian Social Science, Vol. 8, 13 
(2012), pp.71-79; G. Casper, Fragile Democracies: The Legacies of Authoritarian Rule (Pittsburgh, 
1995); V. Hadiz, “The Rise of Neo-Third Worldism? The Indonesian Trajectory and the Consolidation 
of Illiberal Democracy”, Third World Quarterly, Vol. 25, 1 (2004), pp.55-71; D. Kuehn, “Midwives or 
gravediggers of democracy? The military’s impact on democratic development”, Democratization, Vol. 
24, 5 (2017), pp.783-800; S. Levitsky and L.A. Way, “Elections without Democracy: The rise of 
Competitive Authoritarianism”, Journal of Democracy, Vol.13, 2 (2002), pp.51-65; M. McFaul, “The 
Fourth Wave of Democracy and Dictatorship: Non-cooperative Transitions in the Post-Communist 
World”, World Politics, Vol. 54, 2 (2002), pp. 212-244; J.A. Winters, Oligarchy (Cambridge, 2010); 
F. Zakaria, “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy”, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 76, 6 (1997), pp.22-43. 
7 S. Levitsky and L.A. Way, Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War 
(Cambridge, 2010); A. Schedler, ed., Electoral Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree Competition 
(Boulder, 2006). 
8 Levitsky and Way, Elections without Democracy, p.53. 
9 Ibid., p.53. 
10 Asian Development Bank, Asian Development Outlook 2017: Transcending the Middle Income 
Challenge (Manila, 2017). 
11 See J. Fraenkel, S. Firth and B.V. Lal, eds, The 2006 Military Takeover in Fiji: A Coup to end all 
Coups? (Canberra, 2009); B.V. Lal, “In Frank Bainimarama’s Shadow: Fiji, Elections and the Future”, 
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militarism and ethno-religious divisions alongside authoritarian and democratic features 
have distinct historical roots and implications.12 Nonetheless, in keeping with the 
comparative work of Levitsky and Way, we contend that the shift that skews the system 
in favour of an incumbent government often occurs between elections in a less than 
noticeable manner.13 The following analysis underscores the character of that shift in the 
period since 2014. It gives a telling indication of the regime type establishing itself in 
Fiji and the likely course it is charting. The international community may have 
enthusiastically prioritized the normalization of economic and diplomatic relations but 
there are ways in which Fiji’s political arena has skewed in favour of the incumbent 
government rather than deepening democracy post-2014. We argue that while there is 
the appearance of progress in the shape of meaningful elections, the overall situation is 
less democratic and more precarious than it seems. 

There and Back Again: Fiji’s “Coup Years” 

By way of orientation, Fiji is an archipelagic nation in the central western Pacific Ocean, 
comprising more than 300 islands, with a sovereign sea area of 1.29 million square 
kilometers. The census in 2007 showed a population of 837,271 with indigenous Fijians 
(iTaukei — literally “the owners” or without the definitive article just Taukei) comprising 
57 per cent and the Indo-Fijian population 37 per cent.14 In 2015, Fiji had a GDP of 
US$4.426 billion and GNI per capita US$4,830.15 Since gaining independence from 
Great Britain in 1970, Fiji has had four coups, and four constitutions.  

The country’s political instability has long been linked to its demographics and ethnic 
makeup. Historically, the need to contain potential conflict between the two dominant 
racial groups (Indo-Fijians arrived initially in migratory waves by way of an indentured 
labour system to work on plantations during the colonial period) formed the basis upon 
which the colonial state established and maintained a small military force. The modern 
Fijian army emerged out of this force.16 It is an institution overwhelmingly populated by 
iTaukei. 

In the post-colonial era, the army has repeatedly intervened in the politics of the 
nation. Acting primarily on behalf of indigenous and chiefly Fijian interests, it executed 
two military coups in 1987. These coups reasserted the preeminence and control over the 

                                                      
The Journal of Pacific History, Vol. 49, 4 (2014), pp.457–468; V. Naidu, “The 2014 Fiji General 
Election: A Fresh Start on the Road to Democracy?”, The Journal of Pacific Studies, Vol. 35, 2 (2015), 
pp.129-142; S. Ratuva and S. Lawson, eds., The People have Spoken: The 2014 Election in Fiji (Acton, 
ACT, 2016); R. Robertson, The General’s Goose: Fiji’s Tale of Contemporary Misadventure (Acton, 
ACT, 2017). 
12 See S. Durutalo, “Interview”, The Review, Vol. 13, 2 (1993); J. Fraenkel, “The Clash of Dynasties 
and Rise of Demagogues: Fiji’s Tauri Vakaukauwa of May 2000”, Journal of Pacific History, Vol. 35, 
3 (2000), pp.295-308; R. Robertson and W. Sutherland, Government by the Gun: The Unfinished 
Business of Fiji’s 2000 Coup (Annandale, NSW, 2001); W. Halapua, Tradition, Lotu and Militarism in 
Fiji (Lautoka, 2003). 
13 See Levitsky and Way, Elections without Democracy; Levitsky and Way, Competitive 
Authoritarianism. 
14 Fiji Bureau of Statistics, “Population and Demography”, Census 2007, (Suva, 2007) 
<http://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/statistics/social-statistics/population-and-demographic-indicators>, 
accessed on 28 April 2017. A more recent census conducted in 2017 shows a slight increase in 
population to 884,887. However, no details of ethnic breakdown were released at the time of writing. 
15 World Bank, DataBank 2017 <http://data.worldbank.org/country/fiji>, accessed on 26 April 2017. 
16 Defence White Paper, “Defending Fiji”, Parliamentary Paper No.3 (Suva, 2007); S. Tarte, “Fiji 
Islands’ Security and Defense Policy Issues”, The National Institute for Defense Studies (Tokyo, 2010), 
pp.67-84. 
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state by indigenous Fijian elites (who had been dislodged from power by an election in 
April 1987). They also paved the way for the re-ordering of the state along ethno-
nationalist lines and for exponential growth in the size of the Fiji military.17 In the post-
1987 era, ethno-nationalism, militarism and Christian (Methodist) fundamentalism 
forged a powerful political alliance, underpinned by an ideology and culture that invoked 
the inseparability of god (lotu), land (vanua) and government (matanitu).18  

The “success” of these coups emboldened a further putsch attempt in 2000 by an 
armed civilian group led by George Speight (aided by a rogue element within the army 
and “grassroots” iTaukei support) to seize power. The government of the day (led by 
Fiji’s first Indo-Fijian Prime Minister — Mahendra Chaudhry) was held hostage in the 
Parliament for fifty-six days and the army declared martial law to fill the ensuing power 
vacuum. The situation confronted the country with one of its most serious tests as a 
nation; when the threat of a breakdown in law and order and the spectre of civil conflict 
loomed large. This crisis was averted by the intervention of the military, led by 
Commodore J. Voreqe (Frank) Bainimarama. But for much of 2000 the nation endured 
a period of turmoil as key infrastructure was sabotaged, rural Indo-Fijian communities 
intimidated, roadblocks erected, land and property seized. The army also experienced 
severe divisions and factionalism during this time. These led to a mutiny attempt in 
November 2000 when Bainimarama himself was targeted and only narrowly escaped 
death.19   

To a large extent, ethno-nationalist agitation in Fiji has been fueled by perceived 
economic disparities between iTaukei and other ethnic groups (particularly Indo-Fijians). 
These disparities are linked to a legacy of colonial administration and practices that 
included a prohibition on the alienation of iTaukei land. They created a powerful 
dichotomy within the Fijian economy — between a cash and skills-poor but land-rich 
indigenous minority (iTaukei only became a majority again after 1987) and a land-poor 
but cash and skills-rich migrant majority. But this dichotomy also masked acute 
disparities within iTaukei society and served to exacerbate intra-communal tensions that 
indigenous elites were keen to defuse.20 Consequently, the pro-indigenous governments 
that were installed, and subsequently elected, following the military coups in 1987 and 
2000 assertively pursued policies of affirmative action. This was in part based on the 
assumption that it was the only way to guarantee future stability in the country.  

The most recent coup of December 2006 — led by Commodore Bainimarama — 
represented an ostensible rejection of both ethno-nationalism and the political strategy 
of overtly pandering to ethnic and elite indigenous interests.21 The “over-arching 
objective” of the “coup to end all coups” and the military-backed administration, that 
ruled from December 2006 until elections in 2014, was the rather ambitious goal to 

                                                      
17 See B.V. Lal, Another Way: The Politics of Constitutional Reform in Post-Coup Fiji (Canberra, 
1998); J. Fraenkel, “The Origins of Military Autonomy in Fiji: A Tale of Three Coups”, Australian 
Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 67, 3 (2013), pp.327-341; Fraenkel et al., The 2006 Military 
Takeover in Fiji. 
18 Halapua, Tradition, Lotu and Militarism in Fiji; T. Teaiwa, “Articulated Cultures: Militarism and 
Masculinities in Fiji during the mid-1990s”, Fijian Studies: A Journal of Contemporary Fiji, Vol. 3, 2 
(2005), pp.201-222. 
19 S. Tarte and T. Kabutaulaka, “Rethinking Security in the South Pacific: Fiji and the Solomon 
Islands”, in B. Vaughn, ed., The Unravelling of Island Asia? Governmental, Communal and Regional 
Instability (Westport, 2002), pp.61-82. 
20 Durutalo, “Interview”.  
21 See Fraenkel et al., The 2006 Military Takeover in Fiji. 
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“rebuild Fiji into a non-racial, culturally vibrant and united, well-governed, truly 
democratic nation; a nation that seeks progress and prosperity through merit based on 
equality of opportunity and peace”. Significantly, the military also arrogated to itself a 
“guardian and leadership role” to ensure that “good governance is entrenched”.22  

The subsequent abrogation of Fiji’s third constitution in April 2009 established a 
“new political order” that enabled the Bainimarama-led regime to implement a program 
of political and economic reform, dubbed the Strategic Framework for Change. Against 
a backdrop of strict media censorship and a Public Emergency Decree that curtailed 
public debate and political mobilization, the country followed a “roadmap” that led 
eventually to the drawing-up of a new constitution, promulgated in 2013, and the holding 
of elections in September 2014.  

All Hail the Election of 2014? 

Fiji’s election of September 2014 is an election the country had to have, not least the 
government of Prime Minister Bainimarama.23 As an unelected “coup” government its 
lack of legitimate democratic credentials was a major stumbling block in normalizing 
relations with its neighbours and development partners — many of whom had engaged 
diplomatically and economically on the understanding that an election would take place 
by 2014.24 It was an election where much was at stake.  

Organizing free and fair elections within circumstances of constraint is not 
straightforward. The local reality was such that it was unthinkable, from the point of 
view of the interim government, which had consolidated power over the preceding eight 
years, to see reversals to the policies and changes it had put in place. In particular it 
sought to avoid a return to past race-based politics that had proved so divisive and 
impeded nation-building. Despite having committed itself to holding elections, the 
incumbent Bainimarama government had little incentive or desire to give up political 
power. They needed elections that were formally democratic but they also had to produce 
the desired result, namely a mandate from the people to continue along the path that had 
been set.25  

To advance its political agenda, the Bainimarama government scrapped the 
provisional Constitution, which had been drawn up by its appointed Constitution 
Commission, with the government imposing its own version instead in August 2013; 
dubbed the “BluePrint for a Better Fiji”.26 In the process it did away with a Constituent 
Assembly, designed to increase public participation in the adoption of the Constitution, 
and the requirement that a transitional government be formed leading into the election. 
The rejection of the draft Constitution, the product of broad and open participation — 
attracting more than 7,000 submissions — was so unexpected it “stunned the nation into 
silence”.27  

                                                      
22 National Council for Building a Better Fiji, The State of the Nation and the Economy Report (Suva, 
2008), p.97. 
23 Ratuva and Lawson, The People have Spoken, pp.1-16. 
24 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Fiji Country Brief (Canberra, 2017) 
<http://dfat.gov.au/geo/fiji/Pages/fiji-country-brief.aspx>, accessed on 16 April 2017. 
25 Lal, “In Frank Bainimarama’s Shadow”, pp.457-468. 
26 Government of Fiji, Blueprint for a Better Fiji – The 2013 Constitution Unveiled (Suva, 2013), 
available at <http://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Center/Press-Releases/BLUEPRINT-FOR-A-BETTER-FIJI-
--THE-2013-CONSTITUTIO.aspx>. 
27 C. Khan, “Reflections on the September 2014 Elections: A CSO Perspective (from the Community 
out)”, The Journal of Pacific Studies, Vol. 35, 2 (2015), p.67. 
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The new Constitution and decreed electoral system incorporated features designed to 
favour national rather than localized interests. In effect, this would serve to benefit those 
able to mount well-resourced national campaigns, i.e. the current incumbents. There was 
a single national constituency with open-list proportional representation. Parties (or 
independent candidates) needed to achieve a minimum of five per cent of the votes to 
win a seat. Most significantly, there were no longer separate communal rolls. For the 
first time in Fiji’s history, political parties had to appeal for votes from all citizens, 
irrespective of ethnicity. Together with the new unicameral, as opposed to the previous 
bicameral, parliamentary system, these measures aimed to diminish the impact of 
communal politics.28 Although deemed free and fair by various observer groups, the 
2014 election itself was held on a tight rein.29 This extended to controls on the media and 
restricting the activities of civil society organizations and opposition political parties. In 
fact, key barometers of a more progressive climate of reform including the recovery of 
civil liberties and political rights (enhanced freedom of expression, greater access to 
alternative information and the lifting of implied restrictions on associational autonomy 
and political gatherings) were quietly ignored. Significantly, the Political Parties Decree 
(2013, amended in 2014) and the Electoral Decree 2014 which governed the conduct of 
the elections both contained rules and requirements that restricted and curtailed 
opposition groups and parties disproportionately.30   

The eventual election result was a resounding victory for Prime Minister 
Bainimarama both personally and politically for his FijiFirst party which secured thirty-
two of the fifty seats in Parliament. Bainimarama himself won almost 70 per cent of the 
votes cast for FijiFirst; while the FijiFirst candidates overall won almost 60 per cent of 
the total votes cast.31 The FijiFirst line-up included close and seasoned advisors 
(primarily ex-military) invigorated by a range of new faces (some with little political 
experience but well regarded in their respective communities and professions — lawyers, 
academics, business people, even a gold-medal winning para-Olympian). Importantly, 
this allowed the FijiFirst government to project a “new” progressive image of Fiji that 
Bainimarama had been cultivating and identifying himself with and his Party. It created 
an image of people untainted (for the most part) by the racist politics of the past; who 
represented a secular, multiracial and multicultural “modern” Fiji; where women as well 
as men held influence and positions of power.  

Interestingly, the ascendancy of FijiFirst has some familiar parallels in the country’s 
political history. It is well known that FijiFirst was established from scratch primarily as 
an election vehicle for Bainimarama. What is less acknowledged is that this bore 
resemblance to previous post-coup elections, when new political parties were established 
by the prevailing power-holders to carry them back to office. They included the 
Soqosoqo Vakavulewa ni Taukei (SVT) party in the 1992 election and Soqosoqo Duavata 
ni Lewenivanua (SDL) party in 2001. Fiji’s first coup-leader, Sitiveni Rabuka was 
elected prime minister as head of the SVT in 1992, while Laisenia Qarase — installed 
as caretaker prime minister by Bainimarama in 2000 — became the elected prime 
minister as head of SDL in 2001.32  

                                                      
28 G.L. Nanau, “Representative Democracy, the Constitution and Electoral Engineering in Fiji: 2014 
and Beyond”, The Journal of Pacific Studies, Vol. 35, 2 (2015), pp.17-34. 
29 V. Naidu and S. Tarte, “Introduction”, The Journal of Pacific Studies, Vol. 35, 2 (2015), pp.5-8. 
30 Naidu, “The 2014 Fiji General Election”, pp.134-5.  
31 Nanau, “Representative Democracy, the Constitution and Electoral Engineering in Fiji”, pp.17-34. 
32 R. Norton, “The Changing Role of the Great Council of Chiefs”, in J. Fraenkel et al., eds., The 2006 
Military Takeover in Fiji, pp.97-115. 
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The FijiFirst Party also gained unrivalled power in parliament against a depleted and 
divided opposition (despite sharing a common adversary, the two opposition parties are 
hardly natural allies). On the opposition side was the contemporary successor to the SDL, 
the Social Democratic Liberal Party (SODELPA) that secured fifteen seats. This is the 
very party that had been deposed by Bainimarama in the coup of 2006 and it is essentially 
an iTaukei communal party. SDL’s name rebranding was in keeping with the electoral 
regulation prohibiting vernacular political party names. SODELPA’s leader, Ro 
Teimumu Kepa, duly became leader of the official opposition. The only other party to 
win any seats was the National Federation Party (NFP) — Fiji’s oldest political party 
and traditionally an Indo-Fijian communal party. It secured three seats.  

For all intents and purposes, the 2014 electoral outcome was a boon for Bainimarama 
and FijiFirst. They could have scarcely hoped for better. From a democratization 
perspective, the election was peaceful and probably more importantly so was the 
response to the result. With a very high turnout (84 per cent of registered voters) and low 
number of invalid votes (officially less than 1 per cent), the election was legitimate with 
a clear mandate from the people. The international observer group declared that the 
elections had been “enthusiastically embraced by the voters of Fiji” and conducted in an 
“atmosphere of calm, with an absence of electoral misconduct or intimidation”.33  

Of course, to presume that the 2014 election in isolation routinized political rivalries 
and accorded full legitimacy would be somewhat optimistic if not a little naïve. 
Nonetheless, the election did trigger a major boost of confidence in the country — from 
investors to foreign partners and the general populace (who took great pride in the 
moment). Many misgivings and doubts were overwhelmed by euphoria and a sense of 
relief of having made it through the election safely.  

Democratic Spillover or Polished PR?  

A transition from authoritarian rule is not a unidirectional process. It is false to assume 
that when a country enters a transition period it is inextricably heading in a democratic 
direction; one election does not a democracy make. As T. Carothers notes it is wrong-
headed to imply that some cases are even moving in a democratic direction.34 Varieties 
of persistent non-democratic rule are common. Having said this, Levitsky and Way’s 
work on competitive authoritarianism provides useful classificatory nuance to Carothers’ 
observation.35 For the former, a competitive authoritarian condition may fall short of 
democracy but it also falls short of full-blown authoritarianism. Levitsky and Way note 
that “although incumbents […] may routinely manipulate formal democratic rules, they 
are unable to eliminate them or reduce them to a mere façade. Rather than openly 
violating democratic rules […] incumbents are more likely to use […] subtle forms of 
persecution, such as the use of tax authorities, compliant judiciaries, and other state 
agencies to ‘legally’ harass, persecute, or extort cooperative behavior from critics.”36  

With the above considerations in mind, “transition” in Fiji really takes on a dual 
meaning: referring to both the process itself and to the next stage (or outcome) of the 

                                                      
33 G. Smith, “Observers Describe Elections as Free, Fair and Transparent”, Fiji TV (Suva, 2014), 
<http://fijione.tv/observors-describe-elections-as-free-fair-and-transparent/>, accessed on 28 April 
2017. 
34 T. Carothers, “The End of the Transition Paradigm”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 13, 1 (2002), pp.5–
21. 
35 See Levitsky and Way, “Elections without Democracy”; Levitsky and Way, Competitive 
Authoritarianism. 
36 Levitsky and Way, “Elections without Democracy”, pp.53-54. 
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initial 2014 return to elections. How successful, how inclusive, how democratic has the 
latter been? One school of thought is that Bainimarama is trying to emulate the Asian 
model — paring back authoritarianism gradually and democratizing incrementally in 
return for delivering robust economic growth, with solid redistributive effects for the 
population as a whole. But Fiji is not Singapore or South Korea.  

In the following sections, we gauge FijiFirst’s self-appointed task of transforming Fiji 
and implementing an agenda of change against the shifts that have taken place since 
2014. It shows the less noticeable ways in which the incumbent government has 
increasingly skewed the “playing field” in their favour to maintain and entrench power 
rather than deepen democracy. 

Since September 2014 there have been some notable departures from the Parliament, 
including a senior minister and close ally of the Prime Minister, Lt. Colonel Pio 
Tikoduadua, who resigned ostensibly for health reasons but flagged a sign of tension in 
the FijiFirst camp. On the Opposition side, two notable departures were senior leaders 
of SODELPA and the NFP, Ratu Naiqama Lalabalavu and Roko Tupou Draunidalo, both 
barred from Parliament for making derogatory remarks about government leaders. These 
departures further weakened the opposition ranks and opened up divisions within these 
parties. A third MP and Opposition Whip, Ratu Isoa Tikoca (SODLEPA) was suspended 
after a complaint by Bainimarama that he made a racist speech on the floor of Parliament. 
Tikoca (a combative critic of FijiFirst) was also charged in 2015 by the Fiji Independent 
Commission against Corruption (FICAC) for failure to declare alleged liabilities prior to 
the 2014 elections. He is currently eligible to run for re-election in 2018 after acquittal 
by the Suva Magistrates Court in June 2017.  

Parliamentary proceedings over the past three years have been a demoralizing 
experience for the two main opposition parties. They have been simply outmuscled and 
on the receiving end of parliamentary (and government) censure, as mentioned. They 
have also lost leadership of standing committees such as the Public Accounts Committee, 
due to changes in parliamentary rules. In addition, they find themselves repeatedly 
subjected to belittling and demeaning comments on the floor which are subsequently 
aired through the media. Prime Minister Bainimarama has described the Opposition as 
an “ineffectual rabble”.37 In another speech on the floor of Parliament, the prime minister 
labelled the NFP leadership as “a grumpy rump” for boycotting the opening of 
parliament and constitution day.38  

A general climate of disdain has developed where they are not taken seriously by the 
government. The FijiFirst Government projects itself as the guarantor and defender of 
the democratic gains Fiji has made. In effect, the opposition’s parliamentary oversight 
and legislative roles have been reduced practically to that of bystanders in the law-
making process. This is underscored by a political narrative, deployed by FijiFirst and 
the pro-Government media, in which the opposition is portrayed as — at best — 
irrelevant; at worst as siding with “snakes”.39  

Opposition political figures have also found themselves subject to “legal” 
intimidation. On 9 September 2017, Fiji police detained for questioning several notable 
figures under the auspices of the Public Order (Amendment) Decree 2012. The arrests 
occurred in response to their earlier participation in a Forum organized by Pacific 
                                                      
37 “PM’s Statement on the Great Council of Chiefs”, Fiji Sun, 29 April 2016  
<http://fijisun.com.fj/2016/04/29/pms-statement-on-the-great-council-of-chiefs/>. 
38 Hansard, “Debate on HE’s Address”, Parliament of the Republic of Fiji (Suva, 26 September 2016). 
39 A. Vakasukawaqa, “Rabuka No Threat – PM”, Fiji Sun, 6 July 2016,  
http://fijisun.com.fj/2016/07/06/rabuka-no-threat-pm/. 
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Dialogue on the controversial 2013 Constitution that coincided with Fiji’s Constitution 
Day. They included the leader of the NFP, Biman Prasad, SODELPA leader, Sitiveni 
Rabuka, Fiji Labour Party leader, Mahendra Chaudhry and the senior trade unionist, 
Attar Singh. The pretext for the arrests was that the suspects had allegedly contravened 
the Public Order Act by attending a public meeting that did not have a permit issued by 
the Divisional Police Commander. After detention for over thirty hours, no subsequent 
charges were brought, with the DPP ruling that there was insufficient evidence to 
prosecute.     

Underpinning this “political ordering” is a distinct lack of trust on the part of the 
government and a paternalistic assumption that “they know best”. Their instinct is to 
control the democratic space and further concentrate political power.  

While laws inherited from the immediate post-coup period continue to cause concern, 
especially controls on media under the Media Industry Development Decree, various 
new bills presented to Parliament in 2016 have the potential to threaten democratic 
liberties even further. These include the Parliamentary Powers and Privileges Bill and 
the Fiji Information Bill.    

Local NGO Pacific Dialogue Ltd noted in its submission on the Fiji Information Bill 
that it “[…] is all about restricting citizens’ access to official information and shielding 
Ministers and Officials from accountability to the citizens of Fiji”. 40     

The military has unsurprisingly remained closely aligned to the government, 
notwithstanding the involuntary resignation of the military commander, Brigadier 
General Mosese Tikoitoga, to pursue a career in foreign affairs. This reshuffle suited 
Bainimarama. Tikoitaga was replaced by a former naval commander, Captain Viliame 
Naupoto — a loyal ally of the Prime Minister (who was himself a one-time naval 
commander). Although never far from the spotlight, in 2017 the military re-entered the 
political fray by issuing a string of statements in response to the actions and utterances 
of opposition politicians and the Methodist Church. Military spokesmen accused the 
Church and opposition figures of fueling communal divisions and ethnic tensions 
especially by reviving calls for a Christian state. Each intervention also pointedly 
reminded the public of the military’s “constitutional role to ensure the safety, security 
and well-being of Fiji and all Fijians”.41 In fact, the “deep-state” supporting structures of 
the military establishment remain largely undisturbed.     

Continuing a trend of militarization of the police force, a senior military officer and 
former Land Force Commander, Brigadier General Sitiveni Qiliho, who also has close 
links to Bainimarama, took over command of the police force in late 2015. This followed 
the resignation of the Police Commissioner, Ben Groenewald, one year into his term, 
who returned to his native South Africa alleging military interference in police 
investigations.42   

Changes that serve to obscure the “playing field” shift range from populist social and 
economic policies to certain shrewd practices distinct from the past. Some of this is 
perhaps clichéd for outside observers but it is nonetheless symbolically significant in 
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Fiji, namely the discourse on politico-juridical equality, which is a step away from the 
ethno-nationalism that has blighted Fijian politics. This has been expressed in the “one 
person one vote” electoral system and the championing of a common (non-racial) 
national identity in conjunction with an emphasis on individual empowerment, 
especially for iTaukei. Colonial-era land laws and chiefly authority structures (revered 
as a bastion of indigenous identity and culture) are, paradoxically, one of the main 
impediments to economic advancement for iTaukei. The government has sought to 
modernize indigenous institutions and approaches (such as the chiefly system and the 
distribution of land lease monies) with varying degrees of commitment and success.43 
There have also been prominent public campaigns aimed at trying to combat some 
pressing social and public health problems such as domestic violence and non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) respectively. The government has fostered the image 
(and in some instances the practice) of a more inclusive approach to national 
development and talked up the extension of the social safety net.44 A combination of 
relative political stability, much-needed and long neglected infrastructure development 
and economic growth post-election (this dropped below 3 per cent due to the devastation 
of Cyclone Winston in 2016) has allowed Bainimarama’s “new political order” to embed 
itself into Fiji’s body politic. The success and extent to which it has managed to do this 
is something both SVT in 1992 and SDL in 2001 failed to achieve.45  

Other innovations (and differences) are perhaps not so apparent but no less significant 
compared to past political practices. Never before in Fiji politics has the government of 
the day benefited from such a polished public relations machine. On top of both the 
Communication Ministry and the Information Department, the Bainimarama 
administration also commissioned the services of a leading Washington D.C.-based PR 
and lobbying firm, Qorvis Communications in 2012 to counter negative publicity and 
boost its overseas image. It has retained the firm’s services ever since, with many of the 
Prime Ministers speeches bearing the Qorvis stamp.46 For its part, Qorvis is well-known 
for managing the “media image” of various foreign clients in countries of such renown 
as Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Equatorial Guinea. 

Narratives and images with strong cultural resonance have been used to construct a 
grammar of legitimacy around FijiFirst and disassociate it from its coup origins.47 The 
image and message of the Prime Minister and his government is well packaged and 
projected widely. The tactic has been effective in drowning out alternative viewpoints. 
FijiFirst’s developmental agenda and integrative national-identity building is further 
reinforced by the government-owned local media (Fiji Broadcasting Corporation (FBC) 
whose CEO is the Deputy PM’s younger brother, Riyaz Sayed-Khaiyum). FBC happily 
broadcasts the comings and goings of the government’s key political operators. Not 
infrequently, the evening news resembles little more than an extended political broadcast 
about what FijiFirst is doing for the people of Fiji, bookended by some sports and 
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weather. Meanwhile for “independent” media — including Fiji TV and The Fiji Times 
— the pressure to report uncritical news is exerted less than subtly by the issuing of 
short-term broadcast licenses (until recently for Fiji TV) and the enforcement of 
draconian media laws, most notably against The Fiji Times.48   

It is also notable how “Brand Fiji” and the FijiFirst brand have become almost 
indistinguishable. The latter has appropriated much from the former to great effect; the 
nation and party as one. For instance, the rugby analogy (in a rugby-loving country) is 
used regularly to appeal to a Fijian sense of all being in it together as a team. This projects 
Bainimarama’s FjiFirst more as a “movement” than a political party in the conventional 
sense. The political communication and branding extolls virtues of team discipline and 
unity and the benefits of a sound game plan with strong and decisive leadership. The 
national and the political converged in an almost evangelical level of expression in the 
wake of the men’s Rugby Sevens gold medal victory in Rio 2016. Speaking at an inter-
faith thanksgiving service on 22 August 2016 at the national stadium in Suva, the Prime 
Minister (who is coincidentally President of the Fiji Rugby Union) declared:    

Finally every player is getting their fair share of the ball. The chance to score for themselves and the 
team. We are all Fijians. Everyone belongs. Everyone is part of Team Fiji. And the benefits of 
teamwork are finally coming our way as a nation […] We have put the wasted years behind us — 
the years of division and argument […] Fiji is finally on the move and finally beginning to fulfill its 
promise.49  

This is powerful mobilizing rhetoric in Fiji. The sporting success of the “boys” plays 
into the hands of the government and its skilled PR machine. Opponents who try to raise 
legitimate criticism of government policy in the face of such patriotic swell are easily 
dismissed and castigated for not being “team players”. The Bainimarama government’s 
successes on the international stage, including the presidency of both the UN General 
Assembly and the Climate Change Conference in 2017 (COP23), have also shored up 
the prime minister’s leadership credentials domestically. Portraying these as 
achievements for the country as a whole, Bainimarama — as leader of a “small but 
influential nation” — both diminishes and disarms the political opposition further.50  

The FijiFirst government also prides itself on being consultative and inclusive — but 
the courtesy does not extend to the opposition parties or those groups and individuals it 
summarily regards as representing Fiji’s “dark past”. On major issues or proposed 
changes it does consult the people — and sometimes it will listen. This was apparent 
with the proposal to change the Fijian flag — something the government has now given 
up on due to overwhelming opposition from the public. Prime Minister Bainimarama 
and his Deputy, Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum, are also constantly on the move: connecting with 
the rural communities, listening to grievances, and explaining government policies. But 
on the whole, this lauded ability to listen is a tightly controlled and one-way 
“consultation” process. 

With the benefit of hindsight, the FijiFirst government had a golden opportunity in 
the wake of its overwhelming 2014 election victory to be magnanimous. Confident in its 
numbers, its secure majority, there was occasion to reach out to the two opposition 
parties in Parliament and try to allay the resentment and animosity of the previous 
decade. A more inclusive bipartisan strategy for moving the country forward could have 
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been set in train but this did not happen; and maybe it is unrealistic to think it ever could 
— given the individuals involved. It is noteworthy that Prime Minister Bainimarama 
(scarred by the traumatic events of 2000) has displayed domestically a particular “strong 
man” style of leadership, both disdainful and suspicious of his political opponents.   

Significantly, the extent to which the current government is circumscribing the role 
and effectiveness of institutions to engineer its vision and supposedly remove the 
divisiveness of the past looks like leading it down a different path. There is an urgency 
to FijiFirst’s modus operandi. It smacks of making up for lost time. The political 
convulsions and economic atrophy of the “coup years” do weigh heavy in the current 
calculus. Although couched as disassociating Fiji from its past “coup culture” and 
racialized politics, the series of measures the Bainimarama administration has forcefully 
set in train are constraining the quality of representative plurality and democratic 
accountability. As highlighted, democratic institutions, alternative viewpoints and the 
rule of law in Fiji are subject to certain putative restrictions. 

By the standards of past governments in Fiji, political power has rarely been so 
concentrated in so few people. On one side, there is the Prime Minister and the Deputy 
Prime Minister, and on the other, all the rest. This reflects the formidable nexus between 
the Prime Minister and his Deputy, forged in the post-coup era, which observers have 
identified as a potential obstacle to democratic rule in the post-election era.51  

This concentration of political power is mirrored in the governance of state-owned or 
controlled enterprises. The post-2006 era witnessed a growing trend of overlapping 
government appointees to the boards of statutory bodies and public enterprises. There is 
not only tighter government control over these bodies (as in the case of powerful Fiji 
National Provident Fund Board) but, in the view of some observers, less transparency 
and accountability in their operations.52    

The Outlook: to 2018 and Beyond 

On balance, the election of 2014 was an important milestone in the return to procedural 
parliamentary government in Fiji. Yet, the Fiji case also demonstrates that 
institutionalizing a more democratic form of rule in the context of a coup is akin to a 
“one step forward, one step back” process. As mentioned, such a process is as likely to 
stall or configure in a competitive authoritarian form.  

The 2018 general election will be an important test for the credentials of Fiji’s 
“transition”. To deepen democratic arrangements — rather than one-party rule — it 
would be desirable to witness a robust contest of political parties (if not of policies and 
personalities). A meaningful number of credible political parties would indicate a 
healthier climate of reform. The freeing-up of restrictions on the media and more 
unrestrained civil society activity from NGOs and pressure groups would also raise a 
greater sense of optimism in that regard. And although largely secondary to domestic 
factors, international pressure and linkages could play a leverage role. Despite the 
growing influence of China in the region, Fiji still has important economic, political, 
diplomatic and organizational linkages with the West, particularly Australia and New 
Zealand.  
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This is most likely wishful thinking. In the unlikely scenario of an opposition victory, 
it is not wholly certain that a peaceful transfer of power from incumbents to opposition 
would occur or that the military would remain in their barracks. The overlapping 
portfolios of the Deputy Prime Minister, who is concurrently Attorney-General, Minister 
for the Economy, Public Enterprises, Communications, Civil Service, Minister 
responsible for Elections and the Minister responsible for Climate Change, is also raising 
concerns. Opposition political parties have called for the removal of the Elections 
portfolio from this list, which also includes the role of General Secretary of the FijiFirst 
party. In a statement to the media, then NFP President, Tupou Draunidalo, declared that 
“too much power concentrated in any individual is always open to abuse”.53  

In the 2018 election, political parties will contest fifty-one (instead of the previous 
fifty) seats, in line with Constitutional rules (Section 54) that require the ratio of 
population to members of parliament to be maintained at the 2014 level. This move will 
further benefit better-resourced parties capable of fielding all fifty-one candidates. For 
its part, the government — through the Elections Office — is starting its preparations 
early: updating voter records, conducting voter registration and planning locations for 
polling booths. The 2014 reports by the Multi-national Observer Group (MOG) and the 
Electoral Commission — containing numerous recommendations — remain under 
consideration by the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Law, Justice and Human 
Rights. Among the recommendations are changes to various decrees that governed the 
2014 election, in order inter alia to address constraints on the media, NGOs, political 
parties and candidates. The government has shown little inclination to act on that front 
for obvious reasons. Instead, it fast-tracked through Parliament in early 2017 an 
amendment to the Electoral Decree which included three of the MOG recommendations 
and appointed the Supervisor of Elections as Secretary to the Electoral Commission. In 
objecting to this Amendment, Opposition parties claimed it both compromised the 
Electoral Commission “by ensuring it remained subservient to the Supervisor of 
Elections” and subverted the parliamentary process.54  

Other political parties have also started to position themselves ahead of the next 
elections. This was evident in the election in July 2016 of former prime minister and 
leader of Fiji’s first coup (Sitiveni Rabuka) as head of SODELPA.55 It followed the 
decision of the SODELPA leader (Ro Teimumu Vuikaba Kepa) not to continue in the 
role. She will continue, however, as Leader of the Opposition for the remainder of this 
Parliament. Interestingly, Rabuka’s appointment, while designed to strengthen the 
party’s chances in the next election by broadening its support base, may well have the 
opposite effect. He has little support among non-indigenous Fijians and limited support 
outside his home province (Cakaudrove). Meanwhile, some former SODELPA stalwarts 
have formed a new political party — yet to be registered — called the Hope Party. The 
former President of NFP who resigned from NFP following her suspension from 
Parliament has joined them.  

Other smaller parties have also been in talks about forming a political coalition. 
Recently, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP) effectively merged with SODELPA after 
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the signing of a MOU that will allow its members and in particular its former leader 
Lynda Tabuya to contest the 2018 election as a SODELPA candidate. This is more than 
likely a strategic move to pool potential votes in the run-up to 2018; PDP were unlikely 
to meet the new 5 per cent national electoral threshold for returning candidates. For its 
part, the Fiji Elections Office (FEO) suspended PDP on 28 December 2017 for thirty 
days after Tabuya’s failure to update the Registrar of Political Parties about her 
resignation in accordance with Section 11 of the Political Parties (Registration, Conduct, 
Funding and Disclosures) Act 2013. The FEO also reported the newly elected vice-
president of SODELPA, Vijay Singh (former president of PDP), to FICAC for a possible 
contravention of the 2013 Act.56 

A major issue for SODLEPA (given its previous incarnation) is that Fiji’s new 
electoral system leaves no room for communal-based parties. Somewhat differently, the 
NFP (which is the only other major party with representation in Parliament) is making a 
more successful transition to a “catchall” multiracial party. Having said this, similar to 
SODELPA it still operates in a traditional political party way.  

The same cannot be said of the FijiFirst Party which has — since its inception — 
taken advantage of and operated extensively through online platforms, i.e. its website 
and social media.57 It continues to cultivate a sense of it being a “grand” movement. This 
“imagined community” is given corporeal presence by the fact that Bainimarama 
alongside Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum, Rosy Akbar (Minister for Health), Jone Usamate 
(Minister for Employment) and Faiyaz Koya (Minister for Industry, Trade and Tourism) 
are like perpetual motion campaigners for the modernization and development of Fiji. 
By extension, they constantly reaffirm FijiFirst’s preeminence in discourse and practice. 
From opening “donor funded” community infrastructure projects to inaugurating 
government initiatives in villages with the donation of boats, water-tanks or solar-panels, 
this ensures FijiFirst an omnipresence in the life of the nation that the opposition as it 
stands simply cannot match. To underline matters, the government announced in April 
2017 that it will continue “indefinitely” to provide micro and small business grants 
(amounting to FJ$1,000) to Fijians. Since 2015, some FJ$5.5 million has been distributed 
to assist 5853 SME businesses.58 While this is a welcome and necessary fillip for many 
Fijians after the devastation of Cyclone Winston, it also serves as an effective measure 
to boost the government’s re-election prospects. FijiFirst — through its PR machine and 
control over the machinery of government — dominates Fiji’s political landscape like 
no other at present.  

Nonetheless, appearances do obscure weaknesses — ones with implications in the Fiji 
case. FijiFirst as a political party is less substantial and more provisional than it seems. 
Despite the slick PR and high visibility of key charismatic actors, the single party 
dominance is friable. FijiFirst’s largely virtual presence and undisclosed inner workings 
offer scant evidence of a genuine rank-and-file organizational structure and base. There 
are very few, if any, meetings of members and parliamentarians. Rather than building a 
committed rank and file with strong allegiance, FijiFirst relies more on the populist 
appeal of its vision for Fiji (one that promises “to leave no one behind”) and on the 
transformative impact of its social and economic policies to give it the legitimacy and 
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support it needs. A major question mark hangs over its structural credentials and viability 
should either of its two main protagonists exit the political stage. The edifice could 
unravel quickly without Bainimarama on point and Khaiyum’s hand on the tiller. 

A recent development gave a glimpse behind the veneer. The ex-Minister for 
Infrastructure and Transport and former leader of the government in parliament, Lt. 
Colonel Pio Tikoduadua (who as mentioned resigned from FijiFirst on medical grounds 
in May 2015) has reentered politics and joined the NFP in the run up to 2018. As a former 
right-hand-man to Bainimarama, Tikoduadua is better placed than many to know which 
way the wind blows. He made the motivations behind his decision clear at a press 
conference in Suva,  

Fiji’s biggest problem at the moment is not that my opinion does not matter. It is that nobody’s 
opinion matters, except those of the Prime Minister and the Attorney-General […] we operate in a 
climate of fear and restrictiveness.59  

Conclusion  

Despite strong state rhetoric of progressive reform in Fiji, post-2014 developments 
display all the hallmarks of a managed and controlled process. It is probably prudent to 
stop treating the government in Fiji as merely “transitional” with the inherent democratic 
bias that word implies and start thinking about the specifics of the regime type it actually 
is. This article’s focus has given a fuller indication of the regime type currently in place 
in Fiji and the course it has likely set itself. We detailed the ways in which the current 
incumbents have crafted a political, legal, and media landscape designed to safeguard 
their power and authority rather than deepen democracy. This has occurred in a less than 
obvious manner since 2014. Democratic institutions do exist in form but electoral, 
legislative, judicial and media arrangements are skewed in favour of the incumbents. 

Evidently, Bainimarama and his coterie are skilled political operators. It is hardly a 
unique situation. As we argued, Fiji conforms broadly to Karl’s observation about 
transition “from above” and registers on Levitsky and Way’s spectrum of competitive 
authoritarianism. At present, there is an uneasy coexistence between democratic 
institutions and authoritarian practice. The opposition is hamstrung within a procedural 
democratic framework dominated by single-party rule. It has a lack of access to 
campaign resources, media outlets and legal recourse.  

Yet, what is pertinent in this case is a largely unacknowledged trait in FijiFirst’s make-
up. As shown, single-party dominance is a reality in Fiji but the underpinnings are 
decidedly less robust and significantly more provisional than they appear. This has 
implications for future legitimacy and sustainability. 

Fiji is at an interesting juncture. It has both democratic traditions and authoritarian 
tendencies rooted in its historical experience. Whether or not it can develop substantive 
democratic arrangements to challenge recalcitrant authoritarian tendencies is the 
question. The country will have an election in 2018 to fulfil the legal and constitutional 
requirements of government. FijiFirst (led by Bainimarama) will more than likely secure 
victory in that election. This is despite there being underlying frustration in Fiji at the 
circumscribed character of both political competition and the rule of law. Maintenance 
of a large majority would further embolden Bainimarama as to the popular acceptance 
of his governing style and vision for the country.  

As highlighted, there is growing awareness that Bainimarama’s government is 
effectively a two-man regime: civilian and democratic in appearance but authoritarian 
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by nature. A competitive authoritarian future is a real possibility especially if 
Bainimarama and Khaiyum continue to concentrate political power in such a forceful 
and partisan way. Whatever his intentions and persuasions, Bainimarama’s “ends justify 
the means” approach is incurring a significant democratic deficit and a deepening sense 
of unease at the moment. Whether or not this is a steady course towards future legitimacy 
and stability remains to be seen. 
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