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Introduction 
 

This special edition of Fijian Studies looks at the mainstream news 
media in Fiji. The journal attempts to cover the last 20 years, a turbulent 
period in Fiji’s history scarred by four coups in May and September of 
1987, May 2000 and December 2006. The first coup commenced what 
turned out to be a cumulative decline and stunted progress, causing politi-
cal and social chaos, heightening racial tensions, crippling the economy, 
and causing an inexorable decline in living standards.  

The media too has been scarred by the coups. Fiji’s journalists had 
little experience covering upheavals of such magnitude, and for them it 
has been a steep learning curve. Given the complexities of their society 
and the context in which they were operating, mistakes were inevitable. 
So while the coups gave journalists lots of copy to work with, they also 
gave rise to an unprecedented level of public and academic interest in the 
inner workings of the media. The Fiji media, consequently, found itself 
under the spotlight like never before. Its coverage of the coups and its 
stance on various issues were scrutinised, with the reporting being both 
lauded and condemned.  

Once the questions started, they kept coming. Does the media un-
derstand its role, and is it fulfilling this? Who owns and controls the me-
dia? Who gave the media its watchdog mandate? Who is watching the 
watchdog? Is the media really a force for good, or is it the handmaiden of 
a few powerful, vested interests? Such questions apply to, and are being 
asked of, the media in other countries also. In the United States, the me-
dia stood accused of beating the war drums on behalf of the then Presi-
dent, George Bush, resulting in the destructible foray into Iraq. Fiji’s me-
dia has been blamed for fermenting coups by the manner in which it re-
ported political and racial issues. Insidious motives and naivety on the 
part of journalists have both been put forward as reasons for these alleged 
transgressions.  
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A Historical Snapshot 
 

Whatever its shortcomings, the media has always been regarded as a 
vital organ of democracy. In Fiji, following the peaceful and euphoric 
transition to independence in 1970, there were high hopes in government 
circles that the media would be a partner in the country’s development 
agenda. The media, however, did not see itself merely as the govern-
ment’s news agency. It had a broader view of its developmental role. This 
included scrutinising and criticising government when the need arose. So 
the media and government did not become bosom buddies. Testimony to 
this is the Hansard Reports filled with the invectives heaped on the media 
in Parliament over the years. 

But it can be said that the media led a charmed life until the 1987 
coups, which changed things forever. The initial media outrage against 
the military takeover by Sitiveni Rabuka was courageous and exemplary. 
Journalists took great and unprecedented risks to report the news. How-
ever, after the initial shock, and as the dust settled, there were accusations 
that the media had given in to the views of the coup perpetrators, and suc-
cumbed to the seductive powers of Rabuka. 

There were also accusations that a media based on the traditions of 
the western press had been sucked into the cold war agenda of powers 
such as the United Sates and Britain, and their proxies closer to home, 
Australia and New Zealand. The 1987 coup conspirators accused the 
overthrown National Federation-Fiji Labour Party coalition of promoting 
a socialist agenda, aligned with the policies of countries opposed to the 
ideals of western democracy. The media, it is said, swallowed such alle-
gations hook, line and sinker. It also propagated the communist bogey, 
and the coup-driven, ideological agenda of Fijian political domination to 
counter the alleged Indian threat. 
 The 1987 military coup was a watershed year for the Fiji media. The 
Fiji Sun, Fiji’s second newspaper, closed never to re-open. The Fiji 
Times, the nation’s oldest and most prominent media, adopted self-
censorship in order to survive, and was allowed to continue printing. Dur-
ing the subsequent five-year rule of the interim government led by Ratu 
Sir Kamisese Mara, the media learnt to be cautious in its reporting. 

Then, in 2000, George Speight struck with his so-called ‘civilian 
coup’. He claimed he was ousting Fiji’s first Prime Minister of Indian de-
scent, Mahendra Chaudhry, to protect indigenous Fijians from political 
subjugation by Indians. By then, many of the journalists who had covered 
the events of 1987 had left the country, and a new generation of reporters 
found themselves in the frontline of another history-making episode. 
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Again there were examples of courageous reporting, along with allega-
tions that the media had fallen for the photogenic and quotable Speight, 
and his nationalistic message. 

Apart from being gullible, some journalists were said to be conniv-
ing with Speight and his cohorts. Some reporters, both local and interna-
tional, did become part of the commune in Parliament, where Speight and 
thousands of his supporters were holding the ousted Chaudhry govern-
ment hostage. They accepted food, drinks and lodging from the hostage 
takers. Some journalists formed friendships with them, and started to 
sympathise with ‘the cause’. A selection of articles and research papers 
by Fiji journalists and academics on the 2000 coup was published by the 
University of the South Pacific’s Pacific Journalism Review in the 
themed edition ‘Crisis and coverage’. 
 
Adapting to the Coup Culture  
 

The 2006 coup by Commodore Frank Bainimarama, unlike the pre-
vious coups, did not have an overt nationalistic agenda. It was instead 
dubbed a ‘clean-up’ campaign against corruption and racism that Baini-
marama alleged was becoming entrenched in Fiji under the Prime Minis-
tership of Laisenia Qarase. 

There was apparently some expectation on the part of the coup mak-
ers that the media would support such ‘noble’ ideals. This was not to be. 
The media once again showed it had a mind of its own. Yet again, threats 
and intimidation were used to try and bring the media into line. Such tac-
tics did not result in complete success. The media adapted by taking 
measures such as not using by-lines on some stories. Self-censorship 
again became part of life. As the Bainimarama regime consolidated its 
hold on the country, it relaxed its grip on the media. 

The media, in turn, became bolder and started pushing the envelope 
further. This cat-and-mouse game resulted in the unceremonious expul-
sion of three expatriate newspaper publishers from the country—The Fiji 
Times’ Rex Gardner in January 2009, and his predecessor, Evan Hannah, 
and the Fiji Sun’s Russell Hunter in 2008. 

 
Pressure-cooker Atmosphere 
 

Given Fiji’s socio-political situation and demographic make-up, it 
has never been easy being a journalist in the country. Both the major 
races—indigenous Fijians and Indians—feel equally aggrieved. Fijians 
believe they are marginalised in business and the professions, and fear 



4     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 
losing political control. Indians, on the other hand, believe they have been 
denied their fair share of political power, and that they are discriminated 
against in government jobs. Added to this is the land issue, which remains 
contentious. Also, voting in Fiji is based along racial lines, and many 
politicians are keen to exploit this by playing on the fears of their elector-
ate.  

The coup culture only made things more complex for the journalist. 
For one, journalists belong to different racial and religious groups, which 
make them vulnerable and prone to their own biases, as well as to pres-
sures from their communities. Secondly, the media corps, at any given 
time, is quite young and relatively inexperienced due to the high turnover 
in the industry. Thirdly, few Fiji journalists have been educated beyond 
secondary school. 

Furthermore, the news situation in Fiji over the last two decades has 
become faster due to increased competition, and more complicated be-
cause of the political upheavals and tensions of recent years. Journalists 
have to deal with and report on more complex issues than perhaps in any 
other period in Fiji’s history. All the while, there is tough competition in 
the media sector. All media companies are under immense pressure to re-
turn profits. Some are doing well while others are struggling to survive. 
Media companies need to be, among other things, mean and lean. Cost-
cutting measures such as multi-skilling, reduced staff and increased work-
loads are present day realities that impact on journalists and their per-
formance.  

Because remuneration and promotions are often based on the story 
count, the more stories produced, the better for the journalists’ careers. In 
the race to get as many stories as quickly as possible, journalistic ethics 
can, and have, become casualties. Hence, in Fiji, one of the complaints 
about the media is that quality has not been accompanied by quality. A 
discernable decline in English standards at the school level, the exodus of 
experienced journalists since the 1987 coup, and the movement of experi-
enced journalists to better-paying jobs in public relations, are also cited as 
reasons for the decline in quality.  

On the part of journalists, there is often a feeling that the public does 
not understand the pressures that they work under. They complain that 
public expectations are much too high. Journalists feel that they are 
blamed for all manner of ills, and that the good work that they do often 
goes unappreciated. Journalists contend that they hold a mirror to society. 
Fiji’s society is undeniably fractured. Should journalists then be made the 
scapegoats if society does not like what it sees in the mirror?  
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Beyond Objectivity and Neutrality  
 

Fiji is undeniably a politically, socially and economically fractured 
nation. Development progress has been squandered in all areas of life. 
Under such circumstances, is it enough that the media remains an objec-
tive and neutral bearer of grim events? Given its reach and its power to 
influence, should not the Fiji media take a more proactive role in terms of 
helping the nation forge a common vision shared by its entire people? At 
a time when the future remains hazy and without a well-defined direction, 
should the Fiji media continue to stick to the western journalistic princi-
ples of objectivity and neutrality, or should it report in a manner that is 
more beneficial for a developing country such as Fiji?  

There are no ready answers to these complex questions. But what 
can be said is that the media should probe further and understand better 
the issues so that any criticism is well interrogated. It should also re-
examine its ethos and its role in national development. 

In Fiji there is a palpable dissatisfaction with media standards in the 
community. But this is overridden by the public desire to have a free me-
dia. This was demonstrated in the strong public opposition to proposals 
by the Qarase government to introduce new, draconian media laws. It is 
for the media to ensure that this public goodwill is not squandered. 

By providing an in-depth analysis of the media issues in Fiji, this 
edition of Fijian Studies hopes to contribute to the debate concerning this 
very important sector. The objective is to provide readers with an inde-
pendent set of well-researched articles and dialogue pieces from well-
known researchers and media personalities about various aspects of the 
media in Fiji, both past and present. 
 

Erik Larson starts by providing an analysis of how the public uses 
and interprets information in the media. This analysis is timely because it 
goes to the heart of the problem of why public understanding and appre-
ciation of the role of the media may be lacking. Larson’s analysis sug-
gests that the Fiji media generally relies too much on official sources of 
information. He concludes that ‘predominant public orientation toward 
news media results in most citizens experiencing news as disconnected 
from their daily lives’. He suggests that the media look at this issue seri-
ously so that it can better connect with ordinary citizens. 

Susan Naisara and Graham Hassall assess the print media’s cov-
erage of the Auditor General’s report in Fiji. They found that while there 
is extensive coverage immediately after the report is tabled in Parliament, 
there is hardly any follow up or investigative reporting at later stages. The 
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AG’s reports showcase the systematic abuse of public funds by civil ser-
vants. These reports are major public interest issues that deserve sustained 
and in-depth coverage, argue the authors. The level of abuse, they say, 
could be reduced by better media coverage. 

David Robie provides a comparative analysis of the media councils 
in Fiji and New Zealand in the context of the recent reviews of both 
councils. He points out that the New Zealand review took place under a 
democratic framework, with media industry support. The subsequent rec-
ommendations were aimed at strengthening media accountability and in-
dependence. In Fiji, the media council review took place under an au-
thoritarian regime, and it was controversial from the start. The Fiji Media 
Council and the industry rejected the review because they felt that it was 
not going to be independent. They also rejected the recommendations, 
which they said were designed to curtail media freedom. 

Rae Nicholl analyses media coverage of women during the coups in 
Fiji. Women in many crisis situations usually do not attract as much me-
dia attention as men. However, they play an important role in addressing 
the needs of families who are most affected. Nicholl finds that women 
opposing the coups and highlighting issues that affect women and chil-
dren got better coverage in the aftermath of the 2000 and 2006 coups than 
in the after the 1987 coups. 

Carolyn Thomas, Carly Tawhiao and Natasha Burling conduct a 
study of media accountability systems and of Freedom of Information 
(FOI) legislation in Fiji, Cook Islands and Papua New Guinea. Fiji does 
not have FIO legislation even though this had been an explicit require-
ment of the 1997 Constitution. Instead, there have been various attempts 
by all governments since the 1987 coups to pass legislation to curtail me-
dia freedom. This includes governments who came to power through the 
ballot box, and those that got in via the barrel of the gun. Media freedom, 
as pointed out by the authors, will not be easy if there is no freedom of in-
formation legislation. 

Hannah Harborow traces the role of blogs in fostering democracy 
and resisting authoritarian regimes. She points out that while some blog-
gers may be mischief-makers and do not represent a genuine attempt to 
foster democracy and social change, blogging does have a place in the 
media sphere. She argues that blogs, like their media counterparts, should 
develop a code of ethics or conduct to ensure that unethical practices are 
not used to defame organisations and individuals.  

Sophie Foster tackles the interesting and challenging issue of online 
publications and how the internet could be useful in enhancing interaction 
between journalists and their audiences. Her analysis of results from in-
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terviews with journalists, media executives and the public, shows that 
most media organisations have been slow in adapting to the demands of 
readers through the internet. She uses Sotia Central, a social networking 
site, as an example of an approach that can be used to develop better and 
more meaningful interaction between the public and journalists. 

Usha Harris presents her findings of an ethnographic case study of 
a participatory video (PV) workshop with rural women in Fiji. While 
most articles since the 1987 coups concentrated on the role of media in 
the political and economic context, this article dwells on participatory 
video production as a media tool to generate social capital and goodwill 
among rural women in Fiji. 

Evangelia Papoutsaki and Naomi Strickland provide an interest-
ing analysis of the ethnic media outlets in New Zealand that could have 
lessons for Fiji as the media here has always found the multicultural con-
text challenging. The needs and perception of ethnic groups in Fiji have 
not always been easy for journalists and media organisations to handle 
without criticism that they may be treating each one of them preferen-
tially.  
 

The dialogue section starts with a commentary by Kylie Anderson, 
which is based on her ongoing research for a pilot study to be published 
later. Her paper argues that the media — as the cornerstone of a ‘new cul-
ture’ — should be understood to be one of the major influences on politi-
cal viewpoints in Fiji. In other articles, Richard Naidu provides a com-
mentary on ‘new world journalism’; Verenaisi Raicola gives a journal-
ist’s perspective of the everyday challenges Fiji’s scribes face on the 
field; Daryl Tarte outlines the form and function of the Fiji Media Coun-
cil and responds to the criticisms contained in the Anthony Report, and 
Sophie Foster shares her ideas about how the Fiji Media Council could 
become more responsive and accountable. Padmini Gounder discusses 
the influence of the media on race relations in the 30 years from 1970 to 
2000. Her main argument is that because there was no locally-owned and 
controlled daily newspaper in the country during most of that period, the 
media failed to help in contributing to the important task of building a na-
tion out of the plural society that existed at independence. An article writ-
ten almost a decade ago by David Robie analysing media coverage of the 
2000 coup, and originally published in the Asia-Pacific Media-Educator 
in early 2001, is republished here for the first time in a Fiji-based publica-
tion. This is done to give Fiji readers access to the article, and to see what 
lessons history holds for us. 

This issue also includes reviews of two recent books on the media: 
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Media & Development: Issues and Challenges in the Pacific Islands, ed-
ited by Shailendra Singh and Biman Prasad, and Valuable Stepping stone 
to Pacific Media South Pacific Islands Communication: Regional per-
spectives, local Issues, edited by Evangelia Papoutsaki and Usha Sundar 
Harris. Other books reviewed are Brij Lal’s Turnings and Shedding Si-
lence – An Anthology of Writing from Fiji Prisons edited by Mary Daya. 
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Reproducing Disengagement: Citizens’ Orientations, the 
News Media, and Democracy in Fiji 

 
 

Erik Larson 
 

Abstract 
 For news media to fulfill democratic functions, citizens must 
consult these media and use the information they provide. In 
this article, I examine how the media fit into the polity by ana-
lyzing how citizens use and understand the place of news media 
in Fiji. I base my analysis on data from in-depth semi-
structured interviews with citizens randomly selected through 
multi-stage cluster sampling. I find that while citizens regularly 
consult news outlets, the predominant public orientation to-
ward news media results in most citizens experiencing news as 
disconnected from their daily lives. This orientation reflects 
and reproduces processes of news gathering simultaneously 
centred on the state and disconnected from citizens, reinforcing 
thin democratic participation in governance. This social or-
ganization of the news media within Fiji’s polity hinders the 
prospects for fulfilling media’s democratic functions. 

 
 
Introduction 

 
In early 2008, Dr James Anthony’s report on the media for the Fiji 

Human Rights Commission became a focal point for public discussion 
concerning the purported strengths and shortcomings of print, broadcast, 
and electronic news sources (Anthony, 2008). The report—as well as the 
responses that it generated, which are well-documented in the report’s 
lengthy appendices—raised (and responded to) concerns about media 
ownership, reporters’ training and qualifications, and perceptions of bias 
in news coverage. An assumption that news media significantly affect 
public opinion and behaviour underlies many of the report’s explicit and 
implicit criticisms of Fiji’s news media, as well as similar observations by 
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other authors (Duncan, 2002; Field, 2007). 1 

Social scientists have long investigated whether evidence warrants 
that underlying assumption. An initial direct effects model—in which 
analysts presumed that the public simply absorbed information and ideas 
from the media and reflected them in expressing opinions as if these mes-
sages had been injected by a hypodermic needle—gave way to a ‘limited 
effects’ understanding after preliminary research showed little difference 
in voting preferences between those who did and did not use news media 
extensively (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944; Muzzatti, 2007). More recent re-
search, however, suggests a number of important, often indirect, effects, 
including  

(i) agenda setting – influencing the issues that the public deems 
important, rather than their thoughts on these issues;  

(ii) framing – highlighting particular aspects of an issue to establish 
what type of issue it is; and  

(iii)  priming – providing criteria by which to evaluate issues, types 
of issues, and decisions (Graber, 1988).  

For any of these effects to occur, people must use the various 
sources in the media and then make further use of the information and 
ideas from the media in social settings (Dahlgren, 2007). In other words, 
people use social skills when tuning into or reading news and also subse-
quently when drawing on media content in social action. In using media 
sources, people form an ‘active audience,’ seeking media for particular 
purposes and making sense of the information provided by media outlets 
(Gorman, 2007). Given the large quantity of information provided by the 
variety of media, people filter news by using interpretive schema, mental 
categories used to scan through and process news stories (Graber, 1988). 
After this initial screening, people use information from the media to 
form opinions as part of an interactive process of cultural interpretation 
by assigning meaning to this information (Neuman, 2001). This meaning-
ful information thereby becomes a resource for people in conversation 
and social action in conjunction with other actors (Gamson, 1990).  

The extent and intensity of media effects, therefore, depends on how 
a populace approaches and uses the variety of news sources. Rather than 
attempt to illustrate these effects by examining ways in which media and 
public discourse converge or differ (Gamson, 1990; Graber, 1988), I seek 
to understand how the news media fit as a social structure into the politi-
cal life of the citizenry in relation to the state. As such, I use data from in-
depth semi-structured interviews to address three inter-related questions: 

                                                        
1 The Executive Summary of the Anthony Report is produced on p. 238 of this issue. 
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For what purposes do people use news media? How does the public ex-
pect news media to gather and provide information? How do citizens use 
this information from news media? This approach provides insight into 
the potential for media to influence democratic processes (not only vot-
ing, but also other forms of participating in governance) by highlighting 
how and when citizens might rely on media in their relation to the state 
and political leaders. 

I find that while most research participants make a point of listening 
to, watching, or reading news on a regular basis, their practices of using 
news tend to position news as separate from their everyday lives. From 
this perspective of citizens, reporters monitor newsworthy develop-
ments—many of which relate to government action and political leaders’ 
statements—to inform the public. Aside from a minority of professional-
class citizens, most people in Fiji do not use news as the basis for social 
action, reproducing social structures that closely affiliate news media 
with a state sphere disconnected from citizens. As a consequence, Fiji’s 
media faces structural constraints in fulfilling democratic functions.  

In the balance of the paper, I first outline the functions that news 
media can play in promoting democracy and explain how social organiza-
tion can advance or impede these functions. Next, I provide a description 
of the research methods of the study. I then discuss the findings of the re-
search, organizing these findings around the three research questions, and 
offer some conclusions. 

 
Democratic Governance and Social Organization of the News Media 
 

In abstract terms, the news media contribute to democratic govern-
ance by serving both as a form of organization to enable citizen participa-
tion and as a means to extract and organize information from more com-
plex, bureaucratic organizations associated with the state. The social or-
ganization of news media and political leadership, however, influences 
the actual likelihood of media serving these functions, since these forms 
of organization influence both reporters’ access to information and how 
citizens use information from the media. In this section, I consider four 
democratic functions of the media in relation to the organization of news 
media and political leadership. The influence of the social organization of 
the media argues for the importance of assessing citizens’ orientations 
toward and understanding of the media. 

News media can serve four functions to enable democracy:  
(i) providing a forum in which citizens can encounter diverse 

points-of-view on various issues;  
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(ii) voicing public opinion so political leaders (and other citizens) 

know the public will on various issues;  
(iii) surveying the political arena to provide an overview of devel-

opments, events, decisions, and conflicts to citizens who would 
otherwise be unaware of such happenings; and  

(iv) serving as a watchdog to ensure that government officials and 
political leaders act in accordance with principles of good gov-
ernance (Graber, 2003). These functions differ somewhat in 
how they idealize the organizational characteristics of media in 
relation to citizens and the state. To provide a forum, news me-
dia need foremost to be neutral and open to a range of contribu-
tors, while to voice public opinion, media organizations need to 
collect and present information more actively when this infor-
mation might not otherwise reach officials. Surveying the po-
litical world and serving as a watchdog both presume a greater 
professionalization of news media, since reporters and analysts 
are supposed to gather and present information from bureau-
cratic offices in a manner that may presume a degree of special-
ized knowledge. These professional functions differ from each 
other in how the media relate to officials; serving as a watchdog 
requires greater independence and, at times, a somewhat an-
tagonistic relation to political leaders and government officials. 

Consequently, the actual social organization of the news media in a 
polity shapes the prospects for the media to fulfil each of these functions. 
Practices of news production orient reporters toward particular sources of 
news. The bureaucratic organization of political offices, therefore, pro-
vides a ready-made source of events for reporters, who often focus their 
attention on the actions of these offices as news (Fishman, 1980). Gov-
ernment officials and political leaders may also reinforce these practices, 
since they may understand frequent media attention as a means of career 
advancement and, therefore, provide reporters with press releases and 
suggested story ideas (Schudson, 2002). Such practices provide a founda-
tion for the media to operate in a manner oriented more toward the pro-
fessional functions; however, in attempting to fulfil these functions, me-
dia organizations face power and resource limitations, since reporters fre-
quently depend on officials’ and leaders’ decisions to provide information 
and since reporting budgets and time are limited (Graber, 2003). Finally, 
while competition may weaken these limitations at times, political and 
market pressures also constrain potential competition since the commer-
cial value of audiences serves as a limit for pursuing costly-to-produce 
news stories and since democratic institutions do not always respond to 
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public pressures, particularly when bureaucratic news sources filter these 
pressures (Bennett, 2004).  

In addition to the effects of the social organization of the media it-
self, political culture and organization shape the prospects for media’s 
contributions to democracy. When public information about an issue is 
limited, political leaders or government officials have an advantage over 
the media and citizenry and, therefore, may appear more knowledgeable, 
and consequently powerful, inspiring members of the public to follow 
these leaders (Baum and Potter, 2008). The media may also serve as 
much as a means for communication among political leaders as for com-
munication with the citizenry (Schudson, 2002), since leaders may use 
the media for both sharing information with other leaders and also at-
tempting to demonstrate support or potential mobilization of support for 
their own positions. In this respect, beliefs about the effects of media 
coverage on public opinion could become a part of the repertoire of po-
litical culture even if there is scant evidence to support these beliefs 
(Graber, 2003). As a consequence, political leaders and political culture 
may influence the extent of media’s contributions to democracy (Gunther 
and Mughan, 2000).  

Citizens, therefore, may understand the news media as a part of the 
political structure of society. Such an understanding could influence the 
potential for media to serve its democratic functions, as citizens limit (or 
expand) their use and application of the media in political life. For in-
stance, citizens may not actually engage news about public policy and 
may not participate in non-electoral deliberation about related issues, lim-
iting the ability of media to serve the functions of voicing public opinions 
and providing a public forum. Similarly, different segments of the public 
may gather and use information from news media in distinct manners 
(Baum and Potter, 2008), further limiting the media’s ability to serve as a 
forum for public opinion. Citizens’ orientations toward and use of the 
media could also feedback into the organizational nexus between media 
and the polity. For instance, if many citizens believe some media sources 
primarily serve as a forum for communication between leaders, they may 
not consult these sources and, even if the sources provided information as 
a watchdog or a survey of the political world, this information may go 
without a wider effect as citizens may not consult this resource. Over 
time, the media business producing this information could re-allocate re-
sources away from such reporting, reproducing the relation between me-
dia, the state, and citizens. In this respect, citizens’ orientations toward 
and understanding of the news media both reflect and contribute to the 
larger political structures of society. To understand how these orientations 
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relate to and shape political structures in Fiji and provide insight into the 
media-democracy interface, I investigate how citizens see news media as 
a source of information. 

 
Research Methods 
 

Fiji presents an interesting case to examine citizens’ orientations 
toward media and the effects of these media orientations on democracy 
given the country’s history since independence in 1970. As a result of the 
multiple coups and constitutional changes since 1987, the nature of de-
mocracy and the relation between leaders and citizens have been enduring 
public issues in Fiji (Akram-Lodhi, 2000; Field et al., 2005; Lal, 2006; 
Robertson and Sutherland, 2001). Furthermore, over the post-
independence period, the number of media outlets has significantly ex-
panded, including the launch of the privately-owned Communications Fiji 
radio corporation to compete with the government controlled Fiji Broad-
casting Limited, and the introduction of television to the country. Finally, 
at least on an impressionistic basis, news reporting in Fiji fits the model 
of a bureaucratically-oriented media, as a large proportion of news stories 
are based on press releases from and interviews of leaders of organiza-
tions, political parties, and government offices.2 

To provide evidence to answer the research questions about how 
citizens understand and use news media in Fiji, I use data from in-depth 
semi-structured interviews that I conducted as part of a study concerning 
coups and reconciliation. In the schedule of interview topics, I included 
questions concerning how respondents get information about political 
events. As is standard in in-depth interviews, respondents’ answers to 
these questions provided a foundation for a number of follow-up ques-
tions and discussions. Data from in-depth semi-structured interviews re-
veal meanings and orientations of respondents in ways that survey data 
can not. Furthermore, analysis of these meanings and orientations pro-
vides insight about social structure by highlighting respondents’ partici-
pation in the patterned nature of social life (Ewick and Silbey, 1998).  

I used a multi-stage cluster sampling technique to select potential 
respondents for this study. In the initial stages, I selected different areas 
in Fiji to ensure geographic and socio-demographic diversity. (That is, 

                                                        
2 To move beyond this impressionist evidence, one would need either to undertake 
ethnographic research in newsrooms to see how reporters go about finding news or to 
engage in content-analysis based research to judge the sources of information and set-
ting of news stories. 
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initial cluster selection was purposive and theoretically-guided.) In subse-
quent stages, I randomly selected blocks of households and randomly se-
lected specific households to include in the sample. 

I conducted interviews with the help of two research assistants (one 
ethnic Fijian and one Indo-Fijian). We visited each house in our sample, 
making multiple return visits if necessary, varying the time of day and 
day of the week that we made initial contact so that we could get a range 
of adult participation. When we contacted a member of the household, we 
explained the research and invited citizens’ participation as respondents. 
We conducted sixty-six interviews out of seventy-three eligible sampled 
households that we were able to contact, for a participation rate of 90% of 
contacted eligible in-sample households. (We treated vacant households 
and households with no adult citizens of Fiji as ineligible.) In contrast to 
Anthony’s (2008) study of the media which was based largely on inter-
views of individuals who chose to contact the researcher, we initiated 
contact with all respondents and we initiated contact only with respon-
dents whose households came up in the random selection procedure. 

We conducted interviews in English, Fijian, or Fiji-Hindi, depend-
ing on the preference of the respondents. (The two research assistants in-
terpreted interviews that were conducted in the vernacular.) In some in-
stances, multiple adults were present in the household and participated in 
the interview. Interviews ranged from about forty minutes to over two 
hours; most interviews were slightly longer than one hour. All interviews 
were recorded, transcribed, and translated (if in the vernacular).  

  
Citizens’ Uses and Understandings of News Media in Fiji 
 

In this section, I draw on data from the interviews to provide evi-
dence about how the citizenry interfaces with the news media in Fiji. The 
section begins with citizens’ general use of the variety of news media, 
highlighting how the bulk of the population is engaged with, but not en-
grossed by, news. This discussion of media use provides an entry into un-
covering citizens’ orientations toward the media, or how they expect re-
porters and news outlets to operate as a whole. The data suggest that most 
people in Fiji expect news organizations to serve to present information to 
them that they do not access, primarily from official sources. Finally, I 
consider how people use this information that they receive from the news 
media, finding a difference between a more-involved professional class 
and the rest of the population, which is more withdrawn. 
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Use of News Sources and the Variety of Media 
 

While some individuals read multiple newspapers on a daily basis as 
well as used broadcast and internet-based news sources, most respondents 
reported less engagement with news sources. These individuals used 
news sources, but did not demonstrate the same level of commitment to 
seeking out a variety of sources of news. An indication of how most peo-
ple used news was given by a respondent who said that he gets informa-
tion about political events from a variety of sources, but singled out one 
source as particularly important: ‘especially [the] six o’clock news [on] 
television.’ He further explained that the early evening newscast was use-
ful ‘because [it] takes time every day, every week.’ In short, watching the 
daily news served as a ritual for this individual (as well as many other in-
dividuals whom we interviewed, further evidenced by the fact that the 
television was often on to Fiji One when we arrived at houses if we were 
out in the early evening). As part of the individual’s daily schedule, 
watching the news may not lead to deep engagement with the issues of 
the day, but provide some awareness of these issues (Graber, 1988). Fur-
thermore, many individuals watch the news on a regular basis as a means 
to fulfil a sense of civic duty to maintain some level of knowledge of cur-
rent events (Buckingham, 1997).  

This general civic awareness of news forms part of the culture of 
public life, as individuals orient themselves toward news. A different re-
spondent noted, ‘If anything important is bound to happen, then we resort 
to listening to the radio, watching the news on TV. And mostly when it’s 
news time, then I tune in to listen to the radio.’ This individual’s explana-
tion provides a keen insight into how the general populace remains at-
tuned to news as part of the flow of social life in two ways. First, the re-
spondent noted that during ‘news time,’ she listens to the radio. As social 
theorists have noted, by encoding action with meaning, time serves as an 
important organizer of social life (Abbot, 2001; Giddens, 1984; Gregory, 
1994). The separate identification of some parts of the day as ‘news time’ 
demonstrates both that awareness of attention to news is an important as-
pect of social life and that individuals have a temporal orientation toward 
news—that is, an awareness of the meaning and organization of time in 
relation to news as well as the practice of following this organization of 
time in using news. Second, the respondent noted that she is particularly 
attentive to news ‘if anything important is bound to happen,’ suggesting 
that there is an awareness of the type of events that will generate news as 
well as the need to turn to media sources for information about these 
events.  
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Most respondents reported using the television and radio as primary 

news sources, while a minority—those who tended to seek the greatest 
amount of news—reported newspapers as the most important resource. 
Rather than see broadcast news users as passive and newspaper users as 
active news seekers (Chafee and Frank, 1996), the temporal orientation 
toward news suggests that individuals actively seek news. Particularly for 
those who use radio news, the differences may also reflect ease of access 
and preference for Fijian- or Hindi-language news, as radio coverage 
reaches a larger part of the country more quickly and reliably than news-
papers and televisions and since dedicated Fijian- and Hindi-language sta-
tions include news as part of their daily broadcast schedules (Geraghty, 
2005). While those who mainly use television and radio may differ in the 
depth of engagement with current events and public policy in comparison 
to those who primarily rely on newspapers, individuals orienting them-
selves to the temporal qualities of broadcast news are not merely pas-
sively receiving news, since those who get news from radio and television 
stations must follow broadcast schedules. Differences in the scheduling of 
news between radio and television reflect differences in how people use 
the news, exemplified by one respondent’s explanation of the differences 
between the media: ‘The radio tends to provide information in bits having 
breaking news. And TV, you need to wait till six p.m.’ 

In addition, a number of respondents noted the effect of accompany-
ing the news with visual images on television. For some respondents, the 
visual images were an important addition to seeing the truth of current 
events. One couple explained: 

Wife: On television we can see. That everyday someone does 
fight, isn’t it? …  
Husband (interrupting): There could be a possibility that the TV 
news could be correct … 
Wife (interrupting): The government tends to fight in parlia-
ment.  
Husband (continuing): … and we can see things on TV.  
Wife (finishing): … what is happening in the government.  

 
For this couple, being able to see Ministers and Parliamentarians en-

gaged in heated debate provided an indication that there was greater divi-
sion in Parliament than similar information that they received from other 
sources. Visual images associated with news also held the power to 
heighten reactions to news, as a respondent explained in relation to find-
ing out news about the 2000 coup and its aftermath:  

Only when they watched TV, then only [we] knew what was 
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happening [during the 2000 coup] which generated fear 
amongst my family members … Whatever was shown on the 
TV during the coup period, that made me even fear more. 

 
The respondent further explained that even long after 2000, contin-

ued use of the images from the coup and looting reinforced her fear.  
 

Citizens’ Expectations of News Media 
 

Although most citizens in Fiji have a degree of awareness of the 
news—tuning in to hear or see it regularly—this basic use of news media 
provides little information about how citizens engage news. The conse-
quences of media use for democracy depend, in part, on what citizens ex-
pect from media (and what they do with the information that they receive 
from the news). In other words, the roles citizens expect the news media 
to place in society depend on beliefs about how the media inform the pub-
lic.  

For most citizens in Fiji, news reporters provide a means to access 
the realm of official decision-making and knowledge. One respondent re-
ported: 

Whatever we want to know, we just watch it over the news as 
to what is happening and what is being told to the general pub-
lic and what is likely to happen in future and then its finished. 
And beyond that we don’t try and question about the validity of 
the information received. 

 
Of the three things the individual identified as getting from the me-

dia, two merit further comments. First, the individual noted that the news 
provides him with ‘what is being told to the general public.’ In this re-
gard, the news media serve as a form for one-way communication—or, 
more accurately, dissemination—of information. Second, the news media 
provide citizens with information about ‘what is likely to happen in the 
future,’ presumably giving guidance to the public. Both types of informa-
tion reflect a sense that the public gains insight from those with more 
knowledge, but that there is not a reciprocal transfer from the public to 
knowledgeable officials. From this perspective, the media’s role in gath-
ering information requires that it access official sources. 

Many other citizens shared this sense that the media provides access 
to otherwise hidden information. Another respondent reflected a widely-
held understanding of how the news media operate by expressing the per-
ception that news reporters provide access to the truth that most citizens 
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can not have: 

It really depends on those who are inside a scene. There’s other 
people who really knows [sic] and see what actually happened. 
For those of us that hear from the news, we are just like the 
middleman who receives… Those other people—who really 
see and report—these other people really know exactly what 
happened in the very moment, they report.  
 
Reporters, from this perspective, have unique first-hand knowledge, 

since they ‘really know and see’ events and, consequently, ‘know exactly 
what happened.’ By implication, in order to provide such insight, report-
ers must position themselves to be where the news is. Therefore, in addi-
tion to the public’s temporal orientation toward news ‘time,’ there are 
also particular places in which news occurs—that is, there is a space of 
news that is distinct from everyday life (other than, perhaps, those in-
stances of natural or other disasters, such as fires, in which some indi-
viduals are victims and witnesses to these events).  

This reliance on news reporters to provide access to the truth under-
lies an acknowledged dependence on journalists’ professional ethics, as 
exemplified by another respondent’s comment: ‘Those who are providing 
the news, they are the only ones to know as to whether the information 
that they provide is accurate or not.’  

At first glance, it may appear that the public’s dependence on news 
media to provide access to truthful information in an honest fashion leads 
to uncritical acceptance of information, such as the comment from the re-
spondent that they do not ‘question the validity’ of the news. Further 
comments from respondents, however, suggest a degree of scepticism—
as well as a few tactics based on using basic sensory perceptions to try to 
judge the veracity of information. Many respondents noted that they 
could sense that something might not be accurate with some news reports. 
One respondent stated:  

But some of the times and many times when you hear this one 
reporter, they [say] something with a little bit of twist of word 
inside or two. Sometimes in the papers, too, there’s a little bit 
of lying, missing from what that reporter says. And all of them, 
they were inside, shooting, taking records. So many times, I 
could say I’m a little bit confused as which one is true.  

 
This respondent demonstrated awareness that some news items relied 

on the shading of the meaning of information or the omission of informa-
tion. Expressions of awareness of things that are wrong or that matters 
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could be different provide evidence that dominant ideas do not over-
whelm peoples’ consciousness (Scott, 1990). At the same time, though, 
the respondent expressed confusion about truth.  

Citizens who expressed similar doubts about knowing whether news 
information is truthful demonstrated that they use sights and sounds from 
broadcast media to get a sense of what is and is not true, much as one 
might use these senses in direct social interaction to judge others’ true 
meaning and intent. One respondent noted: ‘Sometimes they said that 
some journalist or some people, they are telling lies. So that’s why we 
don’t know what’s true and what’s false.’ Later, in the interview, though, 
the respondent discussed her use of media and explained: 

Sometimes in the daytime, I [switch] on the TV and when I see 
the TV and they’re in Parliament House. Sometimes they laugh 
like – we just think, why are they laughing like that? If this La-
bour asks any questions, something – they put the question 
from Labour to SDL, they just sit down and laugh. The way 
they laugh, we just think that these people is [sic] making fun 
of us.  

 
For this respondent, the direct observation of proceedings in Parlia-

ment provided a source of information that could be used to determine 
whether news reports about Parliamentary debates or political leaders’ 
pronouncements were accurate. Another respondent stated: 

For me, it brings me head-ache following political news. I just 
follow political news that I understand. I often say that intelli-
gent people speak about politics … Yes its true, some politi-
cians hide things from people and they know themselves; he 
says something and does something else, especially us in the 
village … I used to listen to the radio about political issues; by 
the way they talk we know their motives whether its genuine or 
not, [whether] he’ll do what he says. 

 
Even though this individual doesn’t follow political news that 

closely, he used sensory skills to determine whether the political leaders 
were ‘genuine,’ and, accordingly, whether they could be believed. The 
general importance of this sensory monitoring for much of the populace 
was illustrated by a respondent who contrasted a situation in which he 
could not know what was true. In discussing events that happened during 
the 2000 coup, he noted, ‘Whatever happens inside, even the camera 
doesn’t reach there.’ After being asked to clarify what the statement 
meant, he said, ‘A school in 2000 was being occupied by the coup makers 
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and whatever happens, even the camera cannot reach out that far.’ In this 
case, he could not use his own senses to determine the veracity of the in-
formation, since he had no ability to monitor the reports (by examining 
visual images). While the accuracy of this sensory monitoring is beyond 
the scope of the data in this study,3 the general finding—that people at-
tempt to use sensory monitoring as a means to assess the truthfulness of 
suspect news—provides insight into how most members of the public in 
Fiji use news media. The sensory monitoring reflects (and reinforces) the 
general orientation that news reporters have unique access to the informa-
tion that one could use to gauge the accuracy of statements. Reliance by 
members of the public on their own senses (filtered through the sights or 
sounds of broadcast news) locates the public’s check on accuracy outside 
of the space in which news is produced.  

Finally, some evidence suggests citizens’ expectations of the news 
also reflect the enduring legacy of ethnic divisions in Fiji (Howard 1991; 
Lal, 1992; Larson and Aminzade, 2007). Some individuals noted use of 
the non-English-language media as particularly important, such as an in-
dividual who said, ‘When we are at our home with our family, we tune 
into our own radio station.’ Rather than identifying the language, the re-
spondent referred to the station in much more possessive (‘our own’) 
terms.4 The importance of the non-English-language news during the 
events of 2000 was explained by a respondent: 

 
At the workplace since our manager was there, at news time we 
use to tune into the Hindi station since we were scared that 
what if something else happened to our main leaders. We 
thought that if something happened we would be at work and if 
there would be other related problems that is [sic] bound to take 
place. We used to listen to the English FM station only during 
news time because every now and then breaking news was 
there.  

 
Changing from the general practice of listening to the English news, 

the manager and workers listened to the Hindi news out of concern that 
something may happen to ‘their’ leaders, which may lead to further trou-
                                                        
3 Social psychological evidence suggests that most people over-estimate their ability 
to use such sensory monitoring of others (Gilovich, 1993). 
4 Other respondents simply may not have commented on the language, since they 
mainly get their news from Fijian or Hindi sources. The interview schedule did not 
explicitly ask about the language of news sources, so this topic only came up if the re-
spondent mentioned it or if we had a reason to probe on the topic. 
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ble for Indo-Fijians. The use of this station during a time of greater crisis 
suggests that some segments of the population may trust Fijian- or Hindi-
language news to provide news that might be of greater use or concern to 
them. Another respondent noted that news provided information about in-
equities: 

We have a fair idea about what’s happening, for instance, in the 
Education Ministry; how biased the allocation of scholarships 
are distributed amongst Fijians and Indo-Fijians. 

 
The reported learning about bias suggests that news may be framing 

and/or priming particular issues.5 
Citizens’ expectations of the media in Fiji demonstrate that most 

members of the public view the media in manners similar to the profes-
sionalized model, in which reporters have unique access to information 
that members of the public can not access. This professional role of jour-
nalism separates news spatially from everyday life. In watching or listen-
ing to news, though, the public may bring information from the media 
into everyday life. In the next section, I examine what the public does 
with this information. 

 
Use of News Media Information 
 

To use information, actors must classify it, or determine what this 
information says about the government, economy, or society. After this 
initial classification, the information becomes a cultural resource, along 
with personal experiences and popular wisdom (Gamson, 1990). The 
process of classifying news information will depend on how people bring 
information from the news media into social life. The evidence from the 
interviews suggests differences based on occupational and educational 
status. While all individuals attempt to understand the information from 
the news in the context of social relations, the purpose and consequences 
of understanding varies. People from a more professional background fo-
cus more on explanatory, rather than descriptive, knowledge of the news 
(why something happened, rather than what happened) and also perceive 
a greater role for their involvement in the use of the information for pub-
lic and national issues. 

For the great proportion of respondents from the working, agricul-
tural, and unemployed classes, news serves as a resource to help deter-

                                                        
5 This suggestion merits further research, perhaps comparing the extent of framing 
and priming between English-, Fijian-, and Hindi-language media. 
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mine what to think. The application of the information from the news 
media frequently requires decisions about how to interpret the news. One 
respondent related: 

We often talk about this during kava sessions or during com-
munity work, what we heard in the radio or watch in the TV … 
It helps us a lot when we listen to the radio. Our own views as 
villagers, we try to connect this with what we heard in the ra-
dio. That helps in forming our opinion about political issues. 

 
In this case, information from the news media becomes part of eve-

ryday talk among villagers. In their discussions, they ‘try to connect’ the 
news information to their ‘own views.’ In essence, the discussion serves 
as an opportunity to apply the national news to the particular village con-
text. This discussion and application is important ‘in forming [an] opinion 
about political issues,’ demonstrating that this process leads to an out-
come of deciding what to think about an issue. 

These discussions sometimes rely on interpretation of leaders, indi-
viduals to whom others defer concerning how to understand news infor-
mation. A respondent explained why a number of people from the com-
munity supported the 2000 coup by stating: 

What we heard at that time and how some news was interpreted 
to us at that time about our resources—especially us in the vil-
lage, we live as a ordinary Fijian people—when we heard those 
kind of news stories, we believed them because most of us are 
not well educated … That’s why we joined that opposing Fijian 
group against the government.  

 
The respondent’s explanation that ‘some news was interpreted’ 

demonstrates that information leaders helped to place the news into the 
local context in which it made sense. The ‘ordinary’ people believed 
those filtering the news because they attributed a difference in knowledge 
to those who interpreted the news.6 This interpretation provided an under-
standing of what was happening at the time as well as the implied re-
sponse – to join ‘that opposing Fijian group against the [People’s Coali-
tion] government.’ 
                                                        
6 It is possible that respondents’ attribution of knowledge could correspond to Eng-
lish-language literacy, reflecting media practices (Geraghty, 2005). If true, it is also 
possible that the interpretation leaders are interpreting English-language news for 
people who have limited comprehension of English. Unfortunately, we did not probe 
further in this direction in this interview, so we do not have any definitive information 
on this possibility. 
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Similar processes of filtering the news can occur in different con-

texts. A respondent who was a member of the military explained: 
We’ve got one unit like – the media cell, eh – they always bring 
news from this part of the world, what’s happening in Fiji be-
fore we know [from other sources]. They’ll gather information 
around and then they tell us.  

 

The military has separated the function of monitoring and selecting 
news into a specialized part of its bureaucracy. Indeed, many organiza-
tions have officers with similar duties, such as a public relations officer 
responsible both for releasing information and monitoring public infor-
mation. As a regimented, total institution (Goffman, 1961), though, the 
military’s media cell becomes a more primary point-of-contact for its sol-
diers (particularly those serving on missions). The media cell in many 
ways replicates the overall orientation toward the media characteristic of 
most citizens—that is, it serves as the specialist institution that monitors 
events for those who are unable to do so—but within the context of a par-
ticular organization. 

In contrast to most respondents, some individuals—mainly those in 
the professional class—demonstrated a different approach to how they 
brought news into their social interactions, reflecting differences between 
social classes’ use of news found in other countries (Lewis, 2006). While 
individuals from these backgrounds may just as likely puzzle through the 
meaning of news in groups, the goals (and methods) differ, as explained 
by a respondent: 

Where I work, it’s a very political sensitive area. … There’s 
just so much talk. Everybody has their own theory, everybody 
has their own remedy. Just listen, laugh … because at work, 
with my friends at work, there are things happening everyday—
whatever they read on the blog, wherever they get their differ-
ent sources from. They just have their own and they add their 
bit to it. They’re trying to find out why this has happened. … 
[A]t home, there’s hardly—I hardly talk—there’s hardly any-
body at home for me to converse about it at the same time.  

 

As the respondent noted, ‘everybody’ is involved with ‘things hap-
pening everyday.’ Their goal, however, is not to figure out what has hap-
pened, but ‘why this has happened.’ To do so, various members of the 
workplace social group draw on ‘their different sources,’ such that the 
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group pieces together a variety of information.7 Further, each individual 
‘add[s] their own bit’ to interpreting the news, suggesting a greater 
agency for each member of the group. 

Active interpretation of the news represents a first step for many of 
these individuals, as explained by another respondent from a similar 
background: 

I do a lot of my own thinking as well, just following things up 
and just putting events together with events that happened in 
the past, overseas and everywhere. Just putting—putting paral-
lels in place, where I think, ‘this is what happened there, so we 
may be going down that way.’ But mostly the papers, talking to 
people. And I normally try to keep people on the right level, 
thinking, telling them ‘This is what’s going to happen if we do 
that.’ 

 
In ‘putting events together,’ the respondent is trying to understand 

how these events came about, as well as the likely effects of the events. 
The respondent also tries to determine ‘what’s going to happen’ if certain 
actions are taken and, in doing so, advising others about the relative mer-
its of different courses of action. This orientation differs from the respon-
dent, cited in the last section, who watches the news to learn ‘what is 
likely to happen in the future,’ since the professional-class respondent 
sees the future as contingent, since events will happen only if certain ac-
tions are taken (hence, the importance of advising others). Thus, the 
agency extends to using the information from the news to create knowl-
edge that can serve as the basis for mobilizing public action. 

Professional-class individuals’ perceived agency contrasts sharply 
with how most citizens consider what they should do with the information 
from the news. One respondent succinctly typified a standard reaction: 
‘With me, I just want to know what’s happening, that’s all. But to get in-
volved, I don’t think so.’ For this respondent (as well as a large propor-
tion of all respondents), news information can serve as a form of aware-
ness of one’s surroundings, but is not the foundation for citizen-based po-
litical action. Another respondent explained: 

I only listen to the radio and I relate this to what the bible says 
                                                        
7 It is beyond the scope of my research to evaluate the quality of the variety of the 
sources (or validity of conclusions) that such individuals reach; however, there seems 
to be at least a potential in this type of a group context of people discussing the rela-
tive quality of information and interpretation and, perhaps, even seeking more direct 
information (such as reading original reports, rather than relying merely on a news ac-
count summary of the report). 
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about things that will happen in end of days. I can see that we 
Fijians are behind spiritually, in education. And listening to 
news and spreading rumours only have negative results. 

 
For this individual, news serves as an important time to reflect on re-

ligious teachings, rather than for acting in society. This more inward-
focus of the news—in which discussing events might be akin to ‘spread-
ing rumours’—does not entirely differ from those villagers who try to 
connect the news to their lives. In each instance, the goal is to reflect on 
the news in relation to salient aspects of their lives, but not necessarily to 
act on this reflection in the public sphere.  

One reason for this limited action relates to an underlying cynicism 
about the political world. A professional class person stated this view-
point succinctly: 

Politics is full of lies … Most of the time, only educated people 
are talking about this and the rest are left in the dark. This is a 
problem. The public should know the mechanism of democ-
racy. If not, people will be ignorant of the process of democ-
racy and this ignorance can bring fear, fear of the unknown. 

 
This respondent’s characterization of the level of understanding of 

most of the public does not correspond to the evidence from the inter-
views: the degree of scepticism about truthfulness of news as well as the 
understanding that one should not take political leaders’ promises and 
comments at face value were widespread. The respondent’s characteriza-
tion, however, does reflect the fact that most of the public does not act on 
their scepticism in any visible manner (or, when they do act on the basis 
of information, it appears to be on the basis of misinformation, such as 
the villagers who supported the 2000 coup).  

Notwithstanding the reluctance of many members of the public to be 
involved politically, some of the non-professional class research partici-
pants expressed a sense that there should be greater public involvement. 
Frequently, these comments happened at the end of the interviews, when I 
asked if the respondent had any other thoughts or comments that they 
wanted to share, exemplified by the following comment contrasting par-
ticipating in the research interview to the news:  

I really like this, you know. I really like what you guys are do-
ing the research and all. Because every time when the news 
comes say bullshit and all this, our voices are not heard. It’s 
just been heard in the family. But this is what – what you guys 
are doing, it’s really good. … People like us, lower income 
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earners and all. Our voices are heard. So maybe one day, we’ll 
be reading and realize ‘Eh, I said this.’ 

 
While the respondent has the opportunity to discuss information 

from the news in the family, she did not find it sufficient, as there seems 
to be no effective forum for voicing public opinion in an engaged manner. 

This sense that public opinion has been shut out of the public sphere 
reflects (and is reinforced by) the patterns of orientation toward and use 
of the news media. The large portion of the citizenry that approaches the 
news media seeking its professional orientation—in which reporters sur-
vey and watch over public life—reproduces the social organization of the 
media and polity in which ‘news’ has its own space and time that are dis-
tant from everyday life. This disconnection between news and everyday 
life leaves members of the public at times wondering about what informa-
tion in the news they can trust, but reduces their ability to assess this news 
to sensory monitoring. For this large part of the population, news happens 
and it is reported to them. They are not actively involved in the type of 
events that make news, reinforcing an overall level of political alienation 
(Lewis, 2006). In contrast, those members of the professional classes of-
ten saw as many (or more) problems with the news they received. Realiz-
ing these imperfections and the partial version of events that any single 
source might provide, these individuals used their interests to engage the 
news as part of a normal social activity to put together a more complete 
version of events and to lay the foundation for some degree of involve-
ment in the polity. 
 
Conclusions 
 

The analysis of the interview data has highlighted how Fiji’s news 
media exists as part of the larger political structure of the country. The 
position of the media in relation to citizens and the state in this structure 
both reflects and reinforces a narrow base of citizens’ democratic partici-
pation. These structural patterns also inhibit the ability of the news media 
to fulfil democratic functions. 

For most of the public, consulting the news media remains a valued 
practice in daily life. They see the media as a means to get information 
about events, but only a small proportion of largely professional-class 
citizens look to use this information for public action.8 As a consequence, 

                                                        
8 While one may wonder if this finding reflects the focus on the research interviews 
on coups and reconciliation, the interviews included substantial discussion about what 
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much of the public orients themselves toward the media and the state in a 
manner that corresponds to a model of news production centred on the 
state and political party bureaucracies. Rather than experience the news in 
terms of seeing media as dependent on flows of information and events 
from official sources, the public perceives media reporters as having 
privileged access to officials and being the source of information dis-
seminated from these officials. This orientation leads to the spatial and 
temporal separation of news events from the daily social lives of much of 
the public.  

The focus of news media on official sources results in news cover-
age reflecting events and people in government or other official bodies 
(Fishman, 1980). Combined with the orientation of a large proportion of 
the public toward the news as coverage of officials, issues and events in 
the news tend to be filtered through the lens of government action. 
(Hence, the common refrain, ‘what is the government going to do about 
it?’ when there is a problem of one sort or another.) This governmental-
focus on issues and problems occurs even in instances when a govern-
ment-based solution is not the only (or best) solution. Political leaders 
further reproduce this government focus by alternately taking credit for 
successes or placing blame on rivals for problems. These patterns rein-
force thin citizen participation in governance, as the causes of the prob-
lems and their solutions are placed within the framework of government 
activity. 

The political economy and social organization of news production 
that make reporters dependent on official sources inevitably results in re-
source constraints and trade-offs, giving officials greater control over in-
formation (Bennett, 2004; Graber, 2003). Consequently, reporters face 
gaps in information or conflicting accounts from different officials, lead-
ing to situations in which news accounts provide incomplete or erroneous 
information, a situation which a dearth of well-trained and experienced 
journalists exacerbates. As a consequence, the media face constraints in 
fulfilling the function of providing citizens of a survey of the political 
arena. This gap in information produces different reactions among differ-
ent social classes. For the relatively smaller professional class, partial ac-
                                                                                                                        
respondents thought the primary effects of the 2000 coup were. Nearly every respon-
dent spoke—often in the greatest detail—about economic effects and a substantial 
proportion discussed the effects of the coup on education. These topics certainly could 
be associated with a greater degree of public involvement. Furthermore, the questions 
concerning the media typically followed more general questions about respondents’ 
thoughts about political involvement and events. In short, it seems likely that these 
findings are valid, rather than artifacts of the topic of the interviews. 
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counts that require piecing together a variety of sources of information re-
flect their general practices of using news, in which a variety of sources 
provide a foundation to attempt to explain why events happen. For the 
rest of the population, though, these gaps can lead to alienation, as mem-
bers of the media are supposed to be the ones who know what is happen-
ing. These conclusions suggest that rather than the extent of media use 
correlating with political participation (Kim and Han, 2005), the nature of 
media use reflects more general orientations and practices of citizenship.  

The dependence of news media on information from official sources 
also may make reporters more reliant on research or analysis from those 
outside the media. As a result, news items tend to be reactive and the 
news media does not perform its watchdog function as effectively. When 
reporters do attempt to fulfil this function, the watchdog role often comes 
across as an attempt to impeach individual leaders or organizations, rather 
than conducting systematic investigations which provide citizens with in-
formation to use in participating in governance, which might provide a 
partial explanation of why media-government relations have been 
strained over the last decade, no matter who controls government (Foster, 
2007; Singh, 2004).9  

The media in Fiji also face constraints in fulfilling the remaining 
two democratic functions. Most clearly, members of the public sense ex-
clusion of their voices in the media (which one would expect given the 
media’s orientation toward the professional-role goals that focus media 
attention on the state). The media do not face severe structural constraints 
in providing a relatively open public forum—indeed, the news media’s 
focus on political and government officials encourages reporters to seek a 
variety of stories and viewpoints on similar issues, as well as encourages 
officials with different viewpoints to contact reporters. Such a forum, 
however, may be less useful if competing views tend to be reported sepa-
rately, as may happen when stories come more from press releases than 
from attempts to bring together varied perspectives. Additionally, the oc-
casional lack of public confidence in the truth of reporting could limit the 
quality of a public forum, as members of the public may discount some of 
the viewpoints. Most fundamentally, though, the public forum has se-
verely constrained democratic effects given the low degree of citizen par-
ticipation in governance. In other words, even if the media provided an 
ideal public forum, without change in citizens’ orientations toward use of 

                                                        
9 The strain in relations between media and government could also reflect differences 
between the two entities about which should be the primary source of information for 
the public (Hultin, 2007).  



30     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 
news, this public forum would do little to advance democratic govern-
ance. 

This paper and the underlying research do not offer direct evidence 
about the ongoing debates about alleged media biases and media freedom. 
Deeply-engaged ethnographic research or systematic content analysis 
would be needed to provide the type of evidence about the processes of 
media news production or the patterns in media coverage, respectively, to 
generate insight into these issues. The research in this paper, however, 
has demonstrated a number of constraints that confront the media in serv-
ing democratic functions in Fiji. These shortcomings result not from par-
ticular decisions made by media organizations or government, but from 
the social structure in Fiji that positions the media, citizens, and the state 
in relation to one another. The actions of all three—political and govern-
mental leaders’ use of media, media organizations’ and news reporters’ 
focus on state activity as the hub of news, and citizens’ orientations and 
use of the news media—reproduce this underlying social structure. These 
structural patterns may not prevent democratic effects from emerging 
from the media at opportune moments (Graber, 2003), but these moments 
will remain the exception without social change. While including more 
news stories based on the insights of people with information instead of 
pronouncements of officials with power might improve the likelihood of 
the news media providing democratically useful information (Lewis, 
2006: 315), absent concomitant changes in how political leaders seek to 
formulate and implement public policy and in citizens’ level of participa-
tion in governance, these changes by the media would likely have limited 
effects.  
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Abstract 
Fiji’s Constitution requires the Office of the Auditor General to 
report to the Parliament annually on the financial accounts of the 
Government of Fiji. These reports, when tabled, invariably result 
in front-page headlines lamenting the extent of public sector cor-
ruption and the ongoing failure of state authorities to respond ef-
fectively. This paper examines whether the Fiji media has re-
sponded effectively and appropriately to the findings of the Auditor 
General’s report. Our findings suggest that the reports of the 
Auditor General generally receive strong coverage in the news 
media on their initial tabling in Parliament. However, there is lit-
tle follow-up of these issues as they are considered by parliamen-
tary committees or parliament as a whole.  

 
 

Introduction 
 
The Constitution of Fiji requires the Office of the Auditor General 

(OAG) to report to the Parliament annually on the financial accounts of 
the Government of Fiji. These reports, when tabled, invariably result in 
front-page headlines lamenting the extent of public sector corruption and 
the ongoing failure of state authorities to respond effectively. In this pa-
per we ask whether the media in Fiji has itself responded effectively: is 
the annual tabling of the Auditor General’s report subject to sensationalis-
tic journalism, or is it seized as an opportunity to fully inform the public 
on the operation of public accountability measures? On the basis of our 
findings, we suggest that the reports of the Auditor General generally re-
ceive strong coverage in the news media on their initial tabling in Parlia-

                                                        
1 The authors acknowledge the research assistance of Alexandra Grey. 
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ment. However, there is little follow-up of these issues as they are con-
sidered by parliamentary committees or parliament as a whole. Not all se-
rious audit queries obtain thorough media coverage, nor do all general 
audit queries which reflect a deficiency in an administrative system at-
tract similarly weighted commentary. Media follow-ups of audit queries 
months after the tabling of OAG reports are also found to be generally 
non-existent or in a lack-lustre fashion until the next tabling of the OAG 
reports in the next parliamentary calendar the following year. Our find-
ings also suggest that the role and responsibility of disclosure associated 
with an accountability institution such as an OAG is more or less left to 
the confines of Parliament. There is generally no other avenue of provid-
ing disclosure to the people other than through the mechanism of Parlia-
ment and the subsequent reporting of that disclosure in the media. 
 
Methods of Approach 
 

The authors undertook a literature review and researched reports of 
the OAG for the five-year period, 2001–2005. A Content Analysis (CA) 
was also conducted of media reports covering the OAG reports of the 
years in question. Direct interviews were also conducted with the follow-
ing individuals and organizations: 

i) The Office of the Auditor-General in Fiji;2 
ii) Mainstream media organizations. 
iii) Media watch-dogs such as the Fiji Media Council and the Fiji 

Media Watch. 
iv) Implicated government agencies such as the Fiji Military Forces, 

Fijian Affairs Ministry, etc. 
 
Role of the Fiji Auditor-General 
 

The Office of the Auditor General is a Constitutional Office estab-
lished under the Constitution of the Republic of the Fiji Islands in its 
chapter on Accountability (Chapter 3) which also refers to the offices of 
the President, Vice-President, ministers, members of Parliament, holders 
of offices established under the Constitution, members of commissions, 
secretaries of departments, Secretary of Cabinet and others who hold 
statutory appointments or executive positions. 

The Auditor is to provide an ‘independent assurance to Parliament’ 
and ‘also the public at large that public sector entities have used public 

                                                        
2 Deputy Auditor-General, Tevita Bolanavanua, 3 July 2008. 
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funds for the purpose they have been appropriated and in accordance with 
legislations, financial management rules and regulations’ (OAG, 2006). 
The Auditor-General is the ‘chief official accountant of the State,’ re-
quired by law to make an annual audit, followed by a report to Parliament 
‘on all transactions concerning public money or public property’ (Consti-
tution, Chapter 11). 

The Office of the Auditor General is established under section 166 
of the 1997 Constitution. Sections 167-168 of the Constitution provide for 
the Auditor-General’s functions and appointment. According to s167, the 
Auditor-General must on annual basis ‘inspect and audit, and report to the 
Parliament on: (a) the public accounts of the State; (b) the control of pub-
lic money and public property of the State; and (c) all transactions with or 
concerning the public money or public property of the State’. These re-
ports must state whether the Auditor-General believes that ‘(a) transac-
tions with or concerning the public money or public property of the State 
have been authorised by or pursuant to this Constitution or an Act of the 
Parliament; and (b) expenditure has been applied to the purpose for which 
it was authorised’. 

S167(3) gives parliament the power to confer other functions and 
powers on the Auditor-General. Whereas the OAG is empowered to ac-
cess any records required for an audit, the parliament also has the power 
(s167(4)) to make a law providing for the accounts of specified bodies to 
be audited by some other body. All reports by the OAG are to be pre-
sented to the Speaker of the House of Representatives and the relevant 
Minister (S167(7)) and parliament must table the report within 30 days of 
receipt (or on the first sitting day if parliament has been in recess). 

Parliament set out the OAG’s responsibilities in two major pieces of 
legislation, the Financial Management Act (2004) and Audit Act (Cap 
70). The Financial Management Act (2004) requires the Auditor General 
to audit ‘financial statements and annual appropriation statement of the 
whole of government and the annual financial statement of each govern-
ment entity, including all budget and non budget entities’. The Audit Act 
provides the OAG with the power, ‘on behalf of Parliament and as he 
deems necessary’, to ‘examine, inquire into and audit the accounts of all 
accounting officers’. The Auditor checks that ‘all accounts have been 
faithfully and properly kept’ and that ‘all reasonable precautions have 
been taken to safeguard the collection of public moneys and laws’, and 
that direction ‘are duly observed’. Via the Audit Act, the Auditor is 
obliged to see that provisions of the Constitution and of the Finance Act 
and any other law relating to moneys or stores have all been complied 
with. The Act gives the Auditor General sufficient power to access all 
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relevant ‘documents, stores or government property’ and provides penal-
ties for anyone who gives the OAG false information. The Auditor is also 
able to audit the accounts of any body corporate or other body established 
by law. If requested, he may audit the accounts of such bodies if the Fi-
nance Minister deems this as being in the public interest. 

The Audit Amendment Act (2006) elaborates on the powers of the 
Auditor General and specifies the procedures, and timelines in the con-
duct of assurance and performance audits, and special investigations and 
the reporting of these to the Parliament. The OAG is also given responsi-
bilities under other legislation, notably the Public Enterprises Act 1996 
(Section 107); the Financial Management Act 2004; and the Environment 
Management Act 1 of 2005. 
 
Literature on Role of the OAG 
 

While the auditor performs responsibilities which reflect reporting 
to Parliament, the other important and critical responsibility is that of giv-
ing an assurance to members of the tax-paying citizenry that the public 
funds sourced from them are being utilised in a prudent and effective 
manner in accordance with all the country’s legislation and financial 
management rules and regulations. A former Auditor-General for the 
Commonwealth of Australia outlined this as going beyond the ‘dry terms’ 
of providing expert, independent, public opinions on the financial affairs 
of government and its bodies’ (Taylor, 1996). Taylor outlines that in his 
opinion, the Auditor-General should ‘always be mindful that his or her ul-
timate responsibility is to the people’. And for that reason, the appropriate 
function of an auditor-general would continue ‘under some guise or other 
whatever managerial form of government’. Bayly (2008) outlines that the 
Auditor-General in exercising his or her ‘ultimate responsibility’ to the 
people, has relied greatly on the so-called ‘Fourth Estate’ or the media, 
for effectiveness. ‘At the heart of accountability is the issue of disclosure. 
Publicity is justly commended as a remedy for social and industrial dis-
eases. Sunlight is said to be the best of disinfectants.’ Taylor (1996: 5) 
outlines that his office’s role as the National Audit Office of Australia is 
to provide assurance to the Parliament and the people on the two aspects 
of ‘public sector performance and accountability for that performance’. 

In the case of Malaysia, Kulasingham (n.d.) outlines the dilemma of 
weighing the public interest against the national interest or vice versa. He 
points out the deliberate policies of Government in implementing signifi-
cantly large and ambitious programmes in the presumed national interest 
but which could lead to huge national debts and where the Auditor-
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General feels duty bound to report this activity in the public interest. The 
Auditor-General is constrained in considering whether such disclosure 
will be in the national interest ‘as repercussions may be far reaching and 
detrimental to the long term interest of the nation’. So the only alternative 
is a mere recording of the Auditor General’s displeasure with the issue. 
Kulasingham (n.d.) proposes that effectively perform its duties, it is nec-
essary for the OAG to get the widest publicity for the results of his work 
because whereas the OAG reports are public documents, they will not ob-
tain the publicity they deserve unless they are highlighted in the media. 

 
The Media in Fiji 

 
The mainstream media comprises, as Table 1 describes, three major 

mainstream daily newspapers, a range of radio stations, two free-to-air 
commercial television stations with one having a daily news service, a 
number of news magazines and a growing number of internet websites 
which are for the most part related to one or other daily newspapers. 
 
The Role of the Media in Fiji 
 

Media freedom is constitutionally guaranteed under the 1997 Con-
stitution of Fiji. Section 30(b) of the Constitution provides for the ‘right 
to freedom of speech and expression, including ‘freedom of the press and 
other media’. Limitations are also imposed on media freedom and estab-
lished within the constitution, but with the proviso that the ‘limitation is 
reasonable and justifiable in a free and democratic society’. 

In addition to constitutionally-guaranteed freedoms, the Fiji media is 
generally guided by a General Media Code of Ethics and Practice, ad-
ministered by the Fiji Media Council. The Council emphasises that the 
description that it is a ‘self-regulatory’ body is not entirely correct as half 
of the Council’s members are independent individuals and the Council is 
involved in other areas which includes the promotion of high journalistic 
standards, safe-guarding the independence of the media and upholding 
the public’s right to know. This is in addition to promoting the complaints 
procedure which is administered by a ‘completely independent body’.3 
The Complaints Committee does not consider punitive penalties when ad-
judicating on complaints against the media but rather follows a concilia-
tory nature similar to Media Council practice in Australia, New Zealand 
and England. 

                                                        
3 Daryl Tarte, Interview, 15 July 2008. 
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Table 1: Fiji Media Organisations 

Name Description Online Version 

The Fiji 
Times 
 

Oldest and largest newspaper. Established in 1869 
Totally foreign-owned. News Corporation LTD. 
2 sister-vernacular weekly papers (Nai Lalakai & Shanti 
Dut). Kaila teen newspaper 

www.fijitimes.com.fj 

The Fiji 
Sun 

Established in 1999 
Totally owned by local private sector interests. 65% CJ 
Patel, 30% Fijian Holdings, and the rest smaller interest 
groups. 

www.fijisun.com.fj 

The Daily 
Post 

Established in 1987. 
Bellmont Trading owns 53% shares and Government 47%. 
(pending govt. final decision) 

www.fijidailypost.com.fj 

Fiji One 
News 
 
 
 

Sole daily news TV service of Fiji TV Limited 
New average audience rating of 85,000 per day 
Shareholders – 51% Yasana Holdings, 14% Telecom, 13% 
Hari Punja & Sons Ltd and many other private sharehold-
ers on the Stock Exchange 
Coverage – 100% through satellite transmission e.g. Sky 
Pacific 

www.fijitv.com.fj 

Fiji Broad-
casting 
Corpora-
tion Ltd 

Operates 6 radio stations with its own news service 
2 English-language, 2 Fijian, 2 Hindustani.  
4 stations in FM signals and 2 in AM signals. 

www.radiofiji.com.fj 

Communi-
cations Fiji 
Ltd 
 

Fully private owned, established in 1985 
Major shareholders are Hari Punja & Sons Ltd and the 
Parkinson's Holdings Ltd 
Operates 5 radio stations with own news service 
Two English stations, 2 Hindustani stations, 1 Fijian station 
All 5 stations in the FM signals 

www.fijivillage.com 

ZFM 101 
or now Mix 
FM. 

Now owned by the proprietors of Mai TV Limited and Mai 
Life Magazine. Previously 100% privately owned by a New 
Zealander entrepreneur 

 
 

There are also a number of news/entertainment magazines and web-blogs. 
 

The Media Council has a dual role of ‘upholding and preserving the 
established constitutional freedom of the media’ as well as the ‘right of 
the public to be accurately and fairly informed on matters of public and 
general interest’.4 It promotes and establishes a code of ethics and prac-
tice for journalists, media organisations and similar bodies, and estab-
lishes an ‘independent and effective Complaints Committee to consider 
investigate and resolve complaints about the conduct of the media’. 

                                                        
4 http://www.fijimediacouncil.com/constitution.html, Constitution of the Fiji Media 
Council, downloaded June 23, 2008. 
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Legislation of relevance to the media sector include: 
 Public Service Act 1999 
 Financial Management Act 
 Television Decree 1992 
 Press Correction Act 1949 
 Public Records Act 
 Broadcasting Commission Act 1953 
 Defamation Act 1971 
 Official Secrets Act 
 Post and Telecommunications Decree 1989 
 Fair Trading Decree 1992 
 Newspaper Registration Act (Cap 106) (enacted on 1 June 1895 

and amended in 1931, 1966 and 1971.5 
 

The Roles of the Auditor and the Media 
 

The interlocking role of the Auditor and the Media are displayed in 
their roles within a democracy. A democracy cannot have one without the 
other. The Human Rights Centre notes that a modern state requires ‘a dis-
tinctive set of institutional arrangements and conditions’; these include:- 

1. a guaranteed framework of equal citizen rights 
2. institutions of representative and accountable governments 
3. a civil/democratic society, including free and pluralistic media.6 

‘Accountability’ and ‘effectiveness’ represent the two sides of democratic 
government where a government must not only be organised and re-
sourced but must act generally in the public interest. A national audit of-
fice or an information commissioner is vital in this regard where govern-
ment renders itself accountable to such watch-dog bodies.7 
 
OAG Reports 2001 – 2005 
 

While at first sight, the OAG provides relatively generous summed-
up descriptions of the audits for the period under review, the specific de-
tails of the audit and subsequent media coverage of various audit issues 
varied with the general calmness of the report. The OAG issued qualified 
                                                        
5 Pacific Media and Communications Facility (2005). Informing Citizens: Opportuni-
ties for Media and Communications in the Pacific, AusAID. 
6 http://www.democraticaudit.com/auditing_democracy/guideframework.php, Human 
Rights Centre, downloaded June 29). 
7 http://www.democraticaudit.com/auditing_democracy/assessmentframework.php. 
Human Rights Centre. Downloaded June 29 2008. 
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audits for the years 2002, 2004 and 2005 and expressed a general satisfac-
tion of the accounts for 2001 and 2003. There was, however, general dis-
satisfaction with the holding of trust money, the lack of transparency of 
other revenue collection agencies of government and the recurrence of the 
same or similar incidents over the years. 

The reports of the Auditor General from 2001 to 2005 reflect a 
common theme and recurrence in government departments. That is, that 
there is a general lack of adherence to rules and regulations of the public 
service. This is most prevalent in the procurement area. This may be due 
to a number of factors ranging from apathy towards controlled and disci-
plined measures, lack of accessibility to the rules of the auditor-general 
and simple lack of understanding on the role of the Auditor-General in 
the scrutiny levels of government and a democratic society. A Fiji Times 
editorial in 2002 noted that there were ‘scams of ludicrous proportions’) 
and that the ‘local tabloids’ regularly featured major scams within the 
civil service, ‘exacerbated by gross fiscal mismanagement by the state 
and a general lack of political goodwill between the major political par-
ties’ (cited in Mausio, 2002.  

The OAG issues Audit Reports, Special Audit Reports, and Annual 
Reports. For the years under review, the OAG issued three ‘qualified’ re-
ports and described the other three as having accounts that are being 
‘faithfully and properly kept’. These are listed in Table 2. 

For reports published in 2001, being the reports of year 2000, the 
OAG outlined the highest number of audit highlights in the Social Ser-
vices Sector followed by the General Administration Sector with 16 and 
12, respectively. The audit highlights are given in Table 3. Table 4 lists 
the reports published in 2002, Qualified audit opinions were given; the 
qualifications were on trust money not supported by cash at bank, and the 
incurring of unauthorised expenditure exceeding at least $14 million. Ta-
ble 5 provides the list of audit reports published from 2003 to 2006. Table 
6 shows the reports available on the OAG’s website. 
 

Table 2: AOG’s Assessment of Reports 
 Years OAG Assessment 

1 2001 Qualified Audit Opinion. 
And the comment too that the ‘accounts have been ‘faithfully and properly kept in accor-
dance with section 167 of the Constitution and section 6 of the Audit Act’. 
- However the OAG went on to outline a long list of weaknesses and called for Government 
to ensure that reliable and credible information is produced. 

2 
 

2002 Qualified Audit Opinion. Qualifications were as a result of: 
- $41,783,301 in trust monies is not appropriately supported by cash at bank 
- Poor budget monitoring and control resulted in Government incurring unauthorised ex-
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penditure of $14,807,891 in excess of the budget estimates. 

3 2003 The accounts have been ‘faithfully and properly kept in accordance with section 167 of the 
Constitution and section 6 of the Audit Act’ – with the exception of the treatment of some 
$48 million of trust money. 
- Some issues reported in previous years reports remained prevalent e.g. poor collection of 
govt revenues, abuse of procurement procedures, employee misconduct etc, etc 

4 2004 Qualified audit because of two issues: 
i) An amount of approx $50million in trust money is not supported by Cash at Bank. 
ii) The correctness of the income tax and VAT revenues totalling $727.9 million collected 

by FIRCA cannot be substantiated as the audit was denied access to taxpayer records. 
5 2005 Qualified Report – because: 

* $48 million ($48, 424, 397) of trust money was not supported by cash at bank; issue was 
disclosed in reports for years 2001 – 2004. Trust money has not been accounted for sepa-
rately from public money and has not been kept in a separate bank account contrary to sec-
tion 25 of the Financial Management Act (2004). 
* FIRCA denies OAG access to taxpayer records for the 2nd year. Correctness of Income 
taxes and VAT revenue collections cannot be verified. 
* Finance Ministry records and ledgers did not reconcile with the various government minis-
tries/departments ledger balances for the year ended Dec 31, 2005. 

 
Table 3: Auditor General’s Reports Published in 2001 

 

No. Report Title Date of 
Tabling 

P/P No. No. of  
Highlights 

1 Report of the OAG – General Report 1/2000 – Accounts 
and Finance 

7/12 47/2000 4 

2 Report of the OAG – General Report 2/2000 7/12 2/2001  
3 Report of the OAG – General Report 3/2000 7/12 3/2001  
4 Report of the OAG – Volume 2, Part I – General Admin. 18/10 24/2001 12 
5 Report of the OAG – Volume 2, Part II 18/10 25/2001  
6 Report of the OAG – Volume 2, Part II 18/10 26/2001  
7 Report of the OAG – Volume 3 – Social Services Sector 18/10 27/2001 16 
8 Report of the OAG – Volume 4 – Economic Services 18/10 28/2001 9 
9 Report of the OAG – Volume 5 – Infrastructure Sector 18/10 29/2001 2 

 
 

Table 4: Auditor General’s Reports Published in 2002 
 

 Reports Published in 2002 Tabling Date PP No. Audit 
Highlights 

1 Special Report –Ministry of Agriculture – Affirmative Action Plan 15/2/02 11/02  
2 Report of the OAG – Volume 1 - Accounts and Finance   9 
3 Report of the OAG – Volume 2 - Part I – General Administration 3/10/02 53/02 15 
4 Report of the OAG – Volume 2 - Part II 3/10/02 53/02  
5 Report of the OAG – Volume 3 – Social Services Sector 3/10/02 54/02 16 
6 Report of the OAG – Volume 4 – Economic Services Sector 3/10/02 55/02 4 
7 Report of the OAG – Volume 5 – Infrastructure Sector 3/10/02 56/02 3 
 Special Audit Area 
1 Fiji Islands Trade and Investment Bureau FITIB) 
2 Engagement of Consultant (Corrine Mossop Charan) 
3 Audit of the Fiji Labour Party Parliamentary Office 
4 ACP ID Card Tender 
5 Office of the Public Trustee 
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Table 5: AoG’s Reports Published from 2003 to 2006 

 

No. Reports Published in 2003 Tabling Date PP No. 

1 Report of the OAG - 2002, Volume 6 28/2/03 08/03
2 Report of the OAG - 2002, Volume 7 28/2/03 09/03
3 Report of the OAG - 2002, Volume 8 28/2/03 10/03
4 Report of the OAG - Volume 2 – Part I 16/10/03 89/03
5 Report of the OAG - Volume 2 – Part II 16/10/03 89/03
6 Report of the OAG - Volume 3 16/10/03 90/03
7 Report of the OAG - Volume 4 16/10/03 91/03
8 Report of the OAG - Volume 5 16/10/03 92/03
9 Special Investigations Report 1/2003 16/10/03 93/03

10 Report of the OAG 2003: Financial Audits [Statutory Authorities] 05/12/03 109/0

11 Report of the OAG 2003: Financial Audits [Municipal Councils] 05/12/03 110/0

12 Report of the OAG 2003: Special Investigation Report 2/2003 
* Major Tenders Board – audited 2001 & 2002 
* Labasa Mayor Charan Jeath Singh - allegations on role of Mayor in with- 
drawal of legal case. 
* Ministry of Works – purchase of motor vehicles 
* Multi-ethnic affairs – Self-Help Projects Scheme 
* Ministry of Education – Building Grants 

05/12/03 111/0

No. Reports published in 2004   

1 Report of the OAG – 2003, Volume 2 27/9/04 50/04 

2 Report of the OAG – 2003, Volume 3 27/9/04 51/04 

3 Report of the OAG – 2003, Volume 4 27/9/04 52/04 

4 Report of the OAG – 2003, Volume 5 27/9/04 53/04 

5 Special Investigation Report 1/2004 6/10/04 67/04 

6 Report of the OAG 2004 – Municipal Councils 1/12/04 94/04 

7 Report of the OAG 2004 – Provincial Councils 1/12/04 95/04 

8 Report of the OAG 2004 – Statutory Authorities 1/12/04 95/04 

No. Report published in 2005   

1 Report of the OAG – Special Investigation 1/05 18/2/05 12/05 

2 Report of the OAG – Volume 1, Accounts/Finances of Government 2004 19/8/05 68/05 

3 Report of the OAG – 2004, Volume 2, Part I 19/8/01 69/05 

4 Report of the OAG – 2004, Volume 2, Part II 19/8/05 70/05 

5 Report of the OAG – 2004, Volume 3 19/8/05 71/05 

6 Report of the OAG – 2004, Volume 4 19/8/05 72/05 

7 Report of the OAG – 2004, Volume 5 19/8/05 73/05 

8 Report of the OAG – Special Investigation, 2/05 2/12/05 112/05 

9 Report of the OAG – Municipal Councils 2/12/05 113/05 

10 Report of the OAG – Statutory Authorities 2/12/05 114/05 

11 Report of the OAG – Miscellaneous Audits/Updates 2/12/05 116/05 
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No. Report published in 2006   

1 Report of the OAG – Volume 1, Accounts/Finances of Government 2005 29/9/06 75/06 

2 Report of the OAG – 2005, Volume 2, Part I 29/9/06 76/06 

3 Report of the OAG – 2005, Volume 2, Part II 29/9/06 77/06 

4 Report of the OAG – 2005, Volume 3 29/9/06 78/06 

5 Report of the OAG – 2005, Volume 4, 29/9/06 79/06 

6 Report of the OAG – 2005, Volume 5, 29/9/06 80/06 

7 Report of the OAG – Statutory Authorities, Volume 6 28/11/06 100/06 

8 Report of the OAG – Municipal Councils, Volume 7 28/11/06 101/06 

9 Report of the OAG – Provincial Councils, Volume 8 28/11/06 102/06 

10 Report of the OAG – Government Commercial Companies, Commercial 
Statutory Authorities & Off Budget State Entities, Vol 9 

28/11/06 103/06 

11 Special Investigations Report 2005/2006 28/11/06 104/06 

12 Family Assistance Scheme & Poverty Alleviation Program – Ministry of 
Women, Social Welfare & Poverty Alleviation 

28/11/06 106/06 

13 Passport Services – Department of Immigration 28/11/06 107/06 

 
Media Coverage 

 
Actual media coverage of the reports of the Auditor-General have 

included the widely-publicised ‘Agriculture Scam’, otherwise described 
as the misuse of Social Justice Regulations for presumed affirmative ac-
tion purposes for indigenous Fijians in business, the procurement of mili-
tary uniforms from a sole supplier for six years without approval from the 
authorised agency, over-expenditure of the military budget and the subse-
quent surcharge and court-case of the Commander and the subsequent de-
terioration in relation with the Qarase Government, and non-production 
of annual reports by the majority of the provincial councils over the years. 

Media highlights for the period under review include coverage re-
porting abuse of public funds through fraud and mismanagement alleging 
that this is rife in the public service, special audit investigations into the 
hire of plants and machinery at a certain ministry, certain departments or 
ministries defending their actions and criticising the daily media for un-
fairly tarnishing their reputation, the non-audit of provincial council ac-
counts for many years, issues of obstruction with the military regimental 
funds, and the resignation of a Cabinet Minister following audit allega-
tions and then his subsequent reinstatement following the Court’s dis-
missal of his case. 
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Gaining extensive media coverage in 2001 – 2005 was the subject of 
the military regimental funds. In 2005, the Auditor-General was reported 
as being concerned that the Fiji Military Forces appointed a chartered 
accountant to audit three of its six trust funds despite a Supreme Court 
ruling that the task be done by the A-G's Office. The trust funds included 
the Regimental Fund, Mataivalu Savings and Credit Union, Army 
Medical Scheme, Benevolent and Canteen funds and the FMF Farm 
account. In August 2003 the media gave extensive coverage to a Fiji 
Court of Appeal ruling that the Auditor-General had the authority to audit 
the regimental funds *Halapua, 2003). 
 
 
Comparing Media Reports to OAG Reports 
 

A summary of how the media reports of the audits compared against 
the audit opinion is given in Table 7. 

 

                                                        
8 Accessed 8 July 2008. 
9 When this research was done these reports were not linked properly to the front page 
-. Accessed 29 August 2008. 

Table  6:  Reports  Avai lable  on  the Of f ice  of  the  Audi tor  
Genera l ; ’s  websi te ,  2001-20058 

Year No. Titles 

2005 6 

Quarantine Office Lautoka 
Nasinu Mayor Vehicle Purchase 
Management of Temporary Relieving Officers 
Ministry of Works and Energy 
Plant Hire (Plant Pool) 
Trading and manufacturing Account 

2004 5 

(these are found at: http://www.oag.gov.fj/special_reports_2004.html9 
01 Labasa Mayor – Charan Jeath Singh 
02 Purchase/Trade In of Government Vehicles 
03 Collection of Government Arrears of Revenue 
04 Ministry of Finance – Internal Audit Unit 
05 Department of Energy – Tender of Generator Sets for Rural Electrifica-
tion Works 2003 

2003 5 + 
(The link at http://www.oag.gov.fj/special_reports_2003.html goes instead 
to section two, the link for section 2 creates an error message) 

2002 1 Ministry of Agriculture – Affirmative Action Plan (February) 
2001 Unknown Not listed on the website 
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Table 7: Media Reports and OAG Reports Compared 
 

 Audit Media Report 
2001 Accounts faithfully and properly kept in 

accordance with section 167 of the 
Constitution and section 6 of the Audit 
Act 
 

 Deposed PM Mahendra Chaudhry’s reno-
vations to his home 

 Deposed PM’s recruitment of his son as 
Private Secretary 

 Publication of the Interim PM’s speeches 
 ‘Fraud and Mismanagement’ rife in Fiji, ac-

cuses the CCF after publication of 2001 
report 

2002 Qualified Audit Opinion Qualifications 
were as a result of: 
An amount of $41,783,301 in trust 
monies is not appropriately supported 
by cash at bank 
Poor budget monitoring and control re-
sulted in Government incurring unau-
thorised expenditure of $14,807,891 in 
excess of the budget estimates 

A Fiji Government press release announces 
that a special investigation team from the Fi-
nance Ministry is working in all government 
ministries hoping to reveal all corruption 
deals by civil servants. 
The Works Minister is reported as saying 
that he appreciated the special investigation 
report of the Auditor General which specifi-
cally dealt with the Hire of Plants and Vehi-
cles at the Works Ministry. 
The Fiji Sun reports that the Auditor General 
recommends the establishment of corporate 
governance policies by the Suva Cit Council 

2003 The accounts have been ‘faithfully and 
properly kept in accordance with sec-
tion 167 of the Constitution and section 
6 of the Audit Act’—with the exception 
of the treatment of some $48 million of 
trust money 

 

Blowing of military budget by the Com-
mander Voreqe Bainimarama. 
The Fiji Labour Party website accuses the 
SDL of ‘massive corruption’ implicating vir-
tually all ministries and involving senior offi-
cers e.g. George Shiu Raj case, Army falsi-
fying LPOs, etc. 

2004 Qualified audit because of two issues: 
i. An amount of approx $50million in 
trust money is not supported by Cash 
at Bank. 
ii. The correctness of the income tax 
and VAT revenues totalling $727.9 mil-
lion collected by FIRCA cannot be 
substantiated as the Auditor General 
was denied access to taxpayer re-
cords. 

Non-audit of provincial councils. 
A Fiji Government press release that Cabi-
net approves follow-up action on the OAG 
report. A Cabinet sub-committee is estab-
lished headed by the CEO in the Prime Min-
ister’s Office. 

2005 Qualified Report – because: 

i. $48 million ($48, 424, 397) of trust 
money was not supported by cash at 
bank. Issue was disclosed in reports 
for years 2001 – 2004. Trust money 
has not been accounted for separately 

 
Non-audit of provincial councils. 
Former Vice-President Seniloli being paid a 
pension despite his prison sentence, which 
he was then completing from home. 
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from public money and has not been 
kept in a separate bank account con-
trary to section 25 of the Financial 
Management Act (2004). 

ii. FIRCA denies OAG access to tax-
payer records for the 2nd year. Cor-
rectness of Income taxes and VAT 
revenue collections cannot be verified 

iii. Finance Ministry records and ledg-
ers did not reconcile with the various 
government ministries/departments 
ledger balances for the year ended 
Dec 31, 2005 

 

 
 
Are the OAG’s Reports Subject to Sensationalistic Journalism? 
 

The annual tabling of the OAG’s report has been accused at times of 
being subjected to sensationalistic journalism. After the publication of 
audit reports in the media, one government senator described journalists 
as ‘mad crazy loonies and stupid” who needed to be “trained, guided and 
directed’. Senator Bulanauca called the media ‘Satan’s agents’ and said 
editors, publishers, reporters and announcers were racist and naive ama-
teurs who were breaking down the fabric of life in Fiji (Staff Reporters, 
2002) 

However, while there have been negative, unflattering comments 
about media coverage, positive commentaries were also observed. The 
media are ‘neither angels nor paragons of accuracy’, but have nonetheless 
been undoubtedly ‘the most important means of exposure or pressure in 
major corruption events’, says one legal commentator (Nadi, 2008). The 
so-called ‘Agriculture Scam’ for instance owed its follow-up action to in-
tense media scrutiny and coverage of the audit report on related incidents. 
However, whereas the report was tabled as Parliamentary Paper No. 11 of 
2002, the matter was not taken up by the Parliamentary Accounts Com-
mittee and there was no government inquiry into the matter — a lack of 
responsiveness that was not widely commented on by the media. 
 
Media Timeline Analysis 
 

Analysis of the timing of media coverage of the Office of the Audi-
tor-General shows a number of characteristics that have remained con-
stant across the period under review in this paper. The first feature is that 
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virtually all coverage in the domestic print media occurs immediately fol-
lowing publication of the AG’s reports. Secondly, few of these reports re-
ceive follow-up and as it is often a matter of months before new reports 
appear in the media about the office of the AG, either to follow up earlier 
reports, nor initiate new ones. 

In 2002, for instance, OAG reports were released in February and 
October. Print media reports appeared over five subsequent days, after 
which time no substantial article on the OAG appeared for the subsequent 
seven months. With publication of additional reports at the beginning of 
October, media reports appeared over the subsequent two weeks followed 
by an absence of articles until release of the next report in February 2003. 

This cycle was repeated in 2003, when there were minimal if any, 
reports between April and October; in 2004, when no media report about 
the OAG appeared until September, and 2005, with few reports between 
March and August; and 2006, when reports did not appear until publica-
tion of OAG reports in November. The paucity of media coverage at 
other times of the year suggests that little if any investigative journalism 
is being conducted into the issues reported. 

Table 8 provides details on the coverage of the reports from 2001 to 
2006 by various media outlets. The outlets analysed are the Fiji Times, 
the Fiji Sun and the Daily Post. The table lists the number of items in 
each outlet that appeared on the OAG’s reports in various years. The re-
sults clearly show that other than around the time of the publication of the 
reports, there is no coverage of the items raised in the OAG’s reports at 
other times. 

 
Table 8: Print Media Coverage of Auditor General’s Reports 

 

Date of OAG 
Report 

Dates of Media 
Coverage 

Source and Number of Items 
 

2001  
Daily 
Post 

Fiji Sun 
Fiji 

Times 
Other* 

 3 Jan   1  
 18 Jan   1  
 14 July   1  
 14 July   10  
18 Oct      
 19 Oct   10  
 20 Oct   10  
 22 Oct   7  
 28 Oct   1  
7 Dec      
 8 Dec   15  
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 9 Dec   2  
 10 Dec   3  
2002      
 8 Jan    Pacific Islands Report (1) 
15 Feb      
 16 Feb 4 5 1  
 17 Feb 2    
 18 Feb 1 3 3  
 22 Feb 2    
 23 Feb   1  

 6 May    
Radio New Zealand In-
ternational (hereinafter 
RNZI) 

 17 May    
Pacific Islands Report (1) 
Pacific Magazine (1) 
RNZI (1) 

 3 Aug    Pacific Media Watch (1) 
 4 Sept    Pacific Magazine (1) 
3 Oct      
 4 Oct   1  
 5 Oct   1  
 6 Oct 2 5 7 RNZI (1) 
 7 Oct 7 7 2  
 8 Oct 2  6 RNZI (1) 
 9 Oct 15 1 5 RNZI (1) 
 10 Oct 9 1 3  
 11 Oct 2  1  
 12 Oct   1  
 14 Oct 2    
 15 Oct 1    
 16 Oct    RNZI (1) 
2003      
28 Feb      
 1 Mar 1  2  
 2 Mar 11  8  
 3 Mar 7 6 2  
 4 Mar 1    
 5 Mar 2  2  
 6 Mar  2   
 7 Mar  1 1  
 9 Mar   1  
 13 Mar   1  
 28 Aug    RNZI (1) 
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16 Oct      
 17 Oct    RNZI (1) 
 18 Oct  1   
 19 Oct 11 1 3  
 20 Oct 17 3 8 Pacific Magazine (1) 
 21 Oct 12 2 6 RNZI (2) 
 22 Oct    Pacific Magazine (1) 
 24 Oct 1   Pacific Islands Report (1) 
 26 Oct  1 1  
 27 Oct   3  
 29 Oct    Pacific Magazine (1) 
 31 Oct   1  
5 Dec      
 6 Dec   1  
 7 Dec   1  
 8 Dec  2 1  
 9 Dec 1  2  
 10 Dec  1   
2004      

 27 August    
Fiji Labour Party Website 
(1) 

 18 Sept 1   Pacific Magazine (1) 
27 Sept     RNZI (1) 
 27 Sept 13    

 28 Sept  8 13 
RNZI (2); Pacific Maga-
zine (2) 

 29 Sept 3 13 12  

 30 Sep 4 2 12 
RNZI (1); Pacific Maga-
zine (1) 

 1 Oct 1 1 5 ABC Radio (1) 
 2 Oct 1 7   
 3 Oct 2  1  
 4 Oct   3  
 5 Oct   2  
6 Oct    1 RNZI (1) 
 7 Oct 1  3  
 8 Oct 1  2  
 9 Oct   3  
 13 Oct 1    
 14 Oct   1  
 15 Oct   1  
1 Dec      
 2 Dec   3  
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 3 Dec  1   
 4 Dec   1  
 6 Dec 4 1 3  
 29 Dec    Pacific Magazine (1) 
2005      
 7 Jan    Pacific Magazine (1) 
 14 Jan    Pacific Magazine (1) 

 17 Jan    
RNZI (1); Pacific Islands 
Report (1) 

 18 Jan    Pacific Magazine (1) 
 25 Jan    Pacific Islands Report (1) 
 26 Jan    Pacific Magazine (1) 
 15 Feb   2  
 18 Feb   1  
 19 Feb   10  
 20 Feb   3  
 14 Mar    RNZI (1) 
 4 Apr    RNZI (1) 
 16 Aug   1  
 19 Aug    RNZI (1) 
 20 Aug   5  
 21 Aug   6  
 22 Aug   8  

 23 Aug   6 
Pacific Islands Report 
(1); RNZI (5); 

 24 Aug   5 Pacific Islands Report (1) 
 25 Aug   2  
 26 Aug   3 Pacific Islands Report (1) 
 14 Sept    RNZI (1) 
 15 Sept    RNZI (1) 
 16 Sept    RNZI (1) 
29 Sep      
 14 Oct    RNZI (1) 
 17 Nov    RNZI(1) 
28 Nov      
 1 Dec   1  
 2 Dec    RNZI (1) 
 3 Dec   5  
 4 Dec   11  
 5 Dec   7  
 10 Dec   1  
 11 Dec    ABC Radio (1) 
2006      
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 6 Feb    Pacific Islands Report (1) 
 14 Apr    Pacific Magazine (1) 
29 Sept      
28 Nov      
 14 Nov   10  
 15 Nov   8  
 16 Nov   3  
 17 Nov   5  
 18 Nov  2   
 19 Nov   1  
 20 Nov   2  
 21 Nov 1    
 24 Nov  1   
* Some reports by Radio New Zealand international are noted, as they have in some 
cases been re-reported on internet sites and other media reports. 
 
 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

This inquiry has explored the extent to which reports of the OAG 
are covered by the print media in Fiji. It has found that most articles on 
auditors’ reports appear in the two weeks following public availability. 
Few subsequent reports appear in the months leading to the next release 
of reports. It would appear, therefore, that the media is not tracking issues 
raised in the reports, as they are considered – or not considered – by the 
relevant parliamentary committees (notably the Public Accounts Commit-
tee). Only in a few instances, particularly relating to the alleged misuse of 
funds within the Department of Agriculture, has the media provided con-
tinuous monitoring of a case. 

The matter of whether or not the OAG eventually gains access to 
RFMF Regimental Funds has also received some coverage. Our under-
standing is that the RFMF has allowed OAG access to the records, but 
that the ‘statement of accounts’ has not yet been completed by the RFMF 
to a standard that will allow the OAG to compete its constitutional duties. 
The OAG would point out that should it assist any public agency prepare 
books for inspection, it would enter into a conflict of interest if it then 
conducted an inspection of financial records that it had helped to prepare. 

The matter of auditing of the finances of provincial councils faces a 
similar situation, with the OAG being unable to undertake audits until 
such time as each council has financial records suitable for inspection. 
This is an issue that the media might wish to explore, to determine why 
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provincial council records are not being audited, and the causes of this. 

We note that the OAG does not have an information unit, although 
there are plans for this. However, some additional provision of back-
ground information — or even training — would be beneficial to the 
press, and as a result, beneficial to the public interest. Journalists would 
benefit from greater familiarisation with the laws of Fiji and with the par-
ticular laws and responsibilities shaping the work of the Auditor. If the 
OAG does not see such training as being within its responsibility, it could 
nonetheless brief the training section of the Public Service Commission, 
as well as the Fiji Media Council, on its procedures. 

The OAG does not seek media or public support, and contents itself 
with tabling its reports in parliament. This issue is problematic during the 
period of the interim government post December 2006: the OAG has pre-
pared reports for 2006 but is waiting for an opportunity to place them be-
fore parliament before making them available to public scrutiny. The 
OAG systematically reviews the media for stories that warrant investiga-
tion from an audit point of view, so it is in the Auditor’s interest to have 
journalists as well informed as they possibly can be on matters of public 
financial management. In this context, we suggest that the OAG could 
serve public interest by providing the media with some training on how 
the Office conducts its work, as this would assist the media in presenting 
news on accountability issues to the public in a more informed manner. 

The data presented in this paper demonstrates that more can be done 
to investigate and report on the issues presented to Parliament in the re-
ports of the Auditor General. Public interest would be better served if the 
media not merely exposed the main issues in each report in the days im-
mediately following publication, but also tracked the responses of parlia-
ment, and in particular the Public Accounts Committee. It could subse-
quently investigate the response of the government of the day to the rec-
ommendations put forward by the Committee and the parliament. These 
steps appear to be lacking at present. 

In the period under review the role and responsibility of disclosure 
associated with an accountability institution such as an OAG has been left 
to Parliament and its committees, but these have themselves been less 
than responsive in completing their responsibilities — a fact that has gone 
largely unremarked in the press. This brief survey has looked at the extent 
and timing of print media coverage of the work of the Office of the Audi-
tor General.  
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Freedom of the Gatekeepers: A Free Media Study of NZ and 

Fiji – Self-Regulation or State Intervention? 
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Abstract 
 

 In almost four decades of independence, Fiji has faced the para-
dox of a traditionally free press and a succession of mostly au-
thoritarian or paternalistic governments, whether elected or in-
stalled as results of coups. In 2007 the regime began consolidating 
all existing media laws into a separate ‘Media Promulgation’ law. 
This was on the basis of a media review commissioned by the Fiji 
Human Rights Commission. During a comparable time frame, the 
New Zealand Press Council engaged two consultants to conduct 
an independent review of the activities and operations of the 
Council, recommending a higher profile for its role in promoting 
freedom of expression through responsible media and high edito-
rial standards. With reference to Bertrand’s media accountability 
systems model, this paper examines media processes involved with 
media self-regulatory bodies in an authoritarian regime and a so-
cial responsibility democratic government context. The paper rec-
ommends a fresh independent review of the structure and role of 
the Fiji Media Council.  

 
 
Introduction 
 

IN ALMOST four decades of independence, Fiji has faced the para-
dox of a traditionally free press and a succession of mostly authoritarian 
or paternalistic governments, whether elected or installed as the result of 
coups. Currently, Fiji is ruled by a military-backed regime following the 
South Pacific country’s fourth coup on 5 December 2006 (Fraenkel & 
Firth, 2007). Almost two years later, in a controversial judgment on 9 Oc-
tober 2008, the Fiji High Court ruled that the coup was ‘not illegal’ 
(Qarase and others, 2008). In the first five months of 2008, two expatri-
ate publishers of the leading daily newspapers, the Murdoch-owned Fiji 



56     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 
Times and the local Fiji Sun, were deported amid international contro-
versy.1 Other journalists have been detained, threatened and harassed 
(Karlekar & Marchant, 2007).  

In 2007, a controversial Fiji-born consultant, Dr James Anthony, 
was engaged by the Fiji Human Rights Commission to prepare a report 
on the ‘freedom and independence of the media’ in Fiji. This review 
process was largely rejected by the Fiji news media but supported by 
some critics seeking greater fairness and balance. The report also em-
broiled two New Zealand journalists.2 The consultant’s report has since 

                                                        
1 Fiji Sun publisher Russell Hunter, an Australian citizen, was expelled from Fiji on 
27 February 2008 because he was allegedly ‘conducting himself in a manner prejudi-
cial to the peace, defence, public safety, security and stability of the sovereign state of 
the Fiji Islands’ (Fiji Government media release, 27 February 2008). Hunter was de-
ported after publishing a series of investigative articles by Victor Lal about Interim 
Finance Minister Mahendra Chaudhry alleging taxation irregularities and secret off-
shore accounts. Chaudhry was cleared by a government taxation inquiry which some 
critics described as a whitewash. In 1999, Hunter had been refused an extension of his 
work permit as editor-in-chief of The Fiji Times by Chaudhry’s Labour Party-led coa-
lition government. But this was later overturned by the post-coup Laisenia Qarase 
government. Hunter and Lal were jointly awarded the prize for outstanding journalism 
at the 2008 Fiji Awards for Media Excellence. On 2 May 2008—on the eve of the 
UNESCO World Media Freedom Day—Evan Hannah, also an Australian, and pub-
lisher of The Fiji Times, was deported and put on a flight to Korea in spite of an in-
junction against his expulsion. 
2 In the preface to the James Anthony report (Fiji Human Rights Commission, 2008), 
FHRC director Dr Shaista Shameem claimed that New Zealand journalist Michael 
Field had intervened and pressured the original choice as consultant to undertake the 
review, former New Zealand Race Relations Conciliator Gregory Fortuin, to stand 
down from the inquiry. According to Shameem:  

Mr Fortuin informed the commission that … journalist Michael Field tele-
phoned him to tell him that he (Fortuin) would be lending “credibility to the 
discredited Human Rights Commission director and coup apologist” and 
that he would “be manipulated by the director for her own purposes”. Mr 
Fortuin reported that Field and “two lawyers” from Fiji told him that the re-
port of the commission “had already been written” but that it “needs a 
credible person to publish it”. 

Such deliberate obstruction of the FHRC by Michael Field can be 
dealt with pursuant to s47 of the Human Rights Commission Act, which pro-
hibits anyone from wilfully hindering the commission’s work. Wilful ob-
struction is a criminal offence under our law. A complaint in this regard has 
been lodged with the police in Fiji (Shameem, 2008a: 1). 

Shameem (2008b) later wrote a bitter attack on Field’s integrity in the Fiji Daily Post, 
describing a Broadcasting Standards Authority (2008) ruling against Radio New Zea-
land National for inaccurate statements made by him in an on-air commentary as a 
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been used by the current regime as a justification for a plan to consolidate 
all existing media laws under the Constitution, the Public Order Act and 
the Media Council Code of Ethics into a separate ‘Media Promulgation’ 
law (Fiji government media release, 17 July 2008).  

During a comparable time frame, the New Zealand Press Council 
engaged two consultants to conduct an independent review of the activi-
ties and operations of the council, recommending a higher profile for its 
role in promoting freedom of expression through responsible media and 
high editorial standards. This was the first independent review since the 
Press Council was established in 1972 and is regarded by some as a mile-
stone in the public’s right to know. With reference to the media account-
ability systems (M*A*S) model of the late Claude-Jean Bertrand as an al-
ternative to self-regulation without government intervention (see Figure 
1)3, this paper seeks to examine and contrast the public discourse and me-
dia consultation processes involved with two media self-regulatory bodies 
in an authoritarian regime and a social responsibility democratic govern-
ment context (see Bertrand, 2002, 2003, 2005; Bromley, 2003; Dadge, 
2005; Pearson, 2007; Robie, 2003, 2004, 2005; Singh, 2005): ‘The prob-
lem is not, as some in [the Pacific] seem to fear, that government can turn 
[press councils] into statutory control machines… the problem is that they 
have rarely acquired much influence’ (Bertrand, 2005: 6). 

                                                                                                                        
‘death knell’. Field (2008) replied on his own website, attacking the Fiji government’s 
‘hack spin doctor’.  

Another New Zealand journalist was also named in the preface to the report: 
David Robie (p. 1): ‘The FHRC was also sent critiques of the Fiji media landscape au-
thored by NZ journalist who had previously held the prestigious position of head of 
the University of the South Pacific’s Journalism School.’ To clarify this statement, 
this author had no connection whatsoever with the FHRC review and the critique re-
ferred to is a peer-reviewed academic article on the public record (see Robie, 2001).  
3 Bertrand developed the term M*A*S (media accountability systems), or M*A*R*S 
in French for Moyens d’assurer la responsibilite sociale des medias (means to insure 
that media will be socially responsible. In his 2003 book An Arsenal for Democracy: 
Media accountability systems (p. 17), he defined M*A*S as any means of improving 
media services to the public that function independently from the government: 

[They] are expected to achieve their purpose by increasing the competence of 
journalists; by discovering (through observation and analysis) what media do 
and don’t do, as compared to what they should do. And, mainly, M*A*S en-
able media to hear the consumers’ views, what they like, dislike, might like. 
And they enable media to discover, correct, explain their errors and mistakes, 
and apologise for them. M*A*S are a mix of quality control, customer ser-
vice, continuing education – and much more, certainly not just self-regulation. 
To the citizens, M*A*S give back human rights that a media caste is inclined 
to confiscate. 
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Source: Singh (2005), adapted from Bertrand. Pacific Journalism Review, 11(2): 54. A table of 
six Pacific countries and their systems of M*A*S—media accountability systems based on the 
Bertrand model (see Bertrand, 2005; and also 2002, 2003). 

Figure 1: M*A*S systems in six Pacific countries 
Internal M. A.S Fiji Samoa Solomons Tonga Vanuatu 
Correction box     
Media reporter − − − − − 
In-house critic − − − − − 
Disciplinary committee − − − − − 
Media page/program − − − − − 
Internal memo − − − − − 
Code of ethics     
Ethical audit − − − − − 
Ethics coach − − − − − 
Ombudsman − − − − − 
Opinion survey − − − − − 
Company of journalists − − − − − 
External M. A.S Fiji Samoa Solomons Tonga Vanuatu 
Journalism review     
Alternative media     
Critical book/report     
Public statements − − − − − 
Media-related NGO or Foundation     
Media observatory − − − − − 
Non-profit research − − − − − 
Higher education     
Media at school − − − − − 
Consumer group  − − − − − 
Ass. of militant citizens − − − − − 
Company of users − − − − − 
Public broadcasting − − − − − 
Regulatory agency − − − − − 
Cooperative M A S Fiji Samoa Solomons Tonga Vanuatu 
Letters to the editor     
Public access − − − − − 
Paid-for opinion pages     
Accuracy and fairness questionnaire − − − − − 
Consulting with users − − − − − 
Liaison committee − − − − − 
Local press council     
National/regional press council     
Continuous education − − − − − 
Movie or TV series − − − − − 
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In New Zealand, media freedom is not guaranteed by any supreme 

constitutional law as it is in countries such as Sweden and the United 
States. In Fiji, media freedom is even more tenuous due to the impact of 
four coups or attempted putsches in the past two decades. Both countries 
have evolved self-regulatory media accountability systems in responses to 
government threats of regulation, more perceived than real in the case of 
New Zealand. 

In Fiji, a few years after independence in 1970, a self-regulatory 
body known as the Fiji Press Council was developed, modeled loosely on 
the Australian and New Zealand press councils. The Fiji Press Council 
‘proved ineffective in its principal [sic] task of dealing with complaints 
against the press’ (Morgan & Thomas, 1996: 10) and was reformed and 
‘reinvigorated’ as the Fiji News Council. In 1996, Thomson Foundation 
consultants Kenneth Morgan and John Prescott Thomas were commis-
sioned by the Fiji government to conduct a review of broadcasting and 
other laws—such as the Official Secrets Act, the Newspapers Registra-
tion Act and Defamation Act—to consider whether statutory regulation 
should be introduced and to consider how the Press Council could ‘en-
hance its independence, public credibility and effectiveness’ in dealing 
with public complaints against the media (Morgan & Thomas, 1996: 31). 
Morgan had been a director of the British Press Council, and its succes-
sor, the Press Complaints Commission, for 12 years and he had been a 
trustee of Reuters since 1984. Thomas ran a private consultancy, JPT 
Media Associates Ltd, and had previously been a broadcasting executive 
with both editorial and management experience at a senior level in the 
BBC and Independent Television. 

While the Thomson review found the technical standards of the Fiji 
news media generally good—‘both daily newspapers are well-produced 
and print quality of the magazines is high’ and radio stations had a ‘well-
developed style and image’ and television was limited by ‘modest re-
sources’—it was not so flattering about the journalism: 

In terms of journalistic standards, however, we encountered 
some disquiet. Both politicians and lay representatives gave us 
instances of poorly researched or insensitive reporting and we 
ourselves remarked on some examples of unbalanced writing. 
Media managers and editors admitted to us that there were 
shortcomings in the qualifications and experience of some of 
their staff. This dilution of expertise appears partly due to the 
exodus of experienced talent which followed the 1987 coup 
(Morgan & Thomas, 1996: 11). 
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The Thomson team regarded this problem as a major obstacle to a 

‘responsible implementation of the proper freedom of the media’. Morgan 
and Thomas added that ‘the effects are still felt as a missing half-
generation of trained, experienced professionals to fill senior editorial and 
‘long-stop’ subeditorial posts, to act as role models for younger journal-
ists and to provide on-the-job training for new entrants’ (Morgan & Tho-
mas, 1996: 12).  

Among its recommendations, the Thomson report called for the 
Newspapers Registration Act to be retained with a clause specifying that 
registration could not be denied or withdrawn; the introduction of a new 
Broadcasting Act covering both radio and television; the formation of a 
self-regulatory Fiji Media Council funded by media industry members 
and a Media Council Code of Practice; the replacement of the Official Se-
crets Act by an Official Information Act as proposed by Fiji’s 1997 Con-
stitutional Review Commission; legal barriers to cross-media ownership; 
and media employers, University of the South Pacific and the then Fiji 
Journalism Institute to ‘meet under the aegis … of the new Media Coun-
cil to develop an integrated approach to structured on-the-job in-house 
training’ (Morgan & Thomas, 1996: 24). 

Two years after the Thomson report, the new self-regulatory Fiji 
Media Council was established by the industry. The Council set up an in-
dependent complaints committee. However, successive governments have 
accused the Council of being ‘incompetent and ineffective’ over enforc-
ing ethical guidelines and professional standards: 

Like similar bodies elsewhere, the Fiji Media Council has been 
tagged with unflattering labels such as ‘toothless tiger’ and 
‘publishers’ poodle’ by the public and media critics. A common 
complaint, and not just by leaders, is the council’s inability to 
tackle unbalanced reporting and the media’s reluctance to cor-
rect mistakes (Singh, 2008). 
 
Nevertheless, there have been major achievements by the Fiji news 

media, such as exposing corruption. An example of this was the media’s 
vigorous investigative reportage of the country’s most critical financial 
issue—‘the collapse of the National Bank of Fiji due to bad and doubtful 
debts of some FJD220 million (US$146 million), a staggering 8 per cent 
of Fiji’s GDP’ (Singh, 2008).  

In New Zealand, legislation is lacking such as the First Amendment 
of the United States, which prevents any law curtailing a free press. Yet it 
does have some statutes that ensure recognition of the principles of free 
speech and transparency in a democratic government. The Official Infor-
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mation Act 1982 transformed open government in New Zealand, ‘prising 
open doors that had previously been kept firmly shut’ (Du Fresne, 2005: 
24). The Act and a similar local government bill enacted five years later 
established the principle that official information should be made avail-
able unless there is good reason for withholding it. The Bill of Rights Act 
1990 strengthened the right to free speech and the right to know. Section 
14 of the Act provides for a general right to exchange ideas and informa-
tion and shares much the same wording as Article 19 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which holds that: 

[E]veryone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; 
that this right includes freedom to hold opinions without inter-
ference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas 
through any media and regardless of frontiers. 
 
However, the New Zealand media has largely accepted that freedom 

of the press is balanced by responsibility. The principles of accuracy, 
fairness and balance have traditionally been cornerstones for the New 
Zealand media. If voluntary compliance fails, a variety of mechanisms 
exist to ensure these requirements are observed. News media in New Zea-
land can be held accountable under the Defamation Act for broadcasting 
or publishing untrue statements that damage people’s reputations. They 
can be charged with contempt of court for subverting the administration 
of justice. They may also be charged for a breach of privacy, which is 
emerging as a new tort (Price, 2007). They are subject to Human Rights 
Act prohibitions on the publication of abusive or insulting speech, and 
they can be punished by Parliament (even imprisoned, though it has never 
happened) for abuse of parliamentary rules. Besides these restraints, news 
media are answerable to self-regulatory bodies such as the Press Council 
(for newspapers and magazines—and some online publications) and the 
Broadcasting Standards Authority.  

The Press Council was established in 1972 following leaked infor-
mation that the Labour Party planned to legislate for a statutory regula-
tory body if it won the 1969 general election (Barker & Evans, 2007: 23). 
Much of the initiative on setting up a self-regulatory council came from 
the then New Zealand Journalists Association (later the NZ Journalists 
Union), which had established a Code of Ethics in 1967. But the Code 
was not initially supported by the Newspaper Proprietors Association be-
cause it ‘cut across newspaper proprietors’ prerogatives’ (Elsaka, 2004: 
259).  

The foundation Press Council was made up of four members: a re-
tired judge of the Supreme Court (now High Court) as chairman; one rep-
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resentative of the Newspaper Publishers’ Association (NPA); one repre-
sentative of the journalists’ union (NZJU); and one representative of the 
public appointed by the chairman with the approval of the other two 
members. The Press Council was signed into being on 20 September 
1972 with former President of the Court of Appeal, Sir Alfred North, as 
the first chairman amid ongoing speculation about Labour seeking to cre-
ate a statutory body. As a later chairman, Sir John Jeffries, described the 
climate: ‘It was self-regulation with a wary eye on the real possibility of 
statutory intervention’ (Jeffries, 2002). 

 
 

Media and Regulatory Profiles  
 
New Zealand 
 
Four companies, all foreign owned, dominate the New Zealand news me-
dia industry (Figure 2), including a ‘near duopoly in two of the three main 
media—print and radio’ (Rosenberg, 2008: 176). In television, there is a 
monopoly in the pay arena (News Corporation-owned Sky TV), and only 
three significant competitors in free-to-air television, including the state-
owned Television New Zealand’s two channels. Australian-owned Fair-
fax Media controls almost half of the country’s newspapers (more than 48 
per cent), including The Dominion Post in the capital Wellington, while 
the rival APN News and Media (ANM) group—also Australian-owned—
controls the largest circulation daily, New Zealand Herald and almost 43 
per cent of the daily newspaper circulation. The main journalists union (a 
section of the Engineering, Printing and Manufacturing Union—EPMU), 
has described the New Zealand media as the ‘most concentrated and for-
eign-dominated’ in the world (Rankine et al., 2007). During 2007, APN 
‘outsourced’ the bulk of the subediting of its titles to the Australian-
owned Pagemasters company. In mid-2008, the national news agency, 
NZ Press Association, downsized and retrenched seven staff while Fair-
fax Media announced plans to shed 40 editorial jobs and centralize sube-
diting and some specialist newswriting into selected centralised nodes for 
its newspaper chain in a controversial new era of cloned ‘hubeditors’ 
(Mediawatch, 6 July 2008). 

he New Zealand media regulatory model is primarily based on three 
structures: (1) the New Zealand Press Council (self-regulatory; it adjudi-
cates about 45 print and online media complaints a year); (2) the Broad-
casting Standards Authority (statutory regulation; this deals with about 
150 to 250 complaints a year); and (3) the Advertising Standards Author-
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ity (self-regulatory; it dealt with 493 advertisements in 2006, more than 
double the number of the previous year) (Barker & Evans, 2007: 12; 
Ellis, 2005). The Press Council (www.presscouncil.org.nz) is the only 
media regulatory body with a free press advocacy role in New Zealand 
and it has the smallest budget, approximately NZ$160,000 a year, funded 
by the publishers and the EPMU. The only penalty the Press Council can 
impose is requesting publication of a decision. The BSA is headed by a 
barrister or solicitor with not less than seven years’ practice in the High 
Court. While the BSA does not have an advocacy role, it does have a 
function to conduct research and publish findings on issues relating to 
broadcast standards. It also has the power to order a broadcaster to run an 
approved statement, or to refrain from broadcasting or from broadcasting 
advertising, or to impose fines, compensation for privacy breaches and 
costs. Its budget is approximately $1.2 million a year with funding pro-
vided on a 50/50 split by industry levy and appropriation from Parlia-
ment. The ASA has a budget of around $730,000 and is funded by adver-
tising levies and subscriptions. 

 
 

Figure 2: The New Zealand news media ownership clusters, 2007/8. 
 

 
 

Source: Rosenberg (2008: 177): APN News and Media own The New Zealand Herald group; 
Fairfax—The Dominion Post, Christchurch Press and Sunday StarTimes group; Ironbridge—
MediaWorks, RadioWorks and TV3; News Corporation—Sky TV. 
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The Press Council membership comprises an independent chairper-

son unconnected with the media industry appointed by the appointments 
panel for a five-year term; five people representing the public for four 
years, appointed by the panel; two members appointed by the Newspaper 
Publishers’ Association (NPA); two members appointed by the journal-
ists’ union, EPMU; and a representative of the Magazine Publishers’ As-
sociation (MPA). Public member vacancies are advertised and appointed 
by a four-member panel which includes the Chief Ombudsman (NZ Her-
ald, 2008). 
 
Fiji 
 

Fiji has a highly developed media industry (Figure 3) compared with 
most other Pacific countries, rivaled only by Papua New Guinea (see 
Cass, 2004; Robie, 1999; 2004). The largest of the three daily newspa-
pers, The Fiji Times, was founded at Levuka in 1869. More than a century 
later it became part of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation group when 
the Melbourne Herald and Weekly Times group was taken over in 1987. 
A consortium of Indo-Fijian importers, C. J. Patel and Co Ltd and Vinod 
Patel and Co Ltd, and the flagship indigenous Fijian investment company 
Fijian Holdings Ltd owns the Sun. The paper was launched in September 
1999. The Fiji government previously had a controlling 44 per cent inter-
est in the struggling Fiji Daily Post (Robie, 2004: 92). While the govern-
ment still retains its stake, minority corporate shareholders Colonial Fiji 
Ltd and Unit Trusts of Fiji sold their combined shares in 2004 to Austra-
lian publisher Alan Hickling who now owns a controlling 51 per cent. 
The South Pacific’s largest magazine group, Islands Business Interna-
tional, is based in Fiji. Former Review magazine publisher and entrepre-
neur Yashwant Gaunder owns the Fijilive.com website, which sprang to 
international prominence during George Speight’s attempted coup in May 
2000. Key radio broadcasters are the private Fiji Television Ltd, which 
also own EMTV in Papua New Guinea; state-owned Fiji Broadcasting 
Corporation Ltd (FBCL), operator of Radio Fiji; and the private Commu-
nications Fiji Ltd (CFL)—the largest radio group in the South Pacific. 
CFL owns five radio stations in Fiji—including FM96, Navtarang and 
Radio Legend—and a further two in Papua New Guinea. It also owns the 
FijiVillage.com portal and internet service provider Unwired Fiji. Mai 
Television and Mai Life lifestyle magazine, have become key competitors 
to the established media in the past year. 
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Figure 3: The Fiji news media ownership clusters, 2008 

 

 

Source: D. Robie and D. Abcede (2008). Only the Fiji Sun still has a majority local ownership, 
with the shareholdings split between Indo-Fijian importers and traders C. J. Patel and Co. Ltd 
and Vinod Patel and Co. Ltd and the flagship indigenous investment company Fijian Holdings 
Ltd; The Fiji Times group also publishes weeklies in the vernacular Fijian and Hindustani lan-
guages; and both Fiji Television Ltd and Communications Fiji Ltd have an important media 
stake in Papua New Guinea, owning EM TV and PNG FM Pty Ltd (Nau FM) respectively, that 
country’s largest broadcasters. 
 
 

Along with Papua New Guinea, Fiji pioneered media self-regulation 
in the South Pacific island states. The current version is the Fiji Media 
Council, a registered company representing all forms of media and 
funded by industry members through biannual subscriptions with a 
budget of about F$30,000 a year. Eight major media industry groups, in-
cluding the Ministry of Information and University of the South Pacific, 
are members.4 There are also eight public members, an independent 
                                                        
4 Industry and associated members of the Fiji Media Council are: Communications 
Fiji Ltd, Fiji Broadcasting Corporation Ltd, Fiji Television, The Fiji Times Ltd., Fiji 
Sun/Islands Business, University of the South Pacific, Ministry of Information, and 
Mai TV. 
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chairman and an independent secretary. The Complaints Committee con-
sists of the independent chairman and two public members, who are not 
members of the Council. They are appointed by the chairman. Although 
the Council has a website (www.fijimediacouncil.com) with information 
about its policy, complaints procedures and codes of ethics, this does not 
provide detailed information about complaints and adjudications. The 
Council carries out a free press advocacy role and its objectives are to: 

 promote high journalistic standards. 
 enhance the media’s image 
 safeguard the media’s independence  
 uphold freedom of speech and expression. 
 uphold the public’s right to be informed accurately and fairly. 
 promote and independent and effective Complaints Committee. 
 promote a Code of Ethics and Practice for journalists and media 

organisations.  
 

Methodologies of the Reviews 
 

Press councils are found in about 87 countries. Many press councils 
have their own websites, which are useful sources of information and 
were drawn on by one review (New Zealand) and not the other. Ber-
trand’s M*A*S website (www.media-accountability.org) also provides a 
range of information. This section of the paper examines the comparative 
methodologies adopted for the contrasting media council reviews in Fiji 
and New Zealand. 

 
New Zealand 
 

The constituent members of the NZ Press Council commissioned Sir 
Ian Barker, retired senior judge of the High Court, and Dr Lewis Evans, 
professor of economics and finance of Victoria University of Wellington, 
in February 2007 to conduct the review. Before retiring in 1997, Sir Ian 
had served periods as Acting Chief Justice and had presided over several 
high-profile commercial cases such as the Securitbank litigation and ma-
jor competition cases such as Kapuni Gas. He also sat on various South 
Pacific Courts of Appeal and was knighted for services to law in 1994. 
Professor Evans holds a PhD in economics from the University of Wis-
consin-Madison. His professional specialty has been in the economics of 
organisations and markets, and he has published widely in academic eco-
nomics journals. In 2005, he was appointed a Distinguished Fellow of the 



Self-Regulation or State Intervention? - New Zealand and Fiji    67 

 
New Zealand Economics Association. A recent law and commerce 
graduate, Richard Robinson, was appointed secretary to the review. A 
dedicated website was established for submissions and a separate post of-
fice box and office from the Press Council established (at the Pipitea 
campus of Victoria University). 

The review authors and their credentials were accepted by the indus-
try without much debate. They noted in their report that while constituent 
members, individual members and the chair of the Press Council made 
submissions, ‘we have acted completely independently of the constituent 
members and of the Press Council’ (Barker & Evans, 2007: 2). They 
adopted benchmarks of accessibility, independence, fairness, account-
ability, management and effectiveness used by the Banking Ombudsman 
Commission for an independent review in 2006. Accessibility was de-
fined as ‘readily available to customers’ with promotion and no cost bar-
riers. Independence meant the council complaints process was independ-
ent of the constituent members. Fairness was based on observing the 
principles of procedural fairness, by applying specific criteria and giving 
cogent reasons for decisions. Accountability was defined as publishing its 
determinations and information about complaints while highlighting any 
systematic industry problems. Management involved ensuring that com-
plaints were dealt with by an appropriate process or forum and regularly 
reviewing overall performance. Effectiveness was defined as having an 
appropriate and comprehensive terms of reference and periodic independ-
ent reviews of its performance. The New Zealand review’s specific terms 
of reference included the following aims: 

1. to review the purposes, activities, performance, governance and 
resourcing of the New Zealand Press Council; 

2. to consider whether the council’s objectives are adequate in the 
light of the changing circumstances and public perceptions and 
whether the council is operating in a manner consistent with 
them; and; 

3. to assess the range and scope of the council’s activities when 
compared with the operations of similar bodies in other countries 
(Barker & Evans, 2007, Appendix 1: 85). 

 
The New Zealand review consulted available global websites and 

wrote to all known press councils, receiving responses from 18 of them—
including the Fiji Media Council. The review members also met the Aus-
tralian Press Council in April 2007. This data was documented and tabu-
lated as a comparative survey (Barker & Evans, 2007: Appendix 4). A 
survey of the public, organisations, complainants and media organisations 
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was also conducted as part of the review (Barker & Evans, 2007: Appen-
dix 5). Four surveys were undertaken: (1) individuals and the Press 
Council (surveyed members of the public, with 147 responses); (2) or-
ganisations and the Press Council (surveyed public organisations with 34 
responses); (3) complainants to the Press Council (60 responses from 255 
complaints drawn from the previous six years); and (4) media organisa-
tions and the Press Council (surveyed newspapers and magazines, with 18 
responses). The findings and recommendations were published in a 192-
page report and on the Press Council website. A range of detailed refer-
ences were cited in the document, including a doctoral thesis on the his-
tory of the Press Council (see Elsaka, 2004) and other contemporary in-
ternational academic research. 
 
Fiji 
 

In May 2007, two decades after the original coup in Fiji by third-
ranked military officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Sitiveni Rabuka, the media 
freedom advocacy organization, Article 19, asked the Fiji Human Rights 
Commission to ‘write a short piece on freedom and independence of the 
media’ (Shameem, 2008a: 1). Fiji was more advanced than most Pacific 
Island states in developing a media accountability system (see Figure 4). 
The Commission ‘found significant gaps’ in information available about 
media independence and freedom in Fiji, particularly relating to media 
ownership, media workers, censorship and new technologies. According 
to Fiji Human Rights Commission director Dr Shaista Shameem: 

An inquiry by an independent consultant, pursued [sic] under 
s7 of the Human Rights Commission Act, seemed to be the most 
appropriate way to conduct a study of media freedom and inde-
pendence, including of issues emanating from the political up-
heavals of 2000 to 2006 (2008: 1). 
 
In July 2007, the Commission initially appointed former NZ Race 

Relations Conciliator Gregory Fortuin, who already had some experience 
of Fiji having been an elections observer with the Pacific Island Forum 
Observer Mission during the 2006 general election. However, the pro-
posed inquiry faced a ‘hostile reaction from mainstream media’ organisa-
tions, according to Shameem, and Fortuin subsequently withdrew. Chief 
executives of four of the leading Fiji media groups—Communications 
Fiji Ltd, Fiji Times Ltd, Fiji television Ltd and the Sun (Fiji) Ltd—wrote 
to the FHRC, saying they were alarmed at the proposed inquiry and ‘took 
little comfort’ from her January 2007 report regarded by the media indus-
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try as an apologia for the December 2006 coup (Parkinson et al., 2007: 1). 
Their letter declared that the inquiry ‘repeats an incursion of a biased 
FHRC into areas where it could improperly invoke human rights causes 
to control the media’ and refused to participate (Parkinson et al., 2007: 3). 
This letter was dispatched the day before Fortuin’s successor as inquiry 
consultant, Dr James Anthony, arrived in Fiji. Anthony also faced a criti-
cal reception as media organisations were unconvinced over his creden-
tials for such a mission and regarded him as being too controversial. 
Long-time Fiji journalist Graham Davis penned an article in the Fiji 
Times that outlined his ‘injudicious behaviour … and pronouncements’ 
(Davis, 2008). These included being an instigator, along with the late 
Apisai Tora, of an oil workers strike that erupted into rioting in Suva in 
December, 1959, and allegations that the US Central Intelligence Agency 
had been behind the 1987 coup (Davis, 2008; Robie, 1989: 245). 

Although Anthony has lived much of his life in Hawai’i, he was 
born in Fiji and played a role in the country’s politics in the 1960s. His 
professional background is as a political scientist and a Pacific historian. 
After gaining his first two degrees at the University of Hawai’i, he com-
pleted his PhD at the Australian National University in 1971. He co-
authored a book about the Legislative Council elections of 1963—Fiji’s 
first national political ballot—which involved some analysis of the Fiji 
media. He has also said he has been working on a book on Fiji’s current 
politics for the past five years. He has a fluent command of Fiji’s three 
main languages—English, Fijian and Hindi.  

 The terms of reference for the Anthony report were to: 
1. provide a historical overview of the range of media available in 

Fiji, including ownership and scope of operations; 
2. review international human rights and other laws and policies 

with respect to freedom and independence of the media and as-
sess Fiji’s compliance with them; 

3. review whether the Fiji media complies with international stan-
dards of corporate responsibility for media freedom and inde-
pendence; 

4. review laws and policies on the right of the public to informa-
tion; 

5. review the extent to which the public’s right to accurate, bal-
anced and updated information is protected in Fiji; 

6. review current systems in place to protect journalism and other 
media personnel from violations of their rights; 

7. review whether work conditions of media personnel comply with 
constitutional provisions on fair labour relations; 
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Figure 4: Review of Selected Press Council, 2007 
 Type Complaints Funding Memberships Free press 

advocacy 
Coverage Penalty 

Australian 
Press Council 

Mixed; Na-
tional 

Approx. 40 ( 30) 
Complaints 
Must complain within 60 days 
of publication of material  

$ 816, 500  
( 100% pro-
vided by 
owners) 

22 members ( 7 public members, 10 members nominated 
by publications, independent chairperson) 

Yes Complaints against newspapers, magazines or 
periodicals printed or published in Australia, 
whether or not the publisher belongs to an or-
ganization affiliated with the council (although 
the council may not deal with a complaint about 
a publication which is limited to a small, private 
circulation); and complaints about news re-
ports, and commentary on them, published on 
the websites of the council’s publisher mem-
bers. 

Publication must print the 
essence of adjudications 
upholding complaints 

Fiji Media 
Council 

Mixed National 
Registered 
company 

10 complaints 
All were settled without going 
to the complaints committee 
Free. 
Formal hearings are held if 
deemed necessary by the 
complaints committee. 
Complaints must be made 
within three months of publica-
tion or broadcast. 

9000 Euro  
(100%) pro-
vided by 
owners) Bi-
annual sub-
scriptions 
from mem-
bers 

There are 7 industry members from the print broadcasting 
and television media. There are 7 public members, an in-
dependent chairman and an independent secretary. Public 
members of the council are appointed by the Complaints 
committee 

Yes  
The council 
makes media 
releases and 
submissions 
when required. 

Includes broadcasting. Hears complaints 
against all media organizations regardless of 
whether they are members of the council. 

The media organization 
against which the complaint 
is made is expected to pub-
lish the adjudication. If it 
does not do so within one 
week, copies of the adjudi-
cation may be released to 
other media organizations 
for publication. 

New Zealand 
Press Council 

Mixed  
National 

80 Complaints, 41 adjudicated,  
4 upheld ( 2005) 

NZ 
$160,000 

11 members ( 3 owners, 2 journalists, 6 public) Yes Newspapers, magazines and their associated 
websites. Considers complaints against non-
members, but no ability to penalize 

Publications of the essence 
of the adjudications uphold-
ing complaints 

Papua New 
Guinea Media 
Council 

Established 
journalists and 
publishers. 
No public 
membership. 

No information 95,000 Euro 
 ( 100% pro-
vided by 
owners) 

9 members ( 6 owners, 3 journalists Yes Includes broadcasting No information 

Tonga Media 
Council  

Established in 
2003 
Incorporated 

Complaints Committee deals 
with complaints 

No informa-
tion 

The Council is administered by a board of directors. Each 
member news organization selects a director to be their 
representative on the board, but the day-to-day running of 
the council is taken care by the chairman, secretary and 
treasurer 

No information No information No information 

Source: Barker & Evans, 2007: 93-122: Extracted from a review of 87 press councils, listing five media or press councils belonging to Pacific Island Forum (PIF) countries—Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and Tonga. 
According to this table, the Fiji Media Council has seven industry members, but this has increased to eight. 
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8. review whether journalists have freedom internally and exter-
nally to exercise their functions in the public interest to the extent 
required by international human rights law (FHRC, 2008, Ap-
pendix 1: 107). 

 
Anthony reviewed an ‘extensive repertoire of hard copy information: 

reports, books, government documents, and information’ from various 
sources provided by people he interviewed. He interviewed, mostly face-
to-face, over a period of two weeks 61 respondents, using an open-ended 
methodology. The early interviews were said to have been recorded and 
transcribed by Hansard reporters. All interviewees were given a personal 
assurance that their identity would remain confidential. Anthony’s final 
290-page report included substantial appendices presenting critical and 
hostile responses to the review process generally and the draft report spe-
cifically (65 pages). It also included a 34-page appendix about the con-
troversial Duavata Initiative Ltd, an investment company alleged to in-
clude five of Fiji’s major media companies1—denied by all and described 
by Fiji Television, for example, as ‘defamatory and outrageously silly’ 
(Fiji TV, 2007). Although the document contained three pages of refer-
ences, few had contemporary relevance to news media in Fiji or recent 
literature relating to the Fiji Media Council and media accountability in 
the republic appeared to have been either ignored or overlooked. 
 
Discussion 
 
New Zealand 

 
The New Zealand review was largely uneventful, certainly not con-

troversial. It diligently pursued an empirical-based research programme 
while developing a raft of recommendations aimed at making the Press 
Council more ‘robust’ (Barker & Lewis, 2007: 84). The surveys and in-
terviews produced a ‘mixed assessment’ (Barker & Lewis, 2007: 67). 
While many people and organisations ‘maintained that it was doing a 
good job and its adjudications were fair and balanced’, there were a range 
of specific criticisms. Some submissions indicated a ‘fall-of in standards 
of journalism, with allegations of how badly the press behaved in certain 

                                                        
1 Fiji Television, Fiji Times, Fiji Sun, Fiji Broadcasting Corporation Ltd and Commu-
nications Fiji Ltd (Fiji Human Rights Commission, 2008, Appendix 7). 
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circumstances’. A summary of key issues encountered and raised by 
complaints, and the Barker and Evans response, includes (see pp. 66-73):  

 
 ‘Press Council not independent, or perceived to be independent of 

the publishers’: People and organisations with this more ‘extreme 
view’ saw the Press Council as having been set up by the NPA ‘as 
a device to deflect the imposition of a statutory regulatory author-
ity like the BSA, and to be independent of the funders’. The pub-
lic-industry balance of the panel, appointments process, the survey 
results and the results of the Barker and Evans inquiries did not 
support this view.  

 
 ‘Press Council has no power to investigate properly or to obtain 

information’: Comparisons were made with powers of the BSA, 
which includes a statutory right to make investigations and compel 
disclosure of documents. However, the review panel said coercive 
powers would ‘inevitably produce a lack of cooperation’ by the 
print media with the Press Council, and in any case would need a 
statutory framework rather than a voluntary industry context. 

 
 ‘Lack of sanctions’: Most industry people who made submissions 

claimed that an adverse finding against a publication by the Press 
Council was ‘very embarrassing for both the editor and the journal-
ist concerned’. It is seen as showing a lack of professionalism and 
could be viewed pejoratively by proprietors, competitors and peers. 

 
 ‘Publication of decisions’: Submissions were also made to the 

panel regarding the length of decisions and the requirement that 
they be published in a prominent position in the offending publica-
tion. Also, decisions are often reached by narrow margins and dis-
senting opinions criticize the media concerned. The review panel 
called for a graduated scale of penalties: (a) rejected—to apply 
when the complaint has no chance of being accepted; (b) not up-
held—when a publication has behaved properly before and after 
publication; (c) partially upheld—when the Press Council decides 
some parts of the complaint are justified but others are not; (d) up-
held—when the Press Council decides that a complaint should be 
upheld but there is no evidence that a publication behaved irre-
sponsibly; and (e) censured—when a complaint is not only upheld, 
but the Press Council needs to send a ‘message of rebuke for a job 
poorly done’. 
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 ‘Press council decisions seen as being too far removed in time 

from publication and not having any remedial effect’: Several po-
litical advisers claimed that the complaints process was not suit-
able for the ‘cut-and-thrust’ of politics ‘where a week is allegedly a 
long time’. Commercial bodies also made a point that the slowness 
of the complaints process did not help businesses affected by inac-
curate representation. This complaint was about the need for a fast-
track process. 

 
 ‘Objection to the requirement to sign away legal rights’: The Press 

Council often requires complainants to sign a waiver against bring-
ing legal proceedings against the publication before a complaint 
will be considered. In New Zealand, complainants are only asked 
to sign the waiver if there is a possibility of legal action. According 
to the review, some 59 per cent do not sign. The review panel was 
informed by the Australian Press Council that nobody had ever 
tried to institute legal proceedings after having signed such a 
waiver. However, the panel also heard ‘impressive legal opinion’ 
that such a waiver would be unlikely to be held up by the courts 
because it ‘violates public policy’. 

 
There was wide agreement among the submissions that defamation 

actions are costly, stressful and lead to unsatisfactory outcomes. 
The final Barker and Evans recommendations included a call for the 

Press Council to take an even higher public profile in addition to its com-
plaints adjudications—not unlike the Fiji Media Council’s professed role. 
The review panel said the Council should: (a) promote freedom of ex-
pression through a responsible and independent print media and through 
adherence to high journalistic and editorial standards; (b) conduct limited 
research into media freedom issues; (c) sponsor an annual public lecture 
on a media-related topic and an annual prize at one or more journalism 
schools; and (d) produce occasional papers on media freedom issues. 

Among other recommendations were that the Press Council should 
become an independent legal entity; a chief executive should be ap-
pointed who would consider all complaints in the first instance and act as 
‘gatekeeper’; a three-member ‘fast track’ complaints committee should be 
established and operate continuously; a graduated scale of penalties 
should be introduced; a majority of public members should participate in 
any adjudication; the Council’s jurisdiction should be expanded to en-
compass e-publications; and independent reviews be held every five 
years. The review panel also called for staff to be able to track complaints 



74     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 
electronically and made recommendations for a larger budget and more 
resources. The Barker and Lewis recommendations were generally ac-
cepted by the NZ Press Council and industry and have provided the foun-
dation for a planned upgrade.  
 
Fiji: 

 
The Fiji review was perhaps compromised from the start, given the 

resistance of the media industry to: (a) the need for a review in the first 
instance; (b) the appropriateness or otherwise of the Fiji Human Rights 
Commission to be conducting the review; (c) the controversial choice of 
consultant to carry out the review; (d) the adversarial conduct of both the 
consultant and leading media industry personalities; and (e) the percep-
tion of an extreme set of recommendations. The FHRC director, Dr 
Shameem, drew on a parallel with a 2000 inquiry into racism and the me-
dia in South Africa, for justification to support the Commission’s role 
over the review: 

Negative reactions of the media industry to human rights scru-
tiny in the public interest are not unique to Fiji. Other human 
rights commissions have faced similar obstacles. For example, 
in August 2000, the South African Human Rights Commission, 
which has similar statutory powers as the FHRC, announced an 
inquiry into racism in the South African media. Its report, 
Faultlines: Inquiry into Racism in the Media, attracted merely 
13 submissions (from a population of millions), compared to 
the 61 responses received in the FHRC’s recent inquiry.  
 
What is interesting, though, is that the media industry’s reaction 
to the inquiry of the South African Human Rights Commission 
was similar to the hostility faced by the FHRC. The media in-
dustry in South Africa (as in Fiji) became vituperative and 
slanderous. Its monopoly over the vehicle of information gave 
it the power to publish falsehoods, insinnuendos [sic], editorial 
presumptions, and to blatantly disregard all media codes of 
conduct and ethics. Clearly there is no real protection available 
from such attacks from the media industry. In South Africa, the 
strident objections of the media industry to the South African 
Human Rights Commission’s inquiry into media racism were 
so obstructive that the commission announced its intention to 
exercise its statutory powers to subpoena members of the indus-
try (Shameem, 2008a: 4).  
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However, the Fiji media believed strongly that the review was pre-

judged from the start and that both the FHRC director and the consultant 
had ‘chips on both shoulders’ (Davis, 2008). The media generally re-
jected the review as being ‘independent’ and challenged the director’s 
view that ‘heaps’ of people had come forward to make submissions. The 
media wanted these people identified, but the Commission had given a 
guarantee of anonymity. A prevalent view in the media was articulated in 
this Fiji Sun editorial headed ‘Source of mystery’, which alleged lack of 
‘transparency’, rejected the review terms of reference and challenged the 
choice of consultant: 

All we are told by the commission is that Dr James An-
thony has massive experience in the areas of human rights and 
media. We have deliberately avoided the term ‘heaps’. 

However, the only specifics we have from the commis-
sion are that Dr Anthony led the oil workers strike of 1959 that 
led to riots that destroyed much of the nation’s capital. This, 
we are assured, gives him some human rights status. Then, it is 
learned (again from the Commission) that he once spent a few 
months as a spin doctor for an obscure minister for the implod-
ing Whitlam government in Australia. 

This, it seems, qualifies him to sit in judgment on the en-
tire media industry of a sovereign nation. 

It is known that Dr Anthony is a widely respected aca-
demic in the area of cultural studies. 

Why he has been chosen to conduct an inquiry into Fiji is 
something of a mystery. 

Unless, of course, genuine media experience and exper-
tise was regarded as a drawback (Fiji Sun, 7 August 2007). 
 
It should be noted that neither Barker nor Evans had any particular 

expertise in the media industry when they were selected as consultants for 
the NZ Press Council review. This did not seem to be considered a draw-
back as part as the New Zealand media industry was concerned. The tone 
of the editorial itself paralleled a letter by the Fiji Sun’s publisher, Russell 
Hunter, who wrote to the FHRC, asking: 

Can we be very clear on this? Is the FHRC really saying that a 
(very short) stint as a spin doctor for an obscure politician in an 
imploding government some 30 years ago qualifies Dr Anthony 
to pronounce and recommend legislation on the entire media 
industry of a sovereign nation? 

And is it also really saying that leading a strike nearly 
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half a century ago gives him some human rights status? I’d ap-
preciate a response as the Fiji Sun intends to comment on this 
(Hunter, 2007a). 
 
Dr James Anthony referred to alleged efforts to defame him and dis-

credit his qualifications for such an inquiry (FHRC, 2008: 26-27) by say-
ing in the report that he left a message on Hunter’s voicemail, asking him 
to contact him for further information after the FHRC had provided re-
sume data. Shortly after, the Sun published the cited editorial attacking 
his professional qualifications ‘without any reply from me. I recognized 
this as part of an old pattern of sleazy journalism’ (p. 27). He followed 
this ‘sideshow’ with a section describing the ‘stand-off’ with the Fiji me-
dia industry: 

My view was that [Fiji media Council chairman Daryl] Tarte 
had probably realised that he and his colleagues had made a 
strategic mistake by deciding that they would boycott the in-
quiry. So now, after the deadline to make submissions had 
passed, the Fiji Times, Fiji Sun, and possibly others, as well as 
some members of the Media Council (one or two participated 
secretly), had launched a media campaign in a vain attempt to 
discredit the inquiry. The Director of the [FHRC], in an effort 
to be conciliatory, recommended to me that Tarte and his col-
leagues be allowed to make submissions to me even though the 
deadlines for receiving submissions had passed and I was more 
than halfway through writing my report… 
Nothing came of Dr Shameem’s conciliatory gesture in any 
event, as there was no response to her offer. Nevertheless, the 
Fiji Times and the Fiji Sun continued their obscene offensive 
and I continued to write my report… (FHRC, 2008: 28). 
 
According to Anthony, all news media were invited to make sub-

missions to the inquiry in the same manner as the general public: ‘They 
chose not to attend. I will not speculate about their motives’ (FHRC, 
2008: 28). Much of the Fiji news media coverage of the review issue 
failed to contextualize that there were also several parallel consultative 
body initiatives to examine the role of the media in Fiji related to the so-
called People’s Charter (see Fiji State of the Nation Report, 2008; Na-
tional Task Team 1, n.d.; Moore, 2008). National Task Team 1 on Good 
Governance said ‘there is … no good reason for the printing section of 
the Fiji media to be paranoid about regulating laws that are constitutional 
and designed to strengthen the press media’s autonomy’ (p. 22). It sup-
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ported the notion of a statutory Fiji Media Council and a media tribunal 
with appropriate powers of redress for ‘ordinary people’ as an alternative 
to costly defamation cases (p. 24). According to the Fiji State of the Na-
tion Report’s section on the media: 

In the circumstances which Fiji now faces, when a greater pro-
portion of its population is poor[er] than was the case at the 
time of Independence, the need for changes that will move the 
country forward is urgent. For the media to engage on these is-
sues is not to surrender its independence—it should remain 
sceptical and critical but also forthrightly committed to promot-
ing what it believes is best in the public interest for the devel-
opment of the country. Often that is what newspapers seek to 
do through their editorial or opinion pieces.  

Unfortunately, this idealistic perspective does not work 
too well in Fiji. While today there is more analysis and feature 
writing than in the past, by and large, most reporting is straight 
narrative. Some of it is very superficial. Most of the articles in 
the daily newspapers that provide more serious analysis and 
commentary on current issues of governance and other national 
concerns are written by academics, civil society activists and 
other professionals and not by journalists (Fiji State of the Na-
tion Report, 2008: 3). 

 
Some of the issues about the Media Council as perceived by the 

general public and raised in the Anthony inquiry with responses include: 
 

 The industry members appoint themselves’: The method of Me-
dia Council membership selection in the name of self-regulation 
‘simply smells’ (p. 40). The report states that the Ministry of In-
formation nominates its own representative and the chairman ap-
points this person, and also appoints the public members and 
University of the South Pacific representative. Anthony claims 
that such a procedure is ‘not designed to generate confidence—
not only is it not impartial, it is not even seen to be impartial’. 
The consultant cited responses describing the Media Council 
variously as ‘a toothless tiger’, ‘incompetent’, ‘a white man’s 
club’ and ‘a farce’. 

 

 ‘The Complaints Committee lacks legitimacy’: According to An-
thony when reviewing the submissions, the Media Council com-
plaints process has ‘little credibility’ with the wider community 
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and is regarded by many as a ‘dead letter’. Some people making 
submissions regarded the failure of the media industry to take 
part as a ‘subterfuge … to avoid a human rights scrutiny’ (p. 43). 
While the Complaints Committee processes several complaints 
each year, it is not seen as addressing the ‘main problems’. The 
three members of the Complaints Committee are claimed to be 
seen as being ‘part of the system’ (p. 51). 

 

 ‘Gagging of employees’: Anthony alleges that senior manage-
ment of several news media organisations ‘gagged’ their em-
ployees from taking part in the review. He cited examples such 
as these: a Fiji Television employee said colleagues on the chan-
nel were ‘under instruction not to speak to the inquiry consult-
ant’; a senior employee of Communications Fiji Ltd had been in-
structed not to answer any inquiries from the consultant and that 
all inquiries were to go through the chief executive, William 
Parkinson; Media Council secretary Bob Pratt had said chairman 
Daryl Tarte had instructed him not to reply to any requests for in-
formation; and Fiji Times executives had called a staff meeting 
where journalists were told the review terms of reference were 
not satisfactory and their ‘best interests’ would be served by not 
participating in the inquiry (p. 47). 

 

 ‘An ever present problem of line journalists being recruited “on 
the cheap”’: Anthony summarised from submissions to say that 
journalists did not stay long with media organizations—‘they are 
under-prepared intellectually, they write poorly’. Journalism be-
comes a ‘way station to somewhere else’—something where pay 
and working conditions are better. The high staff turnover gener-
ates problems related to continuity and institutional memory (p. 
50).  

 

 ‘There is a marked tendency to misrepresent’: According to An-
thony, an academic informant said the media did not seem to be 
non-partisan: ‘For example, it has not been neutral to the Fiji La-
bour Party. Their statements are mangled, misrepresented. The 
problem, a recurring theme, is at the editorial, subeditorial level. 
Journalists are lazy, do little research, [and] have little training. 
They are not paid well.’ 

 
The conclusions of the Anthony report summarised are: 
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1. A Media Tribunal should be established in Fiji; 
2. The Media Tribunal should be independent of any government 

control; 
3. A Media Development Authority should be established; 
4. The authorities should consider facilitating the enactment of leg-

islation that provides penalties for the publication or broadcast of 
any material that can incite sedition or that is in breach of the 
Public Order Act; 

5. The FHRC should take necessary steps to recommend to the 
government a 7 per cent tax across the board on all media adver-
tising revenue and a further 7 per cent on all revenues generated 
from license and monthly user fees on consumers; this monies 
generated to be used to fund all activities and the mission of the 
Media Tribunal and Media Development Authority; 

6. FHRC should take necessary steps to strongly recommend to 
government that all existing work permits in the media industry 
not be renewed and that no further work permits be issued; and 

7. A second tier of recommendations to government should include 
scrutiny of ‘interlocking directorates’ in the private sphere from 
the perspective of their limitations on democracy. 

 
The Fiji media industry bitterly condemned the draft report with 

written reactions ranging from the Fiji Times chairman of directors Ross 
McDonald (2007), who described it in a one-page letter as ‘blatantly ra-
cial, deeply offensive and insulting and a scurrilous attack on the integrity 
of both myself and other ‘whites’ in Fiji’, to the Fiji Sun publisher Rus-
sell Hunter, who condemned it in a lengthy and detailed document as be-
ing ‘riddled with inaccuracy. It is a long litany of opinion dressed up as 
fact’ (Hunter, 2007b). Other responses included Islands Business manag-
ing director Godfrey Scoullar, who described the report as ‘inciteful and 
possibly criminally liable’, adding: ‘Europeans do not run Fiji through the 
media and from the Media Council ‘club house’, cosy office meetings or 
house-to-house gatherings.’ Fiji-born journalist and commentator Graham 
Davis, who is now a principal in the Australian company Grubstreet Me-
dia, wrote in the Fiji Times when the report was released after the expul-
sion of Hunter in late February 2008: 

One [chip on Anthony’s shoulder] is an obsession with race, 
notably his evident distaste for the ‘white man’ who[m] he 
blames for many of the Fiji media’s shortcomings. 
The other is his perverse desire to throttle whatever independ-
ence the nation’s media still has and give the present interim 
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government even more control over the information ordinary 
people get from their radio, television and newspapers. 
How odd that a man who presumably defends the principle of 
academic freedom should be opposed to media freedom. 
And how scandalous that such a document should emerge from 
the one public body specifically charged with the defence of the 
rights of all Fiji citizens (Davis, 2008). 
 
Nevertheless, the FHRC endorsed the Anthony report and referred it 

to the Fiji interim government, recommending that the two proposed in-
stitutions should have separate duties: Firstly, the Media Tribunal should 
be given responsibility for ‘expeditious inquisitorial assessment’ of alle-
gations against the media and provide a judicial remedy if needed. The 
statutory tribunal should be empowered to award compensation and dam-
ages. Secondly, the Singapore-styled Media Development Authority 
should be tasked to monitor media organizations and provide training to 
raise the standard of news reporting in Fiji and to develop cooperation be-
tween government and the media.  

In July 2008, the interim government announced that all existing 
media laws relating to the Constitution, the Public Order Act, Media 
Code of Ethics and professional standards would be incorporated into a 
separate ‘Media Promulgation’ (Fiji Government media release, 17 July 
2008). The draft document was expected to be made public in December 
(Fiji Government media release, 4 November 2008). Interim Prime Min-
ister Voreqe Bainimarama explained that media laws needed to be con-
solidated into one statute to provide ‘easy access, understanding, trans-
parency and [to] reduce anomalies’. An ‘independent tribunal’ headed by 
a judge would be established to hear appeals on complaints lodged with 
the Media Council. Bainimarama added:  

It is envisaged that the independent tribunal will also have the 
ability to impose fines on companies, editors and publishers 
should they be found to be in breach of the provisions of the 
proposed promulgation.  
 
Amid the expected criticism of the government’s actions, Shailendra 

Singh (2008) put this in perspective with an insightful article for the Inter 
Press Service (IPS) outlining the efforts by Fiji prime ministers ever since 
independence to ‘muzzle what they see as an errant—if not “danger-
ous”—media’. This pressure culminated with the actions of the deposed 
last elected Prime Minister, Laisenia Qarase, who attempted to introduce 
a Media Council of Fiji Bill in 2003. Singh (2008) added: 
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While the Fiji media are accustomed to governments trying to 
impose their will on them, and have become quite hardy, resil-
ient and apt at dispelling such attempts, there are grave con-
cerns about this latest move by the [Bainimarama] government. 

 
Conclusion 
 

According to the late Claude-Jean Bertrand, whatever the ‘pompous 
declarations’ about democracy, press freedom, the First Amendment and 
the Fourth Estate in a globalised world: ‘Something is rotten in the realm 
of media. Everywhere’ (2003: 4). Bertrand’s writings about media ac-
countability point to an increasing concentration of ownership, public dis-
trust of the media, decreasing sales and ratings and an erosion of ethics 
and accountability as examples of a widespread malaise. A deregulated 
media has concentrated on only two of its functions—entertainment and 
the sale of advertising. The trend in recent years has been to reduce news 
staff and infotainment to attract customers and advertisers—‘cheap fun 
instead of public service’. Bertrand argued that journalistic traditions had 
lost its way amid the diverse challenges facing media. Coverage only in-
volved the tip of the information iceberg with a concentration on politics, 
human interest stories (with an emphasis on celebrity), entertaining 
events—preferably sensational—and an obsession for scoops. However, 
as human affairs become more complex, context and explanation are ne-
glected. 

News media often consider forms of M*A*S as direct threats to 
their freedom instead of as an opportunity to improve the quality of jour-
nalism and independence. Press freedom is seen as a supreme value in-
stead of as a means to serve the public interest well. Also, there is an ele-
ment of hypocrisy about media freedom. While governments are seen as 
encroaching on media freedom, few journalists acknowledge how media 
freedom and journalists’ autonomy in news organizations is frequently 
controlled and eroded by managements. Often the media is perceived as 
being too close to power elites. Ultimately, the Fourth Estate role should 
be derived as a counter-balance to the sources of power. For this to be 
credible, the media needs more public accountability.  

The contrasting experience of two separate reviews of media ac-
countability in two Pacific countries is sobering. In the case of New Zea-
land, the Press Council sought an independent review of its objectives, 
structure and performance—the first such inquiry in more than 30 years. 
The review was generally supported by the media industry and concluded 
that the Council had been performing ‘generally usefully’ since it was es-
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tablished. Its recommendations were designed to strengthen the institution 
of democracy: ‘We hope our suggestions result in a robust Press Council 
that can adapt to change, even turmoil, that all types of media are pres-
ently experiencing, largely as a consequence of the arrival of the digitally 
based technologies’ (Barker & Evans, 2007: 84). 

In the case of post-coup Fiji, the media review was instigated by a 
statutory body that had lost the confidence and trust of the news organiza-
tions themselves, was carried out by a consultant whose credibility was 
seriously challenged and with a flawed methodology. The final recom-
mendations were generally perceived as draconian, unworkable and in-
tended to compromise an independent media. Lost in the debate, that de-
generated into defensive hyperbole and personal insults, was any serious 
industry acknowledgement that the Fiji media does have shortcomings 
(Singh, T. R., 2008) and an empirical strategic review would help chart a 
more constructive course for the future. Beneath the emotive language 
and invective, much of the Anthony report does echo media weaknesses 
identified by the Thomson Foundation review more than a decade earlier. 
In that 1996 report, some media problems such as poor standards and lack 
of ethics were blamed on an exodus of qualified and experienced journal-
ists after the Rabuka coups. Two further coups and the emergence of a 
coup culture since then have accentuated the problems.  

Bertrand asked what if press freedom was put in the service of citi-
zens to whom it belongs? What if democratic quality control was used? 
What if professionals and consumers took over social communication? 
Some industry leaders in Fiji are obsessed with media rights and not 
enough with civic responsibilities. Media is more concerned with profit 
than public service. 

A case can and should be made for the need for a fresh independent 
review of media accountability in Fiji that could take a leaf out of the 
Barker and Evans book and use sound empirical research methodologies 
to develop improved M*A*S that genuinely reflect the republic’s citi-
zens, community, culture and broader public interest rather than narrow 
media establishment interests. This would include a rigorous review of 
the structure and role of the Fiji Media Council itself.2 
                                                        
2 In December 2008, the Fiji Media Council announced an independent review. The 
three people nominated to undertake the review are Australian Press Council execu-
tive secretary Jack Herman, lawyer and former Fiji Electoral Boundaries Commis-
sioner Barrie Sweetman, and chairperson of the Pacific Centre for Public Integrity Su-
liana Siwatibau. The terms of reference: the manner in which the Council has carried 
out its responsibilities as provided for under the Constitution; the complaints process; 
the relationship with the government; its responsibilities to the public; the administra-
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Women, the Press, and the Fiji Coups d’etat 
 

Rae Nicholl 
 

Abstract 
Coups d’etat are major events that gain the attention of govern-
ments and citizens alike. As a result, the international media be-
come saturated with stories surrounding them - and most of those 
stories are about men. This article examines how women were por-
trayed by the press in the aftermath of the Fijian coups and relates 
their stories as they appeared in the daily papers. By analysing the 
Fiji Times and the Fiji Sun for twelve days following three of the 
coups, evidence will show that Fiji’s press has begun to recognise 
the role played by women as decision-makers and human rights 
activists and that, during these times of crisis, they moved from the 
periphery of the news in 1987 to play a more central role in 2000 
and 2006.  

 
 
Brief background to the coups 
 

On 11 April 1987, a coalition consisting of the Fiji Labour Party and 
the National Federation Party won the election, in the process defeating 
the Alliance Party. Dr Timoci Bavadra became Prime Minister of a gov-
ernment that contained both Fijian-Indian and ethnic Fijian MPs. Fijian 
nationalist groups were outraged by the result, which they believed 
threatened Fijian sovereignty. Following weeks of unrest, Lieutenant-
Colonel Sitiveni Rabuka and a group of soldiers carried out Fiji’s first 
military coup on 14 May 1987, incarcerating members of the government 
that had been sworn in just days before, first at the Queen Elizabeth Bar-
racks and then at the Prime Minister’s residence. On 21 May, the Great 
Council of Chiefs announced their support for the coup and Bavadra and 
his cabinet members were released from captivity. On 22 May, the Gov-
ernor-General swore in a Council of Advisers, which consisted of mem-
bers of the defeated Alliance Party and the military. Six months later, dis-
pleased with progress on power sharing, Rabuka carried out a second 
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coup on 25 September, declared Fiji a Republic, and announced a mili-
tary-backed transitional government (Ramesh, 2008).  

Fiji’s third coup occurred when civilian George Speight entered Par-
liament on 19 May 2000, forcefully confining members of the People’s 
Coalition Government in the parliamentary complex for 56 days. The 
coup followed an election on 19 May 1999, which was held under a new 
multiracial constitution. The Fiji Labour Party won the majority of seats 
and party leader, Mahendra Chaudhry, became the country’s first Fijian-
Indian Prime Minister, creating a cabinet comprising MPs from three par-
ties (Ramesh, 2008). Following the Speight coup, the Fiji Military Forces 
established order and, on 3 July 2000, the military commander, Frank 
Bainimarama, named Laisenia Qarase as the head of a new interim gov-
ernment. Speight, who attracted the epithet ‘failed businessman’ (Field, 
Baba and Nabobo-Baba, 2005: 101), released the hostages gradually, the 
last ones leaving the parliamentary complex after the coup collapsed on 
13 July. Trouble continued and, on 2 November 2000, a group of soldiers 
sympathetic to the Speight coup mutinied at the Queen Elizabeth Bar-
racks. During the mutiny, the military commander narrowly escaped 
death (Ramesh, 2008). 

On 5 December 2006, Fiji experienced its fourth coup. Following 
many months of dissension between the Qarase-led government and the 
military over a number of controversial bills, Bainimarama dismissed 
Parliament and assumed executive authority. Ratu Josefa Iloilo was re-
tained as President and, on 4 January 2007, he appointed an interim gov-
ernment. One month after seizing control, Bainimarama was sworn into 
office as interim Prime Minister by President Iloilo. On 13 April 2007, 
Bainimarama suspended the Great Council of Chiefs. At the South Pacific 
Forum Leaders Conference held in Tonga on 18 October 2007, in the face 
of considerable international pressure, he agreed to hold democratic elec-
tions by March 2009 (Ramesh, 2008). Despite this assurance, the follow-
ing year, while addressing the United Nations in New York, Bainimarama 
formally announced that elections would not be held in 2009 and did not 
suggest a future date for the return to democratic rule (Fiji One Television 
News, 27 September 2008). 
 
The Global Media Monitoring Project  
 

Women worldwide feature far less in the media than do men. Evi-
dence to support this claim has been collected by the Global Media Moni-
toring Project (GMMP) in three separate reports carried out at five yearly 
intervals over a period of 10 years beginning in 1995. The project is an 
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international collective effort to monitor news content appearing in the 
press, radio and television on just one day in an attempt to provide a 
global picture of the representation of women and men in the media. Re-
sults from the 2005 project revealed that, internationally, women were 
just 21 percent of the news subjects; that is, the people who are inter-
viewed or whom the news is about. The report noted that this was an in-
crease on 1995, when 17 percent of news subjects were women. That per-
centage had risen just one percent to 18 percent in 2000 and there was a 
further increase of 3 percent in 2005: in other words, the increase in news 
stories featuring women rose just 4 percent point in 10 years.  

Fiji first became involved in the project when the third GMMP was 
undertaken on 16 February 2005. The findings for Fiji revealed that, over 
all the media, only 20 percent of the people featured in the news were 
women but that newspapers, at 31 percent, showed a significantly higher 
female representation. The results also revealed that most of the stories 
depicting women placed them in the category of victims of crime and vio-
lence (Fiji Media Watch, 26 February 2006).  
 
Methodology 
 
Data collection 

 
By using newspaper documentation of women’s activities during the 

coups, it was hoped to paint a more optimistic picture of their lives than 
that recorded by the GMMP project and to show how they had partici-
pated in Fiji’s political arena. The Fiji Times and Fiji Sun were chosen for 
analysis because only newspapers were available: radio broadcasts have 
been lost and television broadcasting had not begun at the time of the 
1987 coups. The Fiji Post, Fiji’s small third daily newspaper, was not in-
cluded in the analysis as there was insufficient archival material to sup-
port the research.  

Gaps in the material available were caused by censorship following 
the coups of 1987. After the first coup on 14 May, both the Fiji Times and 
Fiji Sun appeared as usual the following day, carrying stories and photo-
graphs covering the momentous events of the previous day. At that point, 
Rabuka, the coup leader, shut down the presses for six days and heavily 
censored radio broadcasts. Both papers resumed printing on 21 May 1987 
(Dean and Ritova, 1988). The closure of the papers meant that there was 
no newspaper record of the events following the coup and, consequently, 
no material available for analysis. 
 After the second coup on 25 September 1987, Rabuka again closed 
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down the newspapers. The Fiji Times did not restart publishing until early 
November while the Fiji Sun did not resume publication until the follow-
ing year (Dean and Ritova, 1988). By contrast, during the 2000 coup pe-
riod there were no restrictions on the media and journalists flew in from 
around the world to cover the events (Field, Baba and Nabobo-Baba, 
2005). Following the 2006 coup, intimidation by the military regime 
caused the Fiji Times to withhold publication for one day and Television 
One cancelled a news broadcast on the night of the coup (Singh, 2006). 

Data were collected for a continuous period of 12 days following 
each coup. That length of time was chosen for analysis because there 
were so few stories about women in 1987 and 2000. The data showed that 
women were absent entirely from the pages of both the Fiji Times and 
Fiji Sun after the first seven days following the 14 May 1987 coup. Simi-
larly, following the 2000 coup, the Fiji Sun ran no story featuring women 
after the seventh day although the Fiji Times published its final story 
mentioning women on day eleven. Considerable improvement was seen 
following the 2006 coup, with women featuring in news stories up until 
day twelve. 

During the data collection process, significant stories about women 
were retained for later analysis. This section of research has not been 
completed and, consequently, this article does not contain detailed quali-
tative comparative analysis of the content or the use of language.  
 
Quantitative analysis 

 
The first quantitative task was to count every story relating to 

women who were either in decision-making roles or who were human 
rights or peace activists during the coup periods. The sample group in-
cluded Members of Parliament (MPs) and Senators who had lost their po-
sitions in the coups, businesswomen, public servants, and representatives 
of local – not international - non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 
Where the same woman was mentioned several times, each individual 
story was counted. In addition, photographs with captions about women 
were recorded. A comparison was made between the Fiji Times and the 
Fiji Sun to see which paper carried the greater coverage of women’s news 
and opinions regarding the coups. Secondly, the placement of these sto-
ries and photographs was recorded to ascertain where articles about 
women appeared in the newspapers. In this case, stories were divided be-
tween those appearing from page one to page seven - where the ‘hard’ 
news is published - and those that appeared further back in paper among 
the ‘soft’ news. Thirdly, data was analysed to reveal if the roles of chiefly 
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and non-chiefly women had changed between 1987 and 2006. It was an-
ticipated that there would be an increase in the number of stories about 
non-chiefly women over the period. 
 
The Findings 
 
Number of stories 

 
In May 1987, readers would have been hard pressed to find any in-

formation about women’s activities following the coup as a total of just 
nine stories appeared in Fiji’s newspapers. By 2000, the number had risen 
to 39 and, in 2006, the total rose steeply to 109. Much of the increase in 
coverage was due to the increasing importance of women’s organisations 
which, in Fiji, are well-organised and strong institutions. Following the 
1987 coup, not one woman’s organisation was mentioned in the newspa-
pers but, after the 2000 coup, five organisations received coverage. These 
were the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, Fiji Muslim Women’s League; Na-
tional Council of Women Fiji, Women in Business; and the Young 
Women’s Christian Association. By 2006, the number had increased to 
nine and included the Catholic Women’s League; Cakaudrove Women’s 
Council; femLINKPacific; Fiji Nurses Association; Fiji Women’s Crisis 
Centre, Fiji Women’s Rights Movement; Fiji National Council of 
Women; Soqosoqo Vakamarama; and Women’s Action for Change.  

The increasing visibility of women was also aided by the growing 
number of women acting as spokespeople for various organisations. In 
2000, the female spokesperson for the Pacific Concerns Resource Centre 
was mentioned in the press. In 2006, the Fiji Council of Social Services; 
Pacific Centre for Public Integrity; Partners in Community Development 
Fiji; and the Young People Concerned Network all had female spokesper-
sons. Besides female Senators and MPs, the public service and other 
agencies were being headed by women. These included the chief execu-
tive officers for the Ministries of Information, Education and Women, the 
Fijian Affairs Board, the Fiji Human Rights Commission, the Great 
Council of Chiefs, and the acting chief executive officer of the Fiji Na-
tional Provident Fund; the Vice-President of the Fiji Law Society; the 
Consumer Council of Fiji; the Commerce Commission; and the Police.  

Table 1 gives the number of stories mentioning women over the 12 
days following the coups and compares the coverage appearing in the two 
newspapers. The data shows that the Fiji Times consistently gave slightly 
greater coverage to women’s activities than the Fiji Sun.  
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Table 1: Comparison between the number of stories mentioning women in the Fiji Times 

and the Fiji Sun over 12 days following the coups of May 1987, 2000 and 2006 
Coup Fiji Times Fiji Sun Total 
1987 6 3 9 
2000 22 17 39 
2006 57 52 109 
Total: 85 72 157 

 
Placement of stories 

 
One indicator of the importance of a story is its placement. Depend-

ing on its size, the first seven pages of any newspaper contain the ‘hard’ 
news about politics and, in this case, stories about the coups. Table 2 
shows how stories about women during the coup periods moved from the 
back of the papers to the first seven pages. In 1987, the Fiji Times placed 
every story (6 stories) relating to women and the coup on page eight or 
further back in the paper. This proportion changed in 2000, with almost 
half the female-related stories appearing in the front of the paper (7 out of 
15 stories). By 2006, there had been an almost complete reversal, with 
nearly every story about women’s activity appearing at the front (48 out 
of 52 stories). The Fiji Sun consistently placed women’s stories towards 
the front, starting in 1987 (2 out of 3 stories), to 2000 (13 out of 17 sto-
ries) and 2006 (37 out of 52 stories). The migration of stories involving 
women from the back to the front of the papers was encouraging as it 
suggested that editors had recognised that women’s activities were valid, 
important and of interest to readers and deserved to be included in the 
hard news section of the papers.  
 

Table 2: Moving to the front: Comparison between the placement of stories about 
women in the Fiji Times and Fiji Sun over 12 days following the coups of May 1987, 

2000 and 2006. 
Coup Fiji Times Fiji Sun 

 
Pages 

1-7 
Pages 
8-24 

Total 
Pages 

1-7 
Pages 
8-24 

Total 

1987 0 6 6 2 1 3 
2000 7 15 22 13 4 17 
2006 48 4 52 37 14 51 

 
 

Chiefly and Non-chiefly Women 
 

It had been anticipated that women with high chiefly status would 
have received the bulk of press, especially following the 1987 coup, but 
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this was not borne out by the research. As Table 3 illustrates, three indi-
vidual chiefly women received coverage in 1987. This increased to seven 
in 2000 and remained at seven in 2006. At the same time, the number of 
non-chiefly women engaged with post-coup activities rose from five in 
1987 to 19 in 2000 and 32 in 2006. The sharp increase in non-chiefly 
women playing significant roles in post-coup activities reflected profound 
changes in Fijian society, where well educated women were achieving 
high status through their work in government agencies, civil society and 
NGOs. 
 

Table 3: Chiefly and non-chiefly women named in the Fiji Times and Fiji Sun 
over 12 days following the May 1987 and the coups of 2000 and 20006. 

Coup 
Individual chiefly 

women named 
Individual non-chiefly 

women named 
Total women 

1987 3 5 8 
2000 7 19 26 
2006 7 32 39 

 
 
Stereotyping Women in the Media 
 

The GMMP drew attention to the tendency of some journalists and 
media practitioners to produce stories that gave stereotyped images of 
women, placing these stories into two categories. First, stories that were 
blatantly stereotyped might ‘use language or visual images that denigrate 
women; that trivialise women’s achievements; or glorify or justify male 
violence’ ((2005b: 3). Second, stories that were more subtly stereotyped 
contained ‘unstated assumptions about the roles of women and men; con-
veyed stereotyped beliefs about women, such as that women were emo-
tionally fragile; or stories whose range of sources was limited only to 
men, or only to women, conveying the idea to the audience that this topic 
was of relevance just to one half of the population’ (GMMP, 2005b: 3; 
White House Project, 2001).  
 
Blatant stereotyping – the western experience 

 

Feminists in the west have long accused the media of distorting im-
ages of women (van Zoonen, 1994) and being obsessed with their physi-
cal appearance. Numerous examples exist - and female decision-makers 
have not been exempted from scrutiny. In her book, Media Tarts: How 
The Australian Press Frames Female Politicians, Julia Baird related the 
experience of Senator Amanda Vanstone, who was nicknamed ‘Fatty’ by 
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the press and told she ‘couldn’t get a job as a road bump’ (2004: 128). 
New Zealand’s Prime Minister, Helen Clark, had to endure endless ad-
vice from the media about her wardrobe and what to wear on special oc-
casions (Fountaine, 2002) and Hillary Clinton’s appearance has been ex-
amined by the media ever since she became the First Lady in 1990. Even 
the reputable broadsheet, the Washington Post, felt free to discuss her 
clothing choices. Written by a female journalist and headed ‘Hillary Clin-
ton’s Tentative Dip Into New Neckline Territory’, the article began: 

She was talking on the Senate floor about the burdensome cost 
of higher education. She was wearing a rose-colored blazer 
over a black top. The neckline sat low on her chest and had a 
subtle V-shape. The cleavage registered after only a quick 
glance. No scrunch-faced scrutiny was necessary. There wasn’t 
an unseemly amount of cleavage showing, but there it was. Un-
deniable (Givhan, 20 July 2007). 

 
If their physical appearance was not the topic, elite women in the 

west often were belittled in the media through the use of cartoons and 
caricatures, many of them very cruel. Former British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher was lampooned frequently, often being drawn as a 
masculine Winston Churchill with a large cigar hovering near her lips. 
When British left-wing supporters were unhappy with the friendly rela-
tionship between the conservative Thatcher and the right- wing United 
States President, Ronald Reagan, she was portrayed as being in love with 
him. In a lurid political poster, Thatcher was pictured as Scarlett O’Hara 
being scooped into the arms of Reagan as Rhett Butler over the slogan 
‘She promised to follow him to the ends of the earth: he said that could 
easily be arranged!’ (Burchill, 2005: 358).  
 
Subtle Stereotyping: the Western Experience  

 

The GMMP noted that women’s absence from the media overall 
conveys to the audience the idea that the topic under discussion is rele-
vant only to men and that it is an insidious form of stereotyping (2005b). 
Baird found that ‘the average female politician struggles more with in-
visibility than with the excessive attention or curiosity shown by the press 
towards the novel political women of the 1970s’ (2004: 240). In the 
United States, the White House Project found more evidence of women’s 
exclusion from the news media when the project examined the sex of the 
participants invited to take part in weekend television talk shows. The 
talk shows featured a range of guests from the political spectrum and 
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were considered influential in setting the political agenda in the weeks 
and months ahead. Not only were the guests seen as important contribu-
tors to the political agenda, the White House Project argued that the talk 
shows also had an ‘authority-setting effect’ because the participants were 
granted the status of ‘experts, leaders and authorities in their fields’ 
(2001: 5). The project’s research found that only 11 percent of the guests 
invited onto the shows were women, and that female guests were invited 
back less frequently than male guests. By denying women a voice on the 
talk shows, the White House Project claimed that women leaders were 
being seriously disadvantaged in that they were being denied the oppor-
tunity to show the public their potential as leaders, debaters and authority 
figures (2001).  

Besides their total absence from the media, women face other forms 
of subtle stereotyping. By using heroic rhetoric to paint women as uncor-
rupted and above the rough and tumble of the sordid business of politics, 
the media build up unrealistic expectations about their performance 
(Ross, 2004). When Michelle Bachelet was elected President of Chile in 
2006, an important religious figure, Cardinal Francisco Javier Errazuriz, 
said of her: 

The President-elect is a symbol of the reuniting of Chileans, of 
peace among us, of a reconciled country; someone was battered 
by hate, but preferred to overcome it through understanding, 
through tolerance, and as she has said, through love (Chile Re-
ports, 2006: 2). 

 
Going into office bearing such a heavy burden of exaggerated saint-

liness seemed unreasonable and should Bachelet fail to live up to such 
high expectations, the media may be quick to criticise her and her per-
formance as leader.  

Another form of subtle stereotyping occurs when women are the first 
of their sex to aspire to achieving a particular goal, resulting in some of 
them attracting considerable media space. Hillary Clinton received un-
precedented coverage during her attempt to become the first female 
Presidential nominee for the United States Democratic Party in 2008. 
Similarly, an Australian politician, Natasha Stott Despoja, who was al-
ways described in terms of her youth and beauty, received years of close 
media attention. She became the youngest woman in Australia to lead a 
political party but, when she lost her position, the media launched a criti-
cal attack on her performance. By building up unreasonable expectations, 
this form of media attention can result in overexposure of the politician in 
the media and subsequent disillusionment by the public (Baird, 2004). 
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Protection for Women in Fiji 
 

Women in the Fijian media have not received the kind of treatment 
meted out to their western sisters. In general, women have been reported 
objectively and without the overt sexism seen overseas. This could be be-
cause, historically, Fiji has experienced a number of influential women in 
leadership positions, which has meant that the public is used to seeing 
them as decision-makers and authority figures. Most of these women 
have, until recently, either been chiefs themselves or have come from 
chiefly families (Nicholl, 2007). In Fijian culture, it would be unthinkable 
to be rude to a chief, to satirise them, and to treat them in a less than re-
spectful manner. This attitude was reflected in the press during the coup 
periods. This does not mean that women in Fiji were immune to stereo-
typing; rather, the form of stereotyping they endured was subtle rather 
than blatant. In particular, women tended to be invisible. 

In addition to cultural norms, women in Fiji are protected from dis-
crimination in the media by a number of conventions. The United Nations 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), ratified by Fiji in 1995, gives women the protection of inter-
national law. Signatories to CEDAW ‘have the obligation to ensure the 
equal rights of men and women to enjoy all economic, social, cultural, 
civil and political rights’ (United Nations, CEDAW, Article 1, 1979). 
Also in 1995, Fiji agreed to the principles contained in the Beijing Decla-
ration and Platform of Action. In particular, Strategic Objective J requires 
countries to ‘increase the participation and access of women to expression 
and decision-making in and through the media and new technologies of 
communication’ (United Nations, 1995). Mass media and advertising or-
ganisations were encouraged to promote non-stereotyped images of 
women and to establish professional guidelines and codes of conduct that 
address violent, degrading or pornographic materials concerning women 
in the media, including advertising (United Nations, 1995). Besides these 
international commitments, women in Fiji remain protected by provisions 
in the Bill of Rights contained within the 1997 Constitution. The Bill of 
Rights promised that ‘every person has the right to equality before the 
law’ and that ‘a person must not be unfairly discriminated against, di-
rectly or indirectly, on the ground of his or her actual or supposed per-
sonal characteristics or circumstances, including … gender’ (Constitution 
of the Republic of the Fiji Islands, Section 38 (1) and (2) (a), 1997).  

The media industry also imposes expectations of fair and balanced 
journalism on its employees through adherence to the Media Council’s 
Code of Ethics and Practice. Journalists are expected to take their part in 
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protecting women from discrimination. The Code requires them to ‘avoid 
discriminatory or denigatory references to people’s gender, race, colour, 
religion, sexual orientation or preference, physical or mental disability or 
illness, or age’. Also, journalists ‘should not refer to a person’s gender, 
race, colour, religion, sexual orientation, or physical or mental illness in a 
prejudicial or pejorative manner except where it is strictly relevant to the 
matter reported or adds significantly to readers’, viewers’, or listeners’ 
understanding of that matter’ (Media Council of Fiji, 2005: 5). 
 
Commentary - Women in the Fiji coups 
 
Missed opportunities  

 

When providing a framework for qualitative news analysis, the 
GMMP drew attention to a number of tendencies in news coverage. One 
of those tendencies was described as ‘missed opportunities. Stories that 
could have been enriched and expanded by including a wider range or 
sources and viewpoints, or by shedding light on different implications of 
women and men’ (2005b: 4). The coverage of women in the Fiji press 
following the coups abounded with missed opportunities including stories 
about women that were half-told; the omission of information vital to the 
veracity of stories; the uncritical use of press releases, and the failure to 
accord women the courtesy of their own names. 

Missed opportunities were most obvious following the May 1987 
coup. A good example occurred when the Fiji Times carried a large pho-
tograph above a caption reading ‘Amelia Rokotuivuna, a strong Labour 
Party supporter, being arrested by police at Sukuna Park after leading a 
march from Veiuto to Sukuna Park on Sunday’ (21 May 1987: 11). No 
information was given about the march such as its purpose or the de-
mands of the protestors. Equally importantly, the newspaper provided no 
background information about Rokotuivuna or about what happened to 
her following her arrest. 

Frequently, instead of a news story, the coverage in 1987 took the 
form of large photographic essays with short captions. Often the women 
in the photographs were not named while men, even if they were without 
any particular status, were. A photographic essay, taken of the aftermath 
of widespread rioting in central Suva, carried captions revealing some in-
formation about the subjects. For instance, one was labelled ‘Mr Amzad 
Ali, also a victim of the rioting’ yet, when it came to an image of a fe-
male, she remained nameless, the caption reading ‘A woman peers out 
anxiously through a gaping hole’ (Fiji Times, 22 May 1987: 12).  



98     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 
In 1987, the newspapers also failed to provide information to their 

readers about initiatives to bring about peace. For example, a photograph 
captioned ‘Praying for Fiji . . . these women and children kept a vigil out-
side the Suva Civic Centre last week while the Great Council of Chiefs 
was meeting inside’ (Fiji Times, 28 May 1987: 8). The women and chil-
dren in the photograph were not named and no one was interviewed to 
find out why the group had chosen to take part in the vigil, the purpose of 
the vigil, or what the (nameless) organisers were hoping to achieve.  
 
Coup Leaders’ Wives 

 

Coup leaders’ wives and partners were invisible in the Fijian press. 
As the deposed senators and MPS left the stage after the May 1987 coup, 
the coup leader, Rabuka, enjoyed enormous publicity. In a well-illustrated 
double-page spread in the Fiji Times, Rabuka appeared in photographs 
taken with Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Edward yet no photograph ap-
peared of him with his family. In the accompanying article, his wife is 
mentioned just once as his ‘teacher wife Suluweti’ (1987: 8-9). Similarly, 
in 2000, the Fiji Times described George Speight’s partner as ‘22-year 
old Torika Rawlinson’ under the heading ‘Speight’s family safe in hid-
ing’ (26 May 2000: 2). Absent entirely from the pages of the papers was 
the wife of the 2006 coup leader, Bainimarama: she did not receive one 
mention in the press during the 12-day research period. 
 
Prime Ministers’ Wives 

 

On average, prime ministers wives were more visible in the press 
than the wives of the coup leaders. The wife of the first deposed Prime 
Minister, Timoci Bavadra, was Adi Kuini Bavadra. On the day following 
the May 1987 coup, she was interviewed at her home about the previous 
day’s events: ‘She sat on the floor in the lounge of the Prime Minister’s 
residence at Veiuto with a box of tissues in front of her, but no tears were 
shed . . . “I must not be overtaken by emotion”, she said’ (Fiji Times, 15 
May 1987: 9). 

The Fiji Times interviewed Adi Kuini again during the following 
week, after she had been held captive by the dissidents in her house” 
‘Kuini Bavadra’s eyes are deep pools of anguish . . . reflecting the horror 
of her six days of captivity at gun point’ (Fiji Times, 21 May 1987: 8). 

The Fiji Times depicted Adi Kuini as the quintessential emotional 
woman in 1987 yet she was made of stronger stuff than the articles sug-
gested. Following the death of her husband on 3 November 1989, she re-
married and, as Adi Kuini Speed, became leader of the Fiji Labour Party 
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and, in 1999, was the Deputy Prime Minister. Following the 2000 coup, 
she was interviewed by the Fiji Times in Canberra where she was ill and 
receiving treatment for cancer. On this occasion, she condemned the coup 
as ‘unFijian, unChristian and undemocratic’ (Fiji Times, 20 May 2000: 
15) and said ‘she was suspicious of George Speight and his character’ 
(Fiji Times, 22 May 2000: 24). By allowing Adi Kuini to speak in her 
own words in calling Speight both ‘unFijian’ and ‘unChristian’, the Fiji 
Times conveyed her strong feelings to the readers about both the coup and 
its leader. 

The wife of the second deposed Prime Minister, Mahendra 
Chaudhry, Virmati Chaudhry, was poorly treated by the press. Under the 
headline ‘Veermati willing to forgive captors’, Jone Dakuvula, described 
by the Fiji Times as a former Fiji Labour Party official, revealed details 
of a private conversation he had held with Mrs Chaudhry and described in 
intimate detail the Chaudhrys’ living arrangements. At the end of a 
lengthy story, in which Dakuvula described her house as ‘very clean’, the 
reader was informed that ‘Mrs Chaudhry had declined to talk to the media 
about her ordeal, saying it was not timely considering the situation the na-
tion was in’ (Fiji Times, 30 May 2000: 7). This story appeared to break 
many journalistic conventions, most particularly Mrs Chaudhry’s request 
for privacy, which was ignored by the journalist, and also the patronising 
tone of the article. 

During the 2006 coup period, the wife of the third deposed Prime 
Minister, Laisenia Qarase, received no press attention and was referred to 
only as ‘Mr Qarase and his wife, Leba’ (Fiji Times, 7 December 2006: 3). 
This could have been an opportunity for journalists to examine the wider 
ramifications of the coup and, as suggested by the GMPP, Mrs Qarase 
could have been asked to shed some light on the different implications for 
the families of those affected by the military takeover (2005b).  
 

Emotional Women 
 

The media have been accused of stereotyping women as emotionally 
fragile and, consequently, incapable to taking on leadership roles. Exam-
ples of this bias have been mentioned previously in relation to Adi Kuini 
Bavadra but other examples were found during data collection. In 1987, a 
story appeared in the Fiji Times, which not only painted a picture of an 
emotional political wife but also identified her only by her husband’s 
name. As part of a longer story about the detention of MPs at the Queen 
Elizabeth Barracks, the Fiji Times wrote:  

A group of people who got too close to the gate were asked to 
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leave immediately at gunpoint. Among them was the wife of 
Government Backbencher Mrs James Shankar Singh. She stood 
under an umbrella and watched. “When my husband saw me he 
came out and waved at me from the window”, Mrs Singh said. 
Just then, her eyes welled as tears started rolling down her 
cheeks. Quickly she pulled out a handkerchief and wiped eyes 
but did not move from her position (15 May 1987: 9). 

 

After 1987, stories were written in a more objective journalistic 
style, women were accorded their own names, and their words were re-
ported without editorial comment. After the 2000 coup, only a few emo-
tional outbursts reached the printed page. In May 2000, the Fiji Sun re-
ported that ‘Suva Open’s Ofa Swan broke down and cried in Parliament. 
She was joined by Assistant Minister in the Prime Minister’s office, Adi 
Ema Tagicakibau’ (20 May 2000: 7). Also in 2000, MP Marieta Riga-
moto, who was held captive by the dissidents in the parliamentary com-
plex, said that ‘if things worsened, she would be willing to sacrifice eve-
rything for Rotuma’ (Rotuma was her electorate) (Fiji Times, 21 May 
2000: 5). Finally, following the 2006 coup, only one emotionally charged 
story about a deposed female MP appeared in press: 

. . . State Minister for Housing, Adi Asenaca Caucau, said she 
would die for the truth, the people she served and those who 
voted her into office. She maintained she was still a State min-
ister although she was exercising her duties from an undis-
closed location. “The PM is still my boss. He hasn’t sacked me 
and I haven’t resigned. I had a landslide victory in the last gen-
eral election and it’s the people that put me in Parliament, not 
the army. I do not support any illegal takeover”, Adi Asenaca 
said (Fiji Times, 7 December 2006: 3). 

 
Hostages of Speight 

 
By 2000, the teary-eyed stories of 1987 about passive women 

caught up in the coup had been replaced by portrayals of women taking 
incisive action under difficult circumstances. A number of these women 
were taken hostage by Speight, the coup leader, and held in the parlia-
mentary complex. Besides the danger to their health and mental wellbe-
ing, captives had to endure other indignities. Ben Padarath, the son of the 
Minister for Women and Culture, Lavinia Padarath, said that his mother 
was ‘okay, but depressed’. The story continued: 

It is understood that some family members have been disturbed 
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about how the gunmen at the gates were ridiculing hostages’ 
undergarments and private things (Fiji Sun, 20 May 2007: 7). 

 
Hostage of Speight - Adi Koila Nailatikau 

 
Adi Koila Nailatikau, the Minister for Tourism, was one of the 

women detained by the dissidents in the parliamentary complex along 
with the other MPs and Senators. The Fiji Sun reported that ‘it is under-
stood that the Minister for Tourism, Adi Koila argued with Ratu Timoci 
[Silatolu] in the parliamentary chamber last night. It is understood Adi 
Koila pointed out that the interim government did not have the support of 
the military’ (21 May 2000: 1). The following day, another story about 
her appeared under the heading ‘Koila appeals for peace’. The story read 
‘Ousted Tourism Minister and daughter of President Ratu Sir Kamisese 
Mara, has pleaded for calm and rational thinking’ (Fiji Times, 22 May 
2000: 5).1  

Other chiefly women joined in efforts to persuade Speight to release 
Adi Koila and the other hostages he was holding in the parliamentary 
complex. Headed ‘Speight rejects chiefs’ offer, the Fiji Times reported: 

 A committee formed by the chiefs arrived at the parliamentary 
complex at about 6 pm led by council [Great Council of Chiefs] 
deputy chairperson and Tailevu chief Adi Litia Cakobau. The 
delegation included Ro Teimumu Kepa. Ro Teimumu was es-
corted by Mr Speight to see her niece, Transport Minister Adi 
Koila Nailatikau. Chiefs had proposed that all hostages be re-
leased, Mr Speight and his group be given amnesty, the 1997 
Constitution be amended and called for an interim government 
headed by the President (6 May 2000: 1) 

 
Adi Koila was again newsworthy following the 2006 coup. Headed 

‘NGOs will challenge military rule’, the story read:  
 Meanwhile, a senator and her husband were grilled by the mili-
tary over their alleged involvement in signing up as interim 
Cabinet Ministers in the military government. Senator Adi 
Koila Nailatikau said senior military officers arrived at her 
home in Battery Road on Monday night to question her about 
media reports linking her to the military government’s line up. 
She said her husband Ratu Epeli Nailatikau arrived in the coun-

                                                        
1 The story also recorded that the other women MPs held captive were Marieta Riga-
moto, Adi Ema Tagicakibau, Lavenia Padarath and Akanisi Koroitamana. 
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try the same night. She categorically denied that her family in-
cluding her husband and siblings had anything to do with the 
interim Military Cabinet line up. She said someone had deliber-
ately put out a list of people to create mischief. ‘I am aware my 
name was on that list, but I’m not sure whether my husband is 
part of that’, she said. Adi Koila said she would not report the 
matter to police because she had a clear conscience (Fiji Times, 
6 December 2006: 4). 

 
Next day, Adi Koila condemned the military takeover, saying she 

blamed Speight’s coup for killing her parents, Ratu Mara and Ro Lady 
Lala Mara (Fiji Sun, 7 December 2006: 11).  
 
Hostage of Speight – Atu Emberson Bain  

 
In a story entitled ‘Step by Step through a Coup’, Atu Emberson 

Bain was described taking an active role in the aftermath of the 2000 
coup: 

On the way along the footpath, somebody shouted “Senator 
McBain [sic], come back here”. Atu McBain [sic] who is also a 
journalist, was called back to the gate. In the room, we were all 
seated as George Speight entered and made his historic speech . 
. . The door burst open and another armed man came in and 
called for Atu McBain [sic] to leave. She had joined the first 
press meeting after she was released. “Come out” the man or-
dered, opening the door. “I am also a journalist.” McBain [sic] 
said. “You are a Senator, what are you fu . . . . g doing here,” 
the man said (Fiji Times, 20 May 2000: 9). 

 
Hostage of Speight – Jokapeci Koroi 

 
Jokapeci Koroi, who was both Vice-President of the Senate and La-

bour Party President, was also held captive in the parliamentary complex. 
When Prime Minister Mahendra Chaudhry was injured by the dissidents, 
Koroi was involved in the drama: 

Senator Jokapeci Koroi ran to the back gates of Parliament 
pleading for a fully equipped ambulance. Senator Koroi, who is 
also vice-president of the Senate and Labour party nominee, 
approached the police officers and called out to members of the 
media to arrange another ambulance for Mr Chaudhry (Fiji 
Times, 21 May 2000: 1).  
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In the event, the ambulances were sent away and no medical person-
nel from outside the Parliamentary complex were permitted to treat 
Chaudhry (Field, Baba and Baba, 2005). Thirty-six hours after she had 
been detained, Koroi was released. Saying that she was ‘fine’, she would 
not comment ‘on the situation of the other government members detained 
by dissidents in Parliament’ (Fiji Sun, 22 May 2000: 3).  
 
Casualty of Speight – Mary Chapman  

 
Mary Chapman, Parliamentary Secretary General during the 2000 

coup (Field, Baba and Baba, 2005), was not mentioned in the newspapers 
at that time, but that changed following the 2006 coup when a number of 
articles noted her dignified behaviour when she was removed by the mili-
tary from a job that she clearly loved. After dealing with soldiers entering 
Parliament and forcing the early closure of the Senate (Fiji Times, 7 De-
cember 2006: 5), a story appeared the following day under the headline 
‘Military chucks Chapman out’. ‘I think I must have stepped on the shoes 
of the military’, she was reported as saying (Fiji Times, 8 December 
2006: 3). Next day, the headline read ‘I was fair’, with Chapman saying 
that she ‘did her job fairly and without bias’ (Fiji Sun, 9 December 2006: 
10). Again, by allowing Chapman to use her own voice, readers were 
given an insight into her thoughts and observations about the reasons for 
her dismissal. 
 
Hot Bread Queen – Mere Samisoni 

 
Another woman in the news in 2000 was Mere Samisoni. Founding 

owner of a chain of bakeries, she was known throughout Fiji as the ‘Hot 
Bread Queen’. Politically ambitious, she had run as a candidate for Par-
liament in 1999 but had lost (Nicholl, 2007). In the 2000 coup, a story 
appeared headed ‘Mere Samisoni denies being appointed’: 

‘I respect the cause of the indigenous people and their self de-
termination. The way Chaudhry is treating us, we don’t like it. 
He should have changed his tactics long ago and his style of 
leadership should have been changed.’ When asked what her 
reaction would be if Mr Speight did approach her to be an in-
terim minister, Mrs Samisoni said ‘I will tell you when we get 
to that (Fiji Sun, 21 May 2000: 4). 

 
After a third attempt, Samisoni was elected to Parliament, became a 
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first-term MP in 2006 (Nicholl: 2007) and became caught up in the coup. 
In a story headed ‘Colonel grills baker’, it was reported that she had been 
questioned by the military at the Queen Elizabeth Barracks but she said 
that she ‘believed in the principle of democracy’ (Fiji Sun, 11 December 
2006: 2). Three days later, she was pictured attending a prayer vigil and 
wearing a blue ribbon, which was the symbol of the women’s campaign 
to bring about peace (Fiji Sun, 2006: 15 December: 9). 
 
Adi Finau Tabakaucoro 

 
Following the 2000 coup, a story under the heading ‘Women ask 

chiefs to follow law’ revealed how a delegation representing professional 
businesswomen and Fijian mothers, who were the wives of prominent 
public figures, presented a letter of support to the Great Council of 
Chiefs. The women were represented by Senator Adi Finau Tabakaucoro, 
who said the women wanted to ‘assure council members of their support’. 
They believed ‘the chiefs would continue to uphold the law and human 
rights when making decisions to solve the political crisis’. The report 
continued:  

 Adi Finau said although she did not agree with the coup, she 
was an ardent supporter of the cause to uphold indigenous 
rights. “What has happened is the result of his (Prime Minister 
Mahendra Chaudhry’s) insensitivity to indigenous grievances”, 
she said. “He should step down” (Fiji Times, 24 May 2000: 3). 

 
The following day, the National Council of Women responded, say-

ing it was ‘frustrated at comments made against Prime Minister Mahen-
dra Chaudhry’. Secretary Sharon Rolls was concerned that the statements 
would ‘only serve to further instigate issues that divide the people of the 
Fiji Islands’ (Fiji Times, 2000: 5). But Adi Finau remained unrepentant 
saying that, despite numerous objections, she maintained that ‘only in-
digenous people should govern their own countries’ (Fiji Times, 27 May 
2000: 9).  

Following the 2006 coup, Adi Finau again became embroiled with 
the issues, commenting publicly on the removal of Prime Minister Lais-
enia Qarase:  

 Deposed Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase should have resigned 
at the start’, said former minister and senator Adi Finau Ta-
bakaucoro. ‘Mr Qarase should have resigned because the mili-
tary wanted to clean up but he insisted he was working within 
the law’. She said she was encouraged by the prayers of the 
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women before their meeting in Nabua. ‘From their prayers, I 
could tell the women were quick to accept reality. They did not 
say for us to protest but how to deal with the situation and carry 
on with life’ (Fiji Times, 8 December 2006: 4).  

 
Women and Conflict Resolution 
 
The Human Rights Activists 

 
In 2000, the first stories about attempts at peace making by 

women’s organisations appeared. The Women in Business group called 
‘on citizens to stand strong, combine efforts and support the democratic 
process’ (Fiji Times, 20 May 2000: 14). Later in the week, Women in 
Business voiced its support for the President, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, in 
his attempts to restore law and order in the country. The organisation’s 
vice-president, Prue Rouse, said that ‘overnight through the foolhardy, 
selfish and thoughtless actions of a few, the livelihoods and well being of 
many women and children in the country have been sabotaged (Fiji Sun, 
23 May 2000: 14). The Young Women’s Christian Association asked 
‘young and indigenous women to dress in black and express their con-
demnation of the overthrow’ and said they ‘wanted their interests pro-
tected by the people they chose’ (Fiji Times, 21 May 2000: 15).  

The National Council of Women secretary, Sharon Rolls, ‘called on 
women in Fiji to unite as one nation to restore democratic governance 
through peaceful means’ and issued a list of actions that people could 
take that included faxing petition to George Speight that voiced disap-
proval of his actions; wearing black as a symbol of mourning; and light-
ing a candle as a symbol of hope (Fiji Times, 21 May 2000: 16; 22 May 
2000: 8; Fiji Sun, 23 May 2000: 2). 

Also in 2000, the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre and the National 
Council of Women revived the idea of a vigil that had been initiated fol-
lowing the May 1987 coup. The vigil was held daily at the Holy Trinity 
Anglican Cathedral in Suva where people joined in ‘reflection, prayer and 
silent vigil’ and ‘called for free and fair elections and a fully democratic 
Fiji’ (Fiji Times, 22 May 2000: 8). The vigil was reinstated again after the 
2006 coup and the Blue Ribbon campaign that was first used by the 
women’s peace vigil in 2000 was revived. Sharon Bhagwan Rolls, now 
representing the Coalition for Democracy and Peace, articulated the de-
mands of the women saying they were lobbying for:  

A Presidential Commission of Truth, Justice and Resolution un-
der the Commission of Inquiry Act, as a constitutional and legal 
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strategy towards a long-term and inclusive resolution to Fiji’s 
history of conflict . . . For the women who came together in 
2000, the Fiji blue ribbon (from the colour of our flag) continues 
to represent a unified stand for the promotion of peace, recon-
ciliation and unity, based on the principles of human rights, de-
mocracy and the upholding of the 1997 Constitution (Fiji Times, 
12 December 2006: 5). 

 
Early in the 2006 coup, the women’s organisations had ruled out or-

ganising protest marches because of a concern about the danger of in-
creased violence (Fiji Sun, 9 December 2006: 10). Their concerns ap-
peared to be verified as the newspapers carried numerous stories about 
the harassment of human rights and pro-democracy activists and organi-
sations. Headlines revealed the level of intimidation to which they were 
being subjected – harassment that continued long after the twelve-day re-
view period: 
 Group defends democracy shrine (Fiji Sun, 9 December 2006: 2) 
 Armed men trash democracy shrine (Fiji Times, 11 December 

2006: 4) 
 Young people restore shrine (Fiji Times, 12 December 2006: 12) 
 Centre [Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre] condemns threats on activists 

(Fiji Times, 12 December 2006: 2) 
 Military threats wrong (Fiji Times, 12 December, 2006: 5) 
 Soldiers ‘harass’ pro-democracy activist (Fiji Times, 13 December 

2006: 5) 
 Pro-democracy shrine remains (Fiji Times, 14 December 2006¨5) 
 Threats to democracy shrine (Fiji Sun, 14 December 2006: 5) 
 Women call for caution (Fiji Sun, 14 December 2006: 9) 
 Army denies rape threats (Fiji Sun, 15 December 2006: 2) 

 
Conclusion 
 

This article has endeavoured to collect and disseminate data on three 
aspects of women’s coverage in the Fiji Times and the Fiji Sun during the 
first twelve days following the first coup of 1987 and the 2000 and 2006 
coups. Data collection centred on the number of stories that appeared 
about women following the coups; the placement of stories about women 
in the newspapers; and the changing roles of chiefly and non-chiefly 
women as viewed through the press. Detailed qualitative comparative 
analysis of the content of news stories regarding women and the examina-
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tion of the use of language in those stories has not been completed. 

The GMPP noted that women faced major challenges with regard to 
their coverage by the media and divided the obstacles into blatant and 
subtle stereotyping (GMMP, 2005b). Women in Fiji appeared to have es-
caped the forms of blatant stereotyping that are endemic in western news 
media. When the women documented in this article appeared in the press, 
they were treated with dignity and never made to look ridiculous. Cultural 
reasons may account for this deference as Fijian society, in particular, has 
a long history of female leadership (Nicholl, 2007).  

It was expected that the results would show that women in Fiji, 
while not experiencing blatant stereotyping, would suffer from the more 
subtle forms of stereotyping, in particular, invisibility. The research con-
firmed that women were almost entirely absent from the press following 
the 1987 coup but their presence increased following the 2000 coup and 
increased still further following the 2006 coup. This increase could be at-
tributed partly to a growing understanding by women’s organisations of 
the value of submitting well-written press releases to the editors - these 
usually appeared verbatim in the newspapers. Further research on the 
topic would reveal whether or not this momentum continued after the first 
heady days following the 2006 coup.  

The placement of stories gives credence to their importance. In this 
respect, the movement of stories about women’s activities after the coups 
from the back of the newspapers to the front was significant. No longer 
were women’s viewpoints hidden with the ‘soft’ news at the back of the 
paper but they now featured with other ‘hard’ and political news at the 
front. In this respect, by 2006, the Fiji Times was placing most of stories 
about women’s activities in the front. 

Stories about chiefly women compared to non-chiefly women were 
not as prominent in the newspapers as had been anticipated. Following 
the 1987 coup, three women of very high rank were reported in the news-
papers but in 2000 and 2006 the number of individuals did not exceed 
seven. On the other hand, the numbers of non-chiefly women being men-
tioned in the media grew considerably, reflecting the changes in society 
for women as they moved out of the private sphere of home and into the 
public sphere of the workplace and politics. 

When considering areas of future research, it must be stressed that 
literature on women activists and political women in the Pacific remains 
sparse. Researchers need to recover and record women’s herstories and 
activities. This needs to happen so that a body of work will build up, cap-
turing the lives of Pacific women for posterity. 
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Journalism in the New Age of Participation: 
Meeting the Challenge in Fiji Newsrooms 

 
 

Sophie Foster 
 

Abstract 
This study of mainstream media and its approach to online publi-
cations and participatory journalism comes at a time of significant 
change in technological and telecommunication regulation in Fiji. 
It specifically seeks to analyse attitudes and practices within the 
local media industry, particularly towards greater interaction be-
tween the audience and journalists (or media companies) through 
advances provided through the Internet.  

 
 
Introduction  
 

Every day journalists around the world and their organisations are 
adapting the way they operate to take advantage of new technology such 
as mobile phones, digital cameras and computer software to file stories, 
speed up photography, and lay out newspapers. Fiji has traditionally been 
slow to accept international technological changes; for example it did not 
allow the introduction of television until 1991. Australia, on the other 
hand, had television in 1956, New Zealand in 1960, American Samoa in 
1964 and Papua New Guinea in 1986. 

Fiji’s telecommunications sector has been in a monopoly since in-
ception. With new developments in telephony, deregulation was promised 
in 2008 for the mobile phone sector. While opening up this sector creates 
greater opportunities for integration of text messaging into newsroom of-
ferings, for internet users there is still really only one gateway.  

According to Fiji-based IT specialist Chris Hammond-Thrasher, ‘in 
the new deregulated environment, FINTEL will remain the sole agent for 
access to the SCCN (Southern Cross Cable Network – the main avenue 
through which Fiji’s internet access is gained)’. He says ‘FINTEL main-
tains a practical monopoly on wholesale internet access until a competi-
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tive sea-floor cable is run to Fiji or satellite connections become more re-
liable and affordable’ (Hammond-Thrasher, 2008).  

Despite this control by FINTEL on wholesale internet access, over 
the past few years consumers in Fiji have had the choice of three main 
competitors that retail internet packages for home or office. This has seen 
cheaper and better internet access options for Fiji residents, which, in 
turn, has opened up greater online opportunities to comment, interact, re-
view, or add detail to news stories and other offerings.  

Furthermore, from a newsroom perspective, this new digital era and 
the rise in citizen or participatory journalism through anonymous blogs in 
Fiji post-December 2006 coup (Foster, 2007) means that mainstream me-
dia in Fiji cannot sit back and wait for greater levels of internet access be-
fore improving their online publications and avenues for citizen interac-
tion. Adaptations are necessary, and these are necessary as soon as possi-
ble.  

This study specifically seeks to analyse attitudes within the media 
industry towards greater interaction between ‘the former audience’ (Gill-
mor, 2004: ix) and journalists or media companies through advances pro-
vided through the internet. In order to do this, the study looks at options 
provided by media companies through their websites for audiences to in-
teract with them and each other. The approaches taken by media execu-
tives and attitudes among journalists regarding the greater utilisation of 
the internet and higher levels of citizen involvement in journalism is also 
scrutinised in this study. 

The study is important because it will allow for a stocktaking of 
sorts for the industry in Fiji, and explore options for the future. Such a 
study will be helpful to not just journalists and their managers, but also 
educational institutions concerned with training future journalists and re-
training working journalists. 
 
Literature review  
 

Throughout the history of journalism, technology has forced 
changes to the way that news is gathered, produced and presented. In to-
day’s climate, that challenge is being presented by the Web; its greater in-
teractivity and its ability to turn anyone with a computer into a publisher 
(Stephens, 2007: 34).  

An ‘enormous new power is devolving in the hands of what has 
been a mostly passive audience’ but that this new potential for reader 
feedback and participation presents a great opportunity for journalism – 
not a threat (Gillmor, 2003: 79).  
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Lennon agrees, saying that the digital climate can reinvigorate 

mainstream media (MSM) by allowing it to tap into a vast source of in-
formation in what was traditionally the audience. This form of participa-
tory journalism will not just become the norm in future, but it also has the 
potential to add credibility and trust to media organisations that embrace 
it (2003: 76-79). 

Some news organisations have been slow to rise to this new digital 
challenge, or indeed accept the benefits it offers. If mainstream media is 
to stay relevant in the digital age, it will have to start making changes. 
Journalism practitioners will have to change their mindset to take advan-
tage of the new age of ‘unconventional journalism’ (Outing, 2005: 79). 
Grabowicz says that the era of digital technology will break down barriers 
that exist between journalists and the public, forcing mainstream media to 
re-examine the way it goes about its business. The new emphasis will be 
on diversity and dialogue, personal writing style and greater levels of 
communication in any online journalistic venture (2003: 74-6). 

There are already lessons for mainstream media in the roles that 
both journalists and non-journalists can play in the digital age. Cox says 
because good reporting is an ‘all-encompassing’ exercise, non-journalists 
will not easily take over in-depth analytical writing. He says his experi-
ence with citizen-journalist submissions has been that they tend to focus 
on opinion pieces, basic profiles and community affairs (2006: 76-78).  

Pisani has found that technological developments have meant that 
non-journalists can contribute to news through uploading of text, photo-
graphs, audio and video (2005: 53-55). 

Without a doubt, advances in the digital age mean that the tradi-
tional role of journalists will have to be re-looked at in light of greater 
citizen participation in newsgathering and presentation (Bentley, 2005: 
26). Bowman is of the view that the implications for journalism from the 
rise in citizen participation are profound, but argues that mainstream me-
dia can learn to adapt and evolve their businesses to take advantage of the 
digital age (2005: 6-10). 
 
Methodology 
 

Qualitative methods were used to analyse the level of online in-
volvement of mainstream media organisations in Fiji – specifically their 
current online positions and attitudes towards greater citizen involvement 
in journalism.  

The study was approached in three ways – survey/interviews with 
media executives to gauge official company policies towards online pub-
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lications and non-journalist involvement, a survey of journalists them-
selves to ascertain attitudes towards participatory journalism, and a look 
at avenues presented by media companies through their websites for in-
teraction with the audience. Furthermore, the case of online social net-
work, Sotia Central, was also studied to see what lessons could be 
learned by media companies. 

Mainstream media information was gathered through interviews 
with executives of Fiji’s media industry. The interview questions were 
taken from a study conducted of German newspapers in May 1997 (Neu-
berger et al, 1998). The results of that German study were published in 
the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication in September 1998 ti-
tled, ‘Online--The Future of Newspapers? Germany's Dailies on the 
World Wide Web’. Specific sections which were relevant and used for 
this local study included the German study’s look at online staff demo-
graphics, activities they performed, differences between the organisa-
tion’s traditional and online publications, additional features used in the 
online version and questions on finance and strategies. By applying these 
to local newsrooms, this study looked to analyse how local newsrooms 
had adapted to the new age of online and participatory journalism, their 
plans for the future, and any impediments to greater citizen involvement.  

A survey was also conducted among working journalists to gauge 
their openness to the online challenge, including attitudes towards greater 
interaction with members of the ‘audience’ and changes that online publi-
cations have made to routine newsgathering (Stephens, 2007: 34). The 
survey drew heavily on questions raised by Singer (1998) in her analysis 
of issues relevant to the changing roles of journalists in the online world. 
Issues she raised regarding the theory of diffusion of innovation within 
newsroom situations, particularly journalists’ adaptation to changing 
newsroom environments, were heavily drawn upon for the local survey. 
Singer’s questions on the culture of news work in the online age includ-
ing greater citizen involvement were also absorbed into the local journal-
ists’ survey.  

An analysis was also conducted of websites of media companies in 
Fiji to assess what online options were provided for non-journalists to 
participate in journalism as part of the process of changing the one-to-
many publishing process to a many-to-many process (Li, 1998: 353). 

The categories themselves were drawn from a study by Schultz 
(1999), which looked at how newspapers in the US were using the inter-
net’s potential for greater interactivity with their audience and how media 
companies facilitated this through their websites.  

To peruse local media company websites, the specific areas taken 
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from the Schultz example included finding out whether the company fa-
cilitated letters to the editor (traditional), letters to the editor (email), let-
ters to the editor (online), comment on stories (online), email links to edi-
tors on individual stories (online), email links to reporters who wrote sto-
ries (online), weblog (online) or some other interactive option such as 
chatrooms. 

Finally the case study of the national award-winning social network-
ing site Sotia Central – which belongs to the biggest newspaper company 
in the country, The Fiji Times Limited - is looked at, including decisions 
that led to its implementation and its meteoric rise in popularity especially 
in the local media market. 
 
Results 
 
Media Executive Survey Interview 

 

Despite numerous attempts to engage executives from all six media 
companies whose websites were used in this study, the response rate was 
only 50 per cent. The respondents included executives of The Fiji Times, 
Fiji Sun and radio/online company Communications Fiji Limited. Execu-
tives of the Fiji Broadcasting Commission, Fijilive.com, and Fiji Televi-
sion did not respond, citing work commitments and conflicting schedules.  

All the media company respondents currently deliver news through 
the internet. Two-thirds of the respondents agreed that there had been an 
effect on newsroom routines (such as how information is collected and 
disseminated) as a result of the online venture. For example, one of the 
media executives said ‘news staff members are more focused now on col-
lecting multi media material and considering writing longer form stories’. 

Only one out of the three companies currently has separate staff 
working on the online publication. However this media organisation is 
looking at also integrating journalists from the traditional publication into 
providing online updates. The other two-thirds use staff from the tradi-
tional publication (radio and newspaper journalists). 
 
Online Management and Make-up 
 

All the respondents currently have the online management structure 
incorporated into the traditional newsroom management structure report-
ing to the editor/editor-in-chief. 

All the respondents cited as ‘tremendous’ the opportunities that are 
available for journalists with the growth of online ventures. One local 
media company executive said this was ‘particularly for journalists who 
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are able to build multimedia skills and knowledge. We need people who 
can develop stories with audio, print and video in mind’. Another said 
there was ‘enormous’ potential, and recognised that ‘there are going to be 
many other types of journalists now…. (including) community-based 
people who are just submitting material that they’ve seen… there’s enor-
mous growth for journalists, potential for established journalists and 
trained journalists but we also will be stretching the definition of journal-
ism and what is a journalist’. 

The media company executives who responded (The Fiji Times, Fiji 
Sun and Communications Fiji Limited) are altogether responsible for 106 
full-time journalists and newsroom staff members. These constitute the 
majority of those who work in newsrooms of mainstream media. Those 
executives who did not respond (Fijilive.com, Fiji Broadcasting Commis-
sion and Fiji Television) have smaller editorial teams. 

One of the three respondents did not have editorial staff working on 
the online edition because the online publication was simply the same 
version as the traditional publication of the day uploaded by IT staff. 
Thus the questions on the make-up of online editorial workers did not ap-
ply to that company. 

Of the two remaining, one had staff members who were mid-junior 
range while the other only used senior-mid-level editorial staff on the 
online publication. The reason for only using senior-mid-level staff was 
online publishing did not allow for any ‘fallback position’ such as that ex-
isting in the traditional publication where sub-editors check copy before 
publication. ‘The formal review process doesn’t exist so you have to get it 
right straight away. You can change it really quickly but it does mean that 
you have published something that somebody, somewhere, would have 
seen,’ the media executive said. 

Those results were also reflected in the age of people who worked 
on the online version with editorial staff either in their mid-40s and late 
30s and web designers in their early 20s-late teens. Of those, one news-
room had all women working on their website while the other had six 
women in their newsroom, though none were involved in web work.  

On the training level of those working on online publications, all 
companies provided on-the-job training. Half had industry-organised 
training programs, journalism school certificates/diplomas and university 
qualifications such as a degree. 
 
The interactive feel of sites 
 

All online editorial staff are involved in selection of texts, editing 
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outside texts, writing/editing their own articles, electronic research 
through the internet and databases as well as handling and answering 
emails.  

Fifty per cent were also involved in ‘technical preparation of texts 
for the internet and programming web pages’, artwork, graphics, layout, 
administrative and organisational work for the online publication, and a 
user help service/hotline service. 

None of the staff members were involved in the more technical ar-
eas of maintenance of internet servers, database or network administra-
tion, marketing, providing internet access or non-electronic research. 

Of all the features of online publications provided in a list, local 
media executives said they never implemented email links to readers’ let-
ters and to authors of stories. All respondents said they seldom added 
links relevant to the story for the online edition. 

Three other features (email links to editors, revision of style for the 
online edition and shortening of stories for the online edition) were never 
done by 66.7 per cent. 

The features that were adopted often in the online edition (by 66.7 
per cent) included the order of stories being altered, stories extended to 
include additional information and articles from the traditional publica-
tion edited for the online publication. 

None of the respondents used animation, while 66.7 per cent never 
used music, and seldom used video sequences. But they always provided 
links to other sites. All respondents either always (66.7%) or often 
(33.3per cent) provided links that allow the user to navigate within the 
website. Spoken text and sounds were never or seldom used (66.7 %).  

On additional features available in the online venture, all respon-
dents provide information on travel and other local information. None 
provide ticket ordering services, wire services, entertainment such as 
games or a list of links for computer/net research. Two-thirds provided an 
events database, archive, and their own PR onsite. Only a third provided 
special offers for young people and advice/service not related to com-
puters. 
 
Online Growth Impediments 
 

All respondents carried advertising online. Two-thirds of the re-
spondents said the biggest obstacle to improving profitability of the 
online venture was convincing the advertising market of the potential of-
fered through the web. ‘We have a very immature advertising market in 
Fiji at the moment - we always have’, one executive stated. ‘It’s always 
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about 10 years behind everybody else. It’s just an education process. So 
we believe that the value of the advertising that’s coming on the site now 
is much higher than the money we’re getting for it.’ 

When asked why the company decided to go into online activity, all 
respondents either said this was ‘wholly’ to get into a promising sector as 
soon as possible (66.7 %) or ‘mainly’ because of that (33.3 %). In all 
cases, respondents agreed that the venture was ‘mainly’ to enter an inter-
esting advertising market as early as possible, increase the company’s 
range of services and improve the company’s image. Two-thirds cited 
gaining an audience for the traditional edition and making news more up-
to-the-minute as being ‘less’ influential reasons for deciding to go online. 

66.7 per cent believed that it was necessary for newsroom staff to 
have special training to prepare for the online challenge. One executive 
stated that ‘the biggest challenge is to get the team to accept online activ-
ity as a core part of their responsibilities’. Another said increasing the ur-
gency and breaking the rule of balancing the story before publication was 
also a lesson that traditional journalists had to come to grips with: 

We had some traditional journalists in the early days of the site 
who would spend an hour and a half getting all the sides of the 
story, going back, checking this, going back and then put up 16 
paragraphs on the web. What we were saying was that we only 
needed two (paragraphs). Say a bus has crashed, five people are 
believed to be dead, updates coming—that’s it. 
  

Media executives were also asked if they believed their journalists 
were ready for a new phase of greater citizen involvement/partici-
pation/commentary that online journalism could present. Two-thirds said 
yes, ‘it’s part of our newsroom core culture’. The one-third that disagreed 
said journalists were not ready until they could ‘understand the value of 
citizen journalism and how to encourage people to communicate with us 
without being dismissive… a phone will ring and everybody will ignore it 
even though it could be someone outside saying we have just seen the 
prime minister’s car go off a cliff. The newsroom culture we have at the 
moment is ‘I’m busy and if it’s a story, too bad’’. 

In two-thirds of the responses though, there was still major excite-
ment among media executives of the potential that the internet could of-
fer. ‘The arrival of broadband has opened up a range of possibilities. It 
has certainly allowed us to offer a wider range of services,’ one said. An-
other said: ‘We are embracing online (technology) thoroughly and com-
pletely and it’s across all departments. It’s a valid, growing form of pub-
lishing’. 
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Journalists’ Survey 
 

There was a 30 per cent response rate to the journalists’ survey, 
which was disseminated and returned via email. Email was chosen be-
cause of the difficulties in nailing down journalists whose schedules can 
change throughout any given day. Indeed, conflicting schedules and lack 
of time were cited as the main reasons for not filling out the survey.  

Of those who did respond, 83.4 per cent were either senior or mid-
level within the newsroom structure. Fifty per cent were in their 20s, 33.4 
per cent in their 30s and 16.6 per cent in their 40s, with 75 per cent of re-
spondents being female. 

On level of training attained, 83.3 per cent had received on-the-job 
training, 50 per cent had also undergone industry-organised training pro-
grams, 16.7 per cent had certificates or diplomas from journalism schools, 
25 per cent also had university degrees, while 8 per cent had undergone 
Training of Trainers’ programs.  

All the journalists belonged to companies that deliver news through 
the internet, with sites updated at least daily.  

Fifty-eight per cent of respondents provided stories or newsgather-
ing for the online publication, and two-thirds of those were involved in 
online news provision by default in that the articles they wrote for the tra-
ditional publication were later published in the online version with no fur-
ther effort necessary on their part. One-third of those with some online 
involvement also gathered news that someone else wrote and placed 
online. Only 8 per cent were directly involved with the online publication 
including editing and posting scripts and pictures on the web. 

All the respondents said they used the internet for research, with 75 
per cent of them accessing the internet several times a day for this pur-
pose.  

When respondents were asked who helped them most in learning 
how to use the internet effectively for journalistic purposes, 75 per cent 
said they mostly taught themselves, while 25 per cent said they were 
helped by senior journalists and IT staff. 

 
Journalists’ Attitudes to Participatory Journalism 
 

On who should be the contact point for readers/audience over sto-
ries/news tips/extra information that they may wish to provide, the most 
commonly chosen responses (41.7 per cent) were the chief-of-staff and 
directly with the journalist working on the story. One-third of the respon-
dents said the editor should be available, while 25 per cent said some 
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other senior journalist should take that responsibility. 

On whether the journalist would like readers/audience to email them 
directly responses to the stories they wrote, 91.7 per cent of respondents 
replied in the affirmative, citing feedback, news tips, impact of story and 
public interest as the reasoning behind this.  

When asked if there was greater pressure now for journalists to pro-
vide extra newsgathering or stories for both the traditional and the online 
publication, 75 per cent replied in the negative. When asked to explain, 
the reason most cited was that only brief updates were required of them 
for the online publication.  

The vast majority of respondents (91.7 per cent) believed that it was 
necessary to have special training to prepare for the online challenge. 
Specific areas of need cited included online news style (such as providing 
geographical details for the online version that would not be needed in the 
traditional publication), multi-media use and application, and adapting to 
faster deadlines online.  

Despite this, 83 per cent said they were ready for a new phase of 
greater citizen involvement/participation/commentary that online journal-
ism could present. In the words of one respondent, ‘citizen participation is 
the way to go. No longer can they just be passive receivers of informa-
tion’. Of the 17 per cent that said they were not ready, most believed that 
‘acquiring multi-media skills’ would help them prepare better. 

Other issues raised by journalists with regard to greater online in-
volvement included the need to consider shift-work for 24-hour web 
monitoring and updates, concern over the lack of internet access for the 
poor and rural populations, thus denying them an online voice, demand 
for more writing and newsgathering skills and the fact that not everyone 
in newsrooms supported the online publication. 
 
Media Websites 
 

In the media websites considered, the avenues most often offered 
(by 66.7 per cent) for the audience to provide feedback or commentary 
were traditional letters to the editor, email links for letters to the editor, 
and online comment on stories. 

Only one-third offered online letters to the editor, online weblogs, 
managed forums for visitors and online polls. 

None of the websites offered the audience online links through 
which to email editors directly on individual stories or email reporters 
who wrote the stories. 
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Case Study: Sotia Central 

 
Fiji-based social networking site — Sotia Central 

(www.sotiacentral.com) — was launched in June 2008 by The Fiji Times 
Ltd. It’s popularity surprised even the company itself, with The Fiji 
Times Online development manager Jachin Sheehy referring to Sotia 
Central’s growth over the four-month period from June to October as ‘the 
fastest launch take-up we’ve ever had’.  

The company has several online offerings1 but began with Fiji Times 
Online (www.fijitimes.com.fj), which Sheehy says averaged over three 
million page views per month over the 2006 period. Fiji Times Online es-
tablished itself as a reliable source of news and information on develop-
ments in Fiji during the last month of 2006, he says, when the military 
took over government in Fiji. Fiji Times Online then grew to five million 
page views a month. While the news-based site Fiji Times Online took 
three years to reach the 1.5million mark, the social networking site Sotia 
Central went from zero to 1.5million page views per month in just three 
months (Sheey, 2008). It’s a meteoric rise that has many lessons that the 
company is looking to apply to its news-based online and traditional pub-
lications. 
 
Main Components 
 

Sheehy believes there has been a change in the market since Fiji 
Times Online first came on the scene several years ago. As of October 30, 
2008, Sotia Central had 11,184 members. New members were signing up 
at 1000 a week during 2008. 

The site has 36,000 photos, with over 2,000 discussion topics. ‘We 
would never have predicted that there would be such activity there,’ says 
Sheehy. ‘Right now we don’t understand why this forum works when 
others didn’t, but it’s taken off’. 

Sotia Central has an ‘events’ section where people can share calen-
dars. The site has 622 blog posts and 230 groups, which are like networks 
within networks grouped by high schools, location, status, occupation, re-
ligion, province or village. Around 50 people have been banned from the 
site for posting porn or harassing other people. Sheehy considers the 
number of miscreants to be quite low considering Sotia Central has more 
than 11,000 members. 

                                                        
1 These were: http://rugby.fijitimes-.com/, http://classifieds.fijitimes.com; 
www.1degree.com.fj; and www.myfijiguide.com. 



122     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 
Membership 
  

According to its home page, Sotia Central’s main aim was to be 
‘dedicated to absolutely everything in regards to Fijians serving in foreign 
legions, including the British Army (and navy), UN peacekeeping forces 
from Fiji and security people in Iraq and around the world’. With remit-
tances one of Fiji’s top five foreign exchange earners since the turn of the 
century, with $F322million sent into the country in 2006 (Sada Reddy, 
2008), security workers were a niche market perfectly suited to making a 
local online social network workable. 

For Fiji Times Limited, the benefits of running a free social net-
working site, aimed at linking the foreign-based local soldiers and secu-
rity workers with family and friends, far outweigh any costs. According 
to Sheehy, it is a massive marketing list and a hugely captive audience for 
niche advertisers with the average visitor staying on the site for 20 min-
utes at a time. Fiji Times also gets a social brand out of it. The closest 
thing you can compare it to is the company’s weekly teen newspaper 
Kaila!  

Sheehy (2008) says not everyone who signs up for free membership 
is a soldier. ‘Before the public launch of Sotia Central in mid-June, we 
invited 100 selected people – most of whom were soldiers or had soldiers 
in their families. That’s all we did and then we sat back and watched to 
see what would happen. These people invited another 700 people on their 
own and the network started to take off. So when we had the public 
launch and promotion using radio, television, newspapers, and our own 
online sites, it really exploded. But even today the vast majority of new 
members are generated by invites from current members. To date, the 
11,000 members have 13,000 outstanding invitations for membership.’  

Demographic differences have also shown up between Fiji Times 
Online and Sotia Central. ‘From when we launched Fiji Times Online up 
until today the vast majority of visitors are from outside Fiji’, says 
Sheehy. 

In fact 32 per cent of FTO users are from within Fiji, […] the 
biggest single country of origin, it’s still less than all the inter-
nationals which make up 68 per cent. But it’s the opposite with 
Sotia Central, which has 60 per cent of members within Fiji and 
the remainder from wherever in the world Fiji soldiers and se-
curity officers hang out. This reflects the niche market that 
Sotia Central is in as obviously there are more soldiers’ fami-
lies within Fiji than outside (Sheehy, 2008). 
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The Success Formula 
 

When Fiji Times Ltd decided to offer a social networking site, it 
started planning six months out at the start of 2008, Sheehy says. ‘Ideas 
were tossed around until May and then at end of May we decided that we 
had over-planned it and so we threw out a lot of what we’d done and 
launched a simple platform in two weeks. It was the best thing we did – 
to throw everything out and launch simply, adding features as people de-
manded it. One of the popular features now is Chat, which was added as 
an experiment. But once it was there, people knew they wanted it and let 
us know immediately if it fails to function properly.’ 

Sheehy says a key part of finding what the success formula has been 
with Sotia Central is looking at the discussion lists: 

They discuss the weirdest of things to the most normal – from 
infidelity, to how to keep your family together, to whether Brit-
ish Army boys can be trusted. This really is the closest thing 
you’ll ever get to an online grog session. We find a lot of dis-
cussions involve what people normally discuss in their personal 
social circles. A lot of that is people who really just want to 
know if their experience is common in society, “hello this is 
me, has anyone else out there had this happen to them”. It’s like 
they are looking for connection, for an informal support group. 

 

Lessons for News Sites 
 

One of the best lessons learned off the Sotia Central experience for 
Fiji Times has been watching the explosion of citizen participation in dis-
cussions that are not always centred on news or politics, but where people 
just want to connect to other people and share views on just about any-
thing. ‘There are elements from Sotia Central that will cross over into a 
participatory environment for news,’ says Sheehy. But he believes that 
one of biggest challenges for Fiji Times as a news-based business will be 
coping with the idea of ‘letting go and not trying to control discussion’.  

Obviously this raises interesting questions surrounding slander, 
defamation, libel and what type of news may be suitable for discussion in 
any open network. Court stories offer a special challenge in this regard. 
‘We have to be very careful how we report court stories, and so any pub-
lic discussion we foster has to abide by certain rules,’ says Sheehy. ‘But 
many social networks don’t care about rules. They sit around the grog 
bowl and discuss how a grandfather who raped his grandchild should be 
slung up over a tree – and this is what they expect to be able to say in so-
cial networks. So it’s a challenge for us.’ 
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Where to Next  – Content Generation? 
 

The Fiji Times is already experimenting with tying its Sotia Central 
success in with one of its traditional publications – The Sunday Times. At 
present, every issue of The Sunday Times has a one page feature where all 
its content is drawn largely from Sotia Central, including highlighting 
certain active members, forum topics, discussions and the like. According 
to Sheehy, journalists are finding interesting people in Sotia Central and 
giving them a way to connect with the rest of the country – who may not 
be online – through Sunday Times. 

It works in two ways: Sotia Central provides content for the print 
product while members of Sotia Central, knowing that if they have some-
thing interesting to say and they have been model Sotia Central citizens, it 
may result in publication in The Sunday Sun. The Sunday Times page is 
posted on the site so people can see who gets mentioned (see Appendix A 
for an illustration). ‘It’s a small start towards a little bit of synergy be-
tween the print product and online,’ says Sheehy. 

Even if Sotia Central did not generate a lot of income for the com-
pany, it would still be ‘a worthwhile content farm – a place to find human 
interest and colour pieces’. 

The next stage the company is looking at is marrying social net-
works and news around the area of sports. ‘We’re already noting interest-
ing trends on the Comments Section for Rugby Times,’ says Sheehy. ‘It’s 
not quite as social as Sotia Central because they just have a name and a 
history of comments, but it’s seen a lot of heated discussions’. 

Sheehy reckons Sotia Central has succeeded because it’s become a 
daily feature in the lives of many families who use it to keep in touch 
with family members in the armed forces offshore. ‘A social network is 
always going to get used in more ways than you envisaged. It goes where 
the community needs it to go to fulfill certain needs. We initially thought 
chat would be a throwaway feature – but people now depend on it. It’s a 
bit scary being relied on like that, but at the end of the day, if we fulfill 
their communication needs, keep them on site and continue to be able to 
show them advertising, we can keep it going’. 
 
Discussion 
 

Over the next few years, media organisations and newsrooms within 
Fiji will continue to see major change as a result of the advent of the 
internet. Media organisations in Fiji are embracing the potential offered 
online but many have been slow in up-take. One of the challenges for 
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media companies will be to ensure that their websites are profitable and 
thus there is a need for a wider education campaign for advertisers and 
the general public on online statistics and web traffic. Already there are 
major lessons media companies can learn from the experiences of social 
networking sites, such as Sotia Central. 

Our readers and audience want to be able to tailor their content and 
be able to provide feedback on events or issues that affect them. While 
the attitudes towards participatory journalism within newsrooms and 
among their managers are positive, there are also other issues that need to 
be addressed immediately. These include fostering a more open attitude 
to direct contact with members of the public, the need for better rostering 
to enable constant online monitoring of chatrooms and comment sites, 
and the need for journalists to be better skilled in time management, per-
sonal communication and analytical writing. 

Online journalism and participatory journalism offer significant op-
portunities for journalists and non-journalists to interact better in a multi-
media environment. 

Higher levels of internet use in Fiji and better interactive options of-
fered by local media companies through their online publications could 
go a long way towards enabling the creation of the public sphere so 
highly desired by Jurgen Habermas. This can also allow for the creation 
of greater accountability among officials and newsrooms and higher lev-
els of good governance and accountability overall. 
 
Conclusion  
 

The interactive options offered as a result of the increasing use of 
the internet within Fiji and outside of the country means that the issue of 
participatory journalism will be one that will rise in importance for the 
industry in Fiji and other stakeholders concerned with media and democ-
racy.  

Though the media industry in Fiji is slowly taking up the online 
challenge, there is a need for greater emphasis to be placed on preparing 
journalists and their audiences to better utilise interactive options. Fiji is 
just scratching the surface of online interactive publishing at this moment, 
and the possibilities for the future (provided there is greater uptake of 
cheaper and faster internet across Fiji) are virtually endless.  

As a result it is fair to conclude that this study has only looked at the 
tip of the iceberg in Fiji in terms of online media activity and audience in-
teractivity. Further research in this area, especially through a proper con-
tent analysis of Fiji media websites, a wider interview and survey process 
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of attitudes within the media industry to citizen participation, or a case 
study of any one of the media companies’ adoption of online publishing, 
would provide greater means with which to sufficiently analyse participa-
tory journalism in Fiji and the future of online publishing. There is also 
room to explore attitudes and practices of internet users in Fiji, specifi-
cally those that utilise media company websites.  
 
 

Appendix A: 
 Sotia Central - Page 14, Sunday Times – October 19, 2008 
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Sites of Resistance: Fiji’s Untamed Media 
 

Hannah Harborow 
 

Abstract 
As one of the younger progeny of the internet, ‘blogs’ have shown 
they too have the potential to act as genuine tools of democracy 
and social change. As alternative media, blogs represent horizon-
tal networks of communication, bypassing traditional media struc-
tures. They not only signal the debates going on in the public 
sphere, but as a new form of media, facilitate and mediate commu-
nication by providing space for dialogue, information sharing and 
opinions. This paper examines the phenomenon of ‘blogging’ in 
the Fijian context of blogs serving as sites of resistance and social 
mobilisation in the struggle for the defence of human rights and 
democracy, while considering the ‘blogosphere’ as a new, con-
temporary form of the democratic notion of the ‘public sphere’.  

 
 

After months of threats, on 5 December 2006, the Fiji Military 
Forces led by Commander Frank Bainimarama overthrew Fiji's democ-
ratically-elected government. A military crackdown on dissenting opinion 
and the curtailing of free speech immediately following the takeover saw 
military ‘visits’ to major media outlets, journalists intimidated and pro-
democracy advocates detained and allegedly interrogated and abused. 

Within six months of the 2006 coup d’etat, Fiji's media landscape 
had changed significantly. No longer was the mainstream media the sole 
source of information and comment for the general public. Amid claims 
of media intimidation and self-censorship, a new wave of anonymous, 
self-proclaimed ‘Fiji Freedom bloggers’ had emerged, expressing ‘views 
and news, not all of them palatable or true’ (Intelligentsiya, May 3, 2007). 
Documenting events and human rights abuses, questioning the regime’s 
motives and actions, revealing claimed ‘truths’ about its members and 
leading calls for resistance and public action, these bloggers not only saw 
their popularity increase, but became news sources for the mainstream 
media, breaking stories the military-installed interim government may 
have sometimes preferred had remained in the private domain. 
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Blogs had become an alternative way for people in Fiji (as well as 
outside Fiji) to speak out against the interim regime. By May 2007, the 
Fiji Freedom Bloggers movement stood at approximately 13 anonymous 
anti-administration blog sites1 – not all of them with noble agendas. Al-
though the number may be miniscule in comparison to other countries, 
this was still a boom in blogs for Fiji, with its population of 850,000. 
Such ‘resistance blogs’ ranged from Intelligentsiya, which made its name 
exposing human rights abuses by soldiers, to the opinionated Discom-
bobulated Bubu2 and Good men (and women) doing something, to the 
controversial Resistfrankscoup and outright libellous Fiji Coup Name and 
Shame List.  

Yet with their common denominator being their opposition to the 
military regime, it was not long before the bloggers themselves became 
the target of a military hunt to shut them down.  

This paper analyses this recent phenomenon of ‘blogging’ in the Fi-
jian context of web logs serving as sites of resistance and social mobilisa-
tion in the struggle for the defence of human rights and democracy. It 
does not aim to examine or critique the content of the blogs, nor is it a 
quantitative account of the use of blogs as an avenue to ‘speak out’, but 
instead the focus is on the act of blogging itself, and the ‘blogosphere’ as 
a new, contemporary form of the democratic notion of the ‘public 
sphere’.  
 
The Blogosphere: The New Public Sphere? 

 
Depending on your take, blogs are either a fantastic liberation, 
a self-indulgent waste of time, or a complete mystery … If you 
believe the hype, blogs are as significant as the invention of the 
printing press for their ability to change the way the world will 
be seen. If on the other hand you believe the counter-hype, 
blogs are a self-indulgence, which pander to dull people's mis-
guided beliefs that they have something interesting to say (Wil-
son, 2006). 
 
The act of blogging is a recent phenomenon; web logs, or blogs, fol-

low the format of interactive ‘diaries’, but in reverse chronological order. 

                                                        
1 This number does not include the small number of Fiji blogs that support the mili-
tary's ‘clean up’ campaign, some claiming to be operated by the soldiers themselves 
(The Fiji Times, May 24, 2007: 3). 
2 Translated as ‘grandmother’. 
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With the majority privately operated (sometimes under ‘nom de blogs’ or 
‘blognyms’), they offer commentary on a range of subjects, either per-
sonal or topical. US journalist Mallory Jensen (2003) suggests that blogs 
offer ‘a bit of a voyeuristic thrill’, like reading someone’s private journal: 
‘They are diaries and soapboxes, where people can post everything from 
daily minutiae to manifestoes to sophisticated political and cultural com-
mentary and reporting’.  

Since their inception, blogs have increased dramatically in 
popularity and importance, and can no longer be viewed solely as 
avenues for gossip or self-indulgent ramblings (although they can often 
be this too). Blogs are increasingly being seen as legitimate, credible, 
valid sources of news, information and opinion, particularly from the 
‘frontline’, as well as offer fresh perspectives or takes in contrast to those 
of the mainstream media. Blogs have gained increasing attention for their 
role in generating news stories, even sometimes breaking stories before 
their mainstream counterparts (Beckerman, 2007).  

Blogs are also a means of applying pressure, both in the political 
arena and on the media itself. BBC News journalist Giles Wilson (2006) 
quotes US journalist and blog advocate Jeff Jarvis as proposing that blogs 
offer the public true transparency, thereby pressuring the mainstream me-
dia to do the same: 

The lesson we in the media have learned from the web and 
blogs is that the highest virtue of the media is transparency. We 
used to think it was objectivity, even though being objective is 
a really hard thing to prove because we're all humans. But we 
thought in journalism that it was our job to deliver the truth, 
when in fact it's our job to let the audience decide what's true. 

 
The line distinguishing journalists from bloggers is becoming less 

clear. News-based blogs – often run by self-styled amateur journalists, 
independent journalists or professionals simply choosing to operate 
through a medium unimpeded by media regulations or government re-
strictions – have a tendency towards public, advocacy or ‘new’ trends of 
journalism. In contrast, some bloggers have come out from the relatively 
anonymous and free world of the web to appear in other mass media, par-
ticularly radio. 

The popularity of blogs has led them to become increasingly main-
stream, with even politicians using them as tools for outreach and gaug-
ing public opinion. Even the traditional mainstream media (such as the 
UK’s Guardian and BBC, the New York Times and Washington Post) has 
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been forced to keep up with the times and their readers by introducing 
their own blogs to encourage an online audience (Welch, 2003; Keefer, 
2006).  

Due to their interactive format, blogs serve as forums for open dis-
cussion on current affairs and mainstream media reports; as Wilson 
(2006) suggests, ‘they offer a fresh way of turning the traditional roles of 
writer and reader into those of people having a conversation’. As a result, 
blogs, and the internet on the whole, may be considered the latest mani-
festation of ‘the public sphere’ as defined by German philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas. Although not in itself a physical space, the web still affords 
the opportunity to enhance democracy through information dissemina-
tion, public debate and scrutiny.  

According to Habermas (1974), the ‘public sphere’ is the space or 
realm in social life where public opinion, and in turn often identity, is 
formed through free interaction and discussion. As development special-
ists Susanne Schech and Jane Haggis (2000: 196) note:  

Communication lies at the heart of sociality. It is the means by 
which symbolic knowledge is conveyed, stored and circulated. 
Through communication people create connections between 
each other and construct communities of identity and belong-
ing. 

 
Although traditionally argued as a physical, spatial concept (i.e. 

originally springing from the notion of European coffee houses as venues 
of art, literary, economic and political discussion), in recent times the 
public sphere has taken on a more global dimension through the mass 
media. Schech and Haggis (2000) elaborate on British sociologist An-
thony Giddens’ argument that since the advent of the mass media, tradi-
tional notions of time and space have been compressed: 

For most of human history, communication was possible only 
in face-to-face interactions, between people inhabiting the same 
space and time … The coming of modernity disrupted this ho-
mology between space, place and time. It tore “space away 
from place by fostering relations between ‘absent’ others, loca-
tionally distant from any given situation of face-to-face interac-
tion (Giddens 1990, cited in Schech and Haggis, 2000: 196-7). 

 
However, although now able to transcend national boundaries, the 

mass media’s ability and willingness to maintain the essence of the public 
sphere is questionable. James Deane, a specialist in development commu-
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nications, argues that the media can no longer claim its position as the 
autonomous ‘fourth estate’ charged with protecting public interest (2005: 
183). He contends that while media liberalisation has resulted in the 
opening up new forms and spaces of public debate, it now has a tendency 
towards profitability, thereby treating its audience as consumers as op-
posed to citizens. 

This is a move away from Habermas’ main concern of ensuring 
autonomous, truthful communication, which he identifies as a critical tool 
for human emancipation: 

A portion of the public sphere comes into being in every con-
versation in which private individuals assemble to form a pub-
lic body. They then behave neither like business or professional 
people transacting private affairs, nor like members of a consti-
tutional order subject to the legal constraints of a state bureauc-
racy. Citizens behave as a public body when they confer in an 
unrestricted fashion – that is, with the guarantee of freedom of 
assembly and association and the freedom to express and pub-
lish their opinions – about matters of general interest (1974: 
49). 

 
For instance, in writing about the growing Middle Eastern blo-

gosphere, US journalist Gal Beckerman (2007) notes that an alternative, 
dynamic space has been formed that presents an opportunity to reclaim 
individuality, to challenge authority and expose a world of multiple per-
spectives often imagined by the West as having only one, conformist 
viewpoint. Beckerman (2007) notes that the 2006 conflict between Israel 
and Hezbollah not only brought attention to the many Middle Eastern 
blogs already in existence, but also generated thousands more, reflecting 
‘a new culture of openness, dialogue, and questioning’.  

In the case of Fiji, blogs offer an alternative space at a time when 
the mainstream media is restricted in its ability to facilitate public debate. 
While Fiji has a relatively strong, vibrant and open media scene for a Pa-
cific Island country3 (sustained despite so many coups), it has been the 
target of control attempts by the military since the coup. A recent survey 
of six mainstream local media outlets conducted by former The Fiji Times 

                                                        
3 Print and broadcast media operate in the three main languages, Fijian, English and 
Hindustani: as of mid 2008 there were over 5 radio stations; three English-language 
dailies and weekly Fijian and Hindustani newspapers; and two television stations. The 
majority are privately-owned. The media is self-regulated, with many mechanisms for 
recourse enshrined in the constitution. 
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deputy editor Sophie Foster found that 75 per cent of journalists, photog-
raphers and camera crew felt their freedom had been curtailed or was 
practicing self-censorship. There were also concerns that balance was 
missing because other, alternative sources had dried up for fear of mili-
tary intimidation, reprisal or abuse (The Fiji Times, May 7, 2007: 2). As 
stated by Fiji Television’s then news manager Netani Rika, who himself 
was detained and intimidated by the military: 

The circumstances seen in Fiji at the moment mean that jour-
nalists live under the threat of the gun. They're always mindful 
of the fact that anything that they do can and may be questioned 
by the people in authority. When that happens, they immedi-
ately begin to practice a form of journalism which will keep 
them out of trouble. And when that happens, it means that the 
whole truth will not come out and therefore we live in danger-
ous times for the industry, for the media industry (Radio Aus-
tralia, May 25, 2007). 

 
The Question of Access 
 

Fiji’s blogosphere has never been large; prior to the 2006 coup 
d’etat it comprised mainly personal blogs or sites on tourism, culture or 
business. Only a couple of blogs addressed political or current affairs is-
sues, yet with only 6-8 per cent of the 850,000 population having internet 
access4, this is hardly a surprise. 

According to ICT expert Madanmohan Rao (2005: 272), Interna-
tional Telecommunication Union findings reveal that only one in every 
50 people have access to the net in developing countries, therefore the 
internet has far to go in attaining the status of mainstream media in devel-
oping countries. Meanwhile, UNDP (2006) research reveals that while 
approximately 25 per cent of Pacific Islanders have regular access to 
ICTs, mainly through work, school and a few public centres and internet 
cafes, the number of actual subscribers ranges from one in five in Niue 
(where access is free) to one in 1000 in the Solomon Islands. In Fiji, 
where subscription and usage costs have until recently been exorbitant 

                                                        
4 According to a 2004 International Telecommunications Union (ITU) study, Fiji’s 
sole Internet Service Provider at the time, Connect, estimated that there were 50,000 
users in Fiji. Connect multiplied the 8,000 subscribers, most of which were home ac-
counts, by three and added to that estimates of users in government, the University of 
the South Pacific and business. (Minges and Gray, 2004: 12). As of September 2007, 
according to the ITU, this had increased to 80,000 users. 
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due to a monopoly, internet access (as well as electricity and computers) 
is unaffordable for a majority of people.5 

Given such small numbers (in contrast to high-levels of unemploy-
ment and poverty in the country), it is likely that Fiji’s anti-administration 
bloggers are urban, educated and economically comfortable, as suggested 
by the blog name Intelligentsiya – a local play on the word ‘intelligent-
sia’, meaning ‘the intellectual élite of a society’. 

Many commentators contend that behind all the hype about the digi-
tal ‘revolution’, gross inequalities remain (Schech and Haggis, 2000: 
193). The challenge is whether it is possible to cross the digital divide be-
tween the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’, caused by this wide inaccessibility 
to computer technology (Rao, 2005: 272) and whether this issue of lim-
ited reach affects the potential of the blogosphere as the new public 
sphere.  

Beckerman (2007) quotes Ammar Abdulhamid, a Syrian blogger 
forced into exile in 2005 for his democracy activism, as suggesting that in 
time this divide between the élite and the grassroots will be bridged, and 
the true power of the medium will be clear – a process already taking 
shape in the form of blog-coordinated protests and campaigns and the 
posting of information on human rights abuses. Abdulhamid notes: 

There is nothing wrong with admitting that we represent a cer-
tain élite … The importance of this technology at this stage is 
to connect the élites better, to network the élites, to make them 
able to share more ideas and organise.  

 
Cyber-Resistance in the ‘Network Society’  
 

Development specialist Hazel Johnson (1999: 164) argues there are 
many ways people can organise and potentially create space for influenc-
ing change. Fiji's freedom bloggers purport to be advocates of resistance 
and change by using the internet as their medium for the dissemination of 
information as a record of ‘wrongs’, as a forum to expose human rights 
abuses and injustices, and as a space to debate and vent concern and frus-
tration. Some self-proclaimed pro-democracy bloggers have also used 
their sites as a forum for political action through social mobilisation, call-

                                                        
5 Pacific Islanders typically face connectivity charges that are among the highest in 
the world. Prices are on average five times higher, and range to as much as 20 times 
higher than in APEC developing countries. On an annual basis this amounts to one 
quarter to a half of the average annual per capita GDP in many countries (UNDP, 
2006). 
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ing for peaceful public protest via a May Day no-work day. As one blog-
ger behind the call put it: 

Tomorrow is the day we are heard. Now this is something new 
to our nation ... the idea that we the people can peacefully, pas-
sively and yet cohesively state that we are the ones who decide 
what happens in our lives, our country and our future. We can 
decide what happens in these islands. The junta is worried. 
That's why they are all over the news yelling that we are dis-
senting, that we are a threat to national security. How can ex-
pressing ones opinion be a threat to national security? (Good 
men (and women) doing something, posted April 29, 2007) 

 

Being media savvy, they also issued a press release publicising the 
call for passive resistance in defence of democracy (Good men (and 
women) doing something, April 24, 2007; Radio NZ International, April 
26, 2007). Although a local form of resistance, the call drew attention and 
support beyond Fiji’s borders.  

The more the military attempted to muzzle the bloggers, the more 
publicity they attracted, the more mainstream interest they generated and 
the more popular they became. The local and regional press regularly car-
ried reports from the blogs, or on the bloggers themselves, and although 
eluding the military, two of the Intelligentsiya bloggers and fellow blog-
ger Fijian Black from Good men (and women) doing something were in-
terviewed on regional radio (Radio Australia, March 23, 2007; Niu FM, 
May 11, 2007). In fact, any disadvantage that a lack of internet access 
may pose was negated by the wide media coverage the blogs generated, 
as well as the pervasiveness of Fiji’s ‘coconut wireless’ – argued to be the 
fastest means of information dissemination (including unsubstantiated in-
formation, otherwise known as rumour) in the country. 

Spanish sociologist Manuel Castells (2004: 72-4) contends that 
globalisation and informationalisation are transforming the world; that 
computer technology is dissolving existing systems of social and political 
representation, thereby abstracting power from its traditional brokers. 
Linking globalisation and informationalisation to contemporary social 
movements, he analyses five distinct social movements – Mexico's Zapa-
tistas, the American militia, Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo, al-Qaeda and 
the ‘anti-globalisation’ movement – all very different in ideology and 
goal, but all formed in reaction to, and in opposition to, the new global 
order. He argues that such movements are symptomatic of the state of our 
societies; that they are ‘defensive movements built around the trenches of 
resistance’, ‘embryos of social resistance and, in some cases, social 
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change’. 
Castells (2004: 74) analyses the movements in line with French 

theorist Alain Touraine’s typology that defines a social movement ac-
cording to the movement’s identity, adversary and goal or social model. 
While Touraine proposes that social movements stem from ideologies in 
an attempt to change the patterns or forces of ‘post-industrial’ society, 
critics propose ulterior motives may also act as mobilising forces based 
on ‘issues of self-interest or the calculation of material ends’; ‘that social 
movements are generally struggles against different forms of exclusion 
from society, rather than attempts to put forward a complete alternative to 
the status quo.’ (Johnson, 1999: 164)  

For Castells (2004: 154-5), the internet has become the ‘agora’, the 
key networking, organising and mobilising tool of many, such as the anti-
globalisation movement and the American militia, assisting in the estab-
lishment of a ‘global family’, coordination of initiatives, mobilisations 
and calls to arms. The internet assists isolated or dispersed movements to 
build networks of solidarity and support without the need for a centralised 
command structure, or opening themselves to threats or repression. 

Although, unlike Castell's examples, Fiji's Freedom bloggers may 
not be uniting against the new global order or globalisation, they are re-
jecting the usurpers of power, demanding democracy in Fiji and appeal-
ing to s30 of the Constitution which guarantees ‘the right to freedom of 
speech and expression, including (a) freedom to seek, receive and impart 
information and ideas; and (b) freedom of the press and other media’: 

Intelligentsiya was born after journalists became too intimi-
dated because of direct or indirect threats against them or their 
organisations by the military … We continue to aim to be an 
outlet for level-headed opinion, report events that don’t get 
mainstream coverage and express “intelligent resistance” to the 
military junta that is in power – all rights guaranteed to us in 
the Constitution (Intelligentsiya, posted May 3, 2007). 

 

As Castells (2004: 154-5) notes, relatively isolated movements are 
able to build ‘networks of global solidarity and support’ by posting their 
information online in real time, therefore ensuring they are ‘less vulner-
able to repression in their localities’. 
 
Blogging and the Consequences of Reclaiming the Public Sphere  

 
Public spheres are the prerequisites for any kind of democracy, 
but they require physical public spaces where people actually 



138     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 

 

meet and confront each other. Information alone cannot combat 
fear. It is necessary to cross the invisible lines and walk out in 
the urban wilderness, even at the risk of “getting hurt”. There is 
no other way to reclaim the public sphere (Hemer, 2006).  

 
Swedish journalist and writer Oscar Hemer (2006) argues that there 

are limits to mediated communication; that social change can only come 
about if communication mediums are open and interactive – even at the 
risk of personal threat or injury. Fiji's Freedom bloggers recognise the 
risks they and their counterparts in the mainstream media face and live 
with this daily. Intelligentsiya (May 3, 2007), for example, called on 
Fiji’s journalists and bloggers to ‘remember it is a battle of the minds’ 
and ‘not be intimidated by the threats, direct or indirect’. Or as another 
bloggers explains:  

In the legal sense, the army see the Freedom Blogging move-
ment as a whole as one big “conspiracy”, and so virtually any-
one connected with talking or exchanging views on the Internet 
could be prosecuted for participation (we are already in the 
words of the army “being hunted down” – warai na herd ani-
mal!6 (Discombobulated Bubu, posted May 1, 2007). 

 
There are good reasons why many bloggers choose anonymity (as 

tenuous as it may be); not only have blogs deemed ‘subversive’ been 
blocked, but bloggers worldwide – including in Asia, the Middle East and 
the United States – have been charged or jailed for alleged defamation, 
incitement and sedition, or even had their lives threatened (Beckerman, 
2007). In addition to anonymity serving as a form of protection against 
reprisals (Johnson, 1999: 163), it provides bloggers the advantage of 
‘higher ground’ in their ‘battle’ against their adversary (Good men (and 
women) doing something, posted April 26, 2007). 

According to Curt Hopkins, the former director of the now-defunct 
Committee to Protect Bloggers that tracked the various forms of intimida-
tion and suppression bloggers have faced, states employ three basic 
methods to suppress bloggers: technical filtering, the law and direct in-
timidation (Beckerman, 2007).  

Fiji's anonymous Freedom bloggers have faced open threats by Fiji's 
military forces. Following the December 2006 coup, the military reserved 
the right to arbitrarily detain people it suspected of posing ‘a threat to na-
tional security’ and publicly launched intermittent hunts for the bloggers, 
                                                        
6 Translates as: ‘comparing man to a herd of animals’. 
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in particular those behind Intelligentsiya and Good men (and women) do-
ing something, on the basis that their postings had the potential to insti-
gate conflict (Fiji Village, May 14, 2007). In May 2007, on separate oc-
casions, two locals (one a prominent businessman) were detained at the 
Fiji military’s Queen Elizabeth Barracks, accused of being Freedom 
bloggers (in particular blogger Fijian Black), and allegedly physically as-
saulted. As one blogger contended: 

Fiji’s media continue to report the military’s efforts to shut us 
down citing various reasons: we are “destroying the peace”, we 
are “racist”, we are “deceitful” – the list goes on. While some 
other blogs (namely Resistfrankscoup) could be termed “rac-
ist”, Intelligentsiya will never condone racism or violence. We 
therefore despise being put under the same label as other blogs 
that have called for violence and made racist comments. Not-
withstanding the racist and “call-to-arms” comments on other 
blogs, we still passionately defend our right to raise our voices. 
On the topic of blogs, we would invite the military to check out 
Loyal Fijian’s blog (we suspect the army already knows about 
it). The last post made on April 11 (just one post in April and 
four in March!) threatens violence and even death to bloggers 
who are critical of the military junta (Intelligentsiya, posted 
May 14, 2007). 
 

Other, less aggressive options taken have included blocking access 
to the blogs; the military requested FINTEL, the only international tele-
communications gateway for Fiji, to shut down access to blogs that were 
critical of the regime. The directive proved technically impossible to 
carry out. All it did was prompt condemnation from watchdog Reporters 
Without Borders (PACNEWS, May 21, 2007) and give rise to conspirato-
rial claims by some bloggers that public servants had been banned from 
internet access, and that the military had posted spies in internet cafés to 
look for people accessing blog sites (Discombobulated Bubu, Resist-
frankscoup). 
 
Blogs, Democracy and Development 
 

Nobel Prize winning economist Amartya Sen (1999: 157) maintains 
the importance of upholding the institutions of free speech and political 
freedoms not only for the sake of protecting individual human rights, but 
also for their instrumental role in the promotion of democracy. Sen (1999: 
285) supports an approach to development that focuses on improving ‘our 
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capability to lead the kind of lives we have reason to value’, in contrast to 
standard views of development that are largely concerned with gross na-
tional product, technical progress or industrialisation, ‘all of which have 
contingent and conditional importance without being the defining charac-
teristics of development’. 

Sen (1999: 152) asserts that ‘informed and unregimented formation 
of our values requires openness of communication and arguments’, and 
that the existence of such public spheres are instrumental in the enhanced 
functioning of democracy; using the argument that no substantial famine 
has ever occurred in any independent state with a democratic government 
and relatively free press. 

The internet (and by extension blogs) is an instrument that can trans-
form the way societies govern and live; like the media, it can act as a 
genuine tool of democracy (Rao, 2005: 271). Journalist and development 
communication researcher Ullamaija Kivikuru argues that freedom of ex-
pression, an independent media and a ‘multiplicity of mediascapes’ all 
play a crucial role in the promotion of democracy (2005: 330). An open 
media, where people can safely express themselves, ensures those in 
power are able to adequately and appropriately meet their concerns (for 
example, to find solutions to prevent pending famines). The state has a 
vested interest in promoting and upholding freedom of expression (and 
hence a free and unimpeded public sphere); it needs a free and open me-
dia to assist it in building a good relationship with its constituents, as well 
as a good image. If legitimate, the state has nothing to fear. 

Castells (2004: 343) argues that while ‘media revelations, or gossip 
have always been a threat to the state and a defense of citizens’, modern 
technology and media systems ‘have exponentially increased the vulner-
ability of the state to the media, thus to business, and to society at large’, 
the result being that ‘today's state is more surveilled than surveillant’. Ac-
cording to Castells (2004: 344), in today's network society, the capacity 
for surveillance is diluted, the state monopoly on violence challenged, 
and the ability to repress rebellion limited: 

While the nation-state still looks imposing in its shiny uniform, 
and people's bodies and souls are still routinely tortured around 
the world, information flows bypass, and sometimes over-
whelm, the state; terrorist wards crisis-cross national bounda-
ries; and communal turfs exhaust the law-and-order patrol. The 
state still relies on violence and surveillance, but it does not 
hold the monopoly on them any longer; nor can it exercise them 
from its national enclosure. 
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Free Speech or Defamation? The Legal Ramifications of Blogging 
 

Untamed, blogs live to a law of their own. While they aid the flow 
of information from the field and may offer a channel for mobilisation 
and social change, the legal risks and ramifications are yet to be fully ex-
plored. Issues of confidentiality, copyright and defamation abound.  

A number of the Fiji anti-military, anti-interim government blogs 
are derisive, disparaging and defaming, using the internet as a way to dis-
seminate rumour, misunderstanding, racism and hate. Some act as forums 
for attacks on specific individuals, such as the blogs Down with dictator-
ship and the Fiji Coup Name and Shame List, which claims to ‘out and 
expose all those shadowy figures and all those that have benefited from 
the Military Coup’. Many are violating Fiji's Defamation Act as well as 
common law, which allows for an injured party to ask the court to instruct 
an Internet Service Provider to turn over records relating to a customer 
who has published defamatory remarks (although this may be difficult in 
the case of anonymous bloggers).  

In addition, the Fiji Human Rights Commission has cautioned that 
bloggers are not necessarily protected under the freedom of expression 
provision of the Constitution of Fiji (The Fiji Times, May 19, 2007: 3); 
that certain rights have been limited under the interim government’s Pub-
lic Emergency Regulations 2007 gazetted in the claimed interests of na-
tional security. 

In contrast, bloggers claim errors or instances of misreporting are 
inevitable; that the truth is hard to come by when a state and public lies 
under military rule. Bloggers, like journalists, are not above the law, but 
can make mistakes because they do not have access to the truth, as illus-
trated by Intelligentsiya (posted May 3, 2007):  

In all our reporting we did make about two mistakes – notably 
the one about a death in Vanua Levu at the hands of soldiers. A 
man was indeed beaten badly, a fact that the military did not 
expressly deny. The only denial was that the man did not die. 
We are not making excuses for the mistake but it does illustrate 
the difficulties in reporting in a country with a climate of fear – 
trying to obtain basic information is hard because people are 
afraid of the consequences of speaking out … In the argument 
for a free media, the military is always suggesting that the me-
dia has been “irresponsible” at times deliberately. But on the 
whole, reporters face an uphill battle trying to get “official” 
comment from the powers that be and often have to deal with 
aggressive military-types while reporting.  
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Despite (or maybe because of) finding themselves the target of a 
military crackdown, Fiji’s Freedom bloggers have found themselves some 
unexpected advocates. High chief Ro Teimumu Kepa, a known conserva-
tive ousted by the military in December, came out in support of the blog-
gers, arguing that blogs were an expression of freedom of speech, served 
as a forum that should be entertained at a time when media freedom was 
heavily censored and were indicative of changing development in society: 

When people are prohibited from saying things and the media 
censors news items to the extent where there is no byline except 
in the sports pages, they will find other means. The coconut 
wireless is very healthy (The Fiji Times, May 16, 2007: 3). 

 

But while the internet has the potential to empower citizens and 
communities in new ways that redefine governance, the susceptibility of 
bloggers to Fiji’s ‘coconut wireless’ places this potential at risk. Like all 
media, bloggers tread specific ideological paths and are not necessarily 
straightforward propagators of the ‘truth’. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Freedom of expression is not absolute but depends on the context; 
laws and ethical norms depend on the dominant cultural and political ide-
ologies at the time. Although Fiji has a history of cultural expression, the 
powers that be argue that it is limited for reasons of national security. So 
too, the right to freedom of expression is limited based on its harmful ef-
fect on others, and should be exercised responsibly.  

To be seen as a legitimate and serious source of information and 
opinion, blogs, like their media counterparts, should institute a code of 
ethics or conduct. Clearly freedom of expression cannot be fully legis-
lated against or controlled, but to set up a conditional framework for free 
expression (like the mainstream media’s self-regulatory press councils 
serve to hold the media accountable) would lend a sense of credibility and 
offer recourse or an avenue of defence for those who claim to be slighted 
by the blogs. In turn, such regulation should respect and reflect the impor-
tant role blogs can play in facilitating and mediating communication, 
promoting democracy or social change, and defending human rights. 

Blogs not only signal or represent the debates going on in the public 
sphere, but, as a contemporary form of media, provide space for dialogue, 
information dissemination, and opinions. As an alternative media system, 
the internet is able to reach people through horizontal networks of com-
munication, bypassing the control of the powers that be (Castells, 2004: 
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157). 
Crackdowns on the media reflect fear by the authorities that the pub-

lic will turn against them. Yet, as Fiji’s Freedom bloggers have demon-
strated, a silenced, intimidated media won’t stop the communication flow. 
Instead, by limiting the ability of the media to operate freely and unim-
peded, the administration in Fiji found it difficult to convince the local 
and international community that it was not authoritarian, and ran the risk 
of encouraging an increase in opposition. While some may question the 
power a small segment of the population sitting in front of ‘glowing 
screens’ in the likely comfort of their homes could have on effecting so-
cial change, ‘the bloggers will say, universally, that revolutions almost 
always start with a tiny elite’ (Beckerman, 2007). 
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Bridging the Divide with Participatory Video 
 

Usha Sundar Harris 
 

Abstract 
Participatory video (PV) projects have put video technology in the 
hands of the most marginalised in society for self-representation 
and social reform. PV has gained a favoured place in many devel-
opment projects and has been used by non-government organisa-
tions, development workers and indeed communities themselves to 
foster dialogue and to instigate change and empowerment. The 
case study discussed here combined action research and visual 
ethnography to study the process of PV production and how the 
community’s engagement in it contributes to dialogue and commu-
nity building in a post-conflict society. This study found that rural 
women in Fiji use social capital – their relationships and social 
networks – as a key element in video production to highlight com-
munity needs and linkages. 
 

 
Introduction 

 
For a society to prosper within a culture of peace and goodwill, it 

should encourage a dialogic and participatory environment in order to 
create effective links between diverse and disparate segments of its citi-
zenry. It is not enough for communities to have strong ‘bonding’ ele-
ments which bind homogeneous groups; ‘bridging’ dimensions which en-
courage associations across gender, ethnic, social and geographic divides 
(Putnam, 2001) are also necessary to engender inclusiveness and cohe-
sion. Strategic action is required in multicultural societies to encourage 
this network of linkages to flourish through participatory politics as well 
as community-based reconciliation efforts which encourage dialogue be-
tween alienated groups.  

In Fiji, historically, the ruling political elite have encouraged a na-
tion of disparate identities through the political process. This has created 
two levels of discourse – the dominant political discourse of identity poli-
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tics prevalent in urban areas, and the day-to-day relationships based on 
inter-dependence and goodwill, especially among rural communities. The 
government information brochure promotes the role of media in Fiji as 
one of helping ‘to increase social cohesion’ and ‘playing a pivotal and 
mutual role in nation building’ (Government of Fiji, 2004). Unfortu-
nately, mainstream media coverage lends credence to the hegemonic dis-
courses, thus reinforcing the fissures instead of the linkages. Instead of 
engaging in projects of nation building the media in Fiji has relied on 
formulaic programming within structures which exacerbate the ethnic di-
vision instead of creating innovative programming which can encourage 
dialogue between the races. In the absence of a national policy of social 
integration and a nation-building agenda of the mainstream media, civil 
society organisations (CSOs) can play an important role in fostering 
bridging ties in the community. This can be achieved through projects of 
reconciliation which encourage dialogue and community building be-
tween ethnic groups using constructive communication methods. Com-
munity based media is one form of process-centred communication which 
can provide a valuable forum for disengaged groups to come together 
through participation-based production activities to co-operatively pro-
duce programmes about issues vital for their communities.  

Over the past eight years in Fiji, there has been a growth in commu-
nity media with several low-power radio stations being operated by di-
verse groups – femTALK Radio, a mobile radio-in-a-suitcase project op-
erated by femLINK Pacific; Radio Pasifik, an educational, non-profit 
community radio station at the University of the South Pacific, as well as 
the proliferation of Christian-based radio stations. These are all clustered 
in urban centres, with the exception of femLINK radio, which conducts 
monthly broadcasts in regional centres inviting participation of rural 
women.  

This article includes findings of an ethnographic case study of a par-
ticipatory video (PV) workshop which the author conducted with a multi-
cultural group of rural women in Navua and discusses its implications for 
dialogue and community building in a post-conflict society. The idea of 
participatory media as a dialogic tool is explored within the context of the 
local culture and the ways in which producers integrate local knowledge, 
networks, norms and practices in the production process and content. So-
cial capital is used as a conceptual tool to aid in the analysis and under-
standing of the process of participatory production where community 
producers appropriate media technology to strengthen their networks of 
influence. The study locates the discussion of PV within frameworks of 
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empowerment and transformation thus highlighting the connections rather 
than the disconnections between people.  
 
Participatory Video for Social Change  
 

Participatory communication is people-centred, process-oriented and 
contextualised in a local setting, utilising local knowledge instead of top 
down, professionally disseminated messages with a predetermined 
agenda. People for whom change is being sought have a say as to the 
ways in which they want this to occur. The use of participatory media en-
ables people to produce and distribute content according to their own 
needs instead of being reliant on professional producers. White describes 
it as ‘a democratic process, characterised by dialogue, creative and con-
sensual thinking, and collective action’ (2003: 20). Cultural identity of 
local communities is paramount. For change to occur within a commu-
nity, people have to engage in the message production - a horizontal 
process which engages members of a community to exchange views on a 
range of topics such as literacy, health, agricultural productivity, land 
ownership, gender and religion (Waisbord, n.d.). Thus, participation of 
communities in message-making is essential. 

While earlier discussion of participatory media occurred around the 
concept of media democratisation arising from a binary framework of big 
media versus small media, recent discussion has focused on its transfor-
mative potential and its use in communication for social change (Lee, 
2007; Rennie, 2006; Rodriguez, 2001). Rodriguez has conceptualised 
‘citizens’ media’ as a lived experience whereby the process of message 
production catalyses a diversity of experiences: 

It implies having the opportunity to create one’s own images of 
self and environment; it implies being able to recodify one’s own 
identity with the signs and codes that one chooses, thereby dis-
rupting the traditional acceptance of those imposed by outside 
sources; it implies becoming one’s own storyteller, regaining 
one’s own voice; it implies reconstructing the self-portrait of 
one’s own community and one’s own culture […] (2001: 763). 
In this reading, researchers seek to understand how an individual or 

group’s engagement in message production increases their ability to criti-
cally understand oneself, the community and the wider society. It is this 
conceptualisation of community media that has influenced my research.  

Since 1970 participatory video has gained a favoured place in many 
development projects and has been used by non-government organisa-
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tions, development workers and indeed communities themselves to foster 
dialogue and to instigate change and empowerment. Video has the power 
to begin dialogue through group work and cultural exchange, thus assist-
ing in reconciliation between communities which have experienced a his-
tory of conflict (Rodriguez, 2004). Shirley White recognises the deeper 
implications of video as a tool for social change when she states: 

Participatory video as a process is a tool for individual, group 
and community development. It can serve as a powerful force 
for people to see themselves in relation to the community and 
become conscientized about personal and community needs. It 
brings about a critical awareness that forms the foundation for 
creativity and communication. Thus it has the potential to bring 
about personal, social, political and cultural change. That’s 
what video power is all about (2003: 64).  
Theories that inform the discussion of PV are derived from 
Brazilian educator Paulo Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy of 
teaching and learning with impoverished peasants in South 
America, and the theoretical discourses in communication for 
social change and participatory communication (see Jacobson 
and Servaes, 1999; White et al., 1994; White and Patel, 1994) 
 
PV projects in many parts of the world have put video technology in 

the hands of the most marginalised in society for self-representation and 
social reform. Video has given voice to non-literate women in projects 
such as Video SEWA (Self Employed Women’s Association) in India 
(Stuart, 1989) and the Mayan women in Guatemala by bridging ‘the oral 
with the technical’, thus allowing their voices to be heard in global fo-
rums (Guidi, 2003: 253). The best practice case studies have been docu-
mented by various authors (Braden and Huong, 1998; Gumucio Dagron, 
2001; Johansson, 1999; Riano, 1994; Rodriguez, 2001; White, 2003). 
There are also hundreds of PV projects which have gone undocumented.  

Citizens’ video collectives have sprung up to support the work of 
video activists around the world with online presence. ‘Video power’ is 
now well recognised through the incredible success of video distribution 
websites such as YouTube. Videos are available to international audiences 
through vodcasting and video streaming on websites spanning the many 
human rights and advocacy efforts of organisations such as 
WITNESS.org, Oneworld.org, UN.org and others.  
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Theoretical Framework 
 

Participatory media as a ‘lived experience’ is explored in this re-
search within the context of the local culture and the ways in which pro-
ducers integrate local knowledge, networks, norms and practices in the 
production process and content. The research recognises that to own their 
media, people must be able to relate it to their own culture and language. 
It has to be embedded in their culture and has to reflect their everyday life 
experiences. This approach is supported by Pacific scholars Gegeo and 
Watson-Gegeo who have noted in their discussion of Pacific epistemolo-
gies:  

By indigenous epistemology we mean a cultural group’s ways 
of thinking and of creating and (re)formulating, and theorising 
about knowledge via traditional discourses and media of com-
munication anchoring the truth of the discourse in culture [...] 
(2002: 381). 
 
As such, this study draws on local knowledge, norms and practices 

integrating it with a viable framework within which to discuss the find-
ings. Social capital offers a framework within which social networks as 
well as participative action can be discussed and offers a link to local 
norms and practices. Putnam has defined social capital as ‘connections 
among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness that arise from them’ (2000: 19). Fijian scholar Ropate 
Qalo (1998) has linked the Fijian concept of Vakaviti or the Fijian Way to 
social capital. He proffers: ‘Vakaviti should be viewed as social capital’, 
and discusses the various concepts within it ‘which enhance the common 
good more than the self-interest’ (Huffer and Qalo, 2004: 108).  

This research locates the discussion of PV within frameworks of em-
powerment and transformation, thus highlighting the connections rather 
than the disconnections between people. Social capital, participation and 
empowerment are interlinked in projects of community building and so-
cial cohesion. I use social capital theory as a tool to aid my analysis of 
social networks and community relations during the process of participa-
tory production. The framework I propose is premised on the idea that 
participatory media practice not only functions well in communities with 
strong social networks (i.e. high social capital) but also contributes to the 
growth of social capital. In other words, it not only accesses local net-
works - bonding capital - but also extends it by enhancing the bridging 
dimension of social capital where communities can link with other com-
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munities across ethnic, gender, social, or geographic divides through dia-
logue and information sharing. Mechanisms and forms in social capital, 
such as networks, trust, bonding and bridging, provide a viable theoretical 
framework within which to discuss PV as a tool for community building 
in the context of my research in Fiji because it allows for comparisons 
with concepts in local cultures as discussed above.  

The research addresses three key questions:  
1. How do participants’ social relationships and their levels of trust 

affect participants’ involvement in the message making and con-
sequently their ability to represent their lives and aspirations? 

2. What are the dialogic benefits of video both horizontally within 
and between communities, and vertically to influence policy 
makers?  

3. How do rural women invite cultural and social inclusion in con-
tent creation, thus challenging national discourses on race, gen-
der and place? 

 
Methodology 
 

Pacific scholars point out the importance of communicating research 
outcomes to the community within Melanesian research methodology. In 
finding a Pacific perspective in research, Fairbairn-Dunlop has argued 
that Pacific-based research should include a component of community 
awareness-raising: ‘As for all things Pacific, we must start with the com-
munity and take them with us’ (2004: 5). Thus I embarked on a journey to 
find an innovative method of data collection and presentation which 
would provide an important narrative for communities about the way in 
which their stories and cultural practices could be documented and used 
for community development. Participatory action research (PAR) was the 
central methodology used to invite active community participation in the 
video workshop. Visual ethnography, in the form of video documenta-
tion, was used to record the production process as well as interviews with 
participants and policy makers. This would allow the research results to 
be easily accessible to both literate and non-literate members of the com-
munity, such as the research participants. The ethnographic data produced 
on DVD would also become a valuable resource for community devel-
opment workers, non-government organisations, policy makers, and fu-
ture researchers in the field.  

The workshop participants, between the ages of 20 and 60 years, 
were members of the Navua Rural Women’s Telecentre Group 
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(NRWTG), a multi-ethnic organisation which was established as a pilot 
project by the government to encourage rural women in small income 
generation schemes. Initially called the E-chutney project because of the 
emphasis on chutney production, over the course of the year the women 
had diversified their products to include pillow-cases, sasa brooms, dalo 
chips, root crops, and a variety of food products. After a few successful 
deliveries the group had lost their internet connection as a result of an in-
ternal dispute. 

When I approached the women about the video workshop and my 
desire to base my research project within their group they quickly recog-
nised its benefits to them. The women wanted to use their newly acquired 
video production skills to create a promotional video to help them market 
their products to a variety of clients in Fiji such as civil servants, hotels 
and tour company operators. The group exhibited a readiness to adopt 
video technology for their own needs and a desire to represent themselves 
and their work to a specific audience whom they had identified. Within its 
multiethnic structure NRWTG offered to me an opportunity to examine 
the dialogic possibilities of video in building relationships in a culturally 
diverse setting. As one of the very few multi-ethnic organisations in Fiji, 
NRWTG has women from three different communities in Navua. These 
include the indigenous Fijians who live in villages or independently, 
long-term Indian residents of Navua whose forefathers settled in the dis-
trict to work on colonial sugar cane plantations, and the newly arrived In-
dian displaced farmers whose land leases were not renewed in other parts 
of Fiji. 

The participatory video workshop was conducted over five weeks 
with approximately 10 women who formed the core production team. 
Other women in the community participated according to their individual 
circumstances and availability. There were five phases in the production 
process — camera training, story development session, location shoots, 
viewing sessions and editing. A six-minute promotional video was pro-
duced at the end of the workshop. In addition, five longer programmes, 
featuring each of the five communities where shooting took place, were 
completed and given to the communities for their own use. As a participa-
tory project, women had control of content development and the use of 
technology during pre-production and production phases.  
 
Discussion 
 

During the course of the project, I discovered a powerful use of 
video by the women within a dynamic environment of social relation-
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ships and community engagement. The content produced by the women 
became an important element in social cohesion, not only because it 
created bridging ties, but because it reflected the interactions, the good-
will and the inter-dependence of diverse communities, thus capturing 
the true nature of community in Fiji.  

Social agency and community action are the central themes which 
dominate the films made by the women. Agency is the capacity of human 
beings to act upon their environment in order to bring about change. It is 
an empowering act by individuals who have developed an awareness 
about needs in their community. ‘Agency can be understood as the way in 
which people act on, or assert themselves in, their world […] an element 
of self determined action’ according to Leonard and Onyx). They further 
state, ‘The development of social capital requires the active and willing 
engagement of citizens working together within a participative commu-
nity’ (2004: 23).  

In the promotional video, the women are presented as active citizens 
who make significant contributions on a daily basis to the family income 
through the money they earn from their work, as well as to the commu-
nity through their involvement in clubs. Stereotyped images of rural 
women usually portrayed in mainstream media within the bounds of their 
home in scenes of poverty or domestic subservience are replaced by em-
powering images of women at work. This is depicted in a montage se-
quence in the promotional video in which the working hands of rural 
women chopping, frying, mixing, weaving, knitting, sewing, dyeing por-
tray these women as aspiring individuals who are integral to the healthy 
functioning of their society. In the interviews with women as well as the 
government officials, this engagement is repeatedly highlighted.  
 
Women’s Networks – A Storehouse of Knowledge 
 

Women’s civic participation is assisted by their membership and 
engagement in social and religious clubs which form a rich web of social 
networks in both urban and rural areas. The majority of Fijian and Indo-
Fijian women belong to social clubs, which meet weekly in their local ar-
eas. Unfortunately, as is the case in many other social institutions in Fiji, 
there is limited cross-cultural participation; most have racially polarised 
membership. Fijian women generally belong to the Soqosoqo 
Vakamarama ni Taukei, which encourage communal activities such as 
fundraising for village or church projects, the making of traditional and 
contemporary handicraft, and the preparation of feasts and ceremonial 
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items during important traditional events within the village or at the pro-
vincial level. Indian women generally belong to social clubs known as 
Mahila Mandal in the local settlements. Activities include the study of 
scriptures, religious and folk singing, sewing, and fundraising for the 
building and maintenance of local temples or community halls. Some 
clubs encourage members to begin a savings plan using the club’s bank 
account. The patron of one such club explained to me that each woman 
deposits a small amount every week for a specific purpose. She may be 
saving for a festival, a family wedding or a club excursion such as a 
shopping trip to Suva. Meticulous records are kept by the club’s treasurer 
in the presence of all members, and funds are distributed as the need 
arises. For many women the club is their only outlet from the daily grind 
of home duties and farming.  

By accessing their social networks through their clubs, the segment 
producers created dynamic scenes of collective action by the women in 
their villages and settlements, and became active agents of community 
building. Vunibau Village, which has a strong and active Soqosoqo 
Vakamarama, was a good example of how a community rich in social 
capital can provide strong support for community-led production. More 
than thirty women arrived at the village community hall to show their 
skills at craft making. The one thing that impressed me most was the or-
ganisational skills of the participants. At every village and settlement we 
visited, there was an amazing display of social cohesion. The success of 
each shoot was dependent on the networks each participant could access 
in her community. The producers used their strong links with their com-
munity to co-ordinate impressive displays of craft, invite participation of 
their club members and even organise lunch for the visiting crew. The re-
sources available through the enabling environment of the club guaran-
teed the success of our shoots. The production process both accessed and 
enhanced social networks. The producers of each video segment used 
their support network to create dynamic scenes for our shoots and in so 
doing gave to the community, especially women, a sense of importance 
and the ability to represent their lives through a display of their work and 
talents on camera. This supports White’s (2003) assertion that empower-
ing message creation must have the critical elements of participation and 
inclusion of the community. 

The club for these women represented a social lifeline. In order to 
maintain their level of social capital, they not only harvested its rich re-
sources but also constantly supplemented that resource by giving some-
thing back, e.g. helping each other during times of need, thus further en-
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riching the network of interdependence. The women strongly identified 
reciprocity as a strength of their club during the story development ses-
sion. As the club president Bale noted: ‘It’s give and take. Whatever I 
know I give and what ever they know they give.’ This exchange of skills, 
especially between Fijian and Indo-Fijian women, has led to knowledge-
sharing and capacity building, which have improved their individual abil-
ity to earn an income.  

 
Engendering Trust in the Displaced Community 
 

Establishing trust with the community is vital to the success of par-
ticipatory projects. Finding a community leader who has the trust of all 
sections of the community and the authority to engage with them is essen-
tial. In my case this person was the Senior Women’s Interest Officer, 
Nanise Gasara, who became the intermediary between the women and 
me. She had a close and personal relationship with the women and had 
their respect. Even men in the community trusted her well enough to al-
low their wives to go for the club meeting in town. Nanise also became an 
important interlocutor in my understanding of the community, their 
norms and values.  

It was interesting to observe the interplay between the various 
groups of women. The indigenous women and the long-term Indian resi-
dents seemed to have an easy-going relationship with each other and were 
enthusiastic about becoming involved. They had a sense of ownership 
about the area in which they lived. The Fijian women were the most en-
thusiastic participants. The new arrivals in Vakabalea needed much en-
couragement to join the group, to the extent of my own door-knocking to 
persuade them to participate. Their participation was a direct result of 
their trust in Nanise and they came to the workshop ‘because Nani had 
called us’. Here Kothari’s (2002) critique of participatory methodology is 
especially relevant. She cautions researchers that participation can dupli-
cate the social hierarchy at the grassroots. This may happen through the 
acts of inclusion, self-exclusion and non-participation. The most margin-
alised may not participate through self-exclusion. This was true in the 
case of the resettled Vakabalea women who are the most marginalised 
group in the area. They had excluded themselves from the process, be-
cause of their weak links with the wider community and consequently a 
lack of trust. Their participation was assured through my own doorknock-
ing and, more significantly, their trust in Nanise.  

Leonard and Onyx posit that isolated communities (such as the re-
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settled farmers), do not need to ‘shift’ from bonding to bridging in order 
to ‘get ahead’, but may find other ways to forge links with other commu-
nities such as seeking the assistance of a ‘trusted professional’ who may 
become a valuable ambassador in this process. They state: 

Clearly people with this professional status can play a strategic 
role in facilitating connections across groups. However, profes-
sional standing is not enough. In order to be a useful link, the 
professional needs to have demonstrated a commitment to the 
values of the community (2004: 70).  

 
In this study, Nanise played this key role ensuring that women re-

turned home on time, and gave assurance to husbands through phone calls 
if they were late. She also ensured community representation, facilitating 
a central training location and becoming an information conduit between 
the participants and me as the researcher/facilitator.  

Uslaner and Conley distinguish between the types of trust based on 
people’s engagement in either outward looking or inward looking groups. 
Outward looking people are generalized trusters. They are willing to trust 
strangers, and believe that sharing common values and social interaction 
with people unlike themselves can be rewarding. They are the ones most 
likely to form bridging social capital. Inward looking people are particu-
larized trusters, who may play an active role within their own social 
groups but are less likely to participate in ‘civic engagement in the larger 
community’ (2003: 333,335).  

As per the three-factor structure (Uslaner, 1997), which distin-
guishes between various types of trust, the Vakabalea displaced farmers 
exhibited a high level of particularised (thick) trust, preferring to network 
with friends and family and a lower level of generalised (thin) trust, such 
as relating to strangers and a minimal level of trust of government. This 
community was not as functional as the other communities who demon-
strated greater trust and consequently stronger relationships with other 
communities or government structures. However, they did have strong 
links within their own units of extended family members. A link between 
empowerment and social capital is apparent here. Lack of trust of the 
government, the wider community or the new situation can preclude mar-
ginalised communities from engaging in self-development and commu-
nity action. I wondered how this same community would have performed 
if the video workshop had taken place in Labasa, their old place of resi-
dence in which they had a defined social structure and strong social net-
works.  
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Bridging the Divide with PV 
 

Norris states that ‘rich and dense associational networks facilitate 
the underlying conditions for interpersonal trust, tolerance and coopera-
tion’ (2002: 3). In Fiji, women belong to these networks through mem-
bership in clubs which are strong in the bonding dimension of social capi-
tal in what Putnam describes as ‘ethnic fraternal organisations’ (2000: 
22), but weak in forging bridging networks, especially across ethnic lines, 
which is essential in trust building and social cohesion. The clubs are 
ethno-specific, formed along gender lines, and exclusive to local villages 
and settlements. With the formation of the NRWTG, membership was ex-
tended to cross cultural groups bringing exclusively local and ethnic 
groups together, thus creating a bridging dimension. This bridging net-
work brought new skills and knowledge into a common pool, which en-
riched the social capital of individual members. The women met at a cen-
tral location for their activities and established closer bonds with their 
colleagues who came from diverse backgrounds. Building on this re-
source, the video production then enabled the women to actually extend 
the bridging ties by visiting each other’s clubs, villages and settlements 
thus leading to greater dialogue and understanding. The visit created a 
greater transference of knowledge and cross-cultural understanding. One 
participant of Indo-Fijian background noted: ‘Living in Navua, I’ve never 
been to a koro (Fijian village) before, but the camera allowed me to ex-
perience this opportunity’ (Priya, pers. comm., 2005).  

Through her involvement in the production process, Priya was able 
to visit both Mau and Vunibau Villages during the course of the filming. 
She also formed closer ties with two Fijian girls from Vunibau Village 
who were also in the production team. Another participant, Josy, who was 
from Mau Village, asked me if she could be in the production team when 
we visited Vunibau Village ‘because I’ve heard a lot about that village 
but have never been invited to visit there’. Similarly, Fijian participants 
also visited the homes of Indian women, especially in Vakabalea where 
they had never been before. 
 
Self-Representation  

 
Sue Braden has argued that the camcorder has ‘offered another 

reading and writing and removes dependence on the mechanics of alpha-
betisation in order to record and transmit voices, images and ideas. The 
tapes can provide a conduit between under-represented, non- or less liter-
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ate groups and those they would not normally be able to address’ 
(Braden, 1999: 119). In the case of the NRWTG, the videotapes helped 
the bureaucrats to reassess their own views of the group. The recorded 
images created a vital shift in the imagination of the bureaucracy. Sud-
denly, the women’s activities, as presented on video, gained in status and 
importance in the minds of the bureaucrats. People who sit in their offices 
making important policy decisions could now be included into this world 
of the women’s everyday lives and aspirations. The video images legiti-
mised women’s work and became the catalyst for rural women to be re-
imagined by the bureaucrats. By their skilful use of technology and their 
confident appearance in front of the camera (something the bureaucrats 
themselves struggled with) the women re-presented themselves as active 
citizens capable of negotiating their own futures instead of state depend-
ants who waited for top down mechanism to intervene. After viewing the 
completed video segments produced by the women, the visiting Divi-
sional Head from the Ministry of Women observed how participatory 
video projects like this can be integrated into the Ministry’s policy and 
practice:  

We’ve been reading the reports, (rather) than looking at the ac-
tual output of what they’ve done… it tells a lot. This is a very 
good educational tool even for us, a very beneficial tool that we 
can use for other projects or issues such as violence against 
women. This could be a very good tool for mainstreaming 
women into the development process of the whole community 
(E. Duinabua, pers. comm., 2005). 
 
People in positions of power saw for the first time what the women 

were capable of achieving. They were not just a women’s group doing 
whatever women do within the walls of their home, but active, engaged 
and empowered individuals who had successfully used modern technol-
ogy to present themselves and their talents to the wider world.  

Producing within their local context allowed the women to integrate 
the social and cultural values of their society and develop their own pro-
duction culture, instead of using foreign production values. This was an 
excellent example of how technology can be made to conform to peoples’ 
way of life. If these women had been brought into the studio to talk, they 
would have been awed by the technology and the urban environment. In-
stead, the camera came into their life space. The interviews took place in 
their homes, and in community halls — familiar places in their lives. The 
cameras rolled as they sat on the floor where they feel most comfortable, 
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instead of on chairs. Location became an important aspect of their repre-
sentation. The subjects of discussion were their lives, their skills and their 
communities, about which they were experts, and they spoke about these 
things with great ease and delight. It validated their lives and the impor-
tance that the camera gave to them. This supports the notion that to own 
their media, people must be able to relate it to their own language and 
socio-cultural practices. It has to be embedded in their everyday life ex-
periences. 

The promotional video has become much more than a tool through 
which they can sell their products. It has become a development message 
in itself as seen in the words of the song Chalo Chale Bahine Bisnis 
Karenge penned by Nirmala Devi. The Fiji Hindi lyrics (left) translate 
into English as follows:  

 
Chalo Chale Bahine bisnis karenge Let us go sisters, let’s start a business 
Chalo Chale Bahine bisnis karenge Let us go sisters, let’s start a business 
Chalo Chale Bahine chutney banao Let us go sisters, let’s make chutney  
Navua mein chutney banao bahina Let us make chutney in Navua,  
Suva mei becho, Nausori mei becho Sell it in Suva and in Nausori 
Chalo Chale Bahine bisnis karege Let us go sisters, let’s start a business 
Chalo Chale Bahine bisnis karege Let us go sisters, let’s start a business 
Mithai banao, doillie banao Let’s make sweets and doillies  
Achaar banao, jam banao... Let’s make pickles and jam.. 

 
Nirmala, a woman who has no formal education, became an impor-

tant aspect of the promotional video by writing the lyrics of the above 
song. This aspect of her inclusion and the validation of her skill as a folk 
singer added to her sense of pride. She told me during the recording proc-
ess that she liked the fact that she could review the footage instantly after 
recording. The instant feedback allowed her to revise the lyrics by listen-
ing to the song instead of relying on others to write and re-read these back 
to her. This confirms Padma Guidi’s assertion that video has given voice 
to non-literate women by bridging ‘the oral with the technical’, thus al-
lowing their voices to be heard (2003). In India, Video SEWA members 
who are illiterate, self-employed women also found that one of the most 
empowering qualities of video was its instant playback feature, which en-
couraged collaboration between producers and subjects (Gumucio Da-
gron, 2002). Video offered a non-written form of communication through 
which the women could showcase their real talents without being con-
strained by the written word, over which they did not have mastery.  
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The women recognised the top-down hegemonic structure of main-
stream media when they voiced their frustrations at being unable to tell 
their own stories in mainstream media or influence media content in en-
tertainment programming. For example, Toby wanted to celebrate the lo-
cal community effort to support the hospital after the floods in Navua by 
inviting the mainstream media to cover the event, but was unable to do 
so. Toby’s experience led her to observe: ‘My general opinion of the me-
dia at that time was very bad; either they build or they destroy’. She rec-
ognised the power of media in building social cohesion by highlighting 
collective agency, or sustaining the rupture through their failure to report 
on community-centred issues and events. Nanise also reflected this frus-
tration when she commented on inappropriate entertainment programmes 
such as Desperate Housewives and Shortland Street which infiltrate local 
cultures and values ‘because there is no other programme to see...’.  

As the women engaged in the production process and began to un-
derstand visual grammar, they also became critically aware of the way in 
which story telling could be manipulated by the choice of shots or the 
questions they asked. The capacity-building aspects of PV were reflected 
in the women’s aspirations to become part of the technological change. 
Kalesi described it as a ‘privilege’ and realised how this type of training 
would be out of their reach - ‘only available at universities’ - and very 
expensive to undertake. 

 
Dialogue and Knowledge Sharing Beyond the Kitchen Table 
 

The story development session turned into a dialogic encounter be-
tween the women as each shared her own perception of what the club 
meant to her. From these individual insights a theme for the video 
emerged. The story development exercise demonstrated that the process 
engaged the women in a constructive dialogue through which they identi-
fied the strengths and weaknesses of their club. Again, the multi-ethnic 
nature of their club emerged as the main strength. The cultural diversity 
of members allowed for a greater mix of knowledge and skills amongst 
the women. The Fijian women learned to make chutneys and Indo-Fijian 
women learned to make new types of jams. But this exchange was of far 
greater significance than mere activities at the kitchen table. Fijian and 
Indo-Fijian women were engaging cross-culturally, recognising each 
other’s strengths instead of seeing each other through a prism of fear and 
distrust. The video images reflected this collaborative partnership be-
tween the two races and could be shared with other communities.  
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Through a feedback loop of viewing and reviewing the videos, the 
participants also identified strengths and weaknesses in their own prac-
tice. For example, the women realised that they had forgotten to use 
gloves and hair nets while cooking the dalo chips, an important aspect of 
hygiene required in the commercial production of food. During the script 
development phase, through the active participation of Nanise and com-
munity development worker, Nureen Das, the women also gained a 
clearer understanding of their club’s main objectives and its mission 
statement. This confirms that when people make their own content, their 
understanding of their own community grows. Video production encour-
ages transactional communication through the various stages of the pro-
duction process as an ongoing dynamic process of building relationships 
where ‘communication is truly something we do with others and not to 
them’ (Adler and Rodman, 2003: 28). True learning is based on dialogue 
between equals. But to be able to achieve it, a strong ‘foundation of love, 
faith and humility’ which engenders mutual trust is necessary (Freire, 
1984: 79).  

At a meeting with the then Director of the Ministry of Women, Mrs 
Maria Matavewa, I played the DVD which the women had produced. 
Matavewa recognised the ‘information sharing and knowledge dissemina-
tion’ potential of video:  

I do believe that this technology is a must for our communication 
and information unit. Not only that, to be able to empower the women’s 
groups that are out there, in terms of the social and economic empower-
ment programme, I believe this must be a tool that must be owned by our 
officers that go out, and also to promote the use of this tool amongst the 
groups that they work with, to be able to document and have it as a living 
document for their future reference.  

I really and truly believe that if the facilities are to be sustained 
over the years to come than this technology must be owned by 
the community. But we must facilitate, in whatever way possi-
ble, that this technical know-how must be able to get out to the 
community at large (M. Matavewa, pers. comm. 2006). 
 
By watching the women in action, the Director realised the value of 

community-based production in community development and dialogue. 
Seeing women proactively engaging in the process of production allowed 
her to link the use of communication technology to empowerment and 
community development through its knowledge sharing potential. With a 
new understanding of how communities can engage with video, appropri-
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ate government services can provide enabling environments in which 
communities have access to this technology for their own development.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Through the channel of small-format video, the women in this re-
search found a way to record not only their own voices, but also those of 
other women in their communities. Healthy and functioning social net-
works which invite multi-ethnic membership, as in the case of the 
NRWTG, are essential structures within which the process of PV or other 
forms of participatory media can become embedded. It is a place where 
communities can link up, share their knowledge and communicate their 
concerns. Participatory video assists in shifting knowledge and power 
away from the elites and locates it within subordinate groups. The video 
content produced by the women did not address political or economic is-
sues, nor did it voice the mindless infighting of political elites. Rather, it 
represented women’s work, their abilities, their skills and their potential 
as income producers, as well as their empowering networks. Having 
found their voices, the women were keen to use video to capture the ‘im-
pressions and expressions’ of their daily life to effectively communicate 
their hopes and aspirations to the world. Their knowledge of video pro-
duction opened up new ways of recording their voices. These women 
proved that technology was no barrier to their storytelling. The knowl-
edge they had gained had also quietly made them confident about the In-
formation Age, as one of the participants said to me, ‘this is the era of 
technology and we’ve been invited to become part of it’.  

Community based media such as participatory video with its power-
ful imagery is able to bring the everyday lived experiences of people into 
the public realm, celebrating the interdependence and collective agency 
of diverse groups in their daily construction of community. In naming 
their world, grassroots producers reflect the true nature of their communi-
ties through their own lived experiences instead of those framed in hege-
monic political debates. By recodifying the established norms and net-
works, community-based programmes create new opportunities for dia-
logue and revitalise atrophied relationships within and between communi-
ties. Aspects of community building and social cohesion become the un-
derlying themes in the production of local content, not driven by a top 
down agenda of reconciliation, but through the portrayal of community 
action in the everyday experiences of the producers and their social net-
works. Thus the process of production and content development become a 
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dynamic site for community building and reconciliation.  
On a personal note, this journey to find a way of connecting the two 

cultures through the use of communication technology was also transfor-
mational for me. As an Indo-Fijian child, I grew up in Fiji acutely aware 
of the two ethnic groups living side by side with little knowledge of each 
other’s culture and language. By undertaking this research and working 
alongside Fijian and Indo-Fijian communities, I have become aware of 
the richness of the two local social systems and the accommodating quali-
ties of the indigenous culture. It has awakened in me a deep respect for 
Fijian traditions and knowledge systems which 18 years of schooling had 
not been able to provide in Fiji.  

If a concerted effort is to be made towards intercultural communica-
tion between the ethnic groups in Fiji, then core traditional beliefs which 
drive fear and suspicion between communities need to be discussed 
openly, reframed and given new meanings within the context of the cur-
rent conflict. Community centred media can play a vital role in the recon-
ciliation process by opening discussions on issues that affect the whole 
nation and by reflecting the spirit of goodwill and the voices and aspira-
tions of common people in Fiji. This work can be supported by civil soci-
ety organisations such as the Fiji Media Watch or high schools to encour-
age interethnic relations between students by incorporating small media 
in projects of peace building. By watching communities from diverse 
backgrounds working together, sharing knowledge and information, other 
communities may also see the benefit of working cross-culturally to build 
individual skills and community resources. Unity in diversity can create 
not only a socially cohesive society but also one that is economically and 
politically viable.  
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Abstract 
Despite an extensive and newly emerging literature on diaspora 
communities and ethnic media as distinct research fields, there is 
limited evidence of research on Pacific diasporas and the increas-
ing presence of Pacific diasporic media across the Asia Pacific 
rim countries. This paper identifies conceptual and methodologi-
cal considerations for a research that seeks to identify the different 
forms and contents of diasporic media available to South Pacific 
Island diasporic communities in New Zealand; the information 
needs of these communities; the role of these media in sustaining 
their island identities and the extent to which these media promote 
integration in the host country, socio-cultural separation from 
their new environment, and/or creation of new hybrid cul-
tures/identities.  

 
 
Introduction 
 

The newly emergent and increasing literature on diasporic communi-
ties and diasporic/ethnic/migrant media as distinct research fields reflects 
the increasing importance of understanding diasporic communities and 
identities (Cohen, 1997; Bailey et al, 2007; Browne, 2005; Karim, 2003; 
Georgiou, 2001, 2004, 2005, 2006; Huang, 2004).  

A large number of Pacific Island people have formed diasporic 
communities around the world. Although they are often grouped together 
as islanders, P.Is, Pacifika and Pacific people (Perrott, 2007: 8; Teaiwa 
and Mallon, 2005: 208; Macpherson, 2004: 139; Morton, 1998), they 
have formed lively communities with their own distinctive identities and 
in many cases with their own media. Whilst New Zealand hosts the larg-
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est Pacific Islands diaspora communities in the world (McCarthy, 2005; 
Spickard et al, 2002; Spoonley et al, 2004), little is known in terms of 
their information needs and media use. Because of their transnational na-
ture, the Pacific Islands diasporic communities, like other diasporic com-
munities, depend extensively on ‘media and communication technologies 
for sustaining relations and connections across distance and diverse sub-
groups’ (Georgiou, 2007: 17) and also with their host country.1  

Diasporic media’s increasing visibility and influence, not only 
within their diasporic contexts but also across the wider society they op-
erate, open up new and alternative ways for expression and representation 
while at the same time they challenge the established hierarchies of con-
trol over cultural resources within ‘western mediascapes’ (Bailey et al., 
2007: 2). The strong relationship between media and diasporas demands 
more attention, as Georgiou argues, ‘in order to understand important cul-
tural and political developments in transnational scapes and cosmopolitan 
times’ (op.cit). 

Although there is substantial literature on Pacific Islands there is a 
noticeable lack of research on pacific diasporic communities, how they 
communicate with each other, with home and with their host country en-
vironments; how they are represented in the mainstream mass media; 
what are their information needs and how media addresses them; what di-
asporic media are available, their content and how they provide for their 
communities. The most extensive body of work in the broader area of 
immigrants and media in NZ comes from Spoonley’s research (2004; 
2001; 1990) which gives a researcher on Pacific diasporas and media a 
good starting point. This paper is based on a first attempt towards a con-
ceptual and methodological framework for a pilot study that aims to sig-
nal the need for a larger research on Pacific Islands diaspora media.  
 
Pacific Islands Diasporas in New Zealand and their Media  
 

There are increasing references to Pacific Islands communities liv-
ing abroad as Pacific Diasporas. Howard (1999) refers to the modern dis-
persal of Pacific peoples as the diaspora that has taken place since World 
War II . Morton’s (1998) research examines diasporic Tongan youth in 

                                                        
1 This paper does not include an analysis of the media of Fijian migrants to New Zea-
land who are of ethnic Indian descent. The 2006 Census for Pacific peoples shows 
that only 24 per cent of Tokelauans, 11 per cent of Niueans, 6 per cent of ethnic Fiji-
ans and 5 per cent of Cook Islands Maori born in New Zealand can now speak their 
parents’ native language. www.stats.govt.nz . 
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Australia and their effort to create their own culture. Her research indi-
cates that their cultural identity is constructed in conjunction with their 
roles of family and the church, and reinvented in response to the host cul-
ture. The significance of Pacific diasporas is signalled by McCarthy 
(2005: 42) at the Ministry of Pacific Islands Affairs, who argues that peo-
ple from New Zealand’s many Pacific diaspora communities can and do 
play significant individual and collective roles in helping to secure a 
peaceful Pacific. Spickard et al. (2002) in their book on Pacific Diaspora: 
Island Peoples in the United States and across the Pacific explore the 
‘transnational or diasporic model’ in examining the Pacific communities 
living abroad, which emphasises continuing links with their people at 
home or elsewhere abroad. They also explore the ‘pan-ethnicity model’ 
which is more pronounced among second and third generation Pacific Is-
land migrants who are increasingly seeing themselves as Pacifika people 
with one identity.  

Referring to this contested identity, Perrott (2007) in his article on 
‘Pacifika: Identity of Illusion?’ captures the dilemma of New Zealand-
born Pacific youth of how to call themselves. The article appeared as a 
cover story at the weekend magazine of a mainstream NZ newspaper, in-
dicating that Pacific people, one of the most visible minority groups in 
NZ (Teaiwa and Mallon, 2005: 207), are becoming an important identity 
group that would merit the attention of mainstream mass media. Pacific 
Islands people are visible in the NZ society not only because of their nu-
merical presence but also through their involvement in national sports and 
the cultural life of the country (ibid).  

Pacific communities in NZ could be described as trade diaspora 
(Cohen, 1997), at least at its initial migration stage. Increasing labour 
demand produced rapid growth in the size of the Pacific migrant popula-
tion (Logan, 2006), which has been on a continuing increase, primarily 
from internal growth since the 1980s. It is one of the fastest growing 
populations in the country with the Pacific descent population expected to 
grow by 181 per cent by 2051, from 232,000 to 599,000, making up 18 
per cent of New Zealand’s population (Cook quoted in Macpherson, 
2004: 137). Some islands have seen more than half of their population 
migrating to NZ and elsewhere and in some cases (Cook Islands and 
Niue), 70 per cent of their diaspora members have been born in NZ 
(Macpherson, 2004: 136, 139; also see Crocombe, 1992; McCarthy, 
2005; Teaiwa and Mallon, 2005).  
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Table 1: People from Pacific countries in homeland and in NZ 
 

Country 
No. in home 

country 
No. in NZ 

% in home 
country 

% in NZ 

Samoa 182,700 115,000 61 39 
Cook islands 21,000 52,000 21 79 
Tokelau 1,500 6,200 19 81 
Niue 1,600 20,000 7 93 
Tonga 98,300 40,000 71 29 
Fiji 836,000 7,000 99 1 
Tuvalu 9,600 2,000 83 17 
Other Pacific 7,472,200 7,000 99.99 0.001 

 

Source: Adopted from McCarthy (2005: 44). 
 
 
 

Macpherson (2004: 139) observes that the gradual replacement of 
the term Pacific Islanders with the terms Pacific people in both ‘official 
and popular discourse’ is an acknowledgment of the fact that most Pacific 
descent people are no longer from the ‘traditional island homelands, and 
that their commonalities derive from culture rather than place of birth’. 
This indicates a need to also acknowledge that these communities will 
start playing a considerable social, economic and political role in the New 
Zealand society. New Zealand born Pacific people are increasingly be-
coming upwards mobile. This social mobility has made them increasingly 
‘visible in roles which challenge earlier social stereotypes held of them by 
Pakeha/Europeans’ (Macpherson: 140; also see Misa, 2008).  

However, when it comes to Pacific Island people, one needs to 
overcome the popular tendency to look at them as one single group. Ac-
cording to Macpherson (2004: 138), ‘this representation of the Pacific 
population as a relatively undifferentiated entity, shapes, and limits analy-
ses of its future socio-demographic impact’. It also shapes how the wider 
society and media understand these communities. At the same time, re-
search shows that the New Zealand born Pacific children, like most chil-
dren of immigrants, differ from their island born parents in various ways 
(Tongan youth focus group with authors, 4/4/08; Macpherson, 2004; also 
see Crocombe, 1992: 13). They have more polyethnic social networks 
and are loosing fluency in their mother tongues (Collins, 2008) [1]. This 
is more prominent in smaller islands groups while cultural retention is 
higher among the largest communities like the Samoans who can provide 
more cultural reinforcement.  

The current debate is whether we now have new ethnic, hybrid iden-
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tities which focus on shared Polynesian descent, pan-Polynesian or ‘nes-
sian’ identities e.g. ‘New Zealand borns’, ‘P.I.’s’ , ‘Polys’, or pasifikans 
(Teaiwa and Mallon, 2005: 210; see also article by Perrott, 2007). Teaiwa 
and Mallon talk about these identities as another resource for Pacific 
youth, promoted largely through the popular culture that has emerged 
around a dynamic new music and small business tee shirt industry 
(op.cit). 

When studying diaspora communities, one needs to take into con-
sideration the socio-cultural context of the hosting country. New Zea-
land’s dominant cultural debate, for most of the 1980s, revolved around 
national identity and ‘post-colonialism’ and the emergent biculturalism 
(Spoonley, 2004: 2). As the demographic make up of NZ has changed 
since then, introducing multiculturalism as a new element in the New 
Zealand identity, the media has come to play a critical role in exploring 
what this means for those who live in this country (Spoonley, 2004: 3). 
Spoonley’s extensive research on immigrants and media in NZ, tells us 
that there have been periodic attempts to characterise and criticise these 
new arrivals: 

In the post-war period, … the pre-eminent and most sustained 
campaign involved the immigration and settlement of Pacific 
peoples, often indiscriminately […] Pacific peoples were de-
fined as being a threat to law and order, as competing for vari-
ous resources … and as ‘overstayers’ (Spoonley, 2004: 13).  

 
Representations of Pacific Islanders in mainstream media have often 

been negative and marginalizing (Misa, 2008). There have been com-
plaints about a certain lack of respect in how New Zealand covers its own 
Pacific islands people and how it covers the Pacific (Field, quoted in 
Tully, 2005: 296; Crocombe, 1992: 137). This lack of representation or 
misrepresentation of Pacific Islands must be frustrating for the Pacific 
people in New Zealand. Opportunities for Pacific Island communities to 
present ‘counter-images, express resistance to, or enter into dialogue and 
‘talk back to’ historical stereotypes, continue to be limited, especially 
when, and where, Pacific Island media efforts might have the most im-
pact’ (Pearson, 1999: 261). This under and mis-representation of the Pa-
cific Islands population in the NZ mainstream media means that many 
Pacific islands people are turning to Pacific Diaspora media such as the 
Pacific Radio Network to listen to their stories from their perspective but 
also to listen to mainstream news not only from a Pacific perspective but 
a Pacific news style too (Richards, interview with Papoutsaki, 30/5/08). 
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Early observations from participants in this project have indicated that 
Pacific audience makes a distinction between mainstream media news 
style and Pacific ways of presenting news that follow the Pacific story 
telling mode. 

Referring to the establishment of the Pacific current affairs show, 
Tagata Pasifika, on TVNZ in 1987, Stehlin said: 

Like any immigrant group that’s still finding its feet, and re-
member 1987 was still 10 years after dawn raids, Pacific people 
were not used to having their heads high, and when they ap-
peared in the media it was almost always portrayed negatively 
(Stehlin quoted in Rees, 2007: 21). 

 
Stehlin argues though that as Pacific peoples are changing atti-

tudes, they are becoming more comfortable with the media. Pacific 
diasporic media have probably contributed to this change in attitude. 
As these communities have become more established in NZ, immi-
grants’ media have started to develop with community and govern-
ment funds such as access Radio and Planet FM. Monteiro and Cru-
ickshank (2006) research on the media of Chinese, Indian and South 
African communities in NZ and how they are used to negotiate the 
immigrants’ roles and identities within their adopted country, indi-
cated that such channels provide a credible source of knowledge to 
the immigrants for their particular needs, depending on their level of 
integration.  

There are now a number of radio stations and programmes (see table 
2) which meet Pacific peoples interests (Spoonley, 2004: 18). There are 
also discussions about creating a Pasifika TV channel, based on the Maori 
TV model (see PIMA website for this debate). Radio stations are primar-
ily diaspora in nature. Pacific Radio Network, New Zealand’s pan-Pacific 
broadcaster - operator of Niu FM, Radio 531pi, and the Pacific Radio 
News service – is the main Pacific radio provider broadcasting in several 
island languages and widely accessed by the communities. Run by the 
Board of the National Pacific Radio Trust, it receives substantial financial 
assistance by the NZ government.  

Press is mostly based on islands newspapers imported to NZ but 
there are also NZ produced, like the Spasifik magazine ( 
www.spasifikmag.com/aboutus/) which is a good example of diaspora 
media, addressed to the Pacific population of NZ, urban, English speak-
ing, mostly 2nd or 3rd generation. 
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Table 2. NZ Pacific Islands media and other related media content and sources 
 

Print  
Samoa Post (weekly) 
Voice of Samoa (weekly) 
Auckland Pacific Today (weekly) Fiji 
Fiji Guardian (fortnightly 
Talaki Newspaper (weekly) 
Tau’ataina (monthly) Niue  
Niue News (weekly) 

Samoa Times (weekly) 
Samoa Observer (weekly) 
Fiji Observer (monthly) 
Taimi o Tonga (twice weekly) 
Kele’a Newspaper (weekly) 
Fakapulou Tala Niue (fortnightly) 

Magazines  
SPACIFIK (bi monthly) Islands Business 
TV 
Maori TV Triangle TV (Pasifika programs) Online channels (i.e. EPTV) 
Other regional community channels with Pacifica programs 
Pasifika programs on mainstream media (Tagata Pasifika, Pacific Beat Street) 

Radio  
Pacific Media Network: NIUFM (all Pacific Island ethnic groups) & Radio 531PI (all 
Pacific Island ethnic groups)  
Access Radio (all Pacific Island ethnic groups) operated by Planet FM  
Radio Samoa (bi lingual Samoan & English)  
Internet:  
Some examples include: www.Pacificislandsradio.com/index.htm for Pacific radio 
online,  
www.eventpolynesia.com (including EPTV with 3 online channels, 3 YouTube 
Community channels), www.escapeartist.com/Pacific/Pacific.htm, 
www.radiodx.com 
www.polycafe.com/ with various forums: Café Patio (General Forum), 
KR (Discussion Round Table), Sacred Fire (Religion), Big mango (Sports), Alfa 
Lounge (Love &Friendship) 
Other: 
Pacific Islands Media Association (PIMA) Pacific Media Centre (AUT) 

 

 
Some mainstream media have Pasifika programs on a regular basis: 

TVZN 1 has Tagata Pasifika on Monday nights, although it still struggles 
for a decent timeslot (Rees, 2007). Triangle TV, a community Auckland 
based channel, has allocated slots for several Pacific content programs 
such as Creative Fiji Aotearoa, Pasefika Nius, Samoa Nei Gallo, TV Sa-
moa. The Maori channel also has Pasifika content: Pacific Affairs: Tagata 
Pasifika and Pacific Beat Street (a youth program which also airs on 
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TV3, CTV Canterbury television, tvCentral and TV Rotorua and Channel 
9 -Dunedin). The latter aims to ‘… delivering stories on New Zealand’s 
latest issues, music, sports, fashion, technology and much more all with a 
distinctly Pacific flavour’ (www.Pacificbeatst.net). This type of programs 
shows a need to provide media content for both Pacific and NZ wide is-
sues from a Pacific perspective or in a Pacific style. The importance of 
such programs is significant as stated by one of the presenters: ‘For peo-
ple like my mum and my grandfather who were born in the islands, it 
feels like giving them validation seeing these brown faces on TV’ (Dun-
can quoted in Spasifik, 2005: 22) 

A significant contribution in terms of access to media in Pacific di-
asporic communities, comes from the new information technologies 
based on the internet which provide low cost options while creating vir-
tual networks that connect Pacific diasporic communities across the world 
fulfilling a variety of functions (see for example the Kava Bowl website, 
set up to connect Tongans at home and abroad). Alan’s (1999) case study 
on Rotuma serves as an example of Pacific based virtual communities; 
this gives us a very good example of how new technologies have been 
embraced by dispersed Pacific island populations around the world in an 
effort to maintain a community away from the islands. Another example 
relevant to Pacific diasporas in NZ and their use of internet as source of 
connectness is the Event Polynesia website which takes the Pacific to 
viewers around the world offering online channels as part of the EPTV 
service (Pacific Media Watch, 2008). Its statement is encompassing all 
meanings of diaspora media: 

The wonder of the Internet allows us to communicate and cele-
brate the success of Pacific peoples all over the world. Today 
many Pacific people have set up homes and created Pacific 
communities in countries like New Zealand, Australia, USA 
and Europe. Pacific influence in sports, music and professional 
careers is no longer limited to the beautiful islands that we still 
call home but has reached the shores of Asia, Africa, South 
America and the Middle East. We no longer live on isolated is-
lands or belong to one ethnic group but are of a global audi-
ence. On the cusp of this great excursion into cyber communi-
cation, Event Polynesia is playing its part in ‘Connecting the 
Pacific’ (www.eventpolynesia.com/index.html). 

 
These virtual networks, supplementing traditional diaspora and 

mainstream media, have interesting implications for questions of identity 
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and cultural/language maintenance. Undoubtedly, diasporic media pro-
vide an important alternative to the mass media. Spoonley (2004: 19) 
though, asks if these media contribute to a common public debate about a 
culturally diverse and inclusive society. To be able to express your cul-
tural identity is important for many reasons to any member of diaspora/ 
immigrant community: 

… cultural membership is a precondition of autonomous moral 
choices, and itself reflects an autonomous cultural choice that is 
worthy of respect; it is a “constitutional” aspect of one’s iden-
tity which affects one’s sense of status and self-respect (Kym-
licka, 2001 quoted in Spoonley, 21). 

 

Pacific Island communities have established channels of communi-
cation in NZ, both formal and informal, traditional and virtual, from the 
‘coconut wireless’ to church newsletters and radio stations. However, the 
information circulating and the issues debated through these channels are 
invisible to the outside society. As Monteiro and Cruickshank argued in 
the case of other migrant media in NZ, ‘the reach of these media channels 
is limited to the boundaries of these communities and does not appear to 
influence stories in the mainstream media’ (2006: 13). We need to under-
stand the implications of this, along with the implications of the lack of 
representation in the mainstream media. 
 
Methodological Considerations 
 

Methodological choices need to reflect the special nature of diaspora 
communities and thus allow space for everyday life, experience and cul-
turally specific ways of communicating and information sharing to be in-
corporated in the research design. Georgiou (2007: 26) suggests open 
methodological and multi-method approaches which are proven to be 
more productive in recording and interpreting media practices and the di-
versity of migration and diaspora experience. For this pilot study, a com-
bination of methods is suggested, both quantitative and qualitative 
through participant observations, focus groups, semi-structured and un-
structured interviews and informal discussions in Pacific context encoun-
ters with community members. Use of such a combination allows for 
‘mutual confirmation of measures and validation of findings’ and a 
‘means of refining, broadening and strengthening conceptual linkages 
(Berg, 2001: 5).  

As a pilot study, it needs to remain flexible in terms of information 
gathering. Having as a starting point a main research question about what 
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role diasporic media play in addressing the information needs of the Pa-
cific Island communities in NZ, this pilot study relies on sub-questions 
which can open up opportunities for new information on and interpreta-
tions of the existing forms of diasporic media; their content; the wider 
communication needs of the Pacific Island diasporic communities; how 
these needs are met by mainstream and diasporic media; their role in sus-
taining cultural identities and/or contributing to hybrid identities and 
whether diasporic media promote socio-cultural separation or assist inte-
gration in the host country. 

Browne’s (2005) typology of studying ethnic minorities’ media pro-
vides useful guidelines for a research on diaspora media. He identifies 
eight structural elements seen as central to understanding ethnic minority 
media activity in a broader societal context. Of these elements, the fol-
lowing have been identified and adapted as relevant to this research with 
emphasis on the operational goals: 
 

Types of outlets 
Electronic, print, internet; Accessibility; Terrestrial, cable, satellite, imported from 
island 
Levels of service (geography) 
International/transnational, regional, national, province, local/translocal, 
neighbourhood 
Policy 
Are there government policies that assist Pacific Island media in acquiring licensed 
outlets? 
Are there policies/laws/codes of ethics that safeguard good practices? 
Operational Goals 
What is the main raison(s) d’être of these outlets? 
Which goals appear to be predominant? 
Maintaining links with the ‘ancestral home island’? 
Preserving, restoring or advancing the use of a Pacific Island language? 
Providing and/or restoring a sense of pride in the Pacific community’s accom-
plishments (cultural, social, political, and economic)? 
Combating negative stereotypes of Pacific Islanders, especially those provided by 
media? 
Indicating how Pacific diaspora and mainstream media can/do work together? 
Serving as source of information on health care, education, financial aid etc? 
Illustrating that Pacific communities are capable of operating media services? 
Media Service-Pacific Community Links 
Does the service have a community board? 
Does the service conduct audience research?  
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Primary Audiences 
One’s own Pacific Island group?  
Inclusive of other Pacific Island groups?  
Which age, gender and geographical location is the focus on? 
How is contact between audience and media taking places? 
Programming 
Where is the focus: Information, education, entertainment (contemporary, tradi-
tional, popular, etc) 
Is the programming representational or participatory? 

 
For the purpose of this pilot study, randomly selected members of 

the Samoan and Tongan communities within the Auckland region will 
compose the focus groups with the potential of including one more com-
munity representing a smaller island, such as Niue or Tuvalu. Youth rep-
resent a special population segment of diaspora communities. As most of 
the Pacific young people are second and third generation, their different 
experiences might have shaped different identities and thus, different me-
dia needs and use. 

Pacific Island community centres and community leaders (pastors, 
sports coaches etc) are an important starting point and connection with 
the communities (mostly church-based and in the case of young partici-
pants, sports or other community clubs). Churches are an important com-
ponent of Pacific diasporic communities; they provide social opportuni-
ties, mediate between immigrants and their new society and are sites for 
reaffirmation and reconstitution of cultural identity (Morton, 1998). Most 
community activities take place around the Church and it is seen as ap-
propriate for the focus groups to be conducted in church community halls. 

One has to observe Pacific ways of relating information, which re-
quires establishing a personal rapport with the interviewers. Spending 
considerable time with community leaders and in the communities in or-
der to better understand them before any interview/focus group is consid-
ered vital. Observations for instance from field trips in the Otara market 
of South Auckland and general discussions and casual encounters with 
Pacific music/DVDs stall holders and customers have been providing use-
ful insights about the communities and the availability of Pacific media 
content. The presence of a Pacific Islands research member as the cultural 
insider and the in-between is expected to have a positive impact on the 
participants’ attitude towards the research. 

Preliminary observations so far indicate that the use of Pacific dias-
pora media varies depending on the profile of the communities and indi-
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viduals. Pacific Islands communities in the Auckland region are multi-
layered groups comprising several elements: island of origin; time of im-
migration (1st, 2nd, 3rd generation immigrants, island/NZ born); age; 
residence (South Auckland vs West Auckland vs other areas); their own 
identity perceptions (primarily island connected, pan-pacific/Polynesian, 
Kiwi Pacific Islander/people etc), integrated or non-integrated; profi-
ciency in island language; level of education; interests, religious denomi-
nation. The role and use of Pacific media and Pacific media content 
seems to vary amongst different groups. Any data analysis, therefore, will 
have to take these elements into consideration. 
 
Diaspora & Diasporic Media: Towards a Conceptual Framework 
 

The concept of diaspora is today applied to a growing list of migra-
tory groups and is involved in debates around migration, post-migration, 
people’s multiple sense of belonging and loyalties beyond national 
boundaries (Karim 2003; Georgiou, 2007; 2005; 2001; Cohen, 1997; Sa-
fran, 1991). Cohen’s classification of and distinction between different 
diasporas - victim, labour, trade, cultural and imperial diasporas - is not 
only indicating the changing conditions of diasporas through time and 
conditions but also the significance of the diaspora phenomenon (op.cit). 

The study of diaspora has attracted attention from several disciplines 
and research perspectives including anthropology, sociology, interna-
tional relations, human geography, immigration, cultures, multicultural-
ism and communication (Karim, 2003: 1; Georgiou, 2007: 11). Commu-
nication and media as a new field of research within diaspora studies is 
borrowing concepts from other disciplines while it is expanding. An ex-
ample could be the description of diasporas as ‘imagined communities’ in 
order to ‘emphasise the diasporic connections facilitated by various media 
and the simultaneous consumption of the same content by members of a 
transnational group’ (Karim, 2002: 2). Diasporic communities and their 
identities are constantly debated and re-imagined, producing and repro-
ducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference (Karim, 
2002: 4; Hall, 1990: 235). Media play an important role in this process as 
diaspora people depend on various forms of communication and media in 
order to sustain a sense of shared identity.  

Although diasporas share a lot of similarities – a common historical 
homeland and immigration experiences - they are at the same time differ-
ent as ‘their present and future are shaped in diverse contexts and largely 
through different experiences’ (Georgiou, 2004: 6). Similarly, Pacific di-
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asporas are shaped by different experiences, depending on their location. 
Would the Tongan diaspora in the US share the same characteristics with 
this in New Zealand? And would a second generation Tongan youth in 
Auckland share the same identity with his island born immigrant mother 
or even with another Tongan youth in San Francisco? The experience of 
immigration is not shared by all members of a diasporic community: 

Diaspora implies that a sense of particularity and ethnic belong-
ing is not only attached to the experience of migration, but it 
might have an on-going importance for younger generations 
who have not experienced migration processes … diaspora im-
plies that particular cultures survive, transform and remain 
relevant even when members of an ethnic community have not 
lived in the original Homeland (Georgiou, 2001: 1). 

 
The Pacific media in New Zealand has been shaped and diversified 

along these lines, addressing those New Zealand-born residents and those 
born in the islands and have migrated here. The former group which in-
cludes those NZ-born urban English speaking Pacific peoples, educated 
or middle professionals tend to be catered by media outlets such as Ta-
gata Pasifika, Pacific Beat Street, Niu FM and Spasifik magazine. The 
latter is catered for by a plethora of community radio stations and news-
papers, more likely to be working class and older first generation migrant 
families (Rees, 2007: 21). 

Because diasporas tend to be on the margins of two cultures and two 
societies which are ‘never completely interpenetrated and fused’ (Park, 
1969 quoted in Huang, 2004: 3), they often create mechanisms of ‘coping 
with the apparently contradictory needs to integrate in the latter and to 
maintain aspects of their distinct identity and contact with the former’ 
(Tsagarousiannou quoted in Huang, 2004: 3). In this process of coping 
and transformation, the concept of hybridity becomes useful for better 
understanding Pacific Islands diasporic minorities, which like other dias-
poric minorities, are characterised by ‘internal diversity, especially within 
generations’. Their ‘diasporic cultures are not homogenous, harmonious 
or singular expressions of community consensus’, ‘they actually involve 
negotiations and conflicts within and outside the group’ (Georgiou, 2001: 
1). 

The concept of hybridity implies ‘multiple points of departure and 
multiple destinations, […], not only in the meeting of two different cul-
tures or populations, but within any of those cultures, group and commu-
nities, as much as in-between’ (Georgiou, 2001: 1). This element of hy-
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bridity within the Pacific Islands community is reflected in the presence 
of pan-Pacific Islands diaspora media, like the Pacific Radio Network and 
the Spasifik magazine and their multiple functions. These media address 
simultaneously these communities as one big Pacific community in dias-
pora, whilst catering at the same time for the individual needs of these 
communities as separate and distinct ones with news and other stories in 
different languages and for a complex demography assuming that Pacific 
Islanders in diaspora have multiple identities. 

It is important here to note Karim’s argument that a ‘transnational 
group’s non-dominant position in global cultural contexts generally re-
mains a key indicator of its status as a diaspora’ (2003: 2). The global 
English or French for instance, he argues, cannot be treated as diasporas 
because of their languages’ and cultures’ privileged places in the transna-
tional media. Diaspora and migrant communities, as mentioned above, 
are on the margins of two cultures and often face exclusion in their host 
societies, including the symbolic and cultural sphere and the media in 
particular where they tend to be under or misrepresented, as it is the case 
with the Pacific Islands communities in NZ (Georgiou, 2007, 2004; 
Spoonley, 2004; Misa, 2008; Richards, interview with author, 30/5/08). 
This sense of misrepresentation and/or lack of representation among these 
communities seem to increase the value of diasporic media, particularly 
their political and cultural role (Georgiou, op.cit). These media, particu-
larly those locally based, by addressing these communities directly with 
messages that are not filtered or constructed by the mass media, can better 
meet the communities’ needs for information and entertainment 
(Spoonley, 2004: 13).  

The existence of diasporic media cultures is not a new phenomenon. 
Diaspora press has over a century’s history of circulation, and diasporic 
and ethnic radio has established a vibrant presence in urban and multicul-
tural settings for several decades now. Ethnic, multicultural and diasporic 
television is also making a mark in urban mediascapes. Diasporic media 
production includes material produced locally, nationally and transna-
tionally and consumed locally and translocally (Bailey, 2007; Karim, 
2003: 11-12). Diasporic media can play diverse roles. Spoonley identifies 
two types of media in this case; those which operate locally to meet 
community needs in their host country and those which connect the 
community back to their country of origin (2004: 12). Pacific Islands me-
dia content comes in different forms and from different sources. There are 
media products in DVD formats (i.e. amateur recordings and productions 
of village entertainment, beauty pageants) produced in the islands for the 
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use of diaspora communities in NZ; diaspora media products that are also 
consumed by audiences back in the islands (i.e. Bro’Town, Pacific con-
tent comedy show); and mainstream media Pacific programs like Tagata 
Pasifika (a Pacific Islands current affairs program) that are broadcasted 
regionally to the islands and internationally through the TVNZ’s website.  

New technologies such as global satellite broadcasting systems, vid-
eos and internet have greatly enhanced the ability of communities to 
maintain transnational connections, to sustain transnational communities 
and to provide audiences with the ‘ordered, orderly, familiar [and] know-
able’ (Spoonley, 2004: 13). According to Huang the emergence of dias-
pora media is the most observable advantage contributed to diasporas by 
globalisation: 

They came to be a distinguished phenomenon with the benefit 
of globalisation and the requirements from diasporas who de-
mand something particularly coherent with their double con-
sciousness and dual identities (even multi-identities) (2004: 
10). 

 
Event Polynesia on-line is the perfect example of this phenomenon 

when it acknowledges that Pacific communities are part of a global multi-
ethnic audience that can benefit from the new communication technolo-
gies to retain a connection with each other.  

Georgiou provides a new approach to diasporic media in her argu-
ment that diasporic media challenge the traditional framing of media as a 
three-step process (production, text/representation and consump-
tion/audiencehood) (2007: 22). As their audiences are dispersed across 
territories and linguistic and cultural zones, diasporic media combine 
transnational and locally produced content by professional and amateurs, 
individuals or communities. In addition diasporic media: 

… have initiated and participated in the development of spaces 
for communication in local and transnational level and have 
thus contributed to the emergence of local and transnational 
public spheres. Most of them are small in scale and they do not 
meet the professional and commercially driven format of large 
mainstream media. … [they] function as community and alter-
native media, aiming to provide information and positive (self-) 
representation unavailable to mainstream media (Georgiou, 
2007: 24).  
 
And that is where diaspora media come to play an important role 
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against exclusion, often experienced in migrant/diaspora communities. 
Tsagarousianou (2002) contributes to the arguments about the signifi-
cance of diasporic media by adding that their role in informing definitions 
of community and identity is broader than the promotion of a transna-
tional identity or diasporic awareness. An equally important role, she ar-
gues, is found in their contribution to the process of formation of dias-
poric identity at the local level. They often attract an audience based on a 
certain familiarity of their homeland culture but contributing to the con-
struction of a new hybrid culture as well. Spasifik magazine’s outlook, for 
instance, indicates the profile of a diaspora media that caters for the hy-
bridized identity of NZ born, educated, young, English speaking segment 
of the Pacific Islands diaspora (Logan, communication with Papoutsaki, 
21/5/08). 

Diaspora cultures are complex and multilayered constructions that 
become autonomous of their home based culture. This is particularly the 
case for established diasporic communities that incorporate second and 
third generations born in the host country. Depending on their point of 
departure and time in the host country, diasporas’ uses of both diasporic 
and mainstream media changes.  

Research by Elias and Lemish (2008: 21) showed that the host coun-
try’s media shape and spread negative stereotypes of immigrants; expo-
sure to these causes feelings of alienation among immigrants towards the 
host society and fosters their social segregation. While diasporic media 
preserve the ‘immigrants’ cultural heritage, relieve feelings of nostalgia 
and strengthen the sense of intra-group solidarity cultural preservation 
their research also indicated that immigrants who are the ‘heaviest’ con-
sumers of media in the host language tend to adapt with greater ease 
(Elias and Lemish, 2008: 23). The mass media in the host culture and 
language provide significant assistance to immigrants in their adjusting to 
new surroundings. These findings pose certain questions in regards to in-
tegration of diasporic communities in their host countries. Spoonley, in 
assessing the role the media in multicultural societies, poses some key 
questions: 

Do the immigrant media constitute an important factor in main-
taining the cultural well being of the community in questions or 
does this media act as an impediment to successful settlement? 
Or do immigrant media contribute equally to well being and fa-
cilitate settlement? (2004: 12). 

 
It is important to acknowledge the role that such media play in pro-
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viding a ‘safe place for ethnic cultures to thrive, whilst at the same time 
providing an entrée for newly arrived immigrants who wish to adapt to 
their new environment’ (Mahtani quoted in Spoonley, 2004: 12). The 
function though, as Spoonley argues, of easing their arrival and post arri-
val process and contributing to cultural and language maintenance must 
be balanced by broader questions of societal integration and understand-
ing. The question is one of integration and inter-group activity, as he puts 
it. 

Georgiou (2007) would argue that diasporic minority media cultures 
are ‘strategic positions for self-expression and representation not set 
points of difference’. Each community needs to negotiate their media use 
and representation in both community and mainstream media. The better 
we understand these needs, the easier it will be to address them.  

As Pacific people are becoming more visible in numbers and impact 
with their contribution to the New Zealand society, the need to approach 
their communities from a diaspora perspective becomes more apparent. 
Their modes of communication and use of media, both diasporic and 
mainstream, can help us better understand their needs as communities, 
how they construct their identities, and their multiple futures in their host 
countries.  
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Abstract 
 Journalists have long been seen as taking a Fourth Estate role or 
being ‘watchdogs’ of the state. However, in order to fulfil this role, 
journalists need access to government documents and to be able to 
get information about governments activities. Therefore, freedom 
of information (FOI) legislation is necessary to enable the media 
to have access to state information. The implementation of FOI 
legislation has been slow in the Pacific, with the first such law due 
to be implemented in the Cook Islands in 2009. This paper exam-
ines media accountability systems and FOI legislation in the Cook 
Islands, Fiji and Papua New Guinea and compares them with Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, which have FOI legislation since 1982.  

 
Introduction 
 

Freedom of speech, including both imparting and gathering informa-
tion, is guaranteed under Article 19 of the 1948 Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO) promotes freedom of expression and freedom of 
the press as a basic human right. The fundamental human right of FOI is a 
cornerstone of democracy, participation and good governance. The 
Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative (CHRI, n.d.) says, ‘Holding in-
formation away from the public creates ‘subjects’ rather than ‘citizens’ 
and is a violation of their rights’. Unlike in the United States, many coun-
tries in the Pacific do not guarantee the right to information in their con-
stitution. Even countries with longer histories of democracy such as Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, have no guarantee of the right to information un-
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der their constitution. Fiji, the Cook Islands, and Papua New Guinea are 
Commonwealth countries along with Australia and New Zealand, which 
therefore have rights and obligations under this initiative (Commonwealth 
Human Rights Initiative, n.d.). 

The right of information implies the right to seek information, and 
also the duty to give, store and organise and make information easily 
available. The bodies working collaboratively in the Pacific region to en-
courage discussion of FOI principles and moves toward legislation in-
clude the Pacific Islands Forum along with the Commonwealth Human 
Rights Initiative, the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, UNDP 
and the Pacific Centre for Public Integrity. Their combined objective is to 
support and provide advice on their work in this area and ensure close co-
ordination is maintained. 
 
Need for Media Accountability Systems 
 

Bertrand (2005) argues that journalists need to be accountable to the 
public in order to gain their support and thus be independent from finan-
cial and political pressures. He explains that media accountability should 
not be confused with self-regulation, which stems from the fear of legisla-
tion driven by the public’s hostility. He distinguishes between media ac-
countability and other types of regulation, saying it involves all three 
groups of press, profession and public. ‘While regulation involves only 
political rulers and while self-regulation involves only the media industry, 
media accountability involves press, profession and public’ (Bertrand, 
2005). Media accountability systems, continues Bertrand, are essential for 
maintaining the freedom of the press because they build the esteem in 
which the public holds the press. 

Press councils are the most common form of a media accountability 
system and their effectiveness is linked directly to freedom of information 
(Bertrand, 2005). 
 
Press Councils 
 

Bertrand believes a press council ‘brings together and represents the 
people who own the power to inform, those who possess the talent to per-
form and those who have the right to be informed’ (Bertrand, 2005). 

He finds it surprising that some Pacific Island nations which are still 
coming to terms with democracy are even considering press councils 
while a wealthy nation like France, which has a long history of democ-
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racy, does not have one. 
Bertrand (2005) says critics of press councils fear they will become 

‘statutory control machines’ but says that this has never happened, and in 
fact the creation of voluntary press councils is ‘a sign of democracy’. 

Bertrand points out that although press councils are heavily criti-
cised, their purpose is to improve the news media. He contends press 
councils need to focus on education of journalists and research on the 
news media.  

Robie (2005) points out that education of journalists in the Pacific is 
essential if they are going to report with depth and insight, and thus con-
tribute to the development of society. Bertrand says press councils should 
be encouraging other forms of media accountability systems, which can 
be diverse. Singh (2005) agrees, saying that self-regulatory media coun-
cils ‘provide the best opportunity for the island media to carry out its 
watchdog function without undue influence from those who need to be 
watched the most – governments’. 
Singh (2005) says attacking media standards or self-regulation systems 
has become fashionable for Pacific Island governments, which suggest 
the introduction of fines and jail sentences as a better option. Pacific gov-
ernments have a history of seeking ways to gag the media. Although 
claiming to be democratic, they actually act autocratically, he argues. 
 
The Pacific Plan 
 

The Pacific Plan was developed at the 2005 Pacific Islands Forum in 
Port Moresby. Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Fiji and the 
Cook Islands are all members of this forum, which meets annually and is 
regarded as the region’s premier political and economic policy organisa-
tion. The Pacific Plan (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2005) identified 
four pillars that focus on economic growth, sustainable development, 
good governance and security. As part of good governance, a strategic 
objective is to improve the transparency, accountability, equity and effi-
ciency in the management and use of resources in the Pacific. 

A major outcome of the 2005 Pacific Plan was the commissioning 
of Charmaine Rodrigues, former coordinator of the CHRI’s Right to In-
formation programme, to write a document called The Information Dis-
closure Policy Toolkit (IDP) (Rodrigues, C., personal correspondence 
with authors, 10 June 2008).  

Rodrigues likens information to a public good like clean air and 
drinking water: ‘It belongs not to the state, the government of the day or 
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civil servants, but to the public’ (Rodrigues, 2008: 13).  
The IDP identifies the important role that media have to play as an 

effective means of communicating key messages and information to the 
public, with radio and television being vital links to communicate infor-
mation (Rodrigues, 2006: 16). Rodrigues reports that many MPs in the 
Pacific have raised concerns about how the media might use government 
information to report irresponsibly (Rodrigues, 2006: 49).  

At the Pacific Workshop on FOI in 2005, seven Commonwealth Pa-
cific Islands officials met to discuss development and democracy in Pa-
cific societies, and endorsed a statement which recognised among other 
things, that: 

A FOI system can help improve the level of public debate and 
media reporting in a country by making more facts available to 
the public, and therefore reducing the risk of debate and report-
ing being based mostly on rumours and unverifiable allegations 
(Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, 2005). 
 
The statement set out 12 key issues highlighted by participants re-

garding the practical implications of entrenching FOI systems across the 
Pacific. It concluded that as a democratic country’s ultimate sovereign in-
stitution, Parliament should remain the paramount oversight body in re-
spect to the implementation of the FOI regime. Any FOI legislation it en-
acts should therefore require the institution(s) charged with implementing 
the law to report back to Parliament regularly.’ 

The statement recommended a variety of ways that this could be 
achieved, including establishing a specially created Information Commis-
sioner’s office, or using an existing institution such as an Ombudsman or 
Human Rights Commission. The workshop agreed that adopting FOI 
laws would only be the first part of entrenching the right to information 
and that effective implementation would be key. Committing to openness 
throughout government and public bodies would be the challenge, espe-
cially without provisions for adequate resources for improving record sys-
tems and public education. 
 
Papua New Guinea 
 

Papua New Guinea (PNG) is the second largest island in the world 
with a population of more than 5.6 million. It has been an independent na-
tion of the Commonwealth since 1975. Article 51 of the Constitution of 
the Independent State of Papua New Guinea states that every citizen has 
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the right of reasonable access to official documents, subject only to the 
need for such secrecy as is reasonably justifiable in a democratic society. 
Laws regarding qualified rights (Section 38) can restrict this section and 
provisions need to be made law by Parliament to establish procedures by 
which citizens may obtain ready access to official information. 

In 1997, Transparency International Papua New Guinea (TIPNG) 
was established by a group of concerned citizens with the aim of combat-
ing corruption and promoting openness, honesty and accountability in 
public and private dealings (Transparency International (PNG) Inc, 
2007). Part of a larger organisation established in 1993, Transparency In-
ternational (TI), it is a non-profit, non-government organisation with over 
90 affiliates worldwide. Rather than exposing individuals or companies, 
TI creates networks to pursue ideals at an international level that create 
civil societies free of corruption. According to its website TIPNG pro-
vides their position on matters through media releases, letters to the editor 
and position papers to government. It disseminates information about cor-
ruption issues to the wider public, including a quarterly newsletter to 
members and supporters. Although there is a constitutional right for FOI, 
there is no enabling legislation. In 1999, TIPNG with the support of the 
Media Council of Papua New Guinea drafted a FOI Bill for considera-
tion. 

There are three levels of government in PNG, national, provincial 
and local. There are 89 single-member electorates and 20 regional elec-
torates coinciding with PNG’s provinces. Each province is given grants 
from the national government to maintain their region and the Supreme 
Court, National Court, and local and village courts form the independent 
justice system (Pacific Forum Island Countries, 2005: 227). 

Since PNG’s independence in 1975, there have been sporadic politi-
cal stabilities. The current Prime Minister Sir Michael Somare was the 
first confirmed Prime Minister in 1977. No prime minister has served a 
full five-year term and historically there has been a high turnover of 
members of Parliament in general elections. The high number of separate 
parties represented in Parliament suggests that there will always be a coa-
lition in government. To date, no single party has won enough seats to 
form a government in its own right. 

A National Policy on Information and Communication (NPIC) was 
developed in 1993 after talks began 15 years before in 1978. The policy, 
however, has become outdated since the growth of web technology. It 
was unanimously agreed to in 2004 that the policy required updating to 
give balance between government’s expectations, commercial interests, 
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and the public’s right to information. However, this review has yet to take 
place (Pacific Forum Island Countries, 2005). 

According to the Informing Citizens report (Pacific Forum Island 
Countries, 2005), there are seven laws relating to the operation and li-
censing of media in PNG. All the mainstream media organisations are 
paying members of the PNG Media Council and are responsible for en-
suring that they follow the guidelines set out in the General Code of Eth-
ics. The Media Council also has a Broadcasting Code of Practice and was 
established in 1995 to replace the Press Council of Papua New Guinea, 
which was set up in 1985.  

The three main objectives of the Media Council are: 
a. To strengthen and support the industry, to promote its viability 

and protect against government interference in the media; 
b. To provide training to journalists and editors; 
c. To fulfill a social obligation role, with emphasis on fighting 

high levels of corruption. 
Investments provided by the British High Commission and the Me-

dia Council saw the establishment of the Independent Media Standards 
Committee (IMSC) to oversee the codes of ethics. There is no govern-
ment or media representation on the IMSC, which consists of five mem-
bers representing the legal sector and academia, women, church, and 
business. Letters of complaint are sent to the Media Council, which then 
refers the matter to the media organisation concerned. They then have 14 
days to respond or else the matter is referred to the IMSC for adjudica-
tion. If the media is found to be in the wrong, then the media organisation 
has to make a written statement to that effect in the media. 

The current members of the council include newspapers as well as 
radio and television stations. According to Hreiwazi (2004), the council 
was originally set up to protect the interest of the media organisations.  

However, published articles critical of government have pushed 
calls for additional media regulation through licensing and deterrents. 
This constant tension between media and government has contributed to 
the lack of momentum in passing the FOI Bill. 

Although there is a media unit in Parliament used as a first point of 
contact to access the prime minister or other senior government ministers, 
there is no national communication policy. 

According to the Informing Citizens Report (Pacific Forum Island 
Countries, 2005) priority for government is political stability, followed by 
export-driven policy, which is linked to creating employment and encour-
aging people to work their land. HIV and AIDS, and law and order are 
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also major concerns and although communication of information is vital, 
it is overlooked, according to a Pacific Forum Islands report. 

The failure of successive governments in formulating or im-
plementing a comprehensive national communication policy 
has meant that the commercial media industry has had to oper-
ate and develop without guidelines. This inaction by govern-
ments has resulted in a breakdown in the monitoring and regu-
latory process (Pacific Forum Island Countries, 2005, p255). 
 
The report also claims that the process of privatisation has frag-

mented the functions of media that were once the sole responsibility of 
one government agency. 

Even though many journalists have worked in the mainstream media 
before working in government departments, inviting government media 
officers to annual media awards could strengthen the relationship between 
the government media officers and mainstream media. 

Media training is a necessary skill required by politicians as they 
need to understand how media functions and how best they can utilise it 
to publicise governance issues. 

It would also be useful for government media to disseminate press 
statements in languages other than English as many communities miss out 
on information, says the report. 

Not all government departments have appropriate systems to store 
and then retrieve information. Basic information on government websites 
is seldom updated, which is why the Post-Courier newspaper keeps its 
own database of government information with the editor keeping a run-
ning file of the prime minister’s speeches and major policy statements. 

The duty of the government to provide maximum information dis-
closure to the public and the need to ensure that access processes are user-
friendly, as well as the need to ensure that people are aware of their rights 
and how to participate, are the main principles behind the FOI initiative. 
 
Fiji Islands 
 
Background 

 
Fiji, or ‘coup-coup land’, as it has been dubbed, has suffered from 

much political instability in recent years with four coups in the last 
twenty years—two in 1987, one in 2000 and another in 2006. Varying 
degrees of media freedom have been allowed during these coups. During 
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Rabuka’s coup in 1987, the press was closed down (Mason, 2005). 
Rabuka cited the hostile treatment from Australia and New Zealand me-
dia as a reason for this and accused journalists of using Western values to 
judge what was ‘an indigenous problem in an Asia-Pacific area’ (Mason, 
2005: 230). The coup and the resultant pressure on journalists caused 
many of them to leave (Robie, 2004).  

In 2000, the journalists were locked-in with the purported coup 
leader George Speight and his supporters in Parliament, where members 
of the ousted Chaudhry Government were being held hostage. Some jour-
nalists became overly friendly with the coup leader (Robie, 2004). 
Gounder (2007) contends that some journalists who spent time inside Par-
liament actually suffered from the Stockholm Syndrome in that they 
started to sympathise with the putsch leaders. She says cultural ties made 
it difficult for journalists to maintain their professionalism.  

Journalists and media organisations received a number of verbal and 
physical threats during the 1987 and 2000 coups (Pacific Forum Island 
Countries, 2005). Since the 2006 coup journalists have also faced threats 
and intimidation.  

When the ousted prime minister Mahendra Chaudhry was released 
from detention in Parliament after the George Speight coup of 2000, he 
partly blamed the media for his government’s downfall (Robie, 2001). 
According to Robie, the Fiji Times in particular seemed to wage a relent-
less campaign against the new Chaudhry government, eventually contrib-
uting to its demise. Field (2005) accused some sections of the media of 
being anti-democratic. The president of the Fiji arm of Transparency In-
ternational, Ikbal Jannif, pointed out that the media wanted everyone to 
be accountable apart from the media itself (Robie, 2001). 

Mason (cited in Robie, 2007) has criticised Australian and New 
Zealand reporters of Fiji coups for not having an indepth understanding of 
the political and cultural situation in Fiji. He called for a ‘more committed 
and focussed interest in reporting of the Pacific by the media organisa-
tions’.  

Currently Fiji is under military rule under Bainimarama, who has 
threatened to impose regulation on the media because he believes the 
press is taking an ‘anti-Fiji’ stance (Radio New Zealand, 2008). Fiji 
Times editor-in-chief Netani Rika denies the allegations and says the me-
dia is merely reporting on what is happening in the country.  

Former Fiji Daily Post publisher Ranjit Singh (interview with au-
thors, June 11, 2008) is critical of Fijian media, saying it is not balanced 
or neutral because it mostly gives the indigenous point of view and few 



192     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 

 

Indo-Fijian opinions. He calls for a more racially diverse media. In a me-
dia analysis following the 1992 general election campaign, Devi (cited in 
Robie, 2001) found that the Fiji Times and Daily Post both practised self-
censorship that supported an indigenous viewpoint. 

New Zealand Fairfax reporter Michael Field was not allowed to en-
ter Fiji in June 2007 to report on the expulsion of New Zealand High 
Commissioner Michael Green. He was told he was on a blacklist, which 
he believes was linked to articles he had written about lawyers being de-
tained in Fiji (Radio New Zealand, 2007). The expulsion of Fiji Sun Edi-
tor Russell Hunter was widely criticised by media throughout the world 
but it was not widely reported by media that he had actually been ex-
pelled from Fiji before, while editor-in-chief of the Fiji Times.  
 
Media Council in Fiji 

 
In 1996 the Fiji government, in a bid to make the media more ac-

countable and less of a menace in their view, commissioned a review of 
media legislation that resulted in the Thomson Report. Singh says the re-
port followed a time of tension between the government and the media, 
during which the media became ‘bolder and more intrusive’ (2005: 43). It 
also led to the establishment of the Fiji Media Council in 1998, which 
paved the way for public complaints against the media to be heard (Singh, 
2005). 

Nearly all the media organisations in Fiji are members of the Fiji 
Media Council. Two aims of the Media Council are: to ‘uphold freedom 
of speech and expression and uphold the public’s right to be informed ac-
curately and fairly’ (Pacific Forum Island Countries, 2005: 155). It also 
has an independent complaints committee and a code of ethics for jour-
nalists.  

The Fiji Media Council has a Code of Ethics, which was adapted 
from the BBC Code of Ethics. It was used by five out of nine media or-
ganisations surveyed in the Informing Citizens Report (Pacific Forum Is-
land Countries, 2005).  

In his introduction of the draft Media Council of Fiji Bill, deposed 
Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase described journalists as inept while his 
then Information Minister Simione Kaitani said the Fiji Media Council 
was powerless to protect the public from biased and ill-informed journal-
ists (cited in Singh, 2005). 

The media in Fiji have faced restrictions because democracy has 
been in place a short time, says Singh (2005). He argues that in countries 
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with a longer history of democracy the government is less likely to use 
criticism of media standards as an excuse to bring in restrictive laws. 
 
FOI Legislation 

 
Unlike in Australia and New Zealand, Freedom of Speech and thus 

media freedom was guaranteed under the Fiji constitution of 1997: 
30. - (1) Every person has the right to freedom of speech and 

expression, including  
(a) freedom to seek, receive and impart information and 

ideas; and  
(b) freedom of the press and other media.  

 
However, FOI legislation has still not been passed despite being in 

the pipeline for several years. The Thomson Report of 1996 highlighted 
legal restraints on disclosure of information as one of the key issues that 
needed resolution through legislation. Introducing this legislation would 
require the repeal of the current Official Secrets Act, as happened in New 
Zealand. The Fiji Media Council supports the proposed FOI legislation as 
it will give the media access to information that they feel they should re-
port on (Pacific Forum Island Countries, 2005).  

Four of five media organisations in Fiji gain their information about 
the government from the government website. Fiji TV One’s news direc-
tor said access of government information could be more streamlined by 
appointing a spokesperson from each government department.  

Ranjit Singh (interview with authors, June 10, 2008) says it is easy 
for journalists to access government information but the question is 
whether they report it or not. He says they report what fits their own ide-
ology and advances their own purposes. 
 
Cook Islands  
 

The Cook Islands has a resident population of approximately 12,000 
people (Cook Islands Statistics Office, 2007) and is made up of 15 islands 
with most of the population living on the main island of Rarotonga. The 
total land area of the group of islands is 240 square metres and the eco-
nomic area covers 1.8 million square metres of ocean. 

Media in the Cook Islands is made up of the independently owned 
Cook Island News which produces a daily paper, three private FM radio 
stations and the Pitt Media Group (PMG) which owns the television sta-
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tion, a radio station and two weekly papers – the Cook Islands Times and 
the Cook Islands Herald. All are based on Rarotonga. 

All mainstream media in the Cook Islands was owned by the gov-
ernment until 1989 when it started to become privatised. In the same year, 
the government introduced the Broadcasting Act, which saw radio and 
television being operated by the Cook Islands Broadcasting Corporation 
(CIBC). Privatisation should have meant a step toward a ‘free press’ but 
until 2007 the government still pushed for media regulation legislation. 
Resistance from the media kept this legislation on hold. Part of the media 
response to government pressure was the formation of the Cook Islands 
Media Council (CIMC) in 1995. 

When the government controlled media and news, fear of recrimina-
tion prevented free expression in countries such as the Cook Islands 
(Woods, 2008, personal correspondence with authors). Since 1989 news-
papers have become self-sufficient and valuable resources, thanks in part 
to assistance provided by UNESCO in the early years of private media 
ownership.  

According to Jason Brown, a veteran journalist in the Cook Islands, 
news media in the Cook Islands had been forced to ‘soft pedal’ until me-
dia privatisation. From then on, the media was able to evolve to the point 
where it became the most trusted source in the Cook Islands (personal 
correspondence with authors, 26 May, 2008).  
 
Freedom of Expression in the Cook Islands 

 
Section 64(1) (e) of the Cook Islands constitution guarantees free-

dom of expression. However, like New Zealand, it does not include any 
specific guarantee to the right of government information. 

Presently there are no active media councils in the Cook Islands, al-
though there have been media bodies in the past, including the Cook Is-
lands Media Association (CIMA). In 2004, CIMA was headed by Flor-
ence Syme-Buchanan, a Cook Island journalist who now works for Dep-
uty Prime Minister Sir Terepai Maoate. The CIMC existed from 1995–
1999 and was based on the Australian and New Zealand style of press 
self-regulation. 

Singh says that the dominant print and broadcast media organisa-
tion, PMG, and the Cook Islands News, had faced pressure from the gov-
ernment for a long time. He says the government view was that the PMG 
had become too powerful and was abusing its power (Singh, 2005: 2). In 
2004, the government announced plans to form an interim broadcasting 
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board to force media companies to meet the Broadcasting Act provisions. 
Plans were announced for the establishment of a Broadcasting Licensing 
Authority and Media Standards Council; to date these have not been es-
tablished. 

Syme-Buchanan had concerns that broadcasting services ought to 
take government policies into account (Singh, 2005). She said that CIMA 
would only support the development of the press council if it was going 
to be an independent one. The CIMA urged the government to introduce a 
FOI and Media Act. Finally, the government gave the media an ultima-
tum – form a self-regulating media council or have government legislate 
the media, (Singh, 2005). 

 
Official Information Act 

 
The Cook Islands Democratic Party passed the Official Information 

Act (OIA) in February 2008 (Cook Islands Government 2008). This act is 
based on New Zealand FOI law. The Cook Islands now leads the rest of 
the Pacific Island counties in obtaining legislation for freedom of infor-
mation. Although FOI has been talked about in many other Pacific Is-
lands for a long time, no legislation has been passed. The purpose of the 
OIA is to increase the availability of official information to the public, 
enabling more effective public participation in voting under in a democ-
ratic society. The OIA is also designed to promote accountability within 
government. 

There is a grace period of one year allowed before the OIA takes ac-
tual effect in February 2009. This will allow the Office of the Ombuds-
man to become familiar with the act and its requirements and allows 
awareness to be raised on the procedure of the new law. The CIMC was 
re-established late last year but it did not exist during the process of draft-
ing this law. 

Syme-Buchanan says that in the past, information was withheld by 
the bureaucracy but now the government is taking steps toward accepting 
the democratic principle that the public has a right to know: 

It is a momentous and historic occasion for the Cook Islands 
and culminates almost five years of lobbying for the bill to pro-
gress into Parliament. The opposition is not expected to go 
against it in a big way. The government officials in Rarotonga 
are now learning about transparency and moving away from the 
age-old Pacific bureaucracy culture of secrecy (personal corre-
spondence with authors, June 9, 2008). 
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Preparation for the OIA 
 

The Ombudsman’s office on Rarotonga is responsible for adminis-
trating the OIA. The Government’s Ombudsman, Janet Maki, has formed 
a three-person implementation team. Editor Woods, who has had three 
years experience between 2003 and 2005 with New Zealand’s Official In-
formation Act as a senior communications advisor, has also worked as a 
Parliamentary press secretary, is in this team. Woods is awaiting approval 
from UNESCO on a report he has been working on for the Cook Island 
News. The report is entitled the Official Information Act capacity building 
for the national daily Cook Islands News, the Cook Island public sector 
and the Cook Islands general public. It details a plan for a project to pre-
pare for the implementation of the OIA in February 2009. Cook Island 
News (2008) says the project aims to build capacity on the OIA and to 
promote the concepts of freedom of expression, transparency and disclo-
sure in public and private sectors. The project aims to provide guidelines 
for everyday application and use of the OIA.  

This is a capacity building project designed primarily to inform 
and empower Cook Island News journalists and correspondents 
(stringers) on how to use and promote the OIA, and to help 
grow a ‘culture’ of acceptance and understanding about it 
among politicians and bureaucrats (Cook Island News, 2008). 

 
The immediate objective of the project is to train journalists on how 

the OIA works, including the process of making OIA requests, dealing 
with process delays and how to deal with inadequacies and OIA failures. 
It will also inform the 24 politicians and other bureaucrats in the Cook Is-
lands of their responsibilities in terms of accountability, disclosure and 
transparency. In addition, it will inform members of the public on the 
principles and practices of FOI and freedom of expression. Advice will be 
given for study kits, in consultation with the Ministry of Education, for 
year 12 and 13 students. Advice will also be shared on preparing bro-
chures (in both English and Rarotongan Maori) for the public about how 
to use the OIA and make OIA requests. The desired outcome of the ca-
pacity project is that Cook Islands journalists are educated to use OIA. 
Public sector politicians and bureaucrats will be informed of their obliga-
tions under OIA.  

A model of the practise of FOI will be provided for the Pacific 
region and other development regions of the world. The OIA is 
a leading edge law that up holds important civil liberties and 
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principles and is a new and exciting statute that must be pro-
tected through on-going media reporting (Cook Island News, 
2008). 

 
According to Woods, recent issues related to OIA, such as when 

high level public salaries and information on the agreement with China 
were withheld, highlight the need for freedom of information (personal 
correspondence with authors, 10 June 2008). Under the OIA, the govern-
ment will be forced to disclose such details. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 The Pacific region has been fraught with political upheaval. The 
fact that democracy is relatively new means governments tend to come 
down heavily on the media and are far too eager to impose regulations. 
The strengthening of media accountability systems such as press coun-
cils could likely boost the public and government confidence and trust in 
the media. It is important that the press is free, as this will lead to further 
development of Pacific Island societies. Press freedom is closely tied to 
the public’s right to information so they can be full participants in a de-
mocratic society. The relationship between the media, the government 
and the public is a delicate one. The media needs to take the necessary 
measures and put in place whatever frameworks are needed to gain pub-
lic trust and confidence. On the part of governments, there is a need to 
understand the media’s role in development, and the importance of 
bringing in FOI legislation to create enabling environment for the media 
to carry out its role effectively. 
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Power and Influence?  

A Commentary on ‘New Culture’ and its Role in 
Shaping Political views1 

 
Kylie Anderson 

 
Identifying precise sources of political influence in Fiji has 
always been difficult. Tradition, provincialism and religion 
have all been identified as major factors. This commentary, 
based primarily on ongoing research for a pilot study to be 
published later, shows that aspects of what can be deemed 
as ‘new culture’ in Fiji are also an important tool for ana-
lyzing influence. Accordingly, the media — as a corner 
stone of this ‘new culture’ — should also be understood to 
be one of the major influences on political viewpoints in 
Fiji.  

 
 

While Fiji’s political spectrum has changed dramatically in the past 
three decades, the basis for most political analysis has not. In terms of as-
sessing influences on the politic viewpoints of people living in Fiji from 
an ‘intellectual’ perspective, many academics (local and overseas) have 
tended to focus on what could now be (albeit arguably) described as 
‘conventional’ areas of research; ‘tradition and culture’, ‘law’, ‘religion’ 
and ‘economics’. These are areas which are largely understood to have 
been the forces driving the political culture of the state.  

As an area of academic critique, it is also the case that many politi-
cal studies tend to assess the state as a whole rather than engaging in 
more focused research. As a state, Fiji contains a diverse and relatively 
large population. It contains a dynamic society, much of which is open to 
the changes wrought by globalisation and technological advances. How-

                                                        
1 The author wishes to thank Dr. Rae Nicholl and two anonymous reviewers for valu-
able comments made about this paper. 

Dialogue 
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ever, it is such change that has resulted in society at large as being one 
that can be considered somewhat polarised when trying to analyse some-
thing as abstract as influence on political viewpoints. Put crudely, village 
life is not the same as town life and town life cannot be considered the 
same as city life. Generic overviews generalising the perceptions and 
viewpoints of almost 1 million people who live very different lives are 
valuable but more rigorous analysis is also needed. 

While all of the aforementioned research areas are valid, this com-
mentary argues that in order to really understand the complexities of 
Fiji’s political arena, there is a need to look beyond the conventional fac-
tors argued to be the sources of influence. Newer social considerations 
need to be integrated into assessments and they should be reflective of 
current circumstance. To garner a full picture of what is happening in the 
state there is a need for more precision in the analysis. As Ratuva and 
Hegarty argue: ‘To understand how people think in Fiji, we really need to 
examine the specific institutions and agencies, both formal and informal 
— from the family to the state — which shape the way we develop our 
perception of each other’ (2003: 12). 

Such factors have been the catalysts for a pilot study which focuses 
specifically on the political viewpoints of young people living in the met-
ropolitan or urban areas of Fiji’s ‘Central Division’ (Suva and the ‘greater 
Suva’ areas). Using a combination of normative and empirical research 
methods, the study intends to assess the impact of ‘new culture’ as an in-
fluence on the formation of political perception and viewpoints. As a re-
sult of the research so far, it is surmised that ‘new culture’ — with media 
as one of its cornerstones — must be understood as a political opinion 
shaper for those born in Fiji and living in the Suva area. It is further pro-
posed that the ‘new culture’ is considered a worthy area of analysis. 
 
Methodology 
 

Empirical research for the study is primarily in the form of surveys 
answered by people living in Suva. Two separate and confidential ques-
tionnaires were distributed randomly and returned between August and 
October 2008. Demographic information required from respondents in 
both surveys was restricted to place of birth, age groupings and gender. 
Later follow up discussion with individuals and focus groups will also be 
necessary. 

The first survey asked only three questions and has been completed 
by 56 people to date. Of these, 31 (just over 55 per cent) were born in Fiji 
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and are currently living in what can be described as the Suva and 
‘Greater’ Suva area. The vast majority of respondents born in Fiji were 
between the ages of 18 and 30 years (93.5 per cent). The questions posed 
were as follows: 

1. What has been the main influence on your political view-
points? (A range of options were presented —education, media 
(including radio, TV etc.), family, church/religious institutions, 
culture, friends, other - please specify). Respondents were 
asked to tick one box only). 

2. Where do you get most of your political information from? 
(Again, this question required respondents to select one of a 
range of options — family, school, media, church/religious in-
stitutions, friends, other - please specify). 

3. What type of media do you use or rely on for your political 
information? (In this section respondents were able to choose as 
many responses as desired. Categories given were radio, news-
paper (print), newspaper (online), television, internet, news 
magazine, cinema/film, music, other - please specify). 

 
While the research methods used for the study are quite basic and the re-
sults presented within this paper should be understood as preliminary, the 
answers returned certainly make for an interesting insight into some of 
the core influences on political influences. While further research on the 
topic is clearly necessary, this commentary serves as a contribution to 
what should be an ongoing discussion about the types of political analysis 
that should be undertaken in Fiji. 
 
Establishing the Framework—Why Suva? 
 

Of a total national population of 860,743 (Fiji Bureau of Statistics 
[FBS], 2007), almost half (49 per cent or 423, 803 people) live in ‘urban’ 
areas. Of these, close to 60 per cent (or 248, 591 people) live in the areas 
deemed as ‘urban’ or ‘peri urban’ in the Central Division. This includes 
Suva City (75,289), Nasinu Town (76,382), Nausori Town (24,729), 
Lami Town (10,476), Korovou Peri-Urban (358), Navua Peri-Urban 
(4,969) and Pacific Harbour Peri-Urban (1,832) (FBS, 2008). The city 
area itself (as characterised by the Central Business District) is easily ac-
cessible to the people of the Central Division vis-à-vis those from other 
divisions. This makes Suva an ideal starting point for understanding the 
political influences and viewpoints of those living within the area com-
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pared to other parts of Fiji. As such, it is essential to understand some of 
the defining features that make it so different to other parts of the country. 

This identified area contains a dynamic society which can be char-
acterised broadly as multi-cultural (as opposed to multi-racial or multi-
ethnic) and economically diverse. As well as the ‘instruments of the state’ 
(parliament, major government ministries and departments, and courts), 
Suva is also home to a large number of embassies, high commissions, in-
ternational and regional organisations, including the regional university 
and key United Nations agencies. The staff and students of such places, 
coming from a large number of countries, contribute to the ‘appearance’ 
of Suva. Regular tourist and other ships arriving in the port also contrib-
ute to large influxes of visitors from all around the world who weave 
themselves, some more inconspicuously than others, into the Suva popu-
lation. It makes sense that Suva is arguably more cosmopolitan than other 
places in Fiji.  

According to the 2007 government census, of those living in the 
Central Division’s urban areas, 53 percent (133,361 people) identify as 
‘Fijian’, almost 37 per cent (or 91,750 people) identify as Indian, 2 per 
cent (5,437 people) as ‘Rotuman’ and 7 per cent (17,743 people) as 
‘Other’ (FBS, 2008).2 Such a population breakdown is of interest to this 
study because it shows that the urban population of Fiji is different to 
other urban areas, thus making it somewhat culturally ‘unique’.3 This in 
itself contributes to people’s influences and ideas. 

Another factor, but one that has escaped a large degree of academic 
scrutiny thus far, is the virtual social and industrial ‘revolution’ that has 
occurred in Suva. Within the space of less than ten years Suva has under-
gone a massive shift in appearance and culture. This is particularly obvi-
ous in two areas – the increasing presence of ‘high-rise’ buildings and the 
prevalence of new forms of media (as best characterised by mobile 

                                                        
2 ‘Others’ in the Fiji context is generally understood to constitute any body either un-
able or choosing not to identify with any one of the first three categories.  
3 In contrast are the demographic breakdowns of other divisions. In the Western Divi-
sion, those identifying as ‘Fijian’ constituted 45 per cent of the urban population and 
‘Indians’ 49 per cent. In contrast Rotumans constituted 1.4 per cent and ‘Others’ 4.2 
per cent. In the Eastern Division urban areas (which is actually only Levuka Town), 
‘Fijians’ equated to 74.5 per cent of the urban population, ‘Others’ 15.5 per cent, In-
dians 8.9 per cent, and Rotumans 1 per cent. The Northern Division showed a differ-
ent story again with those identifying as ‘Indians’ constituting the majority of the ur-
ban population (57.6 per cent) while ‘Fijians’, the majority community in all other ur-
ban areas, constituted 37.6 per cent. In the Northern urban area, ‘Others’ constituted 
approximately 4 per cent of the population, Rotumans less than 1 per cent. 
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phones, cyber or internet cafes, local and foreign ‘glossy’ magazines now 
on the market). These two indicators have contributed to a ‘new culture’ 
surfacing in Suva, one that is much more in touch with international in-
fluences, trends and opinions in comparison to other parts of the state. 
 
Why ‘New Culture’? 
 

Culture is a difficult area to use as a tool in political assessments be-
cause it is not static, it changes over time and often depends on context. 
As an entity, culture can be viewed as both tangible and non-tangible. 
The term can extend to language and spirituality (indigenous and con-
temporary), arguably essential components of identity (Teaiwa, 1997; 
UNESCO, nd). As a starting point, a useful definition of ‘culture’ is 
found in the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity 
(2001):  

Culture should be regarded as the set of distinctive spiritual, 
material, intellectual and emotional features of society or a 
social group, and that it encompasses, in addition to art and 
literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, 
traditions and beliefs.  
Accordingly, ‘new culture’, as defined in this paper, refers specifi-

cally to the ‘ways of living together’ and modes of communication. This 
extends to new forms of media outlined earlier because they contribute 
heavily to the creation of the contemporary culture found in Suva. This 
term can be expanded to include elements of ‘sub’ or ‘counter’ culture. 

The new forms of media and the increase in technology available 
distinctly mark Suva apart from other places in Fiji, and even the region. 
In terms of media availability, Fiji is host to a generous range of media 
sources compared to many other Pacific Island states and territories. Yet 
this wasn’t the case two, or even one decade ago. The amount of media 
generally available to the public has increased dramatically. And the vari-
ety of media available represents a veritable ‘culture clash’ in itself be-
tween ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ media. With the myriad of resources avail-
able it stands to reason that media must be understood as a major influ-
ence on public opinion and on society at large. As a political force, this 
influence can be on those things often seen as politically inconsequential 
(such as fashion and hair styles) and on those things that are clearly po-
litical, such as voting behaviour and opinion. 
 
Media? Politics? Media Politics? Major Influences on Perception 
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The media plays a major role in influencing the mood of the na-
tion but that needs to be done fairly, objectively and with close 
regard to how best to help Fiji to move forward, Bainimarama 
(quoted on Fiji Live, 2008). 
 
‘I am convinced that the rise of promiscuity, sexually transmitted 
diseases and accidental teenage pregnancies, is directly linked to 
the influence of the media’, Qarase (quoted in Wansolwara 
Online, 2004) 

 
In general terms, ‘the media’ is often understood to mean news and 

current affairs and the industry involved in reporting through these medi-
ums. But the term itself extends beyond those realms (albeit it wasn’t de-
fined in the survey). For political science purposes media can be under-
stood to be the way in which ‘large numbers of people receive informa-
tion…’ (Oxford). In this sense, the mode of communication can be verbal 
or written. 

Politics is another broad term which can be interpreted in numerous 
ways. The term was never defined in the survey and, while assumptions 
should be avoided in academia, it should be recognised that, outside of 
the discipline of political science, politics is often thought to pertain spe-
cifically to politicians and government. 

‘Media politics’, in contrast to both of the aforementioned defini-
tions, can be understood to be the way in which the media portrays cer-
tain political issues and leaders. While many aspects of the media are un-
derstood to be objective agents of reporting the news, others are more fo-
cused on delivering opinions. Note Ratuva and Hegarty:  

Ownership and control of the information source, political ide-
ology of the people directly involved such as journalists and the 
style of presentation could determine the way information is 
packaged. Some news, and information are meant to “inform” 
while some are meant to change people’s views in a particular 
way (2003: 31). 

 

With its wide societal reach in Suva, it stands to reason that the me-
dia has become one of the major influencing agents in shaping political 
opinions. 

Fiji’s media landscape is vast when compared to many neighbouring 
countries. In terms of ‘traditional media’, Fiji now has two local free-to-
air television broadcasters (plus an additional free-to-air station), two pay 
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television services, and countless radio stations broadcasting in a variety 
of languages. There are three daily English language newspapers, and two 
vernaculars. But you don’t have to buy the paper to read the headlines — 
around the streets of Suva, newspaper stands and store windows (and 
sometimes buildings) plaster posters of the latest news to catch the gen-
eral public’s attention. Non Government Organisations publish newslet-
ters and leave them for free collection in public places (such as cafes and 
shopping centres). The ‘coconut wireless’ (or ‘word-of-mouth’, or 
‘grapevine’) works just as fast as it ever has, although some of the new 
technology has helped facilitate the speed of delivery.  

So-called ‘new’ technology has certainly made its presence felt in 
Suva, changing the way people communicate with each other. Ten years 
ago Suva had one commonly used café with internet access (with two 
computers), now there are seventeen listed in Fiji Yellow Pages. The cost 
to access the internet has dropped dramatically and connection is faster 
and more reliable. Mobile phone ownership has increased rapidly and us-
ers can access current affairs and news updates in less than one minute.  

At election time, the variety of media is even more extensive with 
political party posters, banners, placards and party manifestos. And this 
election coverage sometimes extends to overseas elections (such as the 
recent US Presidential race – see figure 1) as well.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
While these are obvious forms of using media for political influence, 
other, more subliminal, incidental areas (and perhaps even accidental) of 

Fig 1: Public and students watch the US President Elects acceptance 
speech live at a special media link-up event hosted at University of 

the South Pacific, November 2008 
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political media worthy of consideration for the political messages they 
can convey. These include fashion, graffiti, beauty pageants, talent con-
tests, advertising (corporate and commercial), and marketing.  

‘Urban factors’ such as fashion and graffiti are particularly relevant 
areas of consideration when considering young people and political view-
points. A number of civil society and government organisations in Suva 
have capitalised on this, turning to printed t-shirts to get their messages 
across. From local and international environment campaigns (recent ex-
amples and logos include WWF Pacific’s ‘Protect Our Cultural Icons’, 
and the Department of Environment’s involvement in ‘Food Security Be-
yond Climate Change’ for Environment Week, 2007) to Human Rights 
(in general and targeted campaigns), to broader political icons (such as 
Che Guevara) or proclamations of identity (such as ‘Tongan & Proud of 
It’ (figure 4), ‘100% Rotuman’). Printed Bags, coloured ribbons, hats and 
the more ‘old fashioned’ badges all combine to see young people wearing 
their political messages literally.  

Graffiti is sometimes considered more a part of ‘sub’ or ‘counter’ 
culture. That it appeals to many young people and is sometimes used to 
get political messages across to the broader public, however, cannot be 
doubted. Derived from the word ‘graffi’to’, the usual use of the term re-
fers to ‘drawing or writing scratched or scribbled on wall’ (Oxford). 
While much graffiti appearing in the streets of Suva and the greater Suva 
area sometimes have personal rather than political meaning (as in declara-
tions of love or 
random swear-
words), on occa-
sions it is used en-
tirely for political 
purposes. A key 
example is the 
graffiti messages 
that appeared on a 
burnt out building 
on the outskirts of 
Suva after the po-
litical events of 
2000 (see figure 
2). 

 
More incidentally, and falling into the category of ‘public education’ 

Fig 2: The message is on the wall. Sub culture activism 
in the year 2000, Suva seawall 
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are areas such as poster art, whether it be for campaigning or advertising 
purposes (see figure 3). To this end, even floats in festival parades can 
convey messages which will be interpreted politically, again some with-
out deliberate intent. Floats in the annual Hibiscus Festival parade have 
often included examples of this (see figure 4). 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Fig 3: Left, examples 
of poster art with sub-
liminal political mes-
sages in Suva . A 
poster for the regular 
‘RoC market’ is posted 
below a now torn Hi-
biscus Queen candi-
date poster. Victoria 
Parade, November 
2008.  
 

Fig 4: Right, an ex-
ample of fashion with 

a message in Suva 

Fig 4: Hibiscus Festival float, Victoria Parade 1999. The float reads ‘Our 
City Development Strategy’ ‘Divided Suva; United Suva City; Unified City’ 

 
 

 
 

Fig 5: The latest 
ribbon 
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Recognising this increase in the prevalence of available media, 

however, does not correlate to users accessing political information (even 
if it is available) or interpreting the message as a political one. And if the 
message is not interpreted as political, it is virtually impossible to deduce 
if it has an impact on political viewpoints. Often, ‘non-political’ forms of 
media are determined to be for entertainment purposes alone and people 
often do not think about the subliminal political messages they are being 
exposed to.4 

Presenting the media as such a broad area of study, it is perhaps of 
no surprise that media was identified by survey respondents born in Fiji 
as being one of the prime influences on their political viewpoints. Just 
over 61 per cent of those surveyed and born in Fiji pointed to the media 
when asked ‘what has been the main influence on your political view-
points?’ The main secondary source was education (just over 34 per cent 
recognised education as influencing their viewpoints). Religion and cul-
ture were ranked comparatively low (9.6 per cent and 16.1 per cent re-
spectively). These results could lead to the deduction that these areas may 
have been over-emphasised in the past. Alternatively, they could be inter-
preted as part of the ‘cultural change’ that has occurred in Suva, indicat-
ing that more research on the topic would certainly be valuable. 

While these results were primarily for the Suva urban area, they do 
correlate with those findings of a baseline study on civic education re-
leased in 2003 (Ratuva & Hegarty, 2003: vi & 29). Ratuva & Hegarty’s 
study identified ‘mass media’ (including radio, newspapers, magazines, 
                                                        
4 The author has taught political science courses at USP for five years. This theme has 
risen in discussions with students on number of occasions and few identify things 
such as cinema or fashion as being political in the first instance. 
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television, telephone, fax, internet, e-mail, telex, books, video, and CDs) 
to be amongst the main sources of information in Fiji (2003: 29). 

In comparison, survey respondents born in ‘other countries’ indi-
cated different influences as being the main shaper of their political 
views. For example, 48 per cent of respondents born in ‘other countries’ 
cited ‘education’ as the main influence on their political view points, and 
44 per cent cited the media. The obvious point of differentiation here is 
the breadth of media availability in those countries (even in the capitals) 
when compared to Fiji.  

When all responses were combined it was clear that the media 
should now be understood as a competitive influence in people’s view-
points. Diagram 1 shows the combined results of the survey. Media ac-
counted for the largest source of influence with education as the second 
most influential force. 
  

Diagram 1: Influences on Political Viewpoints – All respondents. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Interestingly, while those surveyed were able to choose ‘other’ as an 
influence on their political views and provide supplementary information, 
only one respondent to date has chosen to utilise the category of ‘other’ 
and pointed to ‘work’ as a key determinant in political influences. No re-
spondent identified major political events or recent events in history de-
spite there being a common assumption that this has made a clear impact. 
While this survey has already been acknowledged in its limited scope, the 
responses do raise interesting areas for further study and research.  

Church/religious institution 

Culture 

Education 

Family 
Friends 

Media 

Work 
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If people do not identify major political events as shaping their 
views, then this would indicate that they are not, at least on a conscious 
level, the major determinant some would assume. This assertion also cor-
relates with commentary in the Ratuva & Hegarty study, the authors ob-
serving that ‘people’s “political memory” generally tend to be focused on 
the most recent and the most controversial’ (2003: 30). In this instance, 
one could deduce that the ‘political memory’ lay more in the subcon-
scious and so history is not the first factor people think of when asked 
about what influences their viewpoints. 
 
Sources of Political Information 
 

The second survey question asked participants: ‘Where do you get 
most of your political information from?’. In terms of obtaining political 
information, 78.6 per cent of all respondents identified the media as their 
main source. As a note of comparison, of those born in Fiji, over 93.5 per 
cent indicated media was the main source while 64 per cent of those born 
in other countries identified the media (40 per cent of this category identi-
fied ‘school’ as a source). 
 
Types of Media 
 

The third survey question asked ‘what type of media do you use or 
rely on for your political information?’ As noted earlier in this commen-
tary respondents were able to choose as many responses as desired. Cate-
gories given were radio, newspaper (print), newspaper (online), televi-
sion, internet, news magazine, cinema/film, music, and other (please 
specify). Print newspaper still proved to be the favourite type of media re-
spondents relied on for political information. The first survey revealed 
that print newspapers were the single major source of political informa-
tion for all respondents. For those born in Fiji, at Table 2 shows, the ma-
jority favoured print newspapers over other sources. When online news-
papers are added to the equation, it is clear that those born in Fiji rely on 
newspapers as a source of information.  

The second most popular source identified was television. Previous 
studies have already demonstrated that television is a source of influence 
on young people in Fiji and, in his capacity as Prime Minister in 2004, 
Laisenia Qarase was quite blunt in his views on some of the negative so-
cial influences on young people caused by television (Chetty, 2004).  
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While not overtly ‘political’, a 1990s study conducted by Harvard 

Eating Disorders Center of Harvard Medical School provided evidence 
that television had impacted on the body image of young girls in Fiji 
(Becker, et al., 2002; Goode, 1999). More directly related to the area of 
politics as it is generally understood, Dale Hermanson conducted exten-
sive research on television as an influencer of the political process in Fiji 
society. He argued Fiji One’s television news broadcasts was ‘a powerful 
agenda setter for public opinion in Fiji’ (Hermanson 2007: 78). Research 
results included in this commentary supported that. Due to the coverage 
available, and the costs associated, one could put forward the argument 
that television is more likely to influence those that have access to it, and 
these are most likely to be those in or near urban centres (Ratuva and 
Hegarty, 2003: 29).  

The third most popular category was radio, which remains a source 
of information and entertainment for young people in Fiji. Communica-
tions Fiji, Ltd., (CFL) one of the major media conglomerates in Fiji, 
launched their first radio station in 1985. They have had more than two 
decades to research and identify their market audiences. In terms of radio, 
they have identified three main groups (‘Westernised’, ‘Traditional Indo 
Fijian’, and ‘Traditional Fijian’) although it is the first that is most rele-
vant to the pilot study because of the implications it has for the develop-
ment of the ‘new culture’ seen to be influenced by international forces: 

This market is mainly urban based around the capital and major 
cities and towns in Fiji (Suva, Nadi and Lautoka). It is a multi ra-

Table 1: Responses to survey question ‘ what type of media do you usually 
rely on for your political information?’ Fiji respondents only. 
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cial combination but largely Fijian and young. This market sets 
the trends they like to follow (and often adapt) western fashion in 
the clothes they wear, music and so forth. 
 This market grew rapidly through the 1980’s and 90’s and 
has now split into two different sectors. A very large group under 
25 and a smaller market that were adolescents in the 80’s and 
90’s yet have remained very western in their outlook as they have 
matured (CFL, nd). 

 
CFL notes that their audience surveys have shown ‘…that the attrac-

tion of western/global trends tend to fade as individuals mature. Many 
who are very ‘western’ in their youth tend to drift back to more conserva-
tive traditional markets once they reach their late 20s or early 30s’ (nd). 
Such observation has implications for those trying to assess the impact of 
media influences on political view points because as people’s tastes 
change, so do their influences (and often their political preferences). 
 Much ado has been made about the internet and politics, particularly 
in relation to the areas of internet blogging and e-democracy. An Editorial 
in Fiji Daily Post (2007) wrote about this specifically in terms of its rele-
vance to Fiji: 

New media is emerging in Fiji as an alternative to traditional me-
dia and is challenging long-held rules of news reporting…. The 
power and political clout of Fiji’s post-colonial institutions that 
have dominated the social and political scene for so long is being 
undermined by our new generation of liberalised cyber-
democrats…In political terms, democratic governance, mass par-
ticipation and mobilisation is being enhanced by the use of the 
Internet and other modern ICTs (Fiji Daily Post, 2008). 

 
The inequity of access to the internet for women in general, those 

outside of urban centres and for those at the lower end of the economic 
spectrum across the Pacific Islands has already been commented on 
(Bhagwan Rolls, 2007; Anderson, 2007). Arguably, those based in Suva 
have more access to this form of media. Indeed, in the Ratuva and 
Hegarty study, the internet was only cited as a source of information for 
those in the urban centres (2003: 29). However, that people have access 
to the medium need not infer that they access this media for political pur-
poses. Interestingly, only some 38 per cent of respondents (born in Fiji) 
reported the internet as a source of political information. When the re-
sponses for those born in other countries were included, this figure 
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dropped to just over 30 per cent. It can be surmised that electronic media 
is still not as influential in the Pacific as other forms of media.  
 
Conclusion 
 

‘New culture — specifically in the form of the media — has made 
its mark on Fiji society. Suva, with a greater access to a diverse market of 
media is arguably influenced more than any other part of the state. This is 
an area that needs further attention from researchers. More specific stud-
ies — focusing on individual areas or parts of the country — rather than 
generalising the country as a whole are also necessary in assisting a 
greater understanding of the socio-political circumstance. 

The survey results used in this commentary, while not conclusive, 
certainly reveal that factors other than tradition, economics, and religion 
need to be taken into consideration when trying to analyse Fiji’s current 
state. Societies are constantly evolving. Fiji has changed, Suva has 
changed, and yet the focus of much research and investigation has re-
mained constant. Ironically, when areas of new research have been under-
taken (such as on the contribution of the internet in Fiji politics), they of-
ten neglect other forces (such as print media). This commentary reveals 
the need for political analysis of Fiji to move beyond the predictable 
themes. This is not to discount their importance or relevance to the shape 
of the political arena. But a more comprehensive approach – one which 
incorporates contemporary society values and themes into the equation 
and shows awareness of the lives of young people in urban settings – may 
contribute to a greater understanding of Fiji’s politics in contemporary 
terms and, ultimately, be more relevant to developing a more comprehen-
sive political understanding.  
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New World Journalism 
 

Richard Francis Naidu 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Perhaps at no other time in human history has the power of commu-
nications been more vividly demonstrated than during this millennial 
transition. The virtual village our planet has already become, has been 
further shrunk by mobile phones carrying video and TV capacity, along 
with other wonders such as the palm top and blackberry – all variations of 
the original, voice-only cellular phone. 

The media is already using these obvious and immediate advantages 
to sharpen the edge of its news delivery in terms of speed and accessibil-
ity and to enhance general content presentation. Most, if not all media 
companies in Fiji are already doing this. 
 The greater opportunity that this unprecedented era in technology brings 
is that media companies are being forced to think outside of the box of 
‘traditional journalism’, by virtue of technological breakthroughs giving 
the ordinary citizen the opportunity to become involved in the news gath-
ering process. 

What must be made clear at this point is that of equal, if not greater 
importance, is the challenge to achieve this paradigm shift without com-
promising the news values that practitioners of traditional journalism hold 
dear, for it is these values which have thus far successfully underpinned 
the practice of ‘traditional journalism’. 
 
Citizen Journalism 
 

‘Citizen journalism’, the new catch phrase to describe the above 
phenomenon, has caught on in the Pacific, where there are examples of 
television stations calling on members of the public to call in and report 
on incidents and shoot footage of such incidents with mobile phones. 

Fiji Broadcasting Corporation Ltd (FBCL) is all for the idea of the 
public calling our newsroom to report on things as they see them taking 
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place. A time is also coming when like with other more developed coun-
tries, people in Fiji will put out their own news on the web. Blogs are a 
step towards that direction. It is obvious that media operators are now no 
longer the only generators of opinion, theories and arguments in the pub-
lic domain. 

Public discussion has now become very public and will become 
more and more owned and controlled through blogs and other online ave-
nues. The question that demands our consideration is how far public in-
volvement should be allowed in the news gathering process. 
 

Power vs. Responsibility 
 

It is inevitable that the public should be allowed to participate. Any-
thing to the contrary would be trying to stifle social development. It is not 
the job of journalists to manipulate development of any kind, in this case, 
technological, for the sake of preserving their ‘domain’. However, it is 
the responsibility of every journalist to ensure that what they are trained 
to do best does not end up getting distorted for the sake of accommodat-
ing the pressures that advancements in technology will bring. 

Journalists are entrusted with a power that they would be well 
within their boundaries in ensuring is used for the correct purposes – to 
inform, educate, and generate discussion —primarily as one of the 
spheres of civil society that facilitate the advancement of social develop-
ment and progress. How this can be balanced with the increasing role of 
‘citizen journalism’ brought on by technological advancements will be 
the challenge for the media industry for much of this century. 

It can be safely concluded then, that apart from patterns of news 
consumption, the very nature of what is news will soon change, if it 
hasn’t already, because of the inadvertent involvement of the consumers 
of news, in the news gathering process. In terms of how this will impact 
the organisational/training needs of newsrooms and the gate-keeping 
functions of the media, the question is, to what extent is the media willing 
to include the public in its role of reporting and explaining life events to 
the people? 

No one else can answer this better than the media because any re-
sponsible industry practitioner will understand the significance of their 
work in the context of the larger social architecture. For the systems of 
law and order and justice to remain intact for the preservation of the so-
cial fabric, it is vital that the integrity of the media is preserved. 

This ties in well with another question that has been posed at this fo-
rum, of whether citizen journalists should enjoy the same legal rights and 
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privileges as professional journalists. The answer is a straight out no. Pro-
fessional journalists are trained to do their job and therefore, it can be ex-
pected of them to carry out their duties with a certain degree of responsi-
bility because they need to adhere to professional and ethical standards. 

While citizen journalists can contribute to newsgathering in a unique 
way through offering first hand reports and description by having been at 
the scene of action, it would not be safe to assume that their ‘reports’ are 
all that journalists can go by. 

The issues of personal bias, emotion, political and religious affilia-
tion, are just some of the things that will have to be factored in when con-
sidering these ‘reports’. 

All the more reason why, if citizen journalism is to be encouraged, 
professional journalists must be trained in how to use this trend as a tool 
for the purpose of helping understand and better convey events and in-
formation surrounding everyday incidents. 

Other equally important issues that must be considered are: 
 How far can citizen journalism go, in terms of who will not only 

take responsibility for information, but be accountable for it? 
 Who will judge what is fair comment, and will there be any lim-

its on the depth and sensitivity of information shared on the web, 
so that one’s private/personal life does not end up being splashed 
world wide? 

 And subsequently, what of the rules governing defamation and 
the impact on a person’s social standing through a comment 
made in public verbally, electronically, or in print? 

 
The explosion of multi-media has made the creation of citizen jour-

nalism, blogging etc, and the subsequent blurring of lines with profes-
sional journalism, inevitable. But it will be up to media organisations 
themselves to ensure the blurring does not lead to a complete distortion of 
the role of the media, and the necessary part that public comment/input 
and views play in helping examine and articulate current issues. 
Professional journalists themselves must honestly accept the practical, 
every-day reality that the old temptations for them as media practitioners, 
will remain.  

The drive to want to be the first to ‘break’ a story will be further 
heightened by the ‘instantaneous’ nature of a more prevalent electronic 
media. From the days when radio was the only medium that provided an 
unmatched sense of urgency in news delivery through its greatest advan-
tage of immediacy, to the present when newspapers are operating web-
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sites as well, how news is covered is bound to change. 
Regardless of their being of print or electronic background, every 

journalist is going to be eventually exposed to the ‘urgency bug’ inherent 
in an increasingly electronic-based media world. Every journalist will 
have to be taught how to avoid the pitfalls along this path. The responsi-
bility will become squarely that of media proprietors to ensure that jour-
nalists are educated and trained to remain focused on their primary role of 
being effective messengers. 
 
The Fiji Broadcasting Corporation Ltd Context 
 

In the local context, FBCL operates within a world, which, in terms 
of news and information demands, is as complex as Fiji’s demographics. 
A population of more than 800,000 is spread out over a little more than 
300 islands, only a third of which are populated, and, which are spread 
over a total area of 18, 270 square kilometres. 

FBCL’s six different stations target as many different sections of lis-
teners. An important point to note at this juncture would be Fiji’s vibrant 
media industry, with its plethora of radio stations, magazines, newspa-
pers, and now, with the issuing of more free-to-air television licenses by 
government, some healthy competition to Fiji Television Ltd. The first of 
these stations is Mai TV, started by former Fiji TV journalist and execu-
tive, Richard Broadbridge. 

Part of FBCL’s audience is made up of highly IT-literate consumers, 
whose needs are developing quickly because of their exposure to the 
internet, television and a multi-media environment which extends every-
where — into schools, the workplace and even the home. This segment of 
the local population has become so immersed in this multi-media culture 
that even in our homes, it has become the norm rather than the exception 
for families and individuals to have multiple mobile phones, Blackberries, 
computers, USBs, and other such devices. 

This is apart from other modern-day paraphernalia such as TV sets, 
DVD players and recorders, digital cameras, etc. On the other end of the 
scale exists FBCL’s duties to its rural listeners, for some of whom, the 
only mode of transportation, even for getting from Point A to Point B on 
the same island – is by boat. Even in such remote parts, though, technol-
ogy is steadily making inroads through the construction of transmission 
towers that extend the coverage of Fiji’s mobile phone network. Much of 
these efforts are aimed at helping tourists, and other sectors of the popula-
tion that exist nearby are ‘helped’ by default. 
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Challenges 
 

Within the overall context of these changes in local culture, the 
same challenges and constraints that faced journalists more than a decade 
ago remain, except that sadly, the pressures that these developments have 
created, have added to the working burden of Fiji’s admirable band of re-
porters and their editors. There are more pressures but the same meagre 
resources from which to operate, by way of remuneration, facilities and 
equipment, all of which erode job satisfaction and therefore aggravate the 
sometimes-vicious job cycle of dissatisfied, under-enthusiastic and over-
stressed journalists. 

It is for these reasons that, as philosophical as journalists sometimes 
tend to become, the bottom line is that the bottom line must improve in 
order to improve the lot of workers across media organisations – includ-
ing journalists themselves. As Fiji’s oldest broadcaster, the Fiji Broad-
casting Corporation Ltd has gone through a reorganisation that has re-
duced its relationship with the State to an annual subsidy for its two pub-
lic radio stations — Fiji’s oldest and first radio stations — Radio Fiji One 
and Radio Fiji Two. 

These two vernacular stations now operate in a semi-commercial 
mode while maintaining a public service-oriented programming format. 
FBCL’s other four stations have moved into a completely commercial 
mode, with the State expecting FBCL to generate decent financial returns 
while operating on a level playing field with other statutory bodies. 
 
Critical Importance 
 

This is where having a sustainable newsroom is of critical impor-
tance to us. FBCL has always had a reputation for good broadcast jour-
nalism — something we have been working hard at restoring, in the af-
termath of the news blackout FBCL suffered following Fiji’s first coup of 
1987. As a national broadcaster, the responsibilities on us are enormous 
— we are often the only medium that reaches the rural-based listening 
public in the outer islands and the highlands. Therefore, to highlight their 
plight and needs, we must ensure we do not stray from the practice of de-
velopmental journalism. 

At the same time, we must meet the fast-developing information 
needs of the IT-sophisticate component of the populace that expects an 
up-to-date and vibrant web-based news service. This, needless to say, is a 
pulsating news sector in itself, with several independently-run news-
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based websites hosted in Fiji, along with sites operated by all of the me-
dia organisations in Fiji, be they broadcast or print. 

Apart from hosting a website, we also text our news headlines to 
mobile phone subscribers. As ambitious as all these endeavours may 
sound, the challenges abound in equal measure. To begin with, our com-
mercial competitors have a 20-year head start on us, and it could be said 
in all fairness that unlike public broadcasters, who are a mix between 
commercial and public programming, the national interest is not always 
the priority for all-out commercial operators. 

As an extension of our position as a national broadcaster, it would 
be natural for the listening public to expect us to be setting the standards 
– journalistically speaking – in the wider Fiji media. The example of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation close to home, is a good one where 
extreme care is given to such things as pronunciation, names, the standard 
of English, etc., because the public and organs of the State expect the 
ABC to uphold this standard. 

It is, therefore, left to media organisations such as ourselves to help 
bring journalistic balance to a large section of Fiji’s broadcast media, by 
virtue of our responsibilities as a public broadcaster. The market dynam-
ics are further complicated by the more lucrative financial base of televi-
sion stations, which are able to pay journalists up to three times more than 
what we can afford. As David Robie, former University of the South Pa-
cific journalism program co-ordinator, puts it in his compilation, The Pa-
cific Journalist: ‘Starting salaries are low in many Pacific news organisa-
tions – in Fiji, for example, a journalist can be paid as low as less than 
half ($F7000 a year) the starting salary for secondary school teacher.’ 

Those figures are from a publication of seven years ago. They re-
main largely the same for radio journalists in Fiji and, thus, affect the 
quality of reporters we are able to recruit — and, therefore, determines 
how far above the game we are able to lift the quality of our news service. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 

A new world of communications, with its digitally converged multi-
capacities for image, sound, colour and speed, has come to Fiji, as it has 
in other parts of the world. It can be safely said that this new world will 
forever change the face of journalism, creating, perhaps, ‘new world 
journalism’. The inherent danger during this transition is that journalism 
as we’ve known could disintegrate into entertainment if consumer input is 
allowed into news content via imagery, sound and hard information, 
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without adequate and proper editorial consideration. 
There has already been much debate through the greater part of the 

20th Century, more so in the West, about the ‘evening news’ being cast 
with a shadow of ‘entertainment’ through a combination of media owners 
giving in to the lure, and the pressure of ratings, and the growing con-
sumer demand for more, quicker and better. The challenges remain the 
same as technology asks new questions of the industry. To find the an-
swers, we must ask ourselves how far the industry is prepared to go to en-
sure that the foundations of journalism are kept intact as we translate into 
this new world journalism. 
 
 
 
 
Richard Francis Naidu is the News Director at Fiji Broadcasting Corpora-

tion Ltd. Email: rnaidu@fbcl.com.fj 
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Reflections: Challenges Faced by Journalists in Multiethnic 

Fiji 
 

Verenaisi Raicola  
 
 

The media offers people an opportunity to air their views, regardless 
of race, religion, creed or gender. This is important in a multiethnic soci-
ety such as Fiji. The country has had four coups in the last 20 years. Each 
time there is a coup, a new level of debate on the racial differences be-
tween the two major races — Indians and Fijians — emerges. The debate 
is usually conducted or intensified in the media. Discussions usually fo-
cus on the rights of each group and their alleged marginalisation. Cultural 
and religious differences are also thrown into the mix, which often cause 
social tensions between the two major societies. 

In Fiji there is a fine line between racism and a healthy debate over 
racial and cultural issues, and journalists need to take the initiative to 
learn and understand this. They need to know when discussions are 
healthy, constructive and objective, and when they are negative and de-
structive. What is right for one race can be wrong for another, or what is 
relevant for one group of people can be irrelevant for another.  

Journalists in Fiji belong to different races. Given their backgrounds 
and their racial, clan and religious affiliations, they are bound to have 
some leanings and loyalties. The complex socio-political environment 
that they work in is an added form of pressure. Like all journalists, we are 
bound to have our own biases. Such biases and prejudices, which are of-
ten seen and experienced in Fiji, are formed in our homes, school sys-
tems, churches, sporting institutions and at political levels. Furthermore, 
our leaders have done little to promote multiethnic societies. 

The voting system does more to isolate than to unite people. The is-
sue of a common identity, for example, has become quite divisive in Fiji. 
Some believe in a common name, ‘Fijian’, for all citizens of Fiji, regard-
less of race. Others believe the name should only apply to the indigenous. 
At the same time, some believe there is nothing much in a name and that 
it has no power to unite people. 
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Sometimes, when writing on issues dear to our race, our leaders, or 
our church, we start to identify with these issues. The challenge for jour-
nalists when writing on such issues is to remain objective. The best jour-
nalists can do is give the right of reply and strive for balance. It is, thus, 
imperative for journalists to understand what their roles. Otherwise they 
can easily become influenced by those with hidden agendas. It is our job 
as journalists to get the news out but at the same time it is vital to get it 
right and to be responsible in the way news is gathered and disseminated. 
There have been cases of skirt and envelope journalism in Fiji, when re-
porters received favours or became uncomfortably close to their sources. 
Some say poor pay is the cause, but I believe it happens when ethics are 
ignored and journalists fall in the trap of forgetting their roles. 

Journalists should respect those they interact with, and at the same 
time know when to call a spade a spade. Culture, tradition and custom are 
sometimes cited as a hindrance when it comes to reporting. 

I believe such claims are often exaggerated. When a paramount 
chief or Head of State dies, the press in Fiji waits for the state to make 
announcements before they go ahead with the story. This happened when 
Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara died. The media did not disregard traditional 
protocols in terms of going ahead and publishing a ‘scoop’. Being sensi-
tive to protocols allows our readers to appreciate that we are respectful 
and builds trust and confidence. 

People in the villages tend to be more conservative and protective 
when it comes to stories that affect them. But things are changing fast and 
people are beginning to understand the power of the media. Even then, 
reporters cannot just expect to walk into any village and start taking pic-
tures, especially when there is a traditional gathering taking place. I recall 
Prince Charles’ visit in 2006. As head of the news team in the west on 
that assignment, I advised our Indian photographer to wear a sulu 
vakataga. That made a difference because he was able to move around the 
chiefly village of Viseisei freely while the ceremonies were going on. 
That is where understanding and observing tradition comes in handy.  

I have realised that when you observe the protocols of another race, 
it is easier to gain their trust as they open up to you. I recall how foreign 
journalists covering one of the Pacific Islands Forum leaders meeting 
were criticised for their dress code that was deemed disrespectful. 

It should be the role of the local media to advice foreign journalists 
to observe the dress code in Fiji. 

When one covers a village meeting and the chief is a personal 
friend, it does not mean one can just walk in and demand an interview. In 
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his village the chief is the most respected person, and there are protocols 
to follow before one can talk to him. 

The media has an important role to play in our society. Greater re-
sponsibility is needed on the part of journalists today than perhaps ever 
before, especially with the coups of 1987, 2000 and 2006. These political 
upheavals have created a lot of suspicion and misunderstanding between 
Fiji’s multiethnic societies. We journalists need to take it upon ourselves 
to spread the gospel that racial discrimination is wrong. Attacking people 
who differ from us in their beliefs is also wrong. Everyone should be al-
lowed to have a right to their opinion and should be able to express them-
selves. Journalists should be the conduits for such expressions. 

Fiji socio-political environment is especially challenging for jour-
nalists. It is however our responsibility to condition ourselves to leave our 
biases outside our newsrooms. This means adhering to the rules of neu-
trality and objectivity. Our own opinions on issues should not colour our 
stories because our role is to tell it as it is. According to the Fiji Media 
Council Code of Ethics, journalists should not allow personal interest, po-
sition, role, belief, commitment, payment, gift, benefit, or traditional cus-
tomary obligation to undermine accuracy, fairness and independence. The 
Code of Ethics should be our guiding principle at all times. 

 
 
 
 

Verenaisi Raicola is senior reporter and Chief-of-Staff at the Fiji Times in 
Suva. Email: vraicola@fijitimes.com.fj 

 



 
Fijian Studies Vol. 6 Nos. 1& 2 © Fiji Institute of Applied Studies 
 

227 

 
 
 

The Fiji Media Council: Form, Function and Challenges 
 

Daryl Tarte 
 
 
What is the Fiji Media? 
 

The public of Fiji is well served by a range of media outlets. There 
are three daily newspapers, The Fiji Times, Fiji Sun and the Fiji Daily 
Post. Only The Fiji Times is foreign-owned. There are two radio stations 
that broadcast in all three languages throughout the day and night. The 
government owns one and the other one is listed on the South Pacific 
Stock Exchange. There is one television station that is also publicly listed. 
Another locally owned TV station began operations recently. There are 
also a number of magazines published on a monthly or quarterly basis. 
The public has full access to the internet and most media organisations 
are on-line 
 
The Constitution 
 

Section 30 of the Fiji Constitution guarantees the ‘freedom of the 
press and other media’. However this freedom may be limited in the in-
terests of national security, public safety, public order, public morality, 
public health or the orderly conduct of national or municipal elections, 
the maintenance of reputation, privacy, dignity, rights or freedoms of 
other persons including the right to be free of hate speech, inaccurate or 
offensive media reports, preventing the disclosure of information received 
in confidence, preventing attacks on the dignity of individuals, maintain-
ing the authority and independence of the courts, imposing reasonable re-
strictions on the holders of public office and regulating the technical ad-
ministration of telecommunications. 
 
Origins of the Fiji Media Council 
 

The Fiji News Council was first set up in 1986 but became inactive 
after the 1987 coups. Efforts were made to revive the council in 1993 but 
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it was not till 1996 that the Fiji News Council was revitalised by a group 
of media owners with an independent chairman and secretariat. A consti-
tution, code of ethics and a complaints procedure was agreed upon. In 
1996 the government engaged the Thomson Foundation of the UK to re-
port ‘on the current legislation and practices as they effect the media … 
and make recommendations for a future legal and regulatory structure’. 
The report made recommendations on The Newspapers Registration Act, 
The Broadcasting Commission Act, The Television Decree, The Press 
Corrections Act, The Defamation Act, The Fair Trading Decree and The 
Official Secrets Act. 

The authors recommended the establishment of a voluntary Media 
Council to be funded by the industry, have an independent chairman, rep-
resentatives from each media outlet, an equal number of public members 
appointed by the Complaints Committee; the Complaints Committee to 
be made up of three respected and independent public persons, com-
plaints to be judged against a code of ethics and practice and adjudica-
tions by the Complaints Committee to be final and published in full. 
These recommendations were all accepted and implemented by the News 
Council, which then became the Fiji Media Council. One of the authors 
of the Thomson Report was subsequently invited back to Fiji to draw up a 
Code or Ethics and Practice. 
 
The Fiji Media Council 
 

The Council has a constitution that, inter alia, provides for its objec-
tives, membership, chair and vice chair, complaints committee, powers, 
meetings, procedures, finance, staff, audit and dissolution. In essence, the 
objectives are to promote high journalistic standards, enhance the media’s 
image, safeguard its freedom and independence, uphold freedom of 
speech and expression, uphold the public’s right to be informed accu-
rately and fairly, promote an independent complaints committee, promote 
a code of ethics and practice. Industry members at the time of writing this 
paper included: Communications Fiji Ltd, Fiji Broadcasting Corporation, 
Fiji TV, The Fiji Times, Fiji Sun, Islands Business, University of the 
South Pacific and the Ministry of Information.  

Public members at the time of writing included the following peo-
ple: Vice Chairman – Dijendra Singh, a Ba businessman and social 
worker; Peter Erbsleben, a retired tourism executive; Meleniani Ku-
ruavesi, and Vasiti Buimaiwai Loki, both public servants in the Ministry 
of Education; Agatha Ferei, of Fiji Media Watch; Humphrey Chang, 
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businessman; Joel Sahai, retired businessman and social worker; and Ti-
moci Tavanavanua, CEO of the Fiji Rugby Union. When a vacancy oc-
curs the public are invited, by advertisement in the media, to apply. Ap-
pointments are made by the Complaints Committee. Efforts are made to 
maintain ethnic, gender, regional and vocational balance. Public members 
may also nominate an alternate to attend on their behalf. There is provi-
sion for smaller media organisations to join as Associate Members. The 
Complaints Committee members are: Daryl Tarte, Paula Sotutu and Mrs 
Suliana Siwatibau. 

The Council has an independent chairman—Daryl Tarte, and an ex-
ecutive Secretary— Bob Pratt. The Council has no paid employees. Of-
fice bearers receive only reimbursement of expenses. 

The Council is a registered company, Media Council (Fiji) Ltd. It 
employs KPMG to manage its finances and arrange the audit of accounts. 
The Council is funded by a levy on industry members. The levy is based 
on the size of the organisation. Income of approximately $25,000 per an-
num covers administrative costs. Special events, such as the FAME 
awards, or Media Freedom Day celebrations, are funded by sponsorship 
from outside the industry. The Council meets every six weeks in various 
media organisation boardrooms.  
 
Code of Ethics and Practice 
 

One of the authors of the Thomson report was invited back to Fiji by 
the Media Council in 1997 to draw up a Code of Ethics and Practice. He 
consulted with media organisations, government and other public, politi-
cal, social and professional interest groups before formulating the code, 
which was adopted by the Council. Each year the Council invites the pub-
lic to make submissions on any change they would like to make to the 
Code. These are considered by the Complaints Committee and, if appro-
priate, changes are made. The Complaints Committee judges complaints 
by the standards set out in the code, but the code is not intended to be 
comprehensive or all embracing. Members of the public may complain to 
the Council on matters not specifically envisaged in the code provisions. 

The general Code of Ethics and Practice has 36 provisions. There 
are 22 provisions for advertisements also. Six of the provisions cover for 
advertising to children. The provisions also include television program 
classifications code. 
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Complaints 
 

The process for making complaints was originally as follows. The 
first step was for the complaint to be lodged with the media organisation 
concerned. If no satisfactory response was received within two weeks, the 
complaint could be sent to the Secretary of the Council. He had a further 
two weeks to settle the matter by conciliation. If that failed, the matter 
was sent to the Chairman who was required to determine whether the 
complaint came within the jurisdiction of the Complaints Committee. If it 
did then the Committee was required to conduct a hearing through verbal 
or written submissions and make an adjudication. This had to be pub-
lished by the media organisation concerned. In order to speed up this 
process the Council decided, in 2008, that the complaint should be sent in 
the first instance to the Secretary. The rest of the process remained the 
same. Before dealing with a complaint, the Complaints Committee will 
require the complainant to sign a waiver that an adjudication will be the 
end of the matter and no further legal action through the courts will be 
taken.  

Since 1997, 210 complaints have been made to the Council. Of 
these 190 were settled by conciliation while 20 went to adjudication. Nine 
were upheld while four were partially upheld. The public has other means 
of seeking redress about anything that appears in the media. They can 
write directly to the media organisation and seek a correction and if the 
organisation agrees, such a correction will be published or the story re-
done. Often readers write letters to the editor and this gives satisfaction. 
Or, the public can take legal action against a media organisation. 
 
Training 
 

One of the Council’s objectives is to promote high journalistic stan-
dards. Since its inception the Council has worked closely with the Uni-
versity of The South Pacific’s School of Journalism, and Media Council 
members serve on the University’s Advisory Committee. However, it has 
been found that many graduates of the journalism school take up posi-
tions in public relations, or as press secretaries and other vocations rather 
than journalism. Accordingly, the Council engaged with the Fiji Institute 
of Technology in establishing a course for working journalists. Senior 
staff of various media organisations serve on the institute’s Advisory 
Council and as lecturers. The Council also runs courses for working jour-
nalists on specific subjects. As a way of promoting journalistic excel-
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lence, the Council established an annual awards scheme—the Fiji Awards 
for Media Excellence awards—which recognises high achievement in all 
branches of journalism and advertising. The judging is conducted by in-
dependent and knowledgeable people. Around 53 awards were given in 
2008.  
 
Other Council activities 

 
To enable the media to have a better appreciation of specific sub-

jects, the Council usually invites heads of organisations to give presenta-
tions at the start of Council meetings. 

As another way of highlighting the importance of certain matters, 
such as suicide, the Council has regularly held Public Forums. Experts in 
their fields are invited to make presentations and be questioned by the 
public. The Council recently held a public debate on the proposed Na-
tional Charter for Building Better Fiji. The event was broadcast and pub-
lished. Some years ago the Council worked closely with the Judiciary to 
draw up an accepted procedure for court reporting. The Council also 
spent some time helping journalists set up a journalism institute aimed at 
improving various aspects of their profession. 

Following an aircraft disaster in the centre of Viti Levu, the Council 
carried out a public survey as to whether the media had observed appro-
priate sensitivity in reporting on this event. The Fiji media was informed 
of the outcome of the survey. In 2002 the Council engaged an independ-
ent organisation to carry out a comprehensive nation-wide survey of pub-
lic perceptions of the media in Fiji. The public opinions were conveyed to 
the various media organisations. The Council was a member of the World 
Association of Press Councils for some years. However, as there were no 
benefits from this relationship, the Council resigned. The Council has al-
ways been a member of the Pacific Island News Association and fully 
supports all its activities. 
 
Media Independence and Freedom of Speech and Expression 
 

One fundamental objective of the Council is to safeguard the me-
dia’s independence and uphold freedom of speech and expression. These 
were seriously challenged during the 1987 coups, before the council was 
established. While media rights are enshrined in the 1997 Fiji Constitu-
tion, the media’s ability to operate freely and safely was again threatened 
during the political upheavals of 2000. There was little the Council could 
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do during this period except to give moral support to media organisations 
to do their utmost to carry out their basic function of informing the public 
correctly about events. In 2003 the government prepared a draft media 
bill which sought to establish a Media Council by legislation and give the 
Minister responsible wide powers over its functioning. This was rigor-
ously opposed by the Council and the proposed bill was eventually 
dropped by the government. Then, in 2006, the government attempted to 
introduce a broadcasting bill which would also have given the Minister 
responsible unacceptable authority over the radio and television opera-
tors. The Council’s opposition also resulted in the bill being dropped. 
 2006 brought another serious challenge to the freedom and inde-
pendence of the media. Following the military coup, officers were placed 
in media organisations with the intent of monitoring their operations. 
When representations were made to the interim government these officers 
were withdrawn. The Interim Prime Minister, Frank Bainimarama, gave 
an assurance that he would uphold section 30 of the Constitution that 
guaranteed media freedom. However there was constant friction between 
the government and the media during 2007 and 2008, and numerous 
meetings were held between the Council and the Government to address 
mutual concerns. In 2006 the Fiji Human Rights Commission engaged Dr 
James Anthony of Hawaii to conduct an inquiry into the Fiji media. As 
the Council was not consulted about the need for this inquiry nor on its 
terms of reference, it decided not to make submissions to Dr Anthony. He 
subsequently issued a very derogatory report about the Council, its per-
sonnel and the media in general, and made recommendations unaccept-
able to the Council. 

The Interim Government’s National Council for Building a Better 
Fiji is also examining the functioning of the media and the Council. A 
delegation of the Media Council made representations to its media work-
ing group. Some of the recommendations of the Anthony Report are be-
ing considered by the NCBBF. In 1998 the government issued an expo-
sure draft of a Freedom of Information Bill and invited submissions from 
the Council. The Council made a number of submissions strongly sup-
porting the enactment of this legislation. However to date no further ac-
tion has been taken by any government. World Press Freedom day is 
celebrated around the world each year on May 3rd. The Council always 
recognises this occasion by holding a seminar or some other appropriate 
event. In 2008 it engaged an independent consultant to carry out a survey 
of what the media and its independence means to individual members of 
the public. These views were published and broadcast through the media. 
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Government and the Council 
 
The Fiji Media Council model is based on the Australian, New Zea-

land and United Kingdom Press Councils, which have been in operation 
for many years. Certain modifications were made to suit the Fiji situation. 
There has been pressure from various governments over the years for the 
Council to impose fines or other penalties on media organisations that are 
found to breach the Code of Ethics and Practice. This is not the practice 
elsewhere, nor does the Fiji Media Council consider it appropriate in Fiji. 
There have also been calls for the Council, or some such body, to actually 
monitor the content of press, radio and television on a daily basis and 
give directions to any media organisation on any matter that might appear 
to be outside the norms of accurate and balanced journalism. This would 
require a large and highly skilled body of people, and is not the practice 
in any democratic society where there is a free and independent media. 

The Fiji Media Council does not subscribe to any kind of interfer-
ence in the editorial policy of any media organisations. There has been 
pressure over the years, particularly since December 2006, for the media 
to project a more positive image of government. The role of an independ-
ent media is to portray the actions of any government in a balanced way. 
It must reflect the opinions of society whether they are pro or anti gov-
ernment. Furthermore, under the Code of Ethics and Practice, any media 
may be partisan if it chooses to be so. The Fiji Media Council position is 
to uphold this policy. 

There have been calls over the years for the Fiji Media Council to be 
established by legislation and thus be subject to a measure of government 
control. This has been resisted for two main reasons: Firstly, the media 
organisations in Fiji are all, with one exception, privately owned com-
mercial operations, with some listed on the SPSE. It would be inappropri-
ate for a government body to exercise any authority over their manage-
ment and thus impact on their shareholders. Secondly, there is already a 
body in place, the Fiji Media Council, with the responsibility to ensure 
that the media conducts itself in an appropriate way, and that any com-
plaint is processed effectively. A further point is that the government’s 
Ministry of Information is a member of the Council.  
 
The Media in Fiji 
 

While the people of Fiji are well served by a broad range of media 
types, it is a highly competitive business. There is limited opportunity for 
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growth and many people are at low income and varying intellectual lev-
els. Furthermore the audience is made up of three main language 
groups—Fijian, Hindi and English—in both urban and remote areas. The 
media must try to cater for all their needs and expectations. The modern 
media must also be interactive with its audience and adjust to the new 
technological age of the internet. The coups from 1987 to 2006 have had 
a serious impact on the media in that journalists have been threatened and 
incarcerated by military regimes. This has led to the loss overseas of 
many experienced journalists. Standards have deteriorated for it takes 
time to train new people and give them the opportunity to gain experi-
ence. A common complaint is that there is a lack of quality investigative 
journalism in Fiji. This is quite correct. Media organisations have few 
qualified people. While the Fiji Media Council is cognizant of these is-
sues, any solution goes beyond the scope of its mandate. Media organisa-
tions can improve their standards but a great deal depends on Fiji having 
a stable economic, political and social environment.  
 
Conclusion 
 

In my first address to the Fiji News Council in 1996, I quoted the 
Rt. Hon. Lord Wakeham, then President of the British Press Complaints 
Committee: 

The relationship between press, people and Parliament is one of 
the most difficult in a democratic society. I do not pretend that 
the Press Complaints Committee will solve the tension that is a 
crucial part of that relationship. Perhaps it is insoluble; perhaps 
no solution is desirable. But what we are seeking is to put in 
place is a stable, enduring and fair framework within which 
public, politicians and press can resolve their differences tol-
erably, effectively, without burden on the public purse and 
without undermining in any way the freedoms of speech and 
expression which have been our precious birthright since 
Magna Carta. 

 
It is this spirit that has guided the Fiji Media Council since its estab-

lishment. 
 
 
Daryl Tarte is the Chairman of the Fiji Media Council. 

Email: tartedv@unwired.com.fj 
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Self-Regulation with More Accountability and Transparency 
 

Sophie Foster 
 
 

OVER the next few weeks, the media industry and its audience 
around the country (and indeed the world) will discover what sort of 
regulatory climate the interim regime in Fiji wants them to operate under. 
As the Deputy Secretary for Information Major Neumi Leweni con-
firmed, a draft of the interim regime’s media promulgation document will 
be ready by December this year. They have found that such an update is 
necessary given changes to the industry, with the advent of more radio 
stations and the emergence of online media through the Internet. What 
they say they will be doing is amalgamating all the existing laws with re-
gard to the media under one promulgation. But they will also be adding to 
it — most significantly by way of setting up procedures to allow for a 
Media Appeals Tribunal headed by a judge, and setting out hefty fines, 
penalties and jail term for those found guilty. The main beneficiaries of 
this exercise are said to be members of the public, journalists and the me-
dia industry as a whole. 

What’s more, this drive to place new legislation over the operations 
of the media industry is resonating well with certain audiences. There are 
certain elements of the proposal for a media promulgation that would 
make it acceptable, especially in the area of ensuring justice is not de-
layed when it comes to breaches of media laws and ethics. In fact, some 
in the media industry would be quick to agree that such justice needs to 
be faster, more transparent and precise. This has become more of a con-
cern because of the belief that the Media Council has not been as proac-
tive as it could be. In this regard the Media Council is perhaps hampered 
by a mandate which does not allow it to take a proactive role in bringing 
forward complaints. It must wait until someone has complained before 
looking into the issue. 

So while this aspect of the interim regime’s goal in setting up a Me-
dia Appeals Tribunal may be worthwhile, it doesn’t need to set up a 
whole new set of processes to be so. The Media Council is made up of 
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industry members, public members and associate members, and this in-
cludes the Deputy Secretary of Information Major Neumi Leweni. We 
suggest that a far better approach, and one that will not end up costing the 
government anything, is to review the Media Council itself, including 
ways to streamline its processes and make its complaints mechanism 
more proactive and efficient – and ultimately more effective. We believe 
that self-regulation is the way to go. But we also recognise that our de-
tractors believe that self-regulation makes the industry a law unto itself. It 
is necessary to remove these fears and allay all suspicions in this regard. 

As such, the media must make itself more transparent and more ac-
cessible to members of the public. One way to do this would be for a re-
view of the Fiji Media Council itself. The Council should open an office 
so it has a physical presence in the minds of members of the public. I am 
certain that media companies, including The Fiji Times, would be more 
than willing to pay for this to happen. Such an office would need staff, 
and that includes a Secretary to the Media Council who earns a salary – 
not just an honorarium. Any such positions must be advertised and the se-
lection process should be as open and transparent as possible. This should 
be accompanied by changes to the rules governing the Media Council’s 
activities. 

Its members (and this includes members from industry, the public 
and associate members) should be given an oversight role for the media. 
This means that they (or their staff) could review media activities every 
day and raise any issues of concern immediately with publishers. 

So while they could do what they do now, which is to receive com-
plaints, they should also be able to flag issues as they happen. And this 
doesn’t need to be just about news stories but also about advertisements, 
radio lyrics and television shows. Any adjudications must be freely and 
readily available to anyone who wants it. Another issue the industry must 
address is the fact that journalists themselves have no common body to 
cover their interests. In the past there was a journalist representative on 
the Media Council, but that is not the practice any more. Any review of 
media laws should take that into account as well. 

We live in a time when the media industry is under increasing attack 
on several fronts – we exist in a time of rapid changes in technology 
which are reshaping the revenue streams of those in the industry; we have 
had four coups in the last two decades – and this has placed direct pres-
sure on the way we operate; we have a high migration rate which includes 
highly trained journalists and the skills they offer; we have also over the 
past two years seen journalists and other news staff personally threatened 
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while doing the job that members of the public expect them to do. In such 
an overwhelmingly diverse environment, we simply cannot afford to have 
the media or the Media Council’s complaints process being perceived as a 
lame duck or sitting on the fence on matters of major importance. 

We cannot afford to let future generations down by drowning such 
ideals in administrative, legal and political to-ing and fro-ing over who 
controls what. 

We as journalists owe it to the country to ensure that self-regulation 
works as effectively as possible. We must play our part. We cannot afford 
gaps into which governments are more than willing to step to rein in a 
free press and stifle the voice of the people. In our continuous search for 
the truth, these facts stand out: That we must stand for what we believe in 
– freedom of media; that we work to the utmost to ensure the human 
rights of others – freedom of expression; and that we are open to criticism 
and complaints and resolve these as quickly and transparently as possible. 
That’s what being a journalist means to me, and to hundreds of other 
people who work hard every day to keep these ideals alive. 
 
 
 
Sophie Foster is the Associate Editor at The Fiji Times Limited. This key-

note address was delivered at the University of the South Pacific Jour-
nalism Awards on November 28, 2008, at the Oceania Centre, USP 
Laucala Campus, Suva. Email: sfoster@fijitimes.com.fj 
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Freedom and Independence of the Media in Fiji: A Report  
Executive Summary 

 
 Fiji Human Rights Commission  

 
 

This is an independent report commissioned by the Fiji Human 
Rights Commission about the media in Fiji: about newspapers (the print 
medium), radio (voice), television (visual) and the 21st century communi-
cations technology on which all three of the other ‘branches’ of the media 
depend and with which they are all inextricably connected, The elements 
which make up the 21st century communications technology are: fibre op-
tics cable, satellites, the geostationary orbit and the radio spectrum. 

Who owns and controls the media and related technology is of 
enormous importance to the people of Fiji: those who are now living and 
the many generations yet to come.  

This report takes the view that the international telecommunications 
technology on which the print, voice and visual sections of the media is 
now increasingly dependent is part of our nation's Common heritage, a 
part of  what I referred to in an essay published by Oxford University 
Press in 1990 as ‘intergenerational equity’.1 

How the media serves the people of Fiji is of the greatest impor-
tance to democracy in Fiji: how elections are reported, how both govern-
ment and private enterprise function, how governments once elected are 
treated and more. 

The media claims that it is a ‘watch dog’. This report poses the 
question: ‘Well, who precisely is it that appointed the media to be the 
‘watch dog’ it claims to be? Whose job is it, if anyone's, to keep watch 
over this self described, and, apparently, self appointed, ‘watch dog.’ Is 
this "watch dog" a law unto itself with no law to govern it? Does the 
"watch dog" called the media only keep watch over the institutions and 
personnel of government or does its responsibility extend to covering, and 

                                                        
1 James M. Anthony. ‘Conflict  over Natural Resources in the Pacific’, in Lim Teck 
Ghee and Mark J. Valencia (cds), Conflict Over Natural Resources in South-Asia and 
the Pacific, Oxford University Press, 1990 pp. 182-247 at p.237. 
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fairly reporting, on the activities of private enterprise (the entities which 
provide the media with substantial advertising revenues on which its very 
existence depends)? Such questions, either implied or posed explicitly, 
are canvassed in this report.  

This report is based mainly, but not exclusively on a total of 61 in-
terviews conducted over a two week period in the first part of August. 
2007. Relevant details of the research design and the methodology used 
in administering an open ended questionnaire are spelled Out in the body 
of the report.  

This is not the first report done on the media in Fiji. In 1996, follow-
ing lots of complaints about the media, and long festering concerns held 
by then Prime Minister, Sitiveni Rabuka2 (as can be gleaned from the de-
tails provided in the report itself) an investigation into the media was 
conducted by a well known British organization.  

None of the members of that research team spoke either Fijian or 
Hindi and none of them had much in the way of experience about the his-
tory or politics of Fiji. In any event, the British research team produced a 
report. 

It was called the "Thompson Report" and it made one important 
recommendation: it recommended what is called "self regulation" and to 
this end it also advised that a Media Council be established.  

The Thompson Report noted that what was intended to be an entity 
to regulate the media had existed for some years but that it had fallen into 
disrepair and so there was a need to build on the ashes of what had ex-
isted. And so, as this report makes clear, a new Media Council was estab-
lished after the Thompson Report was issued. 

It is important to note that the authors of the Thompson report 
took a narrow view of what it considered to be "the media". It did 
not address those mailers which are here identified as the 21st Cen-
tury international communications technology.  

Two years after the Thompson Report was issued and the new Me-
dia Council was established. Then Prime Minister Sitiveni Rabuka's gov-
ernment introduced a Media Control Bill for consideration by Parliament. 
The Bill was killed pru11y as a result of political pressure from the me-
dia.  

Then came 1999. In the general elections of that year a Labour gov-
ernment was resoundingly elected. One newspaper in particular, the Fiji 
                                                        
2 Several attempts were made to contact former Prime Minister Rabuka in order to se-
cure his cooperation in providing information related to this inquiry. The various at-
tempts made to contact him failed. 
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Times. is reported by informants in a position to know, to have deliber-
ately set about to bring down the Chaudhry government at any cost, by 
almost any means. Information provided by interviewees is buttressed by 
data in the published professional literature. The Media Council, whose 
Chairman, Daryl Tarte. had alleged close ties to the  then publisher of the 
Fiji Times, did nothing. 

Then came the events of 2000. The story is well known to most of 
the people of Fiji. The Fiji Times particularly, as well as other sections of 
the media, created an atmosphere of high tension and hatred against the 
new government from its very first days in office. An unruly terroristic 
mob seized control of Parliament, took many members of the Chaudhry 
government hostage, and wreaked havoc in the city of Suva and other 
parts of the country. Reliable and well informed sources say that the print 
media (the Fiji Times in particular) did not just report the news but acted 
as participants in creating and fanning the fires of the mayhem and disor-
der that followed. It was not as if this was a one time occurrence. For the 
Fiji Times especially this was part of a long established pattern: race bait-
ing, news invention, slanted, unsourced, imbalanced reporting: mangled, 
yellow journalism al its worst. 

The Media Council might have taken a look at what had happened 
and examined the role the media had played in the devastating events of 
the year 2000 and the subsequent mutiny of a section of the Royal Fiji 
Military Forces. But here, again, the Media Council did noting. 

In (he year 2003 the first elected Qarase government introduced a 
second Media Control Bill. Under heavy political pressure this second 
Bill also died . Its fate was decided, in no small part, by powerful sections 
of the media. 

The Media Council, which appoints all of its own members (the in-
dustry representatives as well as the so called "public members") has sat 
by and done next to nothing in all the years from 1996 till now. For one 
thing, the Media Council, with a budget that has, apparently, never ex-
ceeded 530,000 a year, was incapable of doing very much. The Media 
Council had a fancy Code of Ethics on paper but that seemed to be the 
beginning and the end of its commitment to "self regulation", The Media 
Council had an office, so its has been reported: an office that was for the 
most part empty. It is reported to have had one staff member about whose 
qualifications not much is known. The Media Council had a 'Complaints 
Committee' in whom most of the informants I interviewed had little or no 
confidence. 

Most of the informants who provided data for this report had noth-
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ing good to say about the Media Council. The interviewees, many of 
them with long and considerable experience in media matters, had long 
written off the Media Council as being "next to useless, a paper tiger, a do 
nothing organization:" In an aside, one informant told me that the Media 
Council was dead but that it would not lie down so that it could be given 
a decent burial! 

This report concludes that the Media Council, after ten full 
years of existence. has been a failure. "Self regulation" has thus 
failed too. 

From at least one of the highest levels of the interim government re-
ceived detailed information on how at least one major leader of the1987 
coup was forced, after reflection, to concede that he had been duped by 
the media into believing that the Bavadra government was simply an "In-
dian puppet" government out to dismantle the underpinnings of Fijian 
ownership of ancestral lands under native customary tenure and other 
privileges which guarantee and fortify the paramountcy of Fijian inter-
ests. At the same highest levels of government there were private, frus-
trated and frustrating reviews of what to do about the media which was 
now increasingly seen to have misused its unfettered freedom and turned 
it into license: license to divide and despoil a fragile polity. 

The Fiji Human Rights Commission, established under the provi-
sions of the 1997 Constitution, began to take notice of the disorder 
spawned by sections of the media as evidenced, particularly, by the 
events of 1999 and 2000 and what appeared to be a long standing pattern 
that showed no signs of changing at the hands of the "self regulators." 

The Fiji Human Rights Commission, acting on its own motion and 
deliberate judgment, decided that the time had come to take another look , 
to seek another way. 

This report is that "other look, that other way." 
The recommendations in this report are measured and. I believe ap-

propriate to the media problems with which a small, fragile 
,heterogeneous, multi racial society such as Fiji is faced . 

A 7% tax on all media revenue from advertising and from license 
fees is recommended. This source of revenue is designed to create a fund 
to establish a Media Tribunal. Its task will be several: to train journalists, 
work with industry representatives and others (such as the Media Centre 
at the University of the South Pacific), raise the level of news reporting 
skills. empower politicians, bureaucrats, office seekers and others with 
appropriate skills so that they might deal more effectively with their 
counterparts in the media, to help build both informal and formal bridges 
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of understanding: to proactively begin, in short, the process of bringing 
relevant players together in partnership (0 create a media subculture that 
is relevant for, and sensitive to, the rainbow of differences, cultural sensi-
tivities and common aspirations of all of Fiji's people. 

In addition, the Media Tribunal will set about establishing commu-
nity radio and community/public television as well as providing the nec-
essary professional competence, through training and financial assistance, 
to as broad a section of Fiji's people as possible so that they will become 
meaningfully involved in the Information Age and the enormous range of 
opportunities that lie at its heart. In no small part this will involve an in 
vestment in the scarcest of Fiji's scarce resources: its human talent, 
its own people. 

Part of the Tribunal's responsibility will be to both educate and em-
power not just those who live in and around principal populations centers, 
but those who live in other parts of Fiji as well--on Vanua Levu and 
Taveuni and the islands around them. The Media Tribunal will chart its 
own course, seek out, as the voyagers of old did, the stars that will guide 
its destiny- in appropriate consultation with relevant sections of govern-
ment and other sections of the country. Here, the Media Tribunal will 
face an old problem of politics: how to get all of the relevant players in on 
the action and still get some action. It can be done. 

The Media Tribunal will look, for example, at distance learning, 
seek partnerships with those who are already involved in this enterprise 
and broaden its base of operations. 

The Media Tribunal will be free to seek supplementary funding and 
innovative technical expertise from the array of nations with which Fiji is 
expanding its diplomatic relations: China. India, countries of Latin Amer-
ica and of the Caribbean. Looking in the same direction, the Media Tri-
bunal ought not to forget that there are opportunities aplenty in the United 
States where there are a wide range of governmental and nongovernmen-
tal organizations which can, and will, provide assistance if the right kinds 
of initiatives are taken by appropriately trained and sophisticated person-
nel. 

This report recognizes that Fiji is a society that is imperilled by a 
multiplicity of uncertainties. Fiji is still trying to come to terms with how 
best it might govern itself democratically. Constitutions on paper, no mat-
ter how elegantly contrived or how lucidly crafted, do not, in and of 
themselves, lead us down primrose paths to democratic greatness, democ-
ratic nirvana. When latent divisions in a fragile society are exacerbated by 
irresponsible elements in the media even the most reluctant governments 
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must act -and act decisively. 
My recommendation in this report is that the Fiji Human Rights 

Commission recommend to government that it borrow selectively from 
recently enacted media legislation in Singapore (recently adopted by 
Tonga, incidentally) and create an administrative entity to enforce such 
legislation with penal sanctions that are timely, measured and appropriate 
to Fiji-on grounds of what Article XIX of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights calls "necessity", Like Singapore, Fiji should perhaps aim 
to be a disciplined society-or certainly, more disciplined than it is now, 
almost four decades after cutting its formal colonial ties to Britain. 

The recommendation for the Fiji Human Rights Commission to get 
government to act on the matters canvassed here, given Fiji's realities, are 
driven in no small part by this aphorism: "There are wise restraints that 
make us free." The restraints that I recommend are timely, necessary and 
in the public interest broadly construed. The restraints are long overdue. 
They are not designed to be permanent. At the end of five years the re-
straints ought to be reviewed with as much public consultation as is con-
sistent with good sense and the national interest. 

It is hoped that once the Tribunal is funded and staffed it will use 
community radio and community/public television not just to report news 
fairly and accurately and creatively but also to do something else: give all 
of our people an opportunity to tell their stories, to access the archives of 
traditional knowledge and experience across the barriers of race and cul-
ture and to share these stories in such a way that we have a better appre-
ciation of who we are and how we can better work together: recognizing 
our differences, seeking our strengths, exploring the sources of our dis-
content, searching constantly for common ground so that we may, all of 
us, or as many of us as possible, build a common, human future together. 

The power and promise of 21st century media technology and the 
transmission and deployment of information, this report argues, are re-
sources of very great importance. The time has come for all of us, to-
gether, to come to the realization that these are national assets and that 
their ownership and control will determine one of our futures. 

This report urges the Fiji Human Rights Commission to make strong 
recommendations to the Interim government to protect our nation 's own-
ership of these resources for this and future generations and to act with 
despatch with respect to these matters. 
 
Finally. in order to round off this Executive Summary: I have recom-
mended in the strongest terms that this report be translated in its entirety 
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into both Fijian and Hindi and am assured that it will be as soon as funds 
become available. As an immediate compromise, I have made a strategic 
concession to something that lies close to the heart of my independence: 
this Executive Summary will, I am assured, be translated ;into both Fi-
jian and Hindi before the report is publicly released and the translated 
versions of the Executive Summary will be publicized in the print. vis-
ual and voice media and thus made available to that part of Fiji's citi-
zenry (or whom English is but a second language. 
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Response to Dr. James Anthony’s Draft Report on the In-
quiry into Freedom and Independence of the Fiji Media as 

Commissioned by the Fiji Human Rights Commission 
 

Fiji Media Council Public Members 
 
Introduction 
 

We, the undersigned Public Members of the Media Council (Fiji) 
Ltd., after discussion and due consideration agreed to respond to the draft 
report as presented by Dr. James Anthony as detailed below.  
 
Appointment of Public Members 
 

There are eight Public Members (equal in number to the Industry 
Members) in addition to the Chairman, Secretary and the two-member 
Complaints Committee. When a vacancy occurs the Media Council ad-
vertises for applicants to fill the vacancy. The names of applicants are ta-
bled at a Council meeting and provided there are no objections the Com-
plaints Committee (see below) decides on the actual appointment. In se-
lecting the successful candidate the Complaints Committee endeavours to 
ensure that the public membership of the Council is as widely representa-
tive of the Fiji population as possible. It must be added that Industry 
Members have absolutely no input whatsoever in the appointment of Pub-
lic Members.  
 
Terms of Reference  
 

It is noted with regret that the Terms of Reference (TOR) do not 
form part of Dr. James Anthony’s draft report. Instead of the TOR cover-
ing the first section of that report, the TOR has been relegated to an Ap-
pendix in the form of a copy of a media advertisement as published by the 
Fiji Human Rights Commission (FHRC). 

Nowhere in the TOR is there a requirement to investigate the Media 
Council. Despite this, the report, at considerable length, criticises the Me-
dia Council claiming it has failed. There is no mention of specifically 
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where it has failed. A copy of the Media Council Constitution was made 
available to the enquiry and it would appear that Dr. James Anthony did 
not take notice of the Constitution. This Constitution provides the Council 
with a number of objectives and the Public Members are of the view that 
these have in the main, been achieved. 
 
Enquiry Index 
 

The Public Members totally fail to understand that a report of this 
nature is presented without an index which, it will be appreciated, we do 
not need to comment on any further. 
 
Media Council General Code of Ethics and Practice 
 

Dr. James Anthony dismisses the Media Council General Code of 
Ethics and Practice as being of no importance. The truth is that the 
‘codes’ are extremely important and the Council membership is commit-
ted to upholding them. The current edition is the third and the amend-
ments to earlier editions resulted from submissions made by members of 
the public and various institutions. Further to the code’s use by the media 
industry, they have been used extensively in creating media awareness in 
schools and community organisations. Government departments and 
other institutions frequently refer to them in correspondence.  
  
History of the Media Council (Fiji) Ltd 
 

Dr. James Anthony claims that the Fiji Press Council was the prede-
cessor of the current Media Council. That is totally incorrect. The draft 
report states that the current Chairman of the Council, Mr. Daryl Tarte, 
was a member of the defunct Fiji Press Council. Mr. Tarte was not a 
member of that Press Council. In July 1996 a number of prominent peo-
ple decided to set up a News Council to fill the void left by the Press 
Council that had ceased to function. Mr. Daryl Tarte accepted an invita-
tion to chair the new News Council. It assisted members of the Thomson 
Foundation in the preparation of its report. When that report was accepted 
by the Fiji Government, the News Council implemented the Thomson 
Foundation’s recommendations. These included enlarging the member-
ship to include all the major media organisations, the appointment of pub-
lic members, the forming of an independent complaints committee and 
registering the Media Council (Fiji) Ltd. 
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The Current Media Council 
 

The current Media Council has a membership of eight Industry Or-
ganisations and they are: 

 Communications Fiji Ltd.  
 Fiji Broadcasting Corporation Ltd. 
 Fiji Television Ltd. 
 Fiji Times Ltd.  
 Islands Business International Ltd. 
 Ministry of Information, Communications and Media Relations 
 Sun (Fiji) News Ltd. 
 USP School of Journalism  

 
The Ministry of Information and the USP School of Journalism are 

full members of the Media Council and it is important to note that the 
Chairman does not appoint them as claimed by Dr. James Anthony. No 
doubt the Industry Members of the Media Council will respond to Dr. 
James Anthony’s report as they see fit.  
 
Complaints Committee 
 

The Public Members see no reason why the Complaints Committee 
should have been mentioned in the report. Members of this Committee do 
not sit on the Media Council. The members are Mr. Paula Sotutu and Mr. 
Thomas Raju two highly respected members of the Fiji community. This 
Committee meets as required in accordance with the Media Council’s 
Constitution. The Committee is chaired by the Council Chairman and is 
assisted by the Secretary.  
 
Media Council Budget 
 

The report comments in a number of places on the Council’s annual 
budget claiming that $30.000 is inadequate. Obviously Dr. James An-
thony has been misinformed because he has failed to understand that this 
budget is merely designed to just cover the Council’s annual operational 
expenses. There are further funds available and separate budgets are 
drawn up to cover other Council activities such as Media Freedom Day 
celebrations, hosting of Media Forums, Seminars, Training Programmes 
and other valuable activities and this refers in particular to the recently 
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Council organised Fiji Awards for Media Excellence (FAME) for journal-
ists and other employees in the total media and advertising industry. The 
budget for the FAME project alone was in excess of $40,000. 
And it must be noted that the Media Council is self-funding and receives 
no assistance from Government other than the membership dues paid by 
the Ministry of Information, which all other Industry Members also pay. 
 
Duavata Initiative Ltd. 
 

The report includes a list of companies and organisations that are 
claimed to be members of Duavata Imitative Ltd. (DIL). Obviously we 
are not aware of the source of this information but we understand that 
many of those listed have no connection whatsoever with DIL. It is likely 
that the publication of this apparently incorrect information may result in 
corrective action.  
 
Conclusion 
 

In conclusion we, the Public Members of Media Council (Fiji) Ltd., 
would like to emphasise:  

a) We consider the draft report prepared by Dr. James Anthony to be 
seriously flawed as, in several instances, it lacks factual evidence. 

b) We deplore its racial overtones. 
c) We state that the report fails to address certain issues it was called 

upon to examine and in fact, has gone outside its TOR. 
d) We state that for the most part the report is engaged in unwar-

ranted attacks on individuals and organisations. 
e) We deplore the use of unnamed sources to support the bigoted 

opinions as expressed by Dr. James Anthony. 
f) We also deplore Dr. James Anthony’s statement that the appoint-

ment of Public Members to the Council ‘smells’. That is utter 
nonsense.  

g) Considering the TOR, we fail to understand that Dr. James An-
thony should suggest the ‘Establishment of a Media Tribunal and 
Media Development Authority’ to be funded with a 7% tax to be 
derived from media advertising revenue. We are inclined to con-
clude that Dr. James Anthony prepared a large part of his report 
with pre-conceived ideas. 

h) We believe that the 61 persons interviewed cannot form a reason-
able base for the creation of Dr. James Anthony’s report if we 
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consider the thousands of people who daily read newspapers, lis-
ten to the radio and watch TV or do all three regularly.  

i) Regardless of the fact that the Media Council provided names and 
contact details of all Public Members Dr. James Anthony, for rea-
sons unknown to us, chose not to contact any Public Member. 

j) Having due regard to the fact that this was a public enquiry and 
that the FHRC is funded by public funds, we and indeed the pub-
lic, would be interested to know what did it cost? 

k) On page 46 of the report it is claimed that the Council Chairman 
instructed the Secretary not to reply to any requests for informa-
tion and that all comments on behalf of the Council would be 
made by the Chairman himself. This is a totally incorrect state-
ment as no such instruction was given. On the contrary however, 
the Chairman issued instructions to the Secretary that where pos-
sible the inquiry should be provided with whatever information it 
requested. 

l) Finally, it is the considered and unanimous opinion of the under-
signed that this draft report is without merit and should be with-
drawn.  

 
 
 
Signatures by: 
 

Dijendra Singh  
Peter Erbsleben  
Meleniani Kuruavesi  
Vasiti Biumaiwai Loki  
Joel Sahai  
Timoci Tavanavanua  
Agatha Ferei  
Humphrey Chang 
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The Media and the Truth 
 

Padmini Gounder 
 

Abstract 
A vital function of the press in a democracy is to perform the 
role of a public watchdog, protecting the people’s right to 
know and protecting them against bad government. Journalists 
in a developing or newly independent nation have an arguably 
greater responsibility than their colleagues in more developed 
nations. If a newspaper happens to be the only daily in the 
country, it needs to be more responsible than its counterparts 
in a country where readers have many newspapers to choose 
from. Unfortunately this has not always been the case in Fiji. 

 
 
Introduction 
 

The only daily newspaper in Fiji in the 19th and most of the 20th 
centuries was The Fiji Times. Though the monopoly of The Fiji Times 
was broken in 1974, there still was no locally-owned daily until after the 
military coups of 1987.  

At the time of independence, mass media in Fiji consisted mainly of 
The Fiji Times, owned by private (at first local, then foreign) business 
(which had started publishing in 1869, five years before Fiji became a 
colony); and the Fiji Broadcasting Commission (later known as Radio 
Fiji), launched in 1954 as a statutory organisation which began regular 
trilingual transmission in English, Fijian and Hindi. 

The founder of the Fiji Times was a white settler whose aim was to 
provide a medium for transmitting news from Fiji and beyond which was 
of interest to the European settlers in the island group. It also provided its 
readers with an opportunity for expressing their views on matters that af-
fected them or their community – that is, the immigrant community. 

From being a newspaper for the European settlers, The Fiji Times 
slowly became a national newspaper as the knowledge of English spread 
through Fiji. The outlook of The Fiji Times, however, remained the same 
– that of the European community in the colony. Most of the time, The 
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Fiji Times took a pro-establishment and often anti-worker stand. This was 
most evident in the anti-Indian propaganda that it generated from the 
nineteenth century onwards. 

In this paper I focus on the influence of the media (both local and 
foreign) in Fiji and the role it played in race relations in the 30 years from 
1970 to 2000. My main argument is that because there was no locally-
owned and controlled daily newspaper in the country during most of that 
period, the media failed to help in contributing to the important task of 
building a nation out of the plural society that existed at independence. I 
believe The Fiji Times’ coverage actually fostered ethnic rivalries. I con-
clude by looking at the state of the media in Fiji today.     
 
Anti-Indian Propaganda 
 

Throughout the indenture period, there was often violence in the 
cane fields, resulting sometimes in murders of the overseers by the la-
bourers. The Fiji Times invariably described these incidents as cold-
blooded murder and depicted Indians as a violent, unreasonable and 
primitive community. As one scholar noted, the Fiji Times’ stories of the 
violent crimes in the cane fields portrayed the image of Indians as ‘a mys-
terious race of criminals to whom violence came naturally’ (Kelly, 1991: 
40). The fact, however, was that most of the time the violence was 
brought about by the behaviour of the overseers, which was never men-
tioned (Kelly, 1991: 35-41). 

Until the 1920s, white settlers did not differentiate between Fijians 
and Indians, seeing both groups as dark skinned people and therefore in-
ferior to them. But after the 1920 and 1921 strikes by Indian workers, 
when Fijians were sympathetic towards the strikers, the Europeans started 
posing as friends of Fijians, turning them against the Indians. The Fiji 
Times became their main tool for conveying this pro-Fijian/anti-Indian 
stand. It deliberately disseminated news about Indians that would cause 
unease in the minds of the Fijians. This was done through news stories, 
letters to the editor, editorials, headlines and so on. 

In the 1920s there was a campaign for ‘White Fiji’ with almost daily 
attacks on Indians in the pages of the Fiji Times (Gillion, 1977: 81). 
There was a particularly disparaging letter in March 1922, describing the 
Indians as ‘evil smelling’ and ‘treacherous’. This appeared during the 
visit of an Indian deputation to look into the grievances of Fiji Indians. 
The Acting Governor, Fell, told the editor that ‘the publication of  such 
material was discourteous and ill-timed’ (Gillion, 1977: 82). The Gover-
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nor thought of 
legislating to prevent newspapers promoting ill-feeling and racial 
discord, but was advised that there was no precedent within the 
British Empire. The Executive Council resolved that restrictive or 
suppressive legislation was undesirable, but steps should be taken 
to influence the press to adopt a moderate tone regarding racial 
questions (Gillion, 1977: 82). 

The editor of the Fiji Times, Alport (later Sir Alport) Barker, apologised 
and dissociated himself from that particular letter, but the attacks on Indi-
ans continued in his newspaper (Gillion, 1977: 82). 

In 1929 the Fiji Times wrote: ‘Fiji does not require permanent set-
tlers of the Indian type. Her lands and her climate are for Europeans who 
can employ what labour they require’ (quoted in Gillion, 1977: 116). In 
1943, the Fiji Times called for the deportation of Fiji Indian leaders, 
Swami1 Rudrananda and A. D. Patel (Gillion, 1977: 184). In an editorial, 
the Fiji Times branded them as the evil men. In fact, Swamiji and Patel 
were agitating for an end to the exploitation of the Indian farmers. This 
anti-Indian propaganda by the newspaper continued for the next three 
decades.  

A good example of the Fiji Times causing racial ill-will was in 
1959. In that year when the Fijian and Indian workers went on strike, de-
manding better wages, a riot took place in Suva following the administra-
tion’s refusal to give in to their demands. There was a lot of damage to 
European property during the riots. Mainly because of this, it was gener-
ally seen as an expression of anti-European sentiments by the darker 
races. But recent research has pointed out that it was The Fiji Times and 
its editor, Len Usher, who first made the suggestion that the strike was 
‘racially motivated and anti-European’ (Heartfield, 2001/2: 76).  

Indians and Chinese also suffered property losses but there were 
downplayed by the Times. Moreover, Fijian policemen were attacked. 
Europeans suffered greater losses because they owned most of the prop-
erty in central Suva. Heartfield also points out that the riots followed the 
police use of teargas whereas subsequent accounts revised the order. 
What was more important was that this racial element, first introduced by 
The Fiji Times as the reason for the riots, was taken up by others later, in-
cluding the judge who conducted the inquiry into the riots. Heartfield 
concluded: ‘It was not the riots that were racially inspired, but rather the 
                                                        
1 Swami is a title given to a Hindu monk who has renounced the world; ‘ji’ is a suffix 
showing respect.  Swami Rudrananda, a Hindu monk who played a major role in 
stopping exploitation of farmers in Fiji, was popularly known as Swamiji 
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administration’s response to them’ (Heartfield, 2001/2: 29).  
The influence The Fiji Times had over the colonial government was 

revealed when a Bill detailing the powers and privileges of the Legisla-
tive Council was moved in the Council in 1965. The Bill, which set out 
the powers and privileges of the council, had a provision which related to 
the authority of the council to institute ‘prosecutions for offences against 
the provisions of the Bill’. For example, if any of the members was in-
sulted by anyone outside, including the media, the council could prose-
cute the offender. The Acting Attorney General, who moved the Bill, said 
that since the publication of the Bill, representations had been made in re-
lations to certain provisions. Those representations had been carefully 
considered and the Acting Attorney General wanted to move amend-
ments. It was proposed to delete all references to ‘insults’ from the legis-
lation (Legislative Council Debates, 22 June, 1965: 235-6). It turned out 
that it was The Fiji Times that had made representations to have the word 
‘insult’ deleted. This meant that if any member of the Legislative Council 
was insulted (for example, by The Fiji Times), instead of the Council tak-
ing strong action, ‘a privilege that is given to the members of the House 
of Commons’ (LC Debates, 22 June, 1965: 246), the court would have to 
deal with it. Even Falvey and Patel, two of the Government members, 
were not for the amendment. But as Government members, they were 
‘not going to rock the Government boat’ (as Falvey put it) by voting 
against it. Patel said the House was ‘delegating its authority to a Magis-
trate’s Court in matters relating to its privileges, immunities and dignities 
… Surely this House is entitled to have at least as much dignity as a Mag-
istrate’s Court, to put it very mildly’, Patel concluded (LC Debates, 22 
June, 1965: 247).  

Incidents like this justified Usher’s proud claim: ‘More than once in 
its long history it has not only described but has also influenced events in 
Fiji’ (1987: 25).The question is: who benefited from its influence?  

Siddiq Koya, who led the main attack on the amendment, said: ‘I am 
amazed that because of certain representations made by certain people 
government has decided to take away the word “insult”’ (LC Debates, 22 
June, 1965: 239). He then launched a scathing attack on The Fiji Times: 

I think Fiji has already produced in the newspaper world one or 
two gentlemen something like Lord Hawhaw and Dr. Goebbels 
who held the office of Minister of Information in Germany during 
the war. They would like us to believe that two and two are five; 
they like to molest and insult members of this House who dis-
agree with them. The moment you disagree with them … you are 
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either a Communist or Nazi or a reactionary …. Unfortunately, in 
this country, we have only one newspaper …. They can do and 
are doing at the moment a great harm to the minds of the public 
(LC Debates, 22 June, 1965: 243).   

 
Then in 1966, before party politics started in earnest, there was an-

other attempt by the media to divide the Fijians and Indians. The last Bill 
to be passed before the first party based elections took place was the 
Landlord and Tenant Bill of July 1966. The Bill was to be enacted mainly 
to stop exploitation of tenants by unscrupulous landlords. It was made 
clear that most of these landlords were the owners of freehold land who 
leased their land. This meant that the European settlers, who owned most 
of the freehold land, were the landlords who would be most affected by 
the Bill, though Patel emphasized that ‘whether the landlords are the na-
tive owners or the Government or the Colonial Sugar Refining Company 
or the freeholders, all of them have got a skeleton in their cupboards and 
it is no use for any of them to feel more virtuous than the rest’ (LC De-
bates, 20 July, 1966: 579). 

Joshua Rabukawaqa, a Fijian member, however, noted that ‘the local 
Press said that if the Bill was going to be passed it would override the 
Deed of Cession and would conflict with the trust of the Fijian people in 
the Crown’ (LC Debates, 20 July, 1966: 571-2). The European members 
in the Council took up a similar line and warned that Fijians would lose 
control of their land. In their speeches they pretended to be concerned 
about the rights of the Fijians when in fact they were worried about losing 
their own privileges, because for the first time in the history of Fiji, rules 
were going to be applied to leasing of freehold land (LC Debates, 19 July, 
1966:  542). 

Ratu Mara, who had seconded the Bill as Member for Natural Re-
sources, noted: ‘This statement that it destroys the control of the NLTB 
and it overrides the Deed of Cession, is the sort of statement which must 
surely disturb the minds of the Fijian people’ (LC Debates, 19 July, 
1966:531). And disturb them it did. Even high chiefs like Ratu George 
and Ratu Edward, following the European members, expressed their pref-
erence for a deferral and reluctantly supported the Bill while expressing 
the fear that it was being rushed. The government was not prepared to de-
fer the Bill because it feared that the land issue would be made into a po-
litical football in the elections and it feared that the Bill would be shelved 
by the incoming government which would be a ‘political’ government. 
The Fijian landowners had been consulted through the Provincial Coun-
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cils and the Great Council of Chiefs (GCC). Ratu Penaia, as Secretary for 
Fijian Affairs, had himself explained the Bill to the Provincial Councils 
and the GCC. Ratu Penaia and others noted that the middlemen and land 
agents ‘were squeezing the tenants and the legislation was to stop such 
exploitation which is on a scale that can only be described as a crime 
against the people’ (LC Debates, 20 July, 1966: 575). Koya expressed the 
hope that the Government would not be ‘bullied by the landlords in the 
colony’ (LC Debates, 20 July, 1966:.570) who wanted the Bill to be 
shelved. 

This was perhaps the last attempt in the Legislative Council by the 
European settlers to control the affairs of the country to suit their prefer-
ences. Soon after this an elected government came into power and there 
was a shift in the power base with the European minority losing most of 
its privileges (though perhaps still retaining a disproportionate amount of 
power and number of privileges). The Fiji Times continued to play its part 
in bringing about divisions in the nation but its power to influence shrank, 
with its monopoly broken soon after independence, until after the military 
coups of 1987, when it once more regained its monopoly.  

In 1970, when constitutional talks were held in London leading to in-
dependence, Len Usher, then editor of The Fiji Times, who had gone to 
the conference in his capacity as an official of the Alliance party, was the 
only one striking a note of discord amidst the general harmony that pre-
vailed. He refused to attend the opening of the Constitutional Conference 
though he was invited. Ratu Mara expressed disappointment at the lack of 
co-operation from the daily newspaper for his efforts in ‘trying to pro-
mote the idea of co-operation among all the races’ (Parliamentary De-
bates, 17 Dec., 1970: 382).  
 
Role of the Media in Developing Countries 
 

David Robie believes that journalists in developing nations have a 
greater responsibility than their colleagues in other, more developed na-
tions (1994: 9). This applies more to the editors and publishers of news-
papers. If a newspaper has a monopoly as in the case of Fiji at independ-
ence, the responsibility becomes even greater. Unfortunately the attempts 
to break the monopoly in Fiji met with opposition. 

K. C. Ramrakha, the Opposition Whip, who was a shareholder and 
director of the Pacific Daily (Fiji) Limited, a company formed with the 
view of starting a second daily newspaper,  complained about Usher, who 
was also the mayor of Suva. Ramrakha claimed that Usher successfully 
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blocked the company’s efforts to acquire land in Suva because in his ca-
pacity as the mayor of the city he chaired the meeting and no one contra-
dicted what was being said. ‘There was nothing we could do about it be-
cause a small group of men voted in one particular way, the whole thing 
rested on their whim and we were completely frustrated’ (Parliamentary 
Debates, 7 December, 1970: 96-7). Ramrakha concluded: ‘There is noth-
ing, Sir, that would please me greater if the Alliance Government were to 
get enough people together and start a daily newspaper in competition 
with The Fiji Times because I think that would be a very healthy move’ 
(Parliamentary Debates, 7 December, 1970: 103).    

Soon after the Constitutional Conference, Siddiq Koya, the Leader 
of the Opposition, attacked Usher in the Legislative Council, describing 
him as ‘a person who has done  more damage to this country than anyone 
else that I know of’ (Legislative Council Debates, 15 June, 1970: 196). A 
personal attack of this nature on an individual outside the Parliament was 
condemned by many as vicious. Without the protection of the parliamen-
tary privileges, it would have amounted to slander, they pointed out.  At 
the same time many people believed that there was at least some element 
of truth in Koya’s claims.  

A few months later The Fiji Times figured prominently again in Par-
liament. R. D. Patel, the brother of A.D. Patel, said: ‘Sir, we have one 
Australian daily monopoly in this country which has got into [the] habit 
of giving a sermon to all and sundry in this country without any exception 
right from the backbenchers of this House to the Prime Minister’ (Parlia-
mentary Debates, 14 December, 1970:  364). He went on to say: 

… even after it has become independent, there is not one single 
national daily in this country which is a great shame for all of us. 
The only daily is a foreign daily – a monopoly which has no scru-
ples about what will happen to Fiji’s interests when it comes to 
that so long as it serves its own masters. Sir, in a situation like 
that where the vast medium is in a foreign company’s hands  in a 
country, it becomes very dangerous  … an inspired propaganda 
can be stage managed contrary to the best interests of this coun-
try, contrary to the truth and justice of the situation … (Parlia-
mentary Debates, 14 December, 1970: 368). 

 
Ratu Mara also was critical of the daily newspaper and the racist at-

titude it displayed. He referred to the leader of a local paper which 
blamed him for lavishing praise upon the Leader of the Opposition. He 
said: 
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At the opening of the London Constitutional Conference  … I am 
sorry that the editor refused to attend as he was invited to attend 
at the time because he might then have found that it was not lav-
ish … I paid tribute to the gifted and distinguished man, the late 
A. D.  Patel … It was, in fact, Mr. Patel who initially in 1965 
gave an impetus to harmonious and productive talks by his asser-
tion that ownership of land of any kind be it native, crown or 
freehold, cannot be called into question …. There has been too 
much anti-Indian propaganda [by the Fiji Times] in the past and 
the balance had to be redressed” (Parliamentary Debates, 17 De-
cember, 1970: 383).  

 
The opposition suggested giving encouragement to the setting up of 

another newspaper so that the The Fiji Times would not have its way all 
the way through. Koya said they were not only past masters in slanting 
headlines but the trend had gone to dangerous lies. Koya thought if they 
insisted on having local participation to the point that the locals had a say 
in policy making, then the newspaper might change because they might 
have local people there who would point out when something was not 
good for the country (Parliamentary Debates, 21 December, 1970: 467-8). 

A year after independence, in October 1971, Dr. Verrier, an opposi-
tion (Liberal Party) member, moved in Parliament that The Fiji Times 
‘should be transferred to public ownership under the control of an inde-
pendent Commission’ (Parliamentary Debates, 21 October, 1971: 1524). 
Opposing the motion, a  government member, Rob Yarrow, pointed out 
that it was a dangerous motion because it sought ‘to undermine one of our 
precious democratic freedoms, the freedom of the Press’ (Parliamentary 
Debates, 21 October, 1971: 1526). 

The Opposition NFP had seconded the motion but they abstained 
from voting. The Opposition Whip, K.C. Ramrakha, said that they sec-
onded it to give members a chance to express their views on The Fiji 
Times but they did not want to interfere with the freedom of the press.  
Ramrakha pointed out that The Fiji Times was criticized by two Roman 
Catholic Fathers who consistently read the paper for a period of time and 
found it to be anti-Indian. He said that even the Prime Minister had criti-
cized it as being anti-Indian. Ramrakha went on to say that it was not only 
anti-Indian but it had also become anti-Fijian (Parliamentary Debates, 21 
October: 1971). Worse still, one could say that it was anti-Fiji because it 
seemed to have no commitment to Fiji as a nation. Ramrakha warned: ‘… 
we must strangle this newspaper before it strangles us, and I mean it’ 
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(Parliamentary Debates, 21 October, 1971: 1537). He hoped that the Pa-
cific Daily (Fiji) Limited which published the Pacific Review, would soon 
start publishing as a daily newspaper. He admitted rather disarmingly that 
he was a majority shareholder in the company (Parliamentary Debates, 21 
October, 1971: 1530). However, the Pacific Review never became a daily, 
and even the weekly publication ceased soon after independence. The 
anti-Indian propaganda of The Fiji Times continued. 

It, however, modified its attitude and tone to some extent when a ri-
val newspaper, the Fiji Sun, started publishing in 1974. It no longer per-
sisted in highlighting reports that caused anti-Indian feelings in the rest of 
the society but this was a brief respite while the rival publication contin-
ued to exist. In 1987, after the military coups, when The Fiji Times re-
gained its monopoly, it slowly drifted back to its original state. This be-
came all the more pronounced after the 1999 general elections which re-
sulted in the installation of the first ethnic Indian Prime Minister in the 
country. 

Now the anti-Indian bias of The Fiji Times was focused on the Indo-
Fijian Prime Minister, Mahendra Chaudhry. The Fiji Times contributed to 
the crisis of 2000 through its reporting of events which highlighted every 
little lapse of Chaudhry and caused concern in the minds of people, espe-
cially ethnic Fijians. Chaudhry and his government realised this but did 
not know how to effectively deal with the problem. They wanted to get 
rid of the expatriate publisher of the paper. This only made the situation 
worse as the paper became more anti-government as it then seemed to 
have a justification for maintaining such a stance.  
 
Breaking the Monopoly 
 

In 1974, when the Fiji Sun started publishing, it broke the monop-
oly, although it was also foreign-owned. Deryck Scarr contrasted the two 
papers, saying that The Fiji Times was ‘soberer than its newer rival the 
Sun’ which was ‘much fascinated by the stars of the Bombay film indus-
try’ (1988: 7). This hardly described the real difference between the two 
papers which was that from the beginning The Fiji Times portrayed the 
views of the vested interests and was anti-Indian while the Fiji Sun tried 
to appeal to the masses, both Fijian and Indian. Within a short time it be-
came very popular. This was achieved in two ways. Firstly, it gave wide 
coverage to sports which appealed to the Fijians. It also gave coverage of 
Indian movies (‘the Bombay film industry’) which attracted the Indians.   

The Fiji Times was not ‘soberer’ but more pro-establishment. The 
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Fiji Sun, which had been in business for just over a decade at the time of 
the military coup that overthrew the FLP/NFP coalition government in 
May 1987, did not have a deep understanding of the situation unlike The 
Fiji Times which had a better knowledge of the ethnic realities in Fiji, 
having been in the country for well over a hundred years. Consequently, 
the Fiji Sun might have been ‘hasty’ (Scarr, 1988: 76) in some of its re-
porting when the coup happened. The Sunday Sun later admitted it could 
not find any basis for the stories the coalition spread abroad such as 
‘seven murders and innumerable rapes since the coup’ and ‘suggested 
that their main proponent, the deposed Foreign Minister Krishna Datt, 
was hallucinating’ (Scarr, 1988: 2).  

It, however, goes to the credit of the Fiji Sun that it was not accused 
of spreading lies, unlike The Fiji Times, which had been accused of 
spreading ‘dangerous lies’ (Parliamentary Debates, 21 December, 1970: 
467). In 1987, after the military coups, when censorship was introduced, 
the Fiji Sun refused to publish under such conditions. Soon it withdrew its 
operations from Fiji. The withdrawal was unfortunate because censorship 
was lifted soon afterwards. 

A local business firm, Punja and Company, was interested in start-
ing a daily newspaper after the Fiji Sun closed, but it did not take off. 
There was no local medium to give voice to the feelings of those affected 
by the coups in 1987. Two years after that, a local daily newspaper, the 
Daily Post, started publication. Paradoxically, it was started by an ethnic 
Fijian, not an Indo-Fijian, though initially it was the Indo-Fijian politi-
cians who were trying to set up a rival daily.  

If the Indo-Fijian businesses had joined hands with the Fijian pub-
lisher to strengthen the publication financially it would have been good 
for the country to have at last a strong local news medium. It would, 
moreover, have meant a ‘multiracial’ business venture which would also 
have been a good move. But no such co-operation was forthcoming. The 
Daily Post struggled along for over ten years before it fell into dire finan-
cial trouble before the Qarase government decided to bail it out as an in-
digenous business enterprise. 
 
Foreign Media 
 

Apart from the foreign-owned media in Fiji itself, there were also 
problems with the foreign media, mainly Australian and New Zealand, 
which often judged Fiji’s situation from their Euro-centric standpoint and 
gave it their own slant (Thomson, 1999: 134). This problem became ap-
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parent soon after independence. In 1975, K. C. Ramrakha asked the Min-
istry of Information to counter the propaganda by foreign media because 
‘as a result people carry a wrong impression of this country in their 
minds, and it is the task of everyone of us to correct that’ (Parliamentary 
Debates, 2 December, 1975: 1742). 

In the 1980s, Australian journalists persistently gave the impression 
that corruption was rife in Fiji Government. Peter Thomson who worked 
for the Fiji Government for sixteen years, asserts that Fiji did not have a 
corrupt government. There was corruption, of course, but he never came 
across an instance when it was not punished. He lived in Sydney in the 
1980s as Fiji’s Consul there and he found corruption in Australian state 
governments much more ‘spectacular than anything that might have ex-
isted in Fiji’. He, moreover, said that in the Sydney diplomatic corps ‘it 
was common knowledge that ministers of various Australian state gov-
ernments were on the take and that senior levels of the state police forces 
were in cahoots with organised crime’ (Thomson, 1999: 137-8).  

Rather than exposing the corruption that existed in their own coun-
try, the Australian journalists from early 1980s were interested in expos-
ing corruption in Fiji government. When the military coup overthrew the 
newly elected coalition government in 1987, the Australian media por-
trayed it as a move supported by the defeated Alliance party to hide the 
corruption that existed when they were in government.  

Deryck Scarr held similar views to that of Thomson about corrup-
tion in Australia. Writing about Australian journalists who wrote about 
Fiji in their newspapers, Scarr noted: ‘In New South Wales, particularly, 
which was trying with difficulty to imprison its minister for corrective 
services on a bribery count, it was very easy to relate to the corruption 
which, said the Australian press and coalition ministers on their support-
raising travels, it was the object of Rabuka and his backers to hide’(Scarr, 
1988: 44). Scarr further noted that facts were not produced or when pro-
duced were not always facts.  
 The Coalition government claimed that Ratu Mara, after the defeat 
of his party in the election, was taking important papers to Lau to prevent 
discovery of corruption. But the vessel supposed to be carrying these pa-
pers went down off Nasilai. The papers ‘lay on the Suva foreshore to be 
photographed by the press’ (Scarr, 1988: 48). They would have been able 
to read them too. But nothing scandalous seemed to have been found in 
any of them. Besides, if the Coalition really wanted to expose corruption 
in the Alliance government, Scarr believed making the Alliance parlia-
mentarian Militoni Leweniqila the Speaker, ‘for no evident political rea-
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son but rather to enjoy the resulting gnashing of Alliance teeth’ (Scarr, 
1988: 48) was a safeguard against such exposure.  Scarr asserts that ‘[t]o 
have been minister for home affairs is to have been exposed to tempta-
tion’ (Scarr, 1988: 48). 

Michael Howard had also noted that Leweniqila had been accused 
of corruption and the Alliance Party was reluctant to have him as a candi-
date in the 1987 general elections (1991: 394-5) yet the Coalition gov-
ernment was bent on having him as the new Speaker.  

Thomson had the impression that the Australian investigative jour-
nalists found it easier to run corruption stories on Fiji as there would be 
no physical or legal threats to their persons or their careers which might 
not have been the case if they had run similar stories on the ‘widespread 
corruption going on in the courts, governments and police forces of Aus-
tralia at that time’ (Thomson, 1999: 138). 

As a proof of Australian media bias, Thomson gives the example of 
a Four Corners programme, screened by Australian TV early in the 
1980s, which was ‘so one-sided in its opposition to Ratu Mara’s govern-
ment that the opposition parties in Fiji made videos of the programme and 
used them as election propaganda’ (Thomson, 1999: 137).  

If it was suspected that there was any truth in the allegations made 
by the Australian TV programme, the Opposition could have brought it 
up in Parliament and questioned the Government rather than using it for 
election purposes. The Opposition’s action showed a clear departure from 
its position under Patel when Opposition members used to make use of 
the Parliament to raise important issues that concerned the nation. The 
Ministry of Information, with Ahmed Ali as the minister, also failed to 
counter the propaganda effectively, correcting the misconception, if there 
was any, from the beginning, rather than appealing to ethnic Fijian feel-
ings towards the end of the campaign.   

David Robie notes that in a developing country vigorous journalism 
could jeopardise the stability of government. Unlike in developed coun-
tries, where individuals come and go while the political and economic 
systems are intact, in developing countries, where issues are centred 
around individuals, toppling a leader can bring about anarchy (Robie, 
1994: 12). This is more likely what happened in Fiji in 1987. 

For twenty years, the country revolved around Ratu Mara and those 
who made concerted efforts to get rid of him failed to realise the disas-
trous consequences that would follow if they succeeded. Multiracial Fiji, 
with rights for everyone, was Ratu Mara’s creation. Removing him pre-
maturely (before the country became an integrated nation) would result in 
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the destruction of what had been achieved slowly and painstakingly over 
two decades. 

When the Fiji situation is contrasted with western countries where 
the system of government is less affected by personalities, Robie’s point 
becomes clearer. In the Pacific itself we have the example of the removal 
of Gough Whitlam by the Governor General but it had no effect on the 
system of government in Australia. By contrast, defeating the government 
of Ratu Mara signalled the end of democracy and equal rights for the 
people of Fiji, although on the surface, there was a smooth transition 
when the Bavadra government assumed power.    

Ratu Mara believed that it was the media that ruined his reputation 
in 1987 by spreading stories that he was behind the coup. After Ratu 
Mara’s death in April 2004 Jim Shrimpton, the Australian journalist, 
talked (in a radio interview) of how at the first press conference after the 
coup Ratu Mara was close to tears when it was suggested that he was be-
hind the coup. Shrimpton said he had never seen Ratu Mara, who denied 
that he had any involvement in the coup, in such a state. Shrimpton be-
lieved him because he thought Ratu Mara was sincere in his claim that he 
had no part in it. The only evidence against Ratu Mara until now is 
Rabuka’s claim that he carried out the coup at Ratu Mara’s suggestion. 
No other evidence has emerged to prove the accusations that the media 
started spreading soon after the first coup.  

After Ratu Mara’s death, there had been a reassessment of his contri-
bution and an acknowledgement that it was extremely positive. Time 
magazine noted: 

The turmoil of recent Fijian politics only served to underscore 
Mara’s achievement … he gave Fiji the basis of a stable democ-
racy and laid the foundations of its current prosperity. And he 
never stopped reminding Fijians that racism was the enemy of 
both (3 May, 2004: 8).  

 
However, even when admitting of his greatness, the media distorted 

facts to give a less favourable picture. For example, Time magazine noted 
that Ratu Mara was imperious and ‘visitors were enjoined to approach 
him on their knees’ (Time, 3 May, 2004: 8).2 In Fijian culture, during the 
yaqona ceremony, it is true that they approach the chiefs (not just Ratu 
Mara) on their knees and offer them a bowl of yaqona but this was part of 
                                                        
2 During my stay of more than 30 years in Fiji I had attended several functions where 
Ratu Mara was present (I have also met him a few times) but I had never seen anyone 
approaching him on his/her knees. 
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the traditional ceremony and has nothing to do with Ratu Mara’s imperi-
ousness or his desire to keep his people servile.    

If the foreign media and the foreign-owned local media ruined Ratu 
Mara, it was The Fiji Times and other local media that played a major role 
in helping to overthrow Chaudhry3 as the head of government. The ab-
sence of a truly local national newspaper to counter the adverse effects of 
the foreign-owned newspaper in the country contributed immensely to 
such adverse developments. 

A New Zealand journalist, Bruce Connew, was amazed to learn that a 
whole groundswell of Fijians were ‘convinced, by those with other agen-
das, that Chaudhry’s master plan for Fiji was “a little India”’. He was fur-
ther puzzled that Chaudhry didn’t counter the ‘crass disinformation cam-
paign’. ‘Is he a politician or not?’ Connew asked (2001: 79).    
 This is quite understandable to people who are familiar with the po-
sition of the media in Fiji. They know the immense power of The Fiji 
Times, which virtually had no rival in 2000. The locally owned daily 
newspaper, the Fiji Sun was in its infancy and the other local daily, the 
Daily Post (though at that time still independent) was going through fi-
nancial problems.  

A veteran local journalist, the late Robert Keith-Reid, while identify-
ing the motives behind the crisis of 2000, had said: 

What it is all about is money wanted by people who had it but 
couldn’t keep it, who have debts they don’t want to pay, who 
have money deals they don’t want found out, and above all, who 
want back positions in which they can make LOTS more money 
laced with the thrill of power…. What a pity it is that no one is 
loudly declaring that the myth that Mahendra Chaudhry wanted to 
steal the Fijian heritage and Indianise is a lie (Fiji Times, 18 June 
2000).  

 
By then it was already too late as the People’s Coalition Government 

                                                        
3 Even if the media is owned by local people it can still work against the interests of 
the country, as Michael Field has rightly pointed out, giving the example of Fiji dur-
ing the 2000 crisis. He talks of the dominant role of radio and television – ‘both 
strongly locally owned’ - in promoting a particular view point. He points out that Fiji 
TV in particular, which is owned by Fijian provincial councils had a big role in this. 
Field argues that they were irresponsible in promoting a particular view point and ‘the 
private radio station (also locally owned) was crucial in giving a voice to the coup 
plotters and even broadcast their breakfast shows from inside the hostage parliament!’ 
(Personal communication, March, 2006).  
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had been removed at gunpoint. If Keith-Reid and other journalists had 
stated that earlier, it might have helped as it could have reassured the Fi-
jian people. Chaudhry’s mistake was underestimating the power of The 
Fiji Times and challenging it before he was well settled in his position as 
the head of the government.     

While Ratu Mara was the greatest leader that Fiji has had in modern 
history, it is undeniable that the media had at least some part in undoing 
him. Similarly, many felt that Mahendra Chaudhry was the ablest among 
those who succeeded Ratu Mara. Ratu Mara himself had acknowledged 
that Chaudhry was able. Robert Keith-Reid went a step further and sug-
gested Chaudhry could have been a better leader than anyone else. The 
media helped to undo him too. 
 
Media Distortions 
   

'In 1987, during the first coup, the media personnel (especially the 
foreign journalists) were taken by surprise. Most of them were ‘Clueless 
on Coup, Coup Land’ (Field, 2000) but soon they started posing as ex-
perts on Fiji. Media accounts were often distorted. Unfortunately there 
were some deliberate distortions too. According to Thomson, during the 
1987 coup New Zealand TV viewers were shown tanks driving through 
the streets of a tropical country with the picture of the Bank of New Zea-
land building in Suva in ruins. There were, however, no tanks in Fiji and 
the Bank of New Zealand was being demolished to give way for the con-
struction of a new building. So, Thomson believed, the TV journalists 
must have cleverly juxtaposed pictures of tanks in some African country 
with the picture of the Bank of New Zealand to give the impression that 
the army was running riot in Fiji (Thomson, 1999: 134).  

There was also another problem. According to Thomson, in 1987, 
the deposed Labour Government had an effective public relations cam-
paign in Australia, and the Australian Broadcasting Commission used a 
lot of the material given by the Fiji Labour Party. Scarr had further noted 
that after the second coup Radio Australia was for some days the main 
source of local news as local newspapers had shut down. But it was also 
in the ‘forefront of scare mongering’ (Scarr, 1988: 77).  Quoting Krishna 
Datt, it reported ‘seeing gangs of Indians armed with cane knives roaming 
Suva at midnight’ when ‘they themselves were the only people on the 
main Victoria Parade, at any rate’ (Scarr, 1988: 77). Scarr blames the for-
eign journalists for giving a false picture but admits that it would be 
wrong to blame all of them as there were one or two ‘honourable excep-
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tions’. He mentions ABC television journalist Margot O’Neill as one of 
them (Scarr, 1988: 77) while Thomson praises Jim Shrimpton of the 
AAP. 

One former minister was reported to have told the media that a large 
number of Indians were murdered or raped in the wake of the coup; Scarr 
names Krishna Datt as the former minister spreading this misinformation, 
(1988: 77, 116.) When Thomson heard this news he decided to ring up 
Radio Australia’s Director, Peter Barnett. Thomson introduced himself as 
the Governor General’s Permanent Secretary and told Barnett that Radio 
Australia should check its facts before broadcasting them. AAP’s re-
spected correspondent Jim Shrimpton had heard the same stories, checked 
them and found they were untrue. Thomson himself had checked with the 
police and it was clear that those reported incidents just had not hap-
pened. While there were some exceptions among the foreign journalists 
who tried to report the happenings accurately, in contrast, even the local 
(foreign owned) media was guilty of inaccurate reporting as, unlike 
Shrimpton, some of the local journalists did not bother to check the accu-
racy of some of the stories that were being spread. As mentioned earlier, 
the Fiji Sun reported several deaths and rapes in the wake of the coup in 
May but later admitted that there was no substance to these stories.   

Thomson told Barnett that ‘Radio Australia was a “victim” of a 
campaign of rumours which dangerously distorted the situation in Fiji” 
(1999: 135). The media, however, had the last word. Radio Australia later 
announced that Thomson had ‘ludicrously accused Radio Australia of 
“orchestrating” a campaign of rumours against the Fiji administration’. 
Sir Len Usher subsequently wrote to Sir William Heseltine, the Queen’s 
private secretary, that the Governor General’s permanent secretary ‘rather 
overdid a protest by suggesting that the ABC was carrying on an orches-
trated campaign against the Fiji administration. Heseltine sent a copy of 
that letter to Ratu Penaia who showed it to Thomson with the remark, 
“Len got that one wrong”’ (Thomson, 1999: 135-6). 

That was not the only one Len Usher got wrong. Throughout the cri-
sis, he kept writing letters to Heseltine informing the Queen of what was 
happening in Fiji. Later he published these letters. Then it became known 
that he had been giving a lot of misinformation especially about the Indi-
ans. For example, when Anirudh Singh, an academic at USP, was ab-
ducted and tortured by the army for expressing his protest, Usher wrote 
that Singh was no longer a Fiji citizen and he was married to a foreigner. 
These were lies and Singh threatened to sue Usher. Usher then admitted 
that he had made a mistake.  
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Usher was no longer the editor of The Fiji Times but he continued 
his role of generating racial ill-feeling. He seemed to think it was all right 
for the army to torture if the victim was an Indian who was no longer a 
citizen of Fiji and whose wife was also not a Fiji citizen.  

The foreign media also made heroes of the coup makers—Rabuka in 
1987 and George Speight in 2000—rather than depicting them as traitors. 
Both Peter Thomson and David Robie talk about how Rabuka impressed 
the foreign journalists with his communication skills and easy manner 
(Thomson, 1999: 143; and Robie, 1989: 226-7). Robie talks of the series 
of ‘exclusive’ interviews he gave in his barrack home to five women 
journalists. ‘All pandered to his egotistical portrayal of himself. He was 
idolized for his good looks, charm, sporting prowess (he had represented 
Fiji in rugby) and wit; the dark side of his character was obscured’ (Ro-
bie, 1989: 226). Michael Goldsmith also talks of ‘a cult of personality 
around Rabuka that came to seem like a form of hero worship’ (1993: 
26). 

Simione Durutalo had also noted: 
the very important role and power of the Australian and New Zea-
land based corporate media to formulate opinion and define real-
ity in a particular way. These corporate-media effectively legiti-
mized the [1987] coup(s) in Fiji (1993: 6).   

 
Few foreign journalists – and virtually none regarded as critical or in-

cisive – were allowed access to the country after the military coup of 
1987 (Robie, 1994: 80). In that way Rabuka was able to control negative 
publicity of his actions. Another problem that emerged, especially with 
The Fiji Times and its Fijian weekly, Nai Lalakai, as well as the govern-
ment owned Radio Fiji, was that even without censorship, Rabuka was 
able to control and manipulate them. Robie gives as an example Rabuka’s 
massive military build up, shopping for weapons and helicopters in Indo-
nesia, Malaysia, South Korea and Taiwan, which passed without any 
criticism from the media. Arms and ammunition worth $1 million were 
ordered. Two patrol boats were bought for the naval squadron for $2 mil-
lion from an American company. Rabuka also asked France to train Fijian 
troops in security measures, supply military vehicles and train Fiji army 
officers at French military academies. Fijian news media justified the 
military build up as a ‘measure to counter supposed internal and external 
threats’ (Robie, 1989: 239).  

Robie further noted that when unfounded allegations were made by 
the military, these were always done in the Fijian language broadcasts 
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and reports and not in English. It must, however, be noted that Nai La-
lakai, the Fijian publication of The Fiji Times, had been known to be an 
instrument for creating racial animosities. In 1977 Ratu Mara talked of 
the ‘enormous damage’ Nai Lalakai had done to racial harmony. He 
claimed that over the past five years it had done a lot to ‘foster, encourage 
and disseminate the views of the Fijian Nationalist Party’ (Fiji Times, 6 
June, 1977).   
 The news magazine, Island Business, published by Robert Keith-
Reid, former The Fiji Times and Radio Fiji journalist, which had estab-
lished a reputation for its independence over the previous five years, ‘be-
came criticized as an apologist’ for Rabuka and his regime even though 
Keith-Reid was detained by the regime for four days. Keith-Reid named 
Rabuka the Pacific Man of the Year in the end of the year issue. There 
were also New Zealand journalists who were criticized for their reports 
which were seen as biased in favour of Rabuka and the Taukei movement 
(Robie, 1989: 239).   
 
Media during a National Crisis 
 

‘How do you reconcile the commercial demands of the empires of 
Murdoch and Packer for drama and controversy with a desperate national 
need for calm and consensus?’ Thomson wondered.  His answer: ‘Pla-
toons of public relations consultants might have helped but in their ab-
sence there was a great temptation to tell the foreign journalists to just 
jack off to where they’d come from’ (Thomson, 1999: 137). The trouble, 
however, was not only with the foreign journalists but also with the local 
newspaper(s). Having a truly local daily newspaper, which had its pri-
mary interest in the welfare of the nation, would have been even more ef-
fective than having a lot of public relations consultants.  

Thomson noted that at a time of extreme national crisis it is not un-
usual for Governments to impose censorship. The feeling amongst a lot of 
Fijian leaders in 1987 was that censorship should be imposed. In the main 
their motivation was not suppression of truth, it was dousing of what they 
saw as potentially inflammatory press provocation.  

On the Governor General’s Council of Advisers, Bill Cruickshank 
was the one who spoke up strongly against censorship, but there were 
many who would have welcomed it (Thomson, 99: 136). If there had 
been a local newspaper committed fully to the nation then even the ques-
tion of censorship might not have arisen. In the absence of that, censor-
ship would have been the obvious answer to prevent a national catastro-
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phe. One is reminded of Siddiq Koya’s warning, soon after independence, 
that it would not be a big joke if the country went ‘mad’, if it went ‘ber-
serk’, in the critical hour because of the newspapers of the day. He noted 
that ‘freedom and democracy without discipline are meaningless, they 
mean nothing’ (Parliamentary Debates, 1 December, 1970: 468).  

Nemani Delaibatiki, a former president of the Fiji Journalists’ Asso-
ciation, who was the editor of the Fiji Sun at the time of the coup in 1987, 
was a strong defender of a free press. In 1986 he had become the first 
journalist to be charged under the 66-year-old Official Secrets Act when 
he received a leaked confidential document about the Fiji military and 
published a series of articles based on that. He was later acquitted. The 
chief magistrate ruled that the prosecution had failed to prove that when 
receiving the leaked document Delaibatiki knew that it was in contraven-
tion of the act.  He also did not know that the leaked report had been writ-
ten by a Tovata faction in the Home Affairs Ministry to undermine the 
leadership of Nailatikau, the commander of the Fiji army, a Kubuna chief, 
and helping to prepare the way for Rabuka to take command. Later De-
laibatiki confided that the Fiji media had enjoyed a good measure of press 
freedom compared with other Third World countries (Robie, 1989: 240). 

In Fiji the major problem as far as the media is concerned was not 
government trying to control it but the media not showing any commit-
ment to the nation. This was true mostly for The Fiji Times, which from 
its early days, portrayed the views of only an expatriate (immigrant) mi-
nority with vested interests rather than giving priority to national inter-
ests. Some would argue that this policy has continued to this day, ad-
versely affecting national causes like integration and multiracial harmony. 
 
Conclusion  
 

The only daily newspaper in Fiji for close to a hundred years, The 
Fiji Times, has done little to foster a sense of nationalism in its readers, 
especially the youth of Fiji. There was at least some truth in Ramrakha’s 
claim in 1971 that the newspaper would strangle the nation if allowed to 
continue. For instance, the People’s Coalition blamed The Fiji Times for 
destabilizing the country and it seemed to have contributed to the over-
throw of the Chaudhry government in 2000. Leaders of the country after 
independence lacked the foresight to take effective preventive action even 
though they had understood and recognized this lurking danger.  

One way of balancing the equation would have been by establishing 
and fostering a truly national newspaper. By failing to take effective ac-
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tion in this regard, the leadership of Fiji failed to ensure that one of the vi-
tal ingredients for making democracy durable and sustainable, was a 
committed press.  

Indian leaders in particular, who came very close to starting a daily 
newspaper to counter the anti-Indian propaganda of The Fiji Times, aban-
doned this idea after independence.  

A quarter century later, some Indian businessmen realized the need 
for a locally-owned paper and established the Fiji Sun in 1999.4 It is not 
clear what prompted them to such an action. Besides there was already a 
local daily, the Daily Post, from the late 1980s although it had been in fi-
nancial difficulties for a few years. While the two locally owned papers 
struggle for survival, the foreign-owned The Fiji Times forges ahead as 
the clear winner.    
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Coup Coup Land: The Press and the Putsch in Fiji 

 
David Robie 

 
Abstract 

On 19 May 2000, an insurrection led by failed businessman 
George Speight and renegade members of the elite 1st Me-
ridian Squadron Special Forces engulfed the Fiji Islands in 
turmoil for three months. Speight and his armed conspirators 
stormed Parliament and seized the Labour-led Mahendra 
Chaudhry Government, keeping members hostage for 56 
days. On Chaudhry’s release from captivity, he blamed the 
media in part for the overthrow of his government. Some 
sectors of the media were accused of waging a bitter cam-
paign against the Fiji Labour Party-led administration and its 
roll-back of privatization. In the early weeks of insurrection, 
the media enjoyed an unusually close relationship with 
Speight and the hostage-takers, raising ethical questions. Di-
lemmas faced by Fiji and the foreign journalists were more 
complex than during the 1987 military coups. As Fiji faced a 
fresh general election in August 2001, this article examined 
the reportage of the Coalition Government’s year in office, 
media issues over coverage of the putsch, and a controversy 
over the author’s analysis presented at a Journalism Educa-
tion Association (JEA) conference in Australia in December 
2000. 
 

 
THE government of kidnapped Prime minister Mahendra Chaudhry, 

Fiji’s only Indo-Fijian prime minister in thirty years of independence, 
achieved economic successes in its one year in office. Indo-Fijians make 
up a minority 44 percent of the island nation’s 800,000 population. But 
on Friday, 19 May 2000, failed businessman and kailoma (part-Fijian) 
George Speight, along with renegade soldiers from the elite 1st Meridian 
Squadron forces stormed Parliament and took the Chaudhry Government 
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hostage in the name of indigenous Fijian supremacy. ‘We’re not going to 
apologise to anybody and we’re not going to step back, and we’re not go-
ing to be daunted by accusations of racism, or one-sidedness,’ Speight 
declared. ‘At the end of the day, it is about the supreme rights of our in-
digenous people in Fiji, the desire that it be returned—wholesome and 
preserved for the future’ (Robie, 2000a: 19). 

Many of Speight’s group, like their leader, had dubious reputations: 
only five days before the coup, Speight had appeared in Suva’s High 
Court on charges of extortion. He also had a grievance against 
Chaudhry’s government for his dismissal as chief executive from Fiji 
Hardwood Corporation Ltd, and from Fiji Pine Ltd. Speight’s chiefly as-
sociates stood to lose lucrative timber deals if Chaudhry remained in of-
fice.  

However Speight essentially achieved his aims, before releasing his 
hostages: abrogation of the multiracial 1997 Constitution, written after 
the coup of 1987 and replacing the 1990 Constitution which enshrined Fi-
jian paramountcy (but kept Fiji excluded from the Commonwealth); the 
removal of the 80-year old President, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara; a non-
elected indigenous administration; and an amnesty for the kidnappers. 
(The core group was later charged with treason, [then] a capital offence in 
Fiji.) Meanwhile, the country was plunged into economic chaos. 

A year after the attempted coup, an interim regime installed by the 
military and declared illegal by the Fiji Court of Appeal on 1 March 
2001, had been reinstated by President Josefa Iloilo as a caretaker gov-
ernment to steer the country uncertainty towards a general election on 
August 26. Hundreds of impoverished families were ‘living in atrocious 
conditions… because of the madcap escapades of George Speight and his 
goons’ (Turaga, 2001). Preliminary treason court hearings had been 
opened against 12 alleged plotters and Suva newspaper retrospectives 
were reluctant to look too closely at the controversy over the media’s per-
formance during the crisis. 

When Chaudhry was released from captivity on July 14, he partly 
blamed the media for the overthrow of his government (Fiji One News, 
2000). Some sectors of the media were alleged to have waged a bitter 
campaign against the People’s Coalition Government and its roll-back of 
privatisation in the year after the Fiji Labour Party-led coalition had been 
elected in a landslide victory in May 1999 (Pacific Journalism Review, 
2000: 134-164). In the early weeks of the insurrection, the media enjoyed 
an unusually close relationship with Speight and the hostage-takers, rais-
ing ethical questions (see Field, 2000b; Parkinson, 2000; Robie, 2000b). 
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This article examines the media controversy leading up to the putsch, the 
coverage of the crisis itself and the analyses and role of the media as a 
factor in the upheaval. It also considers the political sympathies of the 
journalists, news organisations and the hostile response from some media 
industry executives in Fiji to an earlier version of the article (full text at 
www.asiapac.org.fj/cafepacific/resources/aspac/fiji3148a.html) delivered 
at the Journalism Education Association (JEA) conference at Mooloolaba, 
Queensland, in December 2000. 
 
Fiji Islands and the Media 
 

Fiji has a highly developed media industry compared with most 
other Pacific countries. Until 2000, it had four major monthly or bi-
monthly news magazine groups, Islands Business International, Pacific 
Islands Monthly (Murdoch), The Review and Fiji First (both locally 
owned). However, Fiji First faded from the public eye and PIM, the re-
gion’s oldest and for many years the most influential magazine, an-
nounced its closure a month after the putsch. Islands Business was re-
launched as the southern edition of Pacific Magazine in January 2000 af-
ter a merger with the Hawai’i-based publisher, Pacific Basin Communica-
tions. The three daily newspapers are The Fiji Times owned by Rupert 
Murdoch’s News Corp (circulation reportedly up to 55,000 during the Fiji 
crisis but usually around 32,000 weekdays) and the struggling Fiji gov-
ernment-owned Daily Post, with a third daily, The Sun, which was 
launched in September 1999. The Sun is owned by a consortium of Indo-
Fijian importers, C J Patel and Co Ltd and Vinod Patel and Co Ltd, and 
the flagship company of Fiji’s caretaker regime, Fijian Holdings Ltd.) 
The two smaller dailies do not have independently audited sales, but are 
both believed to sell around 6000 copies a day. Broadcasters are Fiji 
Television Ltd, which has one free-to-air channel and two pay channels; 
private Communications Fiji Ltd (FM96) radio group; and the state-
owned Fiji Broadcasting Corporation. The Daily Post and the Review 
news magazines share a website, Fijilive, while the Fiji Times is hosted at 
FM96’s Fiji Village website. 

On 15 May 1987, Lieutenant-Colonel Sitiveni Rabuka’s regime or-
dered both newspapers, The Fiji Times and the original Fiji Sun, to stop 
publishing indefinitely while armed troops and the police occupied the 
two offices. The next day, May 16, became the first time (apart from once 
during a hurricane in January 1986) in more than a century that the Fiji 
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Times was not published. The military regime began a purge of political 
critics and opponents by arresting them without charge. The Fiji Sun, 
jointly owned by Hong Kong-based Sally Aw Sian publishing empire and 
New Zealand publisher Phillip Harkness, eventually closed rather than 
publish under self-censorship restrictions. 

There was an exodus of experienced journalists from Fiji after the 
Rabuka coups. At the start of the Speight’s attempted coup, the bulk of 
Fiji journalists were young, relatively untrained and limited experience. 
The median age of journalists was 22 with a large bulge in the 21-25 age 
group. Almost half of Fiji’s journalists (47 per cent) had no professional 
or educational qualifications at all, and the median experience was 2.5 
years (Robie, 1999a: 183). 
 
Chaudhry and the Media 
 

In May 1999, the Fiji Labour Party won the largest electoral man-
date since the country became independent in 1970. After more than a 
decade as an opposition leader, and a seemingly good working relation-
ship with journalists, Mahendra Chaudhry got off on the wrong foot with 
the media industry virtually from the day he took office. The appointment 
of his son, Rajendra, as his Private Secretary deeply damaged his credibil-
ity with the media and the public. Political commentator Jone Dakuvula 
observes that the Coalition government was on the defensive from day 
one: ‘There was no honeymoon period’ (Dakuvula, 2000a). But Chaudhry 
and the People’s Coalition had the most concern over The Fiji Times, ar-
guably the country’s most influential news organisation. Over the next 
few months, The Fiji Times appeared to wage a campaign against the 
fledgling government. According to deposed National Planning Minister 
Dr Ganesh Chand, an economist and former academic at the University of 
South Pacific: 

One of their lines was that we were not delivering our manifesto 
immediately; numerous editorials were written on this, and the 
general tenor of the articles, the locations, the pictures, focus, and 
most of all, the inaccuracies, all were anti-government. I com-
plained to the [Fiji] Media Council numerous times and judg-
ments against The Fiji Times began coming out (Chand, 2000).1 

                                                        
1 Adjudications were made by the (Fiji) Media Council over three complaints by Dr 
Chand against The Fiji Times and two against Fiji Television. In the case of the three 
complaints against The Fiji Times, No 90 on 11 November 1999 was upheld, No 101 
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According to researcher Nwomye Obini of USP’s Department of 
Development Studies, who conducted a content analysis of Fiji Times 
coverage on the Chaudhry government’s year in office and the coup, the 
newspaper bombarded the prime minister with problems in editorials and 
news reports, a contrast to its treatment of previous governments (Obini, 
2000). As the date of the coup approached, the tension grew day by day. 
Nurses kept making threats, and finally went on strike on May 12, a week 
before the coup… ‘A rift was even reported between the Commissioner 
of Police and the Prime Minister’ (Obini, 2000: 15). 

Michael Field, a veteran Pacific Affairs reporter from Agence 
France-Presse news agency, considers several events were covered with a 
fixed approach which encouraged an unfairly negative perception of the 
Coalition: ‘One was the infamous tea lady incident which helped create 
an air, I suppose, of corruption or immorality in the newly elected gov-
ernment. My own view of this was that it was something of a set-up job 
in which the media went along for a ride, and may have, in the longer run, 
helped to destabilise the government…’ (Field, 2000a). 

Field also makes the point that the election result was ‘remarkably 
clear but the media, or elements of it, were reluctant to accept it’. Some 
sections of the media were, in his view ‘arrogantly anti-democratic’. Also 
some of the journalistic decision-making was personal. Dakuvula regards 
The Fiji Times as an example of a newspaper which was blatantly an-
tagonistic to the government: 

The agenda of the Fiji Times was to delegitimise the elected 
Government by creating a climate of scandal, loathing and 
fear so the Fiji Labour party, at least would not be able to 
effectively implement its manifesto (Dakuvula, 2000b). 

 
Part of the blame lay with the Coalition Government itself. There 

was no evidence that the administration tried to develop a media strategy 
to establish positive relationships with journalists and use contemporary 
‘spin’ techniques to sell its reforms to the public. But sociologist Dr Si-
tiveni Ratuva argues that the Chaudhry Government’s poor relationship 
with the media was a weakness shared with the previous Rabuka admini-
stration. 

Both governments had information ministers who did not know 
how to handle public relation matters, especially how to deal 

                                                                                                                        
(undated, 2000) partially upheld, and No 102 (undated, 2000) dismissed; however 
both complaints against Fiji Television (Nos 99 and 100, undated) were upheld. 
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with the media. They were both confrontational. The media’s 
response also took the same line— confrontational. The media 
portrayed Rabuka and company as corrupt and inefficient and 
Chaudhry as arrogant and anti-Fijian (Ratuva, 2000). 

 
According to Ratuva, the portrayal of Chaudhry fed into the rising 

tide of ethno-nationalist mobilisation. Although the media did not create 
the conditions for the ethno-nationalist upsurge, it did provide the nation-
alists with the legitimacy to roll on. For media analyst Dr Pramila Devi, 
this was nothing new. In a paper almost a decade earlier, analysing the 
1992 general election campaign, she had found The Fiji Times and the 
Daily Post both practised self-censorship with a bias towards a certain 
ideology: ‘It is the same ideology that is shared by the (Great) Council of 
Chiefs, the military, the Soqosoqo ni Vakavulewa ni Taukei (SVT) and 
large segments of the ethnic Fijian population. That putting this ideology 
in practice relegates half of the Fiji’s population to a third class citizenry 
did not matter’ (Devi, 1992: 35). 

Decisions by the Chaudhry Government not to review the work 
permit for reappointed Fiji Times editor-in-chief, Russell Hunter, a for-
mer senior journalist on The Australian, and to block Canadian Ken 
Clark’s work permit after he was appointed chief executive of Fiji Televi-
sion Ltd—both cases leading to legal action—further alienated the media 
from the government.2 Another important factor was the commercial in-
terests of large businesses, major advertisers and corporate opponents of 
the Coalition Government’s efforts at rolling back the privatization poli-
cies adopted by the Rabuka Government. 
 As the government’s relationship with the media soured further, 
payback time finally came for the press. Chaudhry chose an invitation by 
the Media Council to launch the Fiji General Media Code of Ethics and 
Practice on 26 October 1999 to deliver an extraordinary speech damning 
the Fiji news media generally, singling out three media organisations and 
prominent individual journalists. Chaudhry indicated that his government 
was considering establishing swift justice media tribunal to provide 
remedies in defamation cases. Moves were also considered to licence for-
eign-owned media with an annual fee of $20,000 (The Sun, 1999a). 

The tribunal proposal, in particular, prompted Pacific Islands News 
Association (PINA) president William Parkinson to complain: 
                                                        
2 Ken Clark was eventually granted a two-year work permit, although he was on a 
three-year contract; Russell Hunter returned to Fiji in August 2000 on a further three-
year-contract after he appealed to the interim authorities. 
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‘[Chaudhry’s] attacks against the media were draconian to say the least. 
We have not had those threats made since the military government in 
1987’ (ibid.) Parkinson, managing director of Communications (Fiji) Ltd, 
owners of FM96 in Fiji and stakeholders in radio stations in Papua New 
Guinea and the Solomon Islands, said he was seriously concerned. 
Chaudhry questioned whether international media and local media were 
suffering a crisis of ethics and falling credibility: ‘When, day after day, a 
particular reporter writes nothing but anti-government stories with facts 
manipulated and distorted to discredit and embarrass the government, one 
is left in little doubt as to what the agenda of the particular reporter is’ 
(Chaudhry, 1999). 

Senior political reporter Margaret Wise, who had close links with 
the party founded by former coup leader and prime minister Sitiveni 
Rabuka, Soqosoqo Ni Vakavulewa Ni Taukei (SVT), was clearly the 
journalist Chaudhry had in mind. He named her later in the speech (see 
Robie, 1999c: 115). Hinting that the newspaper could be breaching the 
Public Order Act, Chaudhry said: 

That matter is even more serious than a breach of media ethics 
and my Government is quite concerned at what is happening. Is 
The Fiji Times carrying the torch for people engaged in sedi-
tious activities? The newspaper needs to take serious look at 
where it is headed. Is it not fanning the fires of sedition and 
communalism by giving undue prominence to stories that are 
really non-stories? (Chaudhry, 1999).  

 
Reaction was confined to defensive statements from media industry 

people, but there was no initial publication of the speech. Nor did the me-
dia canvas civil society opinions. The government responded to what it 
called media hysteria with eight-page advertisements—including the 
speech—in the Sun and the Daily Post, costing the taxpayer $16,000 (Fiji 
Sun, 2000). 

The Fiji Times voluntarily published Chaudhry’s speech after four 
days and responded with a two-page editorial. Describing the speech as a 
‘rambling diatribe riddled with contradictions, half-truths and untruths’, 
the editorial added: ‘Chaudhry has been escalating his attacks on the me-
dia—in particular the country’s most successful news organisation, The 
Fiji Times—in an effort to create a climate in which the public would be 
softened up for his draconian legislation’ (Fiji Times, 1999). 

However, the self-interest of media responses did not go unnoticed 
by the president of the Fiji chapter of Transparency International, Ikbal 
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Jannif: ‘It seems to me the media wants accountability for everyone—
except itself’ (Jannif, 1999: 164). 
 
The Coup Coverage 
 

After putschist Speight and his gunmen kidnapped the Coalition 
Government, it was astonishing how ‘captive’ some of the journalists 
were to Speight (see Robie, 2000b, 2000d; Parkinson; Woodley; Field 
2000b). In a sense they were hostages too, even providing a human shield 
at times of confrontation between the rebel group and the military at 
checkpoints: ‘The media pack offered Speight a profile and credibility—it 
aided the rebel leader’s propaganda war.’ 
 Even though essentially it was struggle for power within the indige-
nous Fijian community, and a conflict between tradition and modernity, 
the inevitable polarisation of races undermined objectivity. It was appar-
ent to then Daily Post editor Jale Moala that many local reporters had be-
come ‘confused by the heightened emotion at the time, the use of emotive 
language and the pleadings of the opposing forces’, as they were drawn 
into different sides (Moala, 2000). This, he recalls, was true of both in-
digenous Fijian and Indo-Fijian reporters. 

Fear may have played a role. As a result, the perpetrators of the 
terrorist action, led by George Speight, received publicity that at 
the time seemed to legitimise their actions and their existence. 
Some argued that the situation may not have deteriorated as 
quickly as it did if the media had played a more responsible role. 
 
But therein lies the dilemmas of Pacific Islands political journal-
ism: the extended family system, the tribal and chiefly system 
and customary obligations may blur the view of the journalist, 
especially if he or she is indigenous (Moala, 20001: 125-126). 

 
Moala (2001: 127) points to an example of a Fijian journalist falling 

foul of a high chief. Josefa Nata, an investigative journalist and journal-
ism trainer who had cut his teeth at the original Fiji Sun newspaper, ex-
posed the business dealings of Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, who at the time 
had been Fiji’s prime minister since independence from Britain in 1970. 
He was treated as an outcast. Nata gained notoriety as Speight’s media 
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spin doctor and awaited trial for treason.3 
For Moala, lack of leadership in some newsrooms was a significant 

factor. Observed Michael Field: ‘I left [Fiji, after two months, and as the 
longest-serving foreign reporter] wondering how much of the coup and its 
twists and turns was the product of the media itself’ (Field, 2000c). Inter-
national journalists highlighted the inexperience of some local reporters. 
According to The Australian’s Brian Woodley: ‘They got on with report-
ing the story, a corps of dedicated youngsters with hardly a gram of ex-
perience among them. Most are not long out of high school’ (Woodley, 
2000). 

Indeed, there was a steep learning curve for Fiji journalists with 
many showing remarkable courage and commitment. It was a harrowing 
and testing time for the country’s media—the dilemmas were far more 
complex than during the 1987 coups. Radio Fiji’s general manager (pub-
lic broadcasting) Francis Herman said: ‘Our journalists have been threat-
ened, abused, beaten, had stones thrown at them—it goes with the job’ 
(Herman, 2000). But it was also a time when professionalism needed to 
rise another notch. Moala considered some reports stayed too long in the 
parliamentary complex, ‘making the outside world believe they were en-
joying the hospitality of the terrorists and becoming too familiar with 
them’ (Moala, 2001: 129). At times, there was strong sympathy among 
some journalists for the cause, even among some senior editorial execu-
tives. There was tension between the role of objective journalist and an 
instinctive feeling about what should happen in the country. 

One of the news organisations that drafted the policy to cope with 
the crisis was the Daily Post. It covered the putsch with perhaps greater 
caution than some other local media. In the early stages, the newspaper 
established guidelines for reporters, photographers and subeditors. Along 
with the code, it sought greater emphasis on the effects of the crisis on the 
people and the economy and down-played events inside the parliamentary 
complex. Guidelines were not formally written, in case they got into the 
hands of rebels and became a source of threats and reprisals as happened 
in the trashing of Fiji Television on 28 November 2000 (Robie, 2000b: 
8). The guidelines were: 

1. The newspaper would not use the word ‘coup’ in its coverage. 
2. The events of May 19 would be reported as a kidnapping and 

                                                        
3 Josefa Nata was previously coordinator of the Fiji Journalism Institute, the training 
arm of the Fiji Islands Media Association (FIMA), which had been defunct since 1998 
amid controversy over its donor provided funds. (He was jailed for treason since the 
first publication of this article). 
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hostage crisis; George Speight was to be reported as the leader of 
either the kidnappers, the gunmen or the hostage takers, but 
never as ‘coup leader’ to avoid giving him legitimacy in the 
minds of indigenous Fijians. 

3. The group who stormed the Parliament was to be described as 
‘gunmen’, ‘terrorists’ and ‘kidnappers’. 

4. Use of photographs of George Speight and his supporters inside 
the parliamentary complex were to be restricted to avoid giving 
them too much publicity. 

5. George Speight was never to be described as a nationalist work-
ing for indigenous Fijian interests; he was to be reported as Suva 
businessman George Speight, leader of the kidnappers, or leader 
of the terrorists (Moala, 2001: 131). 

 
Some news media regularly switched reporters covering events in-

side the parliamentary complex to prevent them getting too close to the 
rebels. But in spite of precautions taken by news media groups to defend 
their integrity—FM96 ran editorial policy notices on air, effectively say-
ing ‘trust us’—news media credibility was eroded. 

A senior executive and two news staff of Radio Fiji were detained 
by the military on October 20 in an attempt to intimidate them into re-
vealing their sources about a major split in the military. Although the 
highly sensitive news story itself was evidently well-sourced—
demonstrated by a mutiny two weeks later on November 2, which 
claimed the lives of eight soldiers—it lacked balance, such as official 
comment. 

Deposed minister Dr Ganesh Chand accused The Fiji Times of de-
stabilising the Coalition Government during its one year in office before 
being ousted, by waging a war through articles and the courts when the 
government refused to extend editor-in-chief Russell Hunter’s work per-
mit; losing some complaints lodged by his government with the Fiji Me-
dia Council; employing a senior journalist alleged to have close relation-
ships with two prominent political personalities; and with its northern re-
porter riding around with rebels at Labasa on Vanua Levu island (Coali-
tion Government, 2000). Publisher Alan Robinson described the attack as 
grossly defamatory, adding that the allegations contained ‘not the tiniest 
grain of truth’ (Fiji Times, 2000a). The following day, The Fiji Times 
published a front page story, alleging the police were investigating the 
stripping of government-owned furniture and household goods from 
Chand’s state home (Fiji Times, 2000b). Chand filed a defamation writ 
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against the newspaper (High Court, 2000) and the police investigation 
was dropped. 

In another incident, two journalists based in Labasa were arrested. 
The Fiji Times and Radio Fiji’s northern correspondents were charged on 
November 13 with unlawful assembly and unlawful use of a motor vehi-
cle over the seizure of a military barracks by rebels (Pacific Media 
Watch, 2000). They were publicly defended by their editors, but it took 
almost six months for the charges to be eventually withdrawn on May 11. 
 
The Media Response 
 

After this paper was originally presented at the Journalism Educa-
tion Association (JEA) conference on December 6, 2000, a PINA Nius 
Online e-mail report misrepresenting the paper was distributed to Pacific 
newspapers five days later stirring up a political storm (Café Pacific, 
2001). A campaign of bitter personal attacks against the author followed 
on the JEANet and Penang Commonwealth editors e-mail list-servers 
over the next two weeks. A two-page article published in Pacific maga-
zine characterised the furore as a 12-round boxing match fought out on 
the internet, heavily slanted in favour of The Fiji Times and PINA (Pa-
cific, 2001). The magazine cited a formal complaint by the newspaper’s 
expatriate publisher and editor-in-chief to the University of South Pacific, 
alleging manufactured evidence to establish an erroneous conclusion. 
This was rejected by the university. The magazine did not interview the 
author or seek a copy of the paper, nor did it canvas views of other media 
commentators supporting the analysis. 

The author replied to the attacks in an interview with Myrna 
Mortensen, broadcast on Radio Australia’s Pacific Beat, saying it was an 
irony that news organisations claiming to support media freedom were 
trying to gag a journalism academic (Radio Australia, 21 December 
2000). New Zealand Herald columnist Gordon McLauchlan wrote that 
the university had courageously upheld academic freedom and firmly op-
posed this deplorable attempt at censorship by journalists (McLauchlan, 
2001). 

Rejecting The Fiji Times criticisms and protesting against Pacific 
magazine’s misrepresentations, Association of University of South Pa-
cific Staff (AUSPS) spokesperson, Associate Professor Scott Mac Wil-
liam, said in a letter to the editor: ‘AUSPS is concerned that, while The 
Fiji Times and other news organizations purport to support the freedom to 
express opinions, such opinions are only acceptable if they sustain the 



282     Fijian Studies, Vol. 6 Nos. 1 & 2 

 

 

same organizations’ views of themselves’ (Mac William, 2001). 
While the author’s main arguments were never published in the Fiji 

media, other views of foreign journalists who do not live in Fiji but which 
supported the Fiji Times-PINA perspective were featured (see Dobell, 
2001; The Sun, 2001a, 2001b). Reprisals were threatened against the 
journalism programme at USP but there is no evidence that students suf-
fered from the controversy. USP journalism students had also covered the 
putsch crisis, winning Osier Awards for their efforts, and graduates are 
employed at 15 news organizations across the Pacific (Robie, 2000d). 

On the first anniversary of the attempted coup, Fiji newspapers were 
reluctant to debate the shortcomings of crisis coverage. In the only article 
published examining the media and the coup, the Sun’s Samisen Paretic 
cited two diplomats as supporting the view that coverage was not that 
bad. However, Mary-Louise O’Callaghan, writing in The Australian, had 
earlier questioned whether the local press should bear some of the respon-
sibility for the political turmoil that had engulfed the South Pacific 
(O’Callaghan, 2000). Michael Field remarked in The Fiji Times: ‘The 
problem is that in Fiji there are more and more politicians, supported by a 
cabal in the local media that makes war on other reporters, who say they 
are not part of this world and wish to be left alone’ (Field, 2001). 
 
Conclusion 
 

The media climate after the general election in May1999 arguably 
carries some responsibility for misconceptions about the people’s Coali-
tion Government in Fiji. No journalist seriously analysed the manifesto of 
the Fiji Labour Party in order to help public understanding of what the 
government had pledged to do. It had been the intention of the Coalition 
Government to publish a special supplement in The Fiji Times marking its 
achievements after one year in office. However, the printed supplement 
dated May 20, the day after the putsch took place, was dumped and never 
distributed publicly. The only serious analysis of the deposed govern-
ment’s performance was written by Fiji Times features editor Bernadette 
Hussain and published in a USP journalism programme training newspa-
per (Wansolwara, 2000b). It was matched by Agence France-Presse. 

Hussain concluded that the Coalition Government had been seri-
ously misrepresented. Outlining many of the achievements—such as 
scholarships and an integrated village development project totalling F$12 
million for affirmative action; reducing the cost of living for poor people 
of all races by removing customs duty and value added tax for essential 
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food items such as rice, flour, cooking oil, tinned fish, powdered milk and 
tea; and increasing welfare allocations for the disadvantaged from F$3.3 
million to F$11 million—it was clear that the Government was genuinely 
concerned about the plight of ordinary citizens. In the nine months since 
Hussein’s article, few journalists attempted to analyse the privatization 
policies reasserted by the Qarase Government without a mandate. The 
best expose was the 53-minute video documentary In the Name of 
Growth, about the exploitation of indigenous women workers by an in-
digenous company, the PAFCO tuna canning plant at Lavaca. This was 
made by filmmaker ‘Ate Emberson-Bain, a deposed Labour senator and 
former USP academic (Emberson-Bain, 2001). 

While the news media was fairly diligent, and at times courageous 
when reporting hard news developments and the views of prominent poli-
ticians and political parties during the conflict, it was not so effective at 
covering civil society’s perspectives. Fiji lacks enough critically thinking 
journalists who can provide in-depth, perceptive and balanced articles and 
commentaries. Most serious commentaries and analyses during the crisis 
were provided by academics and non-journalists. 

The political scene in Fiji is still highly uncertain and there are con-
fusing scenarios about the result of the forthcoming election, even ru-
mours of a further coup should the Fiji Labour Party retain a majority. It 
is critical that the Fiji news media maintain independent coverage of po-
litical and socio-economic developments. But it is also equally vital that 
independent journalists, media commentators, and academics sustain 
critical assessments of the role of the media in the wake of the putsch and 
in future nation-building. 
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Media & Development: Issues and Challenges in the Pacific 
Islands, by: Shailendra Singh and Biman Prasad, eds. (2008), 
Fiji Institute of Applied Studies, Pacific Media Centre. 
 
 
Development journalism is the theme of this ambitious book edited by 

Shailendra Singh and Biman Prasad. The editors are to be congratulated for 
bringing together 21 authors to write on a wide range issues affecting the Pa-
cific with the aim of producing a publication that contributes ‘towards the 
understanding of the concept of development, and the link to journalism’ (p. 
xii). The central tenet is that ‘journalism with a focus on development can 
contribute towards effective and appropriate policy making in the context of 
the unique problems experienced by Pacific Island countries’ (p. xii).  

The book starts with a background to the topic by David Robie, who is 
well-known throughout the region for his work in educating and training 
journalists. He provides definitions of development media, including a four 
worlds’ news values template that he has constructed (p. 17). According to 
Robie, the islands of the Pacific fall neatly into the third world category. In 
this model, the news is generally about infrastructure growth, national inte-
gration, social responsibility and education and includes international events. 
To accommodate these third world interests, a different form of journalism to 
that practised in the west has evolved. This is development journalism, which 
emphasises news about grassroots achievements and deals mainly with so-
cioeconomic development. Robie has produced a second model, this time 
comparing the differences between conventional and development journal-
ism. Development journalists, the model shows, run the risk of being subjec-
tive rather than objective, as is expected from journalism in the west, and 
their stories may be worthy but dull. Consequently, there is a danger that me-
dia consumption will be low, with a consequent drop in profits for the media 
owners (p. 24). 

Journalists reading this book might feel that some of the subsequent 
chapters are an attack on their profession and their ability to report news from 
a ‘development journalism’ perspective. For example, Pramila Devi and Ga-
nesh Chand appear frustrated by the media and suggest that journalists should 
be held to account for paying too much attention to the ‘elite, the ruling 
classes and tradition’ (p. 259). The authors seem to be blaming journalists, 
not poor policy-making, for what they perceive to be negative publicity being 

Book Reviews 



Coup Coup Land: The Press and the Putsch in Fiji    287 

 

 

accorded the military government in Fiji. Yet it is difficult to see how the 
media can be held responsible for financial decisions taken by business en-
terprises (p. 261) especially when the chapter lacks empirical evidence, mak-
ing it difficult to assess the strength of their argument.  

In response to these perceived problems with the media, Devi and Chand 
contend that the Pacific region needs an ‘analytical press’ that can process in-
formation about resource allocation (p. 270). They suggest that a remedy for 
newsroom shortcomings could be to devise checklists ‘of items that need to 
be analysed for any analysis of policy measures’ (p. 262). Journalists would 
refer to these checklists when writing their stories and in this way bias would 
be prevented. The authors also suggest the Pacific region encourages a ‘con-
scientious press’, a model first mooted in the United States in 1947. A con-
scientious press would obviate the requirements for development journalism 
because it would fulfil all the criteria needed to provide citizens with infor-
mation they could utilise and understand (p. 266).  

Kevin Barr believes the media have been ‘muzzled’ when it comes to re-
porting the facts about poverty but that they could, and should, act ‘as the 
conscience of society’. Barr suggests that human interest stories could be 
used to ‘shock people out of their complacency’ as well as providing ‘infor-
mation about the wider picture’ (p. 108). In this way, Barr believes, journal-
ists could assist in the elimination of poverty. Also on the topic of poverty, 
Biman Prasad worries that journalists who report negative news appear to 
adopt a certain kind of ‘pro-poor position’ when they could be creative and 
positive in their approach to the topic (p. 159). He calls for balance, stating 
that ‘reporting on the negative consequences of poverty is important but it is 
equally important to report on best practices and positive examples of how 
people climb out of poverty’ (p. 159). According to Evangelia Papoutsaki, 
Pacific journalists need to be ‘re-educated’ to work ‘with their communities 
as agents of positive and sustainable social change’ (p. 28). Perhaps alluding 
to the work of the sociologist Robert Park and the Chicago School in the 
1920s, which saw the beginning of participant observation in social research, 
Papoutsaki suggests that journalists need to immerse themselves in the com-
munities about which they are writing and suggests that they should partici-
pate in the ‘designing and execution of solutions to certain problems’ (p 37). 
These tasks mesh well with Robie’s description of development journalism 
(p. 24) mentioned earlier.  

Papoutsaki’s ideas are mirrored in a chapter by Kalinga Seneviratne, 
who gives an Asian perspective to development journalism. Seneviratne re-
counts how he was able to spend four days investigating a story in Sri Lanka, 
which his agency subsequently published in over 30 newspapers across Asia 
(p. 233). While this form of investigative journalism may appear pedagogi-
cally attractive to those wishing to improve journalistic standards, many me-
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dia outlets in the Pacific are private companies and consequently profit ori-
ented. So, while Seneviratne and Papoutsaki paint an environment unencum-
bered by the trappings of everyday news collection, it seems unrealistic to 
expect media owners to give journalists with tight deadlines the freedom to 
spend long periods away from the newsroom and out in their communities. 
Rarely will journalists in the Pacific be given the luxury of four days to write 
one story, nor will that story be taken up by 30 outlets, thereby adding to the 
profits of their news organisation. 

Red Batario, a journalist from the Philippines, is the only author in the 
book to canvass the topic of public journalism, a form of reporting that al-
lows citizens, rather than editors or media owners, to determine what topics 
will be covered by the media. Topics could include community achievements 
and problem-solving by the people. Even while operating at community 
level, high journalistic standards are maintained. The reason why public jour-
nalism is so compelling, Batario argues, is that ‘the media can transcend its 
mindset by finding its connection with citizens to determine common solu-
tions for common problems’ (pp. 253-55). Batario sees public journalism as a 
new philosophical approach and places it within the mainstream media. But 
Batairo is writing about Asia, where markets comprise millions of people. 
This approach may not be possible in the comparatively tiny media markets 
found in the Pacific region. For example, a well-documented experiment in 
public journalism occurred in Wellington, New Zealand, where a citizens’ 
cooperative launched a weekly newspaper, City Voice. The paper managed to 
survive for eight years, funded by advertising revenue, before folding in 2001 
because the cooperative could not sell enough advertisements to keep afloat. 

Two significant omissions from the book are sport and religion, which 
is surprising as both play an important part in the lives of Pacific people and, 
arguably, contribute to the region’s development. To the editors’ credit, they 
have ensured that women’s issues are well covered. Julie Middleton’s chapter 
provides useful information and includes a toolkit for practising journalists as 
well as a glossary that appears in the Appendices. Carol Fiore-Smereczniak 
discusses the importance of ‘promoting a respectful and nuanced image of 
women’s multiple roles in society’ when writing about the millennium devel-
opment goals (pp. 178-179) and the aforementioned Seneviratne calls for 
journalists to take a wide view of the issues relating to the trafficking in 
women and children and also to consider the social impact on rural communi-
ties of the migration of female domestic workers to countries around the 
globe (pp. 238-40).  

In addition to the chapters discussed above, the book has sections on the 
media, governance, rule of law, the economy; millennium development 
goals, ICT, language issues, and Asian approaches to development journal-
ism. Contributions from the Secretariat of the Pacific Community and the Pa-
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cific Islands Forum appear in the Appendices. Authors include Mark Borg, 
Rajni Chand, Trevor Cullen, Prangtip Daorueng. Ron Duncan, Nicole-
Gooch, Jaap Jasperse, Paresh Narayan, Nazhat Shameem, Shaista Shameem, 
Charmaine Rodrigues, and Lisa Williams-Lahari.  

The book will be a useful source of information for scholars and stu-
dents although there are a few niggles. Most annoying is the lack of an index. 
Also, more rigorous editing would have removed minor errors. In some chap-
ters, mention is made of useful websites but the reader must search to find 
them in the Appendices. The acronyms do not appear in alphabetical order, as 
should happen, and the binding of my review copy proved so insubstantial 
that pages fluttered to the floor on first opening. 
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Turnings: Fiji Factions by: Brij V Lal. 2008, Fiji Institute of 
Applied Studies, University of the South Pacific, Suva Fiji 
 
As a student and academic, I have read Brij Lal’s scholarly writing with 

interest for some years now. I find his commentary in social and economic 
debates succinct, thought-provoking and fresh. I picked Turnings up with in-
terest, curious to see if a gentler voice resided behind the hard-line statements 
of political crisis and reform in Fiji and I was not disappointed.  

The writings of Brij V Lal are a treat for avid readers familiar with the 
rural Pacific context. His first hand experience comes to life in the vibrant 
descriptions and animated characters of stories, which emerge from the pages 
in this small collection. His talanoa style is filled with poignancy, nostalgia 
and a truth that is both painful and real.  

The influence of his own educational experience is clear and by his own 
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admission, the stories contained in Turnings are conversations about the 
Indo-Fijian village experience of his childhood. In Brij’s writings, the voice 
of the diasporic-migrant Indian is strong in its dual-nil identity dilemma. Re-
curring themes that re-emerge in this collection include education, love, iden-
tity, political crisis, and migration. Three stories, The dux of Nasinu, A gap in 
the hedge and Masterji feature strong educational leaders and the realities of 
their rural lives. In the dux of Nasinu, a visionary teacher struggles with the 
expectations and demands of a conservative community.  

Masterji, explores the effects of the coup on a small indo-Fijian com-
munity and in A gap in the hedge, we are reminded of the heavy influences of 
the colonial educational system. In this story, we gain insight into the au-
thor’s own influence of classic British poets such as Wordsworth and Byron. 
Masterji tells the story of a headmaster and his commitment to his position in 
the community. It also tells the story of his wife and her frustrations. An ad-
ditional layer of hard truth comes in the form of the ‘outsider’ voice and the 
physical abuse and intimidation by soldiers on the local community as they 
celebrate a religious event. Brij tells it like it is and the reality is stark and 
harsh when he says: ‘This place is finished. Khalas sab kutch. We Indians 
have no future here.’ This rings of the post 1987 coup emotions and he is re-
lentless in his reminder of how that felt.  

Marriage provides an insider’s view of the complexity of arranged mar-
riages in Fiji. It tells the tale of family politics and finding the ‘right’ partner 
for the ‘right’ reasons. It is insightful in its true to life depictions of familiar 
characters and personalities. ‘Listening to her mother, Munni remembered 
why the family had been keen for her to get married in Tabia in the first 
place. She had been sent there on a mission to look for suitable husbands for 
her sisters. Teachers, clerks, policemen and men like that, in cash employ-
ment.’  

Similar themes emerge in A Change of Seasons, with the main charac-
ter, Vinay, discovering ‘he did not have the one thing that every struggling 
family in the community prized above all else; a foreign passport… that 
damned foreign passport’.  

Across the fence tells the story of love and duty. It is a gentle love story 
of a woman struggling with the responsibility of tending to her ailing hus-
band while managing a small shop. In Mr. Tom’s country, magic, witchcraft, 
sorcery, religion and the supernatural are revisited in the context of the vil-
lage setting. The confusion and culture shock of the immigrant to New Zea-
land is personified in Kaka, who finds that ‘Television both entertained and 
embarrassed… He couldn’t watch the soapies with the entire family in the 
room. The scantily clad women, the open display of skin, the kissing, the sug-
gestive bedroom scenes, the crude advertising (for lingerie, skin lotions) had 
him averting his eyes or uttering muffled coughs.’  
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An Australian Fusion introduces the reader to the trans-generational 
conversation; the older, angry Indo-Fijian voice countering the younger lib-
eral voice of the new age generation. This is an important voice as it brings 
the indo-Fijian conversation full circle across generations.  

The collection is relevant to anyone with an interest in the psychology 
of living in the Pacific. I recommend this book first and foremost as a must 
read for locals in Fiji as it provides an insight into the emotions and trials of 
the indo-Fijian rural experience. It makes a significant contribution to the 
dearth of literary works in the Pacific and immerses the reader in a reality 
that simply is. The opening sentence to the final chapter in the collection, 
One life, three worlds, summarises this paradox: ‘To be an Indian from Fiji is 
to be a complex bundle of contradictions.’ It is this complexity and multi-
layered contradictions that Brij reveals. His stories come to life in the master-
ful painting of Turnings within the rural Indian community.  
 

Reviewed by: Cresantia Frances Koya 
 
Cresantia Frances Koya is a lecturer in Education at the University of the 
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Shedding Silence – An Anthology of Writing from Fiji Prisons 
by: Mary Daya (Ed), Pacific Writing Forum, University of the South 
Pacific: Suva. 2008 

 
The power of the pen is legendary and in common usage quite the cli-

ché. There is a toss up of the conjoined phrases ‘prison writers’ and writers 
who are prisoners’ in discussion on writings from prisons. The binary is itself 
the subject of many a work of fiction and alludes to some sense of a circum-
scribing of space, internal or from outside. The collection Shedding Silences, 
published by the Pacific Writing Forum (PWF) at the University of the South 
Pacific, is firmly grounded in writing by prisoners from within the newly 
spangled Corrective Services department in Fiji. It features prose, poetry, life 
stories, and journal accounts by 37 inmates. The writing program became 
part of the wider Yellow Ribbon Program (YRP) with workshops in various 
rehabilitative programs including creative expressions in painting.  

The book is the result of over twelve months of intense writing work-
shops and mentorship provided by PWF program assistant Mary Daya. With-
out getting into the formal set-up and membership to the PEN Prison Writing 
Program that was founded in 1971, the PWF program has achieved all the 
ideals of the global monolith. PEN believes in the restorative and rehabilita-
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tive power of writing, by providing inmates with writing teachers, mentors 
and readership. According to the PEN website, ‘The program seeks to pro-
vide a place for inmates to express themselves freely with paper and pen and 
to encourage the use of the written word as a legitimate form of power’. 

This exercise of power is evident in the works in Shedding Silences. It 
is easy to be patronising or dismissive of such programs as a feel good exer-
cise in demonstrative social agency for those outside the system. The work 
done by Daya in providing inspiration beyond just skilled teaching is evident 
in the writings. There is an easy lyrical quality to the poetry in the collection 
that is indicative of impact of her tutorship given that her own preferred writ-
ing area of expertise is prose. The polish is there too in the prose pieces with 
some evocative life stories and journal entries, as well as impressive forays 
into recounting myths and legends.  

Daya writes in her editorial note of the creativity and freedom presented 
in writing to those who ‘…do not have a right to own a key to a door’. The 
collection has that haunting quality of the incarcerated. There is the presence 
of eyes that peer into the dark beyond steel grates. Ears tuned to the slightest 
sounds, like that of a slow dripping tap across the courtyard, or the sound of 
silence in solitary. The opening piece of the collection is the poem ‘Wasted 
Time’ by Alesi Tawake, and it sets the mood of firmly prescribed life behind 
bars with the poet’s realisation that ‘everything is gone/even my pride…when 
I face/myself…I am alone…’ But there is always that quest for freedom. No 
where as universally expressed as in the childhood memories we all have of 
kites. Alfred John Holmes pays homage to his Flagstaff childhood and the 
windy season from May-September, when kite flights and kite fights were an 
initiation into ways of the city in his prose, ‘Kite Running’.  

There is that singularity of purpose in the words that these writers 
chose, and for the most part, they concentrate on sparse words, to express 
these haunting qualities. As you read the book there is a sense of walking 
across a desert of concrete and steel when by magic a bright flower springs 
upon. As welcome as an oasis or the mirage of rain misting across a harbour, 
and then the disenchantment sets, but not always despair. As in an expression 
of the value of ‘A Spoon Redefined’ by Aseri Talai as he does not ‘…own a 
kitchen that has many spoons’. And his disquiet when an officer does not re-
turn the sole prison issue spoon. There is always the quiet humour in these 
writings, as expressed by Azim Khan when he imagines the sound of silence 
as that ‘of the human/body growing fat’. Humour undercut by the constant 
refrain that prison is also work is found in the poem, ‘The Norm’, by Eliki 
Raco.  

The sense of being cut off from the world is strong in the collection. 
The loneliness and the silence that gathers around one like a wet cardboard 
on the homeless makes its own profound statements in many of the pieces. 
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Writing and friendship are two means of reaching of this silence and loneli-
ness, as Eroni Baleinukulala does when he writes: ‘Just/ a 
few/inches/below…my cell/window…are some pot plants…whenever/I am 
locked inside/I can reach out…touch it/talk to it…it is/so special/right now’. 

Filimoni Raivalu brings in the personal and the communal in the prose 
piece Veitabani. He describes the legend behind the title of his story through 
the relationship between the men and women of Wainibuka and Vugalei. His 
brief piece is able to weave into the story his own intimacy in a marquee with 
‘a beauty’ as his ‘God-given wife’ from Wainibuku. Personal stories distilled 
in a few hundred words of Josua Nabuto, Ifremi Tubuna, Romeo Ganilau, 
Shyam Murti, and Solomone Qurai provide some insights into their growing 
up.  

Some of it innocent and some of that childhood not so innocent in 
marking out the pathway that make them inmates later in life. Inter-
generational incarceration is the theme of Tevita Poese’s honest and frank 
admission in ‘A Good Life’; that he has abandoned his children and wife, just 
as his father had done to his mother and siblings. As he makes the ironic 
revelation that life in prison for ‘…three generations of able men behind bars’ 
means that the real prisoners are ‘…our families that suffer’.  

One of the outstanding features of the writing en masse in the collection 
is the singular lack of excuses from the inmates about their incarceration. 
There is a solid identification of the crimes and acceptance of the punish-
ment. In the hope that their works will be foundational in reality as in the 
lyrical evocation of acceptance from beyond prison walls in these lines from 
Joseph Nonu’s poem, ‘Mask’: 

Behind my tattoos 
and dangerous looks 

 

is the real me 
with regrets 

 

to say it out loud 
ain’t my style 

 

but look inside me 
you will smile. 

 

Shedding Silences marks a watershed year in the rehabilitation pro-
grams in Fiji’s prisons. The law and order situation in Fiji has over the years 
deteriorated to the point that there is apathy at best and vigilante type retribu-
tion mentality at worst against inmates. Acceptance in society is a crucial part 
of rehabilitation and through these writings there is a clear call for under-
standing from inmates, and often expressed remorse for their crimes. And we 
can begin that understanding by reading about their lives in this spectacular 



294     Fijian Studies Vol. 6 No. 1 

 

 

collection.  
The carefully edited and beautifully produced book is a credit to Maya 

Daya and her team, led by graphic designer Marie B. Koya, who also col-
laborated in the layout design with Metuisela Tukana. The collection embod-
ies an outstretched prayer to the readership to come into their lives and know 
them, before you judge them again, and again. Shedding Silences is a highly 
recommended read for the quality of the works as much for the brutal honesty 
with which the inmates confront their past, demons, angels, and lay down 
their hopes for a return to the folds of the community.  

 
Reviewed by: Mohit Prasad 

 
Mohit Prasad is a senior lecturer in literature and divisional head of litera-
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Valuable Stepping stone to Pacific Media South Pacific Is-
lands Communication: Regional Perspectives, Local Issues, 
Edited by Evangelia Papoutsaki, Usha Sundar Harris. Auckland: 
Pacific Media Centre (AUT). 

 
Sadly, only a handful of books (and a few decent journals) deal specifi-

cally and in depth with communication and journalism practice in the Pacific 
Islands. With such a gap in the literature, South Pacific Islands Communica-
tion is a welcome addition for students and practitioners in the region.  

This book is a spin-off from the first ever South Pacific Islands Com-
munication forum hosted in Malaysia by the Asian Media Information and 
Communication (AMIC) Centre in 2006. With discourse about the ‘Asia-
Pacific’ region usually dominated by ‘Asian’ giants like Japan, China and 
Malaysia, such a publication is a good - if long overdue - sign.  

Featuring a collection of 14 analytical and empirically based research 
essays, the range of paper topics is wide, touching on themes like govern-
ance, training, political strife, and cultural influence.  

However, more comprehensive and analytical work is still needed in 
each of the areas of focus.  

This book is perhaps more research and policy-oriented and less engag-
ing for students than another book of essays released around the same time 
Media and Development: Issues and Challenges in the Pacific Islands, pub-
lished by the Fiji Institute of Applied Studies and the Pacific Media Centre.  

The work is split into two sections - the first six chapters focusing on 
regional issues, while the eight latter chapters deal with detailed case studies 
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in specific countries.  
In the introduction, editors Evangelia Papoutsaki and Usha Sundar Har-

ris rightfully point out the complexity of covering a region that is often taken 
as a whole, but with extremely diverse populations (PNG’s 6 million vs 
Niue’s 1500), income levels (US$700 in Kiribati vs. US$8000 in Palau), and 
development (0.2 telephone lines per 100 people in the Solomon Islands vs 
35 in the Cooks).  

These politically and socially distinct places have to pool/pull together 
under the umbrella of ‘Pacific Islandness’ in order to learn from each other 
and successfully compete as a collective with the larger world.  

While ‘Pacific Islandness’ is only vaguely defined by the editors as a 
unique feature to the region (versus Western or even Asian modes of 
thought), we can catch glimpses of this critical concept throughout the book, 
although more vigorous theoretical work needs to accompany the largely em-
pirical/descriptive slant in many of the papers.  
 
‘Watchdog’ role  
 

One of the only two chapters explicitly involving critical theory in the 
book is offered in David Robie’s piece on South Pacific notions of the 
‘Fourth Estate’. Here, Robie engagingly addresses how Pacific Islands jour-
nalists form news values, as well as engage in the ‘watchdog’ role of media 
as members of culturally imbued developing countries, drawing distinctions 
between journalists’ views from Fiji and Papua New Guinea.  

The other paper that seeks to grapple with theory is Mark Hayes’ piece 
on the role of the Tino Tusitala (journalist) of Tuvalu. He calls for a ‘refram-
ing’ of professional journalism in Polynesia to align with traditional cultural 
roles of orator or messenger.  

While this is a fascinating topic, Hayes does not engage in it enough, 
not elaborating on what the Tuvaluan (or even Polynesian) cultural role of 
‘orator’ entails, and how this concept, rather than learned Western skills, in-
forms a journalist.  

He does, however, give ample description of other disparate issues, 
such as the .tv internet domain, and global warming coverage.  

Nonetheless, the shortage of solid theoretical underpinning in the book 
with regards to ‘unpacking Pacific Islandness’ does not detract from its mass 
of useful information and insights.  

Two notable pieces are based on the remarkable personal experiences 
of two veteran journalists from Tonga and the Solomon Islands. Their first-
hand accounts give an element of realism to the issues.  

Publisher Kalafi Moala writes about Tongan media oppression in the 
case of the government ban of his newspaper Taimi ‘o Tonga, later ruled as 
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unconstitutional. Robert Iroga draws on both his personal experience as a re-
porter during the height of the Solomon Islands violent ethnic conflicts, as 
well as extensive research, to explore the media’s role in post-conflict peace 
building.  

A third piece focused on political conflict comes from Shailendra Singh 
and Som Prakash, who write a concise but sound and well-researched com-
ment on media, democracy and politics in the countries of Fiji, the Solomon 
Islands, and Tonga.  

Again, the same theme of the Pacific Islands as united but distinct is 
echoed here in the differing social and political contexts in these three coun-
tries which inform the actions taken by the media.  

The other chapters in the regional section of the book involve compre-
hensive descriptions and information about a range of topics.  
 
Asian influence  
 

Ron Crocombe gives a detailed report of the communication activities 
between the political and professional elite of Asia with those of Pacific Is-
lands.  

While the paper only focuses on the elite, it prompts attention to notable 
trends amongst the non-elite that may warrant further research. For instance, 
the growing population and economic influence of Chinese immigrants in na-
tions such as Tonga, and how they are portrayed in local media.  

Helen Molnar gives a very useful inclusive overview of the relationship 
of the government, media, and civil society sectors in 14 Pacific Island coun-
tries. David Robie explores the problematic history and role of foreign aid in 
media education.  

Steve Sharp and Evangelia Papoutsaki talk about the educational struc-
tures in PNG’s Divine Word University and Fiji’s University of the South 
Pacific. Given that this is a hefty subject to be discussed within 15 pages of 
text, they can only touch upon important issues, such the extent of Western 
influence in journalism education in the Pacific and its impact on local me-
dia.  

The remaining chapters in the local section are mostly based on reports 
about projects or research carried out by the authors. These are useful in pro-
viding statistics and analysis of some very interesting topics.  

Patrick Matbob and Evangelia Papoutsaki study the coverage of West 
Papua’s independence movement in PNG newspapers; Usha Sundar Harris 
describes her project about involving rural Fijian women in videography; 
Joys Eggins surveys PNG populations about their impressions of local com-
munity radio; and Michael McManus’ research reveal the extent of domestic 
and sexual violence in PNG and the media’s role in alleviating the problem.  
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More ‘unpacking’?  
 

David Robie compares the operations of three student newspapers from 
Fiji, PNG and New Zealand.  

With such pieces, South Pacific Islands Communication generally pro-
vides a great amount of up-to-date information to do with Pacific Island me-
dia, especially in relation to policy and governance. However, it falls short of 
fully ‘unpacking Pacific Islandness’, as this would require clearer and more 
thorough theoretical framing and analysis.  

Although the book does feature examples of ‘Islandness’ in its pages, 
these are not always explicit, and the reader will have to make the connection 
between the concept and the evidence him or herself.  

It falls on Pacific Islanders to think critically about their profession in 
local and regional contexts, and contribute more present ideas and research. 
This book is a valuable stepping-stone to a more solid knowledge base for 
Pacific Islands media.  
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