


CHAPTER 2

The Young and the 
Restless: 
the challenge of  
population growth

Population growth rates remain high in the Pacific except in those 
countries with high rates of emigration. As a result, young people 
make up a large proportion of the populations. This so-called ‘youth 
bulge’ is of concern because these countries are generating relatively 
few employment opportunities. Therefore, there are increasing 
numbers of long-term, unemployed, under-employed, and illegally 
employed youth. Because of the lack of investment and job creation, 
the countries are foregoing the economic advantages that they 
would otherwise be able to reap through the employment of these 
potential workers. On the contrary, the large numbers of under-
employed youth have been linked to increasing social problems 
and also provide one of the ingredients for civil unrest. Hence, they 
become one of the factors behind the low levels of investment and 
job creation.
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Section 2.1  Introduction
This chapter is largely concerned with two issues. First, population projections have been made 
for nearly all the Pacific island countries under different fertility and net migration assumptions. 
These two variables are the focus of attention in the projections as they can be the most dynamic 
parameters underlying population growth. Fertility rates are declining around the world; therefore, 
it is useful to examine the consequences of declining fertility rates in the Pacific. Emigration has had 
very significant impacts on population growth in some countries, such as Samoa and Tonga. For 
various reasons, emigration possibilities may increase for other countries in the Pacific; therefore, 
it is of interest to examine the likely impacts of increased emigration.

The second issue examined is the likely growth in numbers of people of working age not employed 
in the formal sector. These people are in the informal sector or the subsistence sector but can 
be considered as potential employees for the formal sector or as potential emigrants to work 
overseas and send back remittances.1  With the current focus on emigration and remittances in the 
Pacific, an objective of this paper is to provide estimates of the excess demand for formal domestic 
employment and potential demand for overseas employment in the various countries. This issue is 
studied by making projections of formal sector employment growth in the Pacific island countries 
and, together with the population projections, seeing what impact they are likely to have on the 
numbers of people in the informal and subsistence sectors.

Section 2.2  Population Projections
Population projections have been made for Papua New Guinea, 13 Pacific island economies 
(Annex A), and Timor Leste (Annex B) for the period 2004 to 2029. The projections were 
generated for all countries under two assumptions for fertility and net migration and a single 
mortality assumption. However, for Cook Islands, Samoa, and Tonga an additional net migration 
assumption was simulated. The ‘base case’ projection scenario has the fertility rate continuing to 
steadily decline in line with recent trends and net migration continuing at recent levels (using 
best guesstimates of these levels). A more rapid rate of decline in the total fertility rate based on 
experience in other countries was also simulated.  With the recent interest in emigration from the 
Pacific, the alternative migration assumption was for net migration to increase by 10 percent in 
each 5-year projection period.

Data were obtained from a variety of sources. The main sources for fertility and mortality trends 
were Booth (1992, 1993) and South Pacific Commission (1998). National census reports were also 
consulted where necessary. Other sources, such as the international web-based data of the United 
States Census Bureau, World Health Organisation, International Labour Organisation, and United 
Nations Population Division were consulted, but in many cases were found to be contradictory 
and unreliable.2  Data on migration were obtained from national census reports and from the 
Secretariat of the Pacific Community (2001). The 2004 base populations were from the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community.3 

MORTALITY
The level of mortality was specified in terms of life expectancy at birth for each sex and for each 
period. Assumptions were extrapolations of past trends; the assumed values of life expectancy are 
shown in Table 2.1. In the absence of good quality age-specific data, model life tables were used to 
represent the age pattern of mortality. The West family of model life tables (Coale, Demeny, and 
Vaughan, 1983; Coale and Guo 1989) was chosen. This pattern is commonly used in the Pacific 
and is the basis of most available life tables. For each value of life expectancy, the appropriate life 
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table was derived by interpolation between relevant model life tables. Survivorship ratios by age 
were calculated from each life table and used to ‘survive’ the population over the 5-year period.

TABLE 2.1  ASSUMED LIFE EXPECTANCIES BY SEX AND PERIOD

 Males Females

 2004-09 2009-14 2014-19 2019-24 2024-29 2004-09 2009-14 2014-19 2019-24 2024-29

Melanesia           
Fiji Islands 67.0 68.0 69.0 70.1 71.1 70.2 71.3 72.4 73.4 74.5
New Caledonia 71.2 72.5 73.8 75.1 76.4 79.0 80.4 81.8 83.1 84.5
Papua New Guinea 55.3 56.4 57.6 58.7 59.8 56.6 58.0 59.3 60.6 61.9
Solomon Islands 61.1 61.3 61.6 61.8 62.1 62.1 62.3 62.6 62.8 63.1
Vanuatu 63.8 64.4 65.0 65.5 66.1 66.2 66.7 67.2 67.7 68.2
Micronesia           
FSM 66.7 67.6 68.4 69.3 70.2 68.7 69.5 70.3 71.2 72.0
Kiribati 61.0 63.1 65.1 67.1 69.2 65.7 67.6 69.5 71.4 73.3
Marshall Islands 64.8 66.0 67.2 68.5 69.7 68.8 70.2 71.7 73.1 74.6
Nauru 53.7 54.6 55.4 56.3 57.1 59.9 61.2 62.4 63.6 64.9
Polynesia           
Cook Islands 69.5 70.5 71.4 72.4 73.3 74.3 75.1 75.9 76.8 77.6
French Polynesia 70.9 72.1 73.4 74.6 75.8 75.8 76.9 78.1 79.3 80.5
Samoa 68.4 69.6 70.8 72.0 73.2 71.2 72.4 73.5 74.6 75.7
Tonga 69.9 70.4 70.9 71.4 71.9 73.0 73.4 73.9 74.4 74.9
Tuvalu 65.2 66.6 68.0 69.4 70.8 69.0 70.4 71.9 73.4 74.9

 
FERTILITY
Assumed fertility was specified in terms of the total fertility rate (i.e., the number of children a 
woman would have if she experienced current fertility rates over the course of her reproductive 
life). There were two fertility assumptions for each country. The first was an extrapolation of 
past trends, which are of gradual decline. The second was an acceleration of past trends. These 
assumptions are shown in Table 2.2. The age pattern of fertility was assumed to converge towards 
a suitable pattern based on the early, intermediate, and late childbearing patterns (at replacement 
level) of the United Nations (1998). For all countries except Cook Islands, the gradual decline 
involved the assumption that the pattern would converge to the average of the UN intermediate 
and late patterns in 2029. For Cook Islands, where childbearing is relatively early, the intermediate 
pattern was assumed. For the accelerated fertility decline, the late UN pattern was assumed for 
all countries by 2029. These patterns are shown in Figure 2.1. Interpolation between the current 
fertility pattern and the assumed pattern in 2029 was with respect to the total fertility rate.
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TABLE 2.2  ASSUMED TOTAL FERTILITY RATE BY PERIOD: GRADUAL AND ACCELERATED 
FERTILITY DECLINES

 Gradual decline  Accelerated decline

 2004 2009 2014 2019 2024 2029  2004 2009 2014 2019 2024 2029

Melanesia              
Fiji Islands 2.96 2.91 2.86 2.80 2.75 2.70  2.88 2.72 2.57 2.41 2.26 2.10
New Caledonia 2.38 2.32 2.27 2.21 2.16 2.10  2.36 2.27 2.18 2.09 1.99 1.90
Papua New Guinea 4.52 4.41 4.31 4.21 4.10 4.00  4.38 4.10 3.83 3.55 3.28 3.00
Solomon Islands 4.66 4.42 4.19 3.96 3.73 3.50  4.52 4.11 3.71 3.31 2.90 2.50
Vanuatu 4.67 4.53 4.40 4.27 4.13 4.00  4.50 4.20 3.90 3.60 3.30 3.00
Micronesia              
FSM 4.28 4.12 3.97 3.81 3.66 3.50  4.14 3.81 3.48 3.16 2.83 2.50
Kiribati 4.24 4.09 3.94 3.80 3.65 3.50  4.10 3.78 3.46 3.14 2.82 2.50
Marshall Islands 5.44 5.05 4.67 4.28 3.89 3.50  5.28 4.72 4.17 3.61 3.06 2.50
Nauru 3.86 3.69 3.52 3.34 3.17 3.00  3.79 3.53 3.28 3.02 2.76 2.50
Polynesia              
Cook Islands 2.83 2.77 2.70 2.63 2.57 2.50  2.77 2.63 2.50 2.37 2.23 2.10
French Polynesia 2.38 2.32 2.27 2.21 2.16 2.10  2.36 2.27 2.18 2.09 1.99 1.90
Samoa 4.54 4.43 4.32 4.21 4.11 4.00  4.43 4.14 3.86 3.57 3.29 3.00
Tonga 3.69 3.55 3.41 3.28 3.14 3.00  3.62 3.40 3.17 2.95 2.72 2.50
Tuvalu 3.63 3.50 3.38 3.25 3.13 3.00  3.57 3.36 3.14 2.93 2.71 2.50

Source:  United Nations (1998).

FIGURE 2.1  AGE PATTERNS OF ASSUMED FERTILITY
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In terms of the present and assumed total fertility rates the countries broadly fall into three 
groups: 

• The total fertility rate in French Polynesia and New Caledonia falls to the population 
replacement level (2.1) by 2029 with the continuation of current trends and below the 
replacement level by 2029 under the accelerated decline assumption. 

• The total fertility rate in Cook Islands and Fiji Islands declines to the replacement level by 
2029 under the accelerated decline assumption, while remaining above the replacement level 
given the continuation of current trends.

•  In the remaining countries the total fertility rate is still well above the replacement rate by 
2029, even under the accelerated decline assumption. 

The third group of countries are still well short of completing the demographic transition and 
even under the accelerated decline assumption rapid population growth will continue for a very 
considerable period.

MIGRATION
Assumptions about the level of net migration were based on available data to the extent possible. 
Expert opinion was also employed. Two initial assumptions were made. The first assumption was a 
constant level over time and set at the current level. The second was a continuation of past trends, 
whether increasing or decreasing: the same level as in the constant assumption was assumed for 
2004-09 with increases of 10 percent per period assumed in the absolute level of net migration. 
These assumptions are shown in Table 2.3. In addition, for the Pacific island countries with high 
levels of net out-migration, namely Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga, a third assumption was 
included which incorporated a rapid reduction in net out-migration. The level of net migration was 
assumed to be reduced by 50 percent in the first period (2004-09), reduced again by 50 percent in 
2009-2014, and constant thereafter; these values are also shown in Table 2.3. This third assumption 
models the possibility of much tighter controls on immigration by the governments of receiving 
countries, such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States.

In the absence of data on the age pattern of migration, the simplified Rogers-Castro (1981) model 
of migration was applied. The model age pattern of migration is shown in Figure 2.2. This model is 
essentially a model of labour migration with dependants, which is suitable for the Pacific islands. 
For most countries, the temporary migration of young people for studies overseas is adequately 
represented by the model. This is so because the Rogers-Castro model has a relatively young peak 
(at age 20-24), which is the age at which most Pacific island students out-migrate. Their return 
migration a few years later is not apparent in the net pattern because these in-migrants are more 
than counterbalanced by labour out-migration, which in the Pacific occurs at somewhat older ages 
than the peak in the model suggests. However, for Cook Islands a modified pattern was required 
in order to maintain some regularity in the projected population age structure. This modified 
pattern, which represents relatively early migration at higher levels, is also shown in Figure 2.2. 
Modifications of the Rogers-Castro model were also required for Samoa and Tonga in order to 
broadly model the existing effect of migration on the respective age structures. For Samoa, the 
pattern of net migration is relatively early, while for Tonga it is relatively late. Both patterns account 
for return migration, which counterbalances labour migration at ages 30 to 34 for Samoa and 35 to 
39 for Tonga. These patterns are also shown in Figure 2.2.
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TABLE 2.3  MIGRATION ASSUMPTIONS: NET MIGRATION PER FIVE-YEAR PERIOD

  Constant  Increasing net migration

  2004-29  2004-09 2009-14 2014-19 2019-24 2024-29

Melanesia        
Fiji Islands -25,000  -25,000 -27,500 -30,250 -33,250 -36,500
New Caledonia 5,000  5,000 5,500 6,050 6,650 7,300
Papua New Guinea -1,000  -1,000 -1,100 -1,210 -1,330 -1,460
Solomon Islands -500  -500 -550 -605 -665 -730
Vanuatu  -200  -200 -220 -242 -266 -292
Micronesia        
FSM -3,500  -3,500 -3,850 -4,235 -4,655 -5,110
Kiribati  -500  -500 -550 -605 -665 -730
Marshall Islands -1,500  -1,500 -1,650 -1,815 -1,995 -2,190
Nauru  -500  -500 -550 -605 -665 -730
Polynesia         
Cook Islands -1,500  -1,500 -1,650 -1,815 -1,995 -2,190
French Polynesia 3,500  3,500 3,850 4,235 4,655 5,110
Samoa  -15,000  -15,000 -16,500 -18,150 -19,950 -21,900
Tonga  -7,500  -7,500 -8,250 -9,075 -9,975 -10,950
Tuvalu  -250  -250 -275 -303 -334 -368
    Reduced net migration

Cook Islands   -750 -375 -375 -375 -375
Samoa    -7500 -3750 -3750 -3750 -3750
Tonga    -3750 -1875 -1875 -1875 -1875

Note. Changing net migration refers to the net volume regardless of the direction of the flow.

For Fiji, the situation with regard to students is somewhat different because of the location of 
the University of the South Pacific in Suva. However, the base population does not include most 
students because the census is taken in August during the vacation. Most overseas students enter 
and leave Fiji within three or four years, often within the same 5-year age group, thereby being 
recorded as zero net migration. In addition, in comparison with the high volume of labour out-
migration and associated dependants currently experienced by Fiji, student migration is not a 
major component of overall net migration. The Rogers-Castro model appears to adequately 
represent migration for Fiji.
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FIGURE 2.2  ROGERS-CASTRO SIMPLIFIED MODEL OF AGE-SPECIFIC NET MIGRATION RATES 
 AND MODIFIED MODEL
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New Caledonia and French Polynesia differ from the other Pacific island countries in that net 
migration is positive, reflecting labour migration for employment in the mining and associated 
smelting industries in New Caledonia and in administrative and professional employment in 
French Polynesia. At the same time, students leave these territories to study in France; creating 
relative deficits in the age groups 15 to 29, particularly in the 20-24 years age group. The Rogers-
Castro model was modified in order to take account of both student migration and the in-migration 
of labour. This modified model, also shown in Figure 2.2, has the effect of maintaining a deficit 
at ages 15 to 29, on the assumption that student migration will continue, while at the same time 
modelling labour in-migration.

The age patterns of net migration in Figure 2.2 are expressed in terms of age-specific net migration 
rates. When applied to the actual or projected male and female populations, these rates give implied 
net migration by age and sex, the sum of which is the implied total volume of net migration. The 
ratio of this (positive) implied total and the assumed (mostly negative) annual total was used 
to adjust the implied age-sex-specific numbers to obtain assumed net migration by age and sex. 
Thus, though the net migration rates used are the same for each population, the age distribution of 
migrants differs among populations because it is also based on population structure. The model is 
used for both net immigration and net emigration, according to the assumed annual total.

The relatively tiny numbers for net migration from three of the Melanesian countries— Papua 
New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu—reflect the limited numbers of skilled people from 
these countries who could emigrate and the limited opportunities available for the relatively large 
numbers of unskilled people to move overseas. That the assumed numbers for future net migration 
from these countries show little increase reflects our belief that the opportunities for emigration 
for low-skilled and unskilled labour will remain very limited. 

Net emigration from Fiji Islands is assumed to increase from the high levels that followed the 1987 
coups and were reinforced by the 2000 coup. The extensive discrimination against Indo-Fijians 
remains, and this situation is not expected to improve. Indo-Fijian families continue to put emphasis 
upon education for their children in order to improve their chances to move overseas permanently. 
Subsequent movement of parents and other relatives should maintain the migration momentum.
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The net migration assumptions for the low-lying, atoll island countries—such as Kiribati, Nauru, 
and Tuvalu—exclude the possibility of catastrophic events that would make living conditions 
more difficult than at present. However, currently the possibilities for sustainable livelihoods and 
the maintenance of essential services in Nauru appear very limited and there is the likelihood that 
most of the population will have to leave the island at some point.

SCENARIOS
The combination of the above assumptions resulted in four scenarios for each population, plus 
two additional scenarios for Cook Islands, Samoa, and Tonga that incorporated the reduced out-
migration assumption. Table 2.4 details the assumptions for each scenario.

TABLE 2.4   SCENARIOS: COMBINATION OF ASSUMPTIONS

 Mortality Fertility Migration

Scenario 1 Gradual decline Gradual decline Constant
Scenario 2 Gradual decline Gradual decline Increasing
Scenario 3 Gradual decline Accelerated decline Constant
Scenario 4 Gradual decline Accelerated decline Increasing
Scenario 5 Gradual decline Gradual decline Reduced
Scenario 6 Gradual decline Accelerated decline Reduced

Note. Scenarios 5 and 6 apply to Cook Islands, Samoa, and Tonga only.

RESULTS
The population projections were derived using the cohort-component method (Preston, Heuveline, 
and Guillot, 2001). Starting with a 2004 base population by 5-year age group and sex, assumptions 
about mortality, fertility, and net migration (also by 5-year age group and sex) were applied to 
advance the population forward in steps of 5 years. Summary tables of the projection results for 
the various scenarios are shown in Annex A. The projected changes in population by 2029 for all 
countries under the base case assumptions are shown in Table 2.5. The Melanesian and Micronesian 
countries are projected to have the fastest growth rates.

TABLE 2.5   PROJECTED POPULATION CHANGE 2004-2029, BASE CASE (PERCENTAGE)

Melanesia Micronesia Polynesia

Fiji 25.5 FSM 59.6 Cook Islands -29.6
New Caledonia 37.5 Kiribati 72.7 French Polynesia 40.9
Papua New Guinea 72.2 Marshall Islands 82.4 Samoa 24.5
Solomon Islands 75.3 Nauru 26.0 Tonga 9.2
Vanuatu 89.7 Tuvalu 32.2

With its low total fertility rate and high net emigration, Cook Islands’ population is projected to 
decline under all scenarios, except under the assumption of a sharp decrease in net emigration. 
With its current high total fertility rate, Samoa’s population is projected to go into decline (by 
the 2019-24 period) only under the assumptions of accelerated fertility decline and accelerated 
emigration. However, assuming a sharp reduction in net emigration and without the faster rate of 
fertility decline, Samoa’s population is projected to increase at above 2 percent per year. Because of 
its lower total fertility rate, Tonga’s population could go into decline as early as the 2014-19 period 
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with an accelerated decline in fertility and higher net emigration. Assuming a sharp reduction in 
net emigration from Tonga leads to higher rates of population growth than currently shown, but 
not as high as in the case of Samoa.

Given its relatively high net emigration, a sharper decline in the total fertility rate in Fiji is 
projected to lead to population growth at quite low levels. The picture for Fiji would be much 
clearer if the projections had been undertaken by splitting the population into Indigenous-Fijians 
and Indo-Fijians and others as the total fertility rate of Indo-Fijian women is much lower than that 
of Indigenous-Fijian women. With a total fertility rate below replacement, the Indo-Fijian part 
of the Fijian population can be considered to have passed through the demographic transition. 
Hence, the prospects for a much lower fertility rate in Fiji depend mainly on reductions in fertility 
among Indigenous-Fijians.

The Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) has a high total fertility rate and high net emigration. 
Without the higher net migration, FSM would have a similarly high population growth rate to 
that of Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea, and the other Melanesian countries. Nauru 
and Tuvalu have much the same size populations and much the same total fertility rates. However, 
because Nauru’s net emigration is double that of Tuvalu, Nauru is projected to experience slower 
population growth.

French Polynesia and New Caledonia have relatively low total fertility rates, which are assumed to 
decline to replacement level over the projection period. However, if the high net inward migration 
continues, as assumed, the population growth rate of these countries will remain relatively high for 
the next 10-15 years. If not, the population growth rate will fall quickly.

Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu have relatively high 
total fertility rates and low to very low levels of net migration. As a result, they currently have high 
population growth rates. Unless the decline in their fertility rates accelerates, they will continue to 
experience population growth rates in excess of 2.0 percent. In the base case, populations in these 
countries increase by 70 to 90 percent over the projections period. For instance, in the base case, 
Vanuatu’s population almost doubles from its 2004 level of 215,800 to 409,500 by 2029. In the base 
case scenario, Solomon Islands’ population increases from 461,000 to 806,500, which would give 
it a population nearly as large Fiji’s. Over the same period, Papua New Guinea’s population grows 
from 5.7 million to 9.8 million. It is an indication of the importance of the fertility rate in population 
growth that, under the assumption of accelerated decline in the total fertility rate in Papua New 
Guinea, its population is projected to be close to one million less by 2029 than in the base case.

Section 2.3  Formal Employment Projections
The intention for this report was to gather sufficient data to be able to make time series-based 
projections of formal sector employment for the Pacific countries. The intent was to use sectoral 
breakdowns of employment and output to make projections of employment from sectoral labour-
output ratios and projections of gross domestic product (GDP). However, only Fiji has sectoral 
disaggregation of output and employment of a sufficiently long period to provide a reasonable 
basis for projections. In fact, only nine of the Pacific countries had published data of any kind 
on formal employment. Cook Islands, FSM, Marshall Islands, and Solomon Islands have some 
sectoral disaggregation of formal employment and output, but it is limited and for only a few 
years and mostly not recent data. Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu have 
some data on aggregate employment, but it provides no basis for making projections of formal 
employment growth. 
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Consequently, where sufficient employment data were available, simple time series extrapolations 
up to 2015 were made. Where the employment data were too limited to make time series projections 
but trends in GDP could be estimated, projections of GDP were used to project employment 
growth. Therefore, leaving aside French Polynesia and New Caledonia as being of less interest 
from the point of view of emigration and remittances, simple time series-based projections of 
formal sector employment have been made to 2015 for only four countries: Cook Islands, Fiji 
Islands, FSM, and Solomon Islands. For Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, and 
Vanuatu, guesstimates of formal sector employment growth have been made in order to estimate 
the potential number of people that could seek overseas employment.

The most recent formal sector employment numbers for the nine countries are shown in Table 
2.6. Table 2.6 also gives the working-age population for these countries (these numbers were taken 
from the 2004 population cohorts used in the population projections exercise). The working-age 
population is usually taken to be 15-64 years. However, in the Pacific, 15-54 years is considered to 
be a more relevant working lifetime.

The final column of Table 2.6 shows formal sector employment as a percentage of the working-age 
population (formal sector employment participation rates). In terms of the percentages shown, the 
countries can be placed in three groups. First, there are Cook Islands, Samoa, and Tonga with high 
percentages (63 to 81 percent) of formal sector employment to working-age population. These 
are the countries with the highest net emigration; modelling consistent with the population age 
structures (Figure 2.2) shows that there are many people of working age who can be expected to 
find jobs in metropolitan cities. In another grouping are Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and 
Vanuatu; countries with very low levels of formal sector employment (ranging from participation 
percentages of 5.6 percent in the case of Papua New Guinea to 14.7 percent for Vanuatu). These 
countries have very little migration, higher total fertility rates, and lower life expectancy by 
comparison.
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TABLE 2.6   
EMPLOYMENT AND WORKING-AGE POPULATION IN SELECTED PACIFIC ISLAND COUNTRIES

Country Total formal sector 
employmenta 

(year)

Population 
in 2004b

Working-age population 
(15-54) in 2004b, e 

(% of total)

Formal sector 
employment/ working-

age population (%)

Cook Islands 5,900 
(2001)

14,000 7,276  
(52.0)

81.1

Fiji Islands 120,000 
(2003)

836,000 487,450 
(58.3)

24.6

FSM 15,137 
(2003)

112,712 61,786  
(54.8)

24.5

Marshall Islands 10,300 
(2000)

55,370 29,614  
(53.5)

34.8

Papua New 
Guinea

187,234 
(2002)c

5,695,300 3,320,217  
(58.3)

5.6

Samoa 57,100 
(2001)

182,750 91,131  
(49.9)

62.7

Solomon Islands 22,177 
(2002)d

460,100 239,362  
(52.0)

9.3

Tonga 34,600 
(2003)

98,323 51,824  
(52.7)

66.9

Vanuatu 16,300 
(2004)f

215,836 110,976  
(51.4)

14.7

a Sourced mainly from Asian Development Bank (2005). Adjustments have been made based on data from the Secretariat of the 
Pacific Community and other data. 

b Population and Working-age Population in 2004 are from the base population of the population projections.

c Formal sector employment in Papua New Guinea is said to include only jobs in urban centres.

d In 1996, formal sector employment in Solomon Islands was shown as 34,200. Comparison with the figure for 2002 illustrates the 
impact of the civil unrest of 1997 to 2002 on formal employment.

e Figures in parentheses in this column are the number of people aged 15 to 54 years expressed as a percentage of the total population.

f Formal sector employment in Vanuatu over the period 2000 to 2004 is said to include jobs in agriculture only where they are 
involved in ‘large scale plantation type businesses’. In 1989 when this definition of formal sector employment was not used, and 
presumably employment in other parts of agriculture was included, formal sector employment was 66,600.

In between these two groups are Fiji Islands, FSM, and Marshall Islands with formal sector 
employment participation rates ranging from 24.5 percent in the case of FSM to 34.8 percent for 
Marshall Islands. These countries have medium-level net emigration, reducing the numbers of 
working age remaining in the country. In the case of Fiji, the coups have seen a concentration of 
employable Indo-Fijians leaving for industrialised countries. As regards FSM and Marshall Islands, 
without their high to very high levels of public service employment—supported by US aid as well 
as open entry to the United States—formal sector employment participation in these countries 
would look much like that of Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu.

As noted earlier, two questions were posed for this research: How many formal sector jobs will 
be available annually (job openings) for those seeking entry into the labour market in the Pacific 
countries? And, as a consequence: How many of those of working age will likely not find formal 
sector jobs and be potential applicants for employment overseas?  The latter question could also be 
posed as the size of the challenge for government in creating the necessary conditions for growth 
in investment and jobs and solving their problems of unemployment and under-employment.

Answers to the first question depend upon (a) the projected increase in the total number of jobs 
and (b) exits from the formal-sector labour force due to retirement, sickness, and death. In the 
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absence of any information about the number of people actually seeking work, the only answer 
to the second question is the difference between the working-age population and the number in 
formal sector employment. Of course, this figure is approximate and will be an upper limit as older 
people in the working-age population will be less likely to be looking for work overseas. As well, 
the potential formal-sector labour force participation of females can be expected to be less than 
that of males. Furthermore some people will be comfortable with their subsistence livelihoods and 
have no desire to undertake further education and training and move into formal employment.

In answering the first question, we have to make assumptions about (a) the age structure of those 
employed; (b) the age of retirement; and (c) exits due to sickness, etc. While it is unlikely to be 
correct, a reasonable guess about the age structure of the workforce is that it is the same as the 
population. As noted earlier, the de facto retirement age is taken as 55 years. As regards exits due 
to sickness, it is assumed that the numbers of those exiting due to sickness are the same as those 
working past retirement.

Take the case of Fiji Islands for example. The latest available information states that there were 
about 120,000 in formal sector employment in 2003. Based on past trends, this extrapolates to 
122,000 employees in 2004, an increase of 2,000. If the workforce has the same age structure as the 
population, the approximate number of retirements from the workforce in 2004 would be 1,200. 
If the number exiting the workforce due to sickness or other reasons is the same as the number 
staying on after the assumed de facto retirement age of 55 years, then there would have been a total 
of 3,200 job openings in 2004. If the workforce has a different age structure than the population, 
then the number of retirements could be more or less than 1,200.

Because of the absence of good data, estimates of the number of annual job opportunities in the 
Pacific island countries have not been carried out. However, this exercise for Fiji can be used 
to show that the number of formal job openings in any year is greater than the increase in the 
number of formal jobs. Statements are often made in the Pacific countries comparing the numbers 
of children expected to leave school with the annual increase in employment. However, as this 
simple exercise shows, the number of job openings can be considerably more than the increase in 
the number of jobs.

EMPLOYMENT PROJECTION RESULTS
We now turn to the projection of formal sector employment for the Pacific island countries. 
When these projections are taken together with the projections of the numbers of working age, 
it allows us to make estimates of the numbers not employed in the formal sector and therefore of 
the potential supply of labour for overseas employment. The results of the projections exercise 
for formal employment are shown in Table 2.7. Projections were made only to 2015 as the weak 
databases make longer-term projections of little value.
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TABLE 2.7  PROJECTIONS OF FORMAL SECTOR EMPLOYMENT IN SELECTED PACIFIC 
COUNTRIES, 2004 AND 2015

Employment 2004 Employment 2015 Percentage change

Cook Islands 5,900 6,000 1.7
Fiji Islands 122,000 145,880 19.6
FSM 15,350 16,470 7.3
Marshall Islands 10,480 11,270 7.5
Papua New Guinea 205,870 226,460 10.0
Samoa 59,000 63,425 7.5
Solomon Islands 30,070 32,360 7.6
Tonga 35,820 37,610 5.0
Vanuatu 16,300 17,820 10.0

Formal sector employment in Cook Islands is projected to barely increase over the period to 2015. 
This appears reasonable in view of the continuing loss of population. If one of the more pessimistic 
projections of population loss for Cook Islands is realised, employment may well decline. The 
almost 20 percent increase in employment in Fiji does appear possible. While the garment and 
sugar industries will continue to shrink, tourism, which is a fairly labour-intensive industry, 
should expand and provide jobs growth. Not much jobs growth is expected in FSM and Marshall 
Islands however. Already, public sector employment is a significant share of total employment, and 
private sector activity is limited. Private sector activity is not expected to increase much, and there 
are limited prospects for public sector growth that is already heavily supported by aid.

Formal sector employment growth has been very limited in Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, 
and Vanuatu. Without substantial improvements in the investment environment, there are limited 
prospects for private sector growth. Moreover, there will be continuing pressures on these countries 
to reduce their public sector employment. Therefore, a 7.5 to 10 percent increase in employment 
over the next ten years seems reasonable. There are extremely limited employment data available 
for Samoa and Tonga and the reliability of the data is questionable. In particular, it is not clear how 
well the available data represent only formal sector employment, or the extent to which informal 
subsistence activity is included. Samoa has put in place some sound economic reforms and should 
see some benefit in terms of employment. Tonga has begun to implement economic reforms. 
However, it is likely that these reforms will lead to decreases in public sector jobs, and it may be 
some time before conditions are more favourable for increases in private sector activity. Therefore, 
the projected increase in formal employment for Samoa is larger than that for Tonga.

Section 2.4  Potential for Overseas Employment
Putting the population and employment projections together, we can obtain estimates of the 
potential excess supply of labour or potential demand for overseas employment in the nine Pacific 
countries under the various population projection scenarios. In Table 2.8, the projections of the 
working-age population not employed in the formal sector in 2015 are shown for the base case 
population projections (i.e., where the fertility rate is assumed to continue to decline at recent 
trend rates and net migration is assumed to continue at the recent estimated level).

These projections can be compared with the present situation by comparing the formal sector 
employment participation rates in Tables 2.6 and 2.8; this is done in Figure 2.3. The participation 
rates increase significantly in the high net migration countries—Cook Islands, Fiji Islands, Samoa, 
and Tonga—as might be expected with the continued loss of people of working age. Conversely, 



42  |  The World Bank

The Young and the Restless : the Challenge of Population Growth

for the very low net migration/high fertility/low formal sector employment countries—Papua New 
Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu—participation rates remain low and change little. Low jobs 
growth and high fertility more than offsets the reasonably high net migration in the two US Compact 
countries—FSM and Marshall Islands—such that participation rates decline. The extremely high 
participation rate for Cook Islands in 2004 and the even much higher rate projected for 2015 raises 
doubts on two counts. First, the published figures for recent formal sector employment appear 
unrealistically high. Second, if net emigration continues at the projected rates, the likelihood of 
formal sector employment increasing—even at the very low rate projected—appears low.

The projected changes in excess labour supply figures between 2004 and 2015 (comparing columns 
1 and 4 in Table 2.8) are worrisome in several cases but overall not surprising. The large increases in 
the Melanesian countries (except Fiji with a more moderate increase), driven by the large increases 
in working-age population and low jobs growth, are no doubt widely expected but not any less a 
cause for concern. The relatively large increases in FSM and Marshall Islands are also driven by 
the same factors.

Under the base case assumptions, the trends in working-age population to 2029 continue with 
numbers in Cook Islands declining dramatically and with these cohorts increasing very sharply in 
the Melanesian countries other than Fiji. Under population projection scenario IV (wherein fertility 
declines and net migration accelerates), there is not much change in the working-age population in 
these Melanesian countries by 2015; thus the results for the excess supply of labour differ little from 
those shown in Table 2.8. However, by 2029 there are very much larger changes in the working-age 
population. For example, by 2029 Papua New Guinea’s working-age population totals 5.1 million; 
Solomon Islands’ working-age population totals 436,670; and Vanuatu’s working-age population 
is projected to be 209,320—almost double what it was in 2004. Therefore, even under these more 
favourable assumptions without dramatic increases in formal sector employment, the supplies of 
excess labour in the Pacific will have increased significantly.
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TABLE 2.8  POTENTIAL SUPPLY OF LABOUR FOR OVERSEAS EMPLOYMENT IN 2004 AND 2015,  
POPULATION PROJECTIONS BASE CASE 

2004 2015

Working-age 
population not 

employed in the 
formal sectora

Working-age 
populationa

Formal sector 
employmentb

Working-age 
population not 

employed in the 
formal sectora

Cook Islands 1,376 6,685 6,000  
(89.8)

685

Fiji Islands 365,450 516,625 145,880  
(28.2)

370,745

FSM 46,436 72,619 16,470 
 (22.7)

56,149

Marshall Islands 19,134 35,572 11,270  
(31.7)

24,302

Papua New 
Guinea

3,114,347 3,898,856 226,460  
(5.8)

3,672,396

Samoa 32,131 98,777 63,425  
(64.2)

35,352

Solomon Islands 209,292 312,060 32,360 
(10.4)

279,700

Tonga 16,004 53,808 37,610 
 (69.9)

16,198

Vanuatu 94,776 147,281 17,820  
(12.1)

129,461

a The working-age population is taken as those of ages 15 to 54 years. 

b Numbers in parentheses in column 3 are projected formal sector employment participation rates.

FIGURE 2.3  FORMAL SECTOR PARTICIPATION RATES, CIRCA 2002 AND 2015
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In the scenarios (V and VI) of restricted emigration for Cook Islands, Samoa, and Tonga, the 
outlook is very different. With accelerated fertility decline but reduced net migration, the working-
age population in Cook Islands in 2015 is projected to be 8,210 instead of the projected 6,685 in 
the base case (Table 2.8). In the case of Samoa, the 2015 figure is 113,900 as compared to the base 
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case figure of 98,777. And for Tonga the projection of the working-age population increases from 
53,808 to 61,107. Under this scenario there will likely be considerably higher excess supply of 
labour in these countries.

Section 2.5  Conclusion
The results of these projections should be the least surprising but the most worrying for the 
Melanesian and Micronesian countries. Fertility rates are high and appear to be coming down 
only slowly, contributing to projected population growth of as much as 2.5 percent per annum. 
We have also simulated faster declines in fertility on the basis of experience elsewhere; the fertility 
rates in the Pacific Region may well decline faster than assumed in the base case. Even with such 
accelerated declines, however, significant population growth will continue for many years because 
of the population momentum that has been built up in the Micronesian and Melanesian countries 
because their fertility rates have remained high while mortality rates have declined.

Formal sector employment is very low and, except for Fiji, is projected to grow very slowly. Those 
countries with high fertility rates and low formal sector employment will generate the most excess 
labour and have the greatest demand for overseas employment. The high projected levels of excess 
supply of labour for the formal sector indicate the enormous challenge that the Papua New Guinea 
and Pacific island country governments have in front of them. The other side of this coin is that 
in the Pacific Region there will be an increasingly larger pool of young people from which those 
countries with ageing populations will be able to draw.
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