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Agriculture in the Pacific is more than the occupation of the 

great majority of people; it is their satisfaction, the means by 

which what survives of tradition is largely expressed and 

maintained, and the channel of individual creativity and 

enterprise within traditionally close confines of the extended 

family and community. 

Barry Weightman, 1989 
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PREFACE 
The World Bankôs World Development Report 2008 highlighted ñagriculture for 

developmentò and gave advice and recommendations for designing and 

implementing agriculture-for-development agendas. This report was set in the 

global context with particular emphasis on Africa and Asia. The Pacific 2020 

project undertaken in 2005 identified challenges and opportunities for agriculture 

as a key driver for growth in the Pacific context. The 2020 background study for 

agriculture identified policy options and made specific policy recommendations, 

but these were made at a time of rising world commodity and fuel prices and a 

generally positive global economic growth scenario. 

The recent decline in global economic growth prospects coupled with continued 

volatility of commodity and fuel prices increases the environment of uncertainty 

for agriculture business development. But set against a backdrop of constraints 

and uncertainty there are a number of emerging success stories in the region 

which could provide valuable lessons and help refine realistic policy options for 

the Pacific Island countries. 

This study has adopted an empirical approach using case study research to gather 

evidence to better inform policy processes is the Pacific region. It aims to distill 

the lessons from experience, looking for critical factors of success and any 

context specific issues which may influence the way that different communities 

may respond in different parts of the region. The studies implemented in five 

Pacific island countries in 2009 and an interactive expert working group meeting 

held to discuss the study findings, has been the basis for the comparative analysis 

and synthesis which is presented in this report. 

 It is hoped that the lessons learned from the study should increase understanding 

of policy and institutional support needed for market led smallholder agriculture 

to contribute to broad based growth in the Pacific region. 

The report should be of particular interest to those responsible for developing 

agriculture policy and for financial institutions and development partners seeking 

to target investments to promote smallholder agriculture development in the 

region. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The official policy statements of many national governments in the Pacific 

accord a central role to the intensification and commercialisation of smallholder 

agriculture as a means of stimulating the rural economy and alleviating poverty. 

Axiomatic to this stance is the belief that smallholder agriculture is uniquely 

positioned to deliver broad-based growth in rural areas. But the countries in the 

region face some immovable constraints to developing agricultural market driven 

economies, including their smallness (lack of economies of scale), geography 

(fragmentation and distance from major markets), and vulnerability to natural 

disasters. 

Several studies 
  
(e.g. McGregor, 2006; Browne and Orsmond, 2006 and Duncan, 

2007) have also identified other key constraints to agricultural development in 

the Pacific which inter alia include: poor infrastructure, weak human resource 

capacity, lack of affordable finance (credit), land issues, policy, regulatory and 

governance issues, market access issues, inadequate research and advisory 

services and overall a generally difficult and risky environment for 

commercialisation of agriculture and business development. 

On the positive side, there are examples of the private sector increasingly 

providing opportunities for value addition relative to primary production. In 

some countries agro-processing enterprises are emerging which are stimulating 

demand for new value added products and thereby increasing the effective size of 

market for farmersô products.  

However, the processes by which development of agribusiness takes place and 

the contribution of these developments to the commercialisation of the 

smallholder agriculture sector remain context-specific. They depend on the 

product sector, market needs, the stage of development of a particular country 

and area, agriculture sector policies, institutions and services and the actions 

taken, or not taken, by governments to promote agro-industries and agricultural 

value chains (FAO, 2007) 

If agricultural commercialisation inclusive of smallholder farmers is to be a key 

driver of broad-based growth in the region then the critical conditions that need 

to be in place require further elaboration. While recognising that the relative 

importance of strategies and interventions are country specific, it is considered 

that there are lessons based on experiences of successful enterprise development 

in countries of the region that can generally help refine realistic policy options 

and interventions for Pacific island countries. With this view in mind, five case 

studies have been undertaken on successful agricultural enterprises in Fiji, 

Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga and Vanuatu.  

The overall aims of the study are to: 
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¶ Gain a deeper understanding of smallholder commercialisation and its 

strengths and weaknesses in contributing to broad-based growth. 

¶ Strengthen understanding of the context in which policy choices have to 

be made. 

¶ Help identify innovative ways to link public funding with private sector 

resources. 

¶ Provide specific advice to governments on the most appropriate 

interventions they could make and equip decision makers with 

knowledge to make wise choices about where, when and how to invest. 

In an attempt to meet these aims, this synthesis investigates why things might be 

working in spite of perceived constraints. What factors influenced the success of 

these enterprises? How did they deal with perceived constraints? Why did they 

succeed where others have failed? Can successes be scaled-up and replicated? 

Where can effort and public money best be focused? These were some of the 

questions that the case studies set out to answer.  

Developing policies and institutions to encourage agribusiness investment needs 

to be done in a large policy context. Many of the most critical aspects of a 

supportive agribusiness environment are identical to those which apply to 

manufacturing and services industries. These include good public governance, 

stable macroeconomic climate, enforceable commercial laws, appropriate 

financial services, protection of property rights, and adequate infrastructure. 

Supporting trade policies are particularly important especially in the light of 

PACER plus, EPA and WTO discussions (FAO, 2007).  

The above elements notwithstanding, there are aspects of enabling environments 

that are distinct or particularly important for agribusiness and agro-industries, not 

least because of the particular role that the sector plays in processes of economic 

transformation, in securing food security and livelihoods opportunities, and 

because of the widespread nature of failures of the market to deliver the types of 

goods and services that underpin commercialisation, particularly to more remote 

and resource constrained farmers. 

These case studies and country experiences have gone some way to elaborate 

some of these aspects and point to several key lessons on strategies and 

interventions to promote agricultural development which is inclusive of 

smallholder farmers in the Pacific region. 

Following this introduction, the report first provides an overview of the relative 

importance of the agriculture sector across the case study countries in terms of its 

contribution to economic activity and to employment opportunities, highlighting 

the particular roles of the product sectors selected for case study research.  It then 

discusses the case study findings, in terms of success factors, constraints to sector 

development, and potential for scale up and replication.  In the concluding 
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section, these findings are drawn upon in attempting to address the overall study 

aims. 

OVERVIEW OF THE ECONOMY AND 

AGRICULTURE SECTOR IN THE FIVE CASE 

STUDY COUNTRIES  
The five countries where the case studies were carried out are all small island 

developing states (SIDS). Some basic socioeconomic statistics are shown in 

Table1. Samoa, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are listed by the UN as Least 

Developed Countries (LDC), however, Samoa is currently scheduled to graduate 

this status in December 2010. 

Table 1: Socioeconomic Statistics for the Case Study Countries 

Country Mid -year 

population 

estimate 

(2008) 

Population 

growth 

rate (%) 

Land area 

Km
2 

Population 

density 

Rural 

population 

(%)  

Gross 

National 

Income 

per person 

USD 

(2007) 

Fiji  839,324 0.6 18,271 46 49 3,750 

Samoa 182,724 0.4 2,935 62 79 2,700 

Solomon Islands 521,120 2.8 28,370 18 84 750 

Tonga 102,724 0.4 650 158 77 2,480 

Vanuatu 233,026 2.6 12,190 19 79 1,840 

Source:  SPC (2009), ADB (2009) 

All of the countries, with the exception of Fiji, have more than 75% of the 

population living in rural areas that are heavily dependent on subsistence and 

semi-commercial agriculture for their livelihoods. But over recent years 

urbanisation has been increasing in all the countries due to migration from rural 

areas. 

Despite the geographical isolation of these Pacific island countries, there is 

increasing interdependence between national economic processes and the global 

economy. The islandôs small open economies are extremely vulnerable to 

domestic and external shocks. Global recession impacts the countries through 

declining demand and lower prices for their commodity exports, pressure on 

tourism and falls in remittance flows from expatriate workers in New Zealand, 

Australia and the USA. 

The real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth performance has varied widely 

across the countries over the last five years (Table: 2). Solomon Islands and 

Vanuatu have shown strong growth whereas Tonga and Fijiôs growth has been 

sluggish averaging  less than one percent growth per annum. However growth in 
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the Solomon Islands is fuelled largely by unsustainable logging. Samoaôs 

economy which experienced good growth performance in the early part of the 

decade has now faltered and registered a 3.4% decline in 2008. A feature in all 

the countries is that much economic activity is focused in urban centres and the 

benefits of growth are not being equally shared in rural areas. 

Table 2: Real Gross Domestic Product growth per annum (%) 

Country 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Average 

Fiji  5.2 0.6 3.4 -6.6 0.2 0.56 

Samoa 4.8 5.4 1 6.4 -3.4 2.84 

Solomon Islands 8 5 6.1 10.7 6.7 7.3 

Tonga 2.6 -3 3 0.2 0.7 0.7 

Vanuatu 5.5 6.5 7.4 6.8 6.3 6.5 
Source: ADB (2009) 

Inflation has generally been higher in Solomon Islands and Tonga, primarily 

reflecting weaker fiscal performance. Inflation peaked in the countries in 2008 

driven by high international oil and food prices (Table: 3).  

Table 3: Inflation Annual Percentage Change in CPI 

Country 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Average 

Fiji  4.2 2.8 NA 2.5 4.8 7.8 4.4 

Samoa 0.1 16.3 1.9 3.8 5.5 11.5 6.5 

Solomon Islands 10 7.1 7.2 11.2 7.7 17.3 10.1 

Tonga 6.8 11.8 9.9 7.3 5.1 9.6 8.4 

Vanuatu 1.1 3.2 1.2 2.1 4 4.7 2.7 
Source: ADB (2009) 

The spike in food and fuel prices and the global recession have made it 

abundantly clear that the Pacific island countries need to strengthen and 

strategically diversify their economies to build resilience to economic shocks 

(AusAID, 2009). 

Agriculture
1
 and tourism are important to the economies of the five countries to 

varying degrees (Figure: 1& Table: 4). However, the contribution of subsistence  

agriculture is often underestimated in national statistics and the sector is 

fundamental for all of the countries in providing livelihood options and 

agriculture products still form the main component of exports. Furthermore, the 

sector continues to employ the greatest percentage of the labour force, either in 

commercial efforts, or more commonly, in self-sufficiency endeavours. But the 

countries remote locations, poor access to commercial and capital markets, 

poorly developed infrastructure and limited institutional capacity hinders 

economic development in the sector. 

                                                           
1
 Agriculture here includes crops, livestock, forestry and fisheries. 
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Source: ADB (2009)  

Table 5: Structure of the economy in the five countries in 2007 

Country Agriculture  

Percent share 

Services 

Percent share 

Industry  

Percent share 

 

Fiji  13.1 65.8 21.1 

Samoa 10.9 58.1 31.1 

Solomon Islands 55.6 36.7 7.7 

Tonga 25.8 60.3 13.9 

Vanuatu 14.4 76.8 8.8 

  Source: ADB (2009) 

All the countries face challenges meeting balance of payments due to very large 

merchandise trade imbalance with the value of imports exceeding exports by 

several folds.  The countries are also highly vulnerable to commodity price 

fluctuations due to heavy reliance on primary exports (Solomon Islands, Vanuatu 

and Fiji), weather related shocks (all countries), and, in some cases, internal 

political unrest (Fiji, Solomon Islands and Tonga). Balance of payments is highly 

dependent on current account receipts from tourism and private remittances 

transfers, as well as the capital account Official Development Assistance (ODA) 

flows. In 2007, officially recorded remittances accounted for an estimated 39% 

of GDP in Tonga, 23% in Samoa and 4.8 % in Fiji. Thanks to remittances Samoa 

and Tonga have been able to maintain sufficient levels of foreign reserves to 

meet a minimum four months of import cover, however, Fiji and Solomon 
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Islands foreign reserves dropped precariously low at the beginning of 2009
2
. Fiji 

instituted a 20% devaluation of its dollar and has subsequently seen reserves 

return to a level which equates to 3 to 4 months of import cover (RBF, 2009). 

Table 6: Current Account Balance % of GDP at current market prices 

Country 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Fiji  -4.5 -13.1 -12.5 -23.6 NA NA 

Samoa -8.1 -6.9 -10.7 -16.8 -8.4 -9.5 

Solomon Islands 2.2 15.2 -1.9 -6.9 -17.7 -14.0 

Tonga -2.9 3.8 -2.7 -7.8 -8.2 -7.9 

Vanuatu -10.3 -4.9 -3.8 -6.3 -6.3 -10.8 
Source: ADB (2009) 

The global economic slowdown is now taking its toll on growth and is seriously 

testing the ability of all these small countries to maintain macroeconomic 

stability. With the exception of Vanuatu, the countries are all facing significant 

increases in fiscal deficits, rising public debt and reduced policy space to respond 

to slowing growth without compromising medium term economic stability. 

With tightening national expenditure frameworks, there will be increasing 

pressure to reduce public investments in agriculture and any such investments 

will need to be well targeted. 

F I J I  

Over the last two decades the country has been weakened by political instability 

and a cycle of coups. There has been rising unemployment, an increasing number 

of people living in squatter settlements and deepening poverty. High rates of 

emigration have resulted in a serious loss of valuable skills, experience and 

expertise. Increased Government debt with higher payments for interest has taken 

up funds needed for vital infrastructure. All major sectors of the economy 

weakened in 2007, after a military coup in December 2006 that led to the 

installation of an interim administration. Export income and business confidence 

fell and macroeconomic policies were tightened, resulting in an estimated 6.6 % 

contraction in the economy. The rural areas continue to be the home for about 

half of Fijiôs population, though declining. However, Fijiôs key exports 

(including water) are rural based, providing the greatest potential for future 

development and prosperity, particularly in the tourism, agriculture, forestry and 

fisheries sectors.  

Subsistence farming and sugar cane production still dominate the agricultural 

sector, but the sugar industry is now in serious decline. The last few years have 

seen a haphazard uncontrolled reduction in the size of the sugar industry. This 

                                                           
2
 Fijiôs foreign reserves fell to a critical level of around 1 month import cover (Reserve 

Bank Fiji Quarterly Review) and Solomon Islands reserves dropped below 3 months 

import cover (Central Bank of Solomon Islands Quarterly Review). 
























































































































