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THE REPUBLIC OF THE FIJI ISLANDS 

FACTS AT A QUICK GLANCE (CIA)

Conventional long name: The Republic of the Fiji Islands

Land Area: 18,333 square kilometers, 332 islands

Capital: Suva

Government type: Republic

Independence: October 10th, 1970 

Population: 832,494 (July 2000 est.)

Ethnic groups: Fijian 51%, Indian 44%, European, other Pacific Islanders, overseas   
  
  
  Chinese, and other 5% (1998 est.)

Language: English (official), Fijian, Hindu

Population growth rate: 1.41% (2000 est.)

Birth rate: 23.48 births/1,000 population (2000 est.)

Death rate: 5.78-deaths/1,000 population (2000 est.)  

Infant Mortality rate: 14.45 deaths/1,000 live births (2000 est.)

Life expectancy total population: 67.94 years

THE LAND – PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY

Over 322 islands make up Fiji, and a rich mixture of Melanesians, Indians, Polynesians, Micronesians, Chinese, and Europeans inhabit more than 100 islands, each with a cuisine and culture of their own.

Fiji lies 5,100 km southwest of Hawaii and 3,150 km northeast of Sydney, and the main hubs for travel are North America and Australia. Nadi, the fastest growing tourist town in Fiji, is the hub for air routes, while Suva, Fiji’s capital, is the regional shopping center. The 180th meridian cuts through Fiji, but the international dateline swings east so the entire group can share the same day (Stanley 549). 

The Fiji Islands are largely the product of volcanic action, sedimentary deposit, and formations of coral (Fiji Online). The islands are arrayed in a horseshoe configuration with Viti Levu, the largest island, being the most easterly. Vanua Levu, the second largest island, is northwest of Viti Levu, Taveuni is to the to the north, and the Lau group to the east, (see map below). These islands are enclosed in the Koro Sea, which is relatively shallow water. Together the Fiji Islands are scattered over 1,290,000 square kilometer of the South Pacific Ocean, and if every island would be counted, the isles of Fiji would be in the thousands, however a mere 322 are judged as large enough for human habitation and of these only 106 are inhabited (Stanley 550-551).

Fiji is famous for its outstanding barrier reefs, as the Great Sea Reef off the north coast of Vanua Levu is the fourth longest in the world, and the Astrolabe Reef is one of the world’s most colorful reefs. Moreover, there are countless barrier reefs that are unexplored north of Viti Levu, so for a scuba diver, Fiji is a wonderful place to visit (550).

CLIMATE

Along the coast, the weather is warm and very pleasant, and there is not much variation in temperature. The best months to visit Fiji are from June to October, since in February and March, the wind often comes directly out of the east.  These winds dump 3,000 mm of annual rainfall on the coasts of the big islands, increasing to 5,000 mm inland. During the rainy months, you can still often see sun after rain, and even though it is the dry season, it may rain during the night. The drier season is for the scuba diver, since the waters of the reef’s are the clearest at this time. Finally, summer is the hurricane season, and Fiji Islands usually get up to five tropical storms annually. However, during summer, the refreshing winds may relieve the high humidity (Fiji Online).

FLORA

More than 3,000 species of plants grow in Fiji, and the patterns of rainfall are in large part responsible for the wide array of vegetation. Almost half of Fiji’s land area is covered with rainforest (NgCheong-Lum 14). On the less dry coastland, there are thick forests, with occasional bamboo and scrub, and on the drier side, open Savanna of grasses predominates where the original vegetation has been destroyed by slash-and-burn agriculture. The national flower of Fiji is the hibiscus (Stanley 551). 

FAUNA

Fiji does not have much indigenous wildlife. The first settlers introduced most species about 3,500 years ago (NgCheong-Lum 17). The only native mammals on Fiji are the monkey-faced fruit bat and the insect-eating bat. Of the two species of snakes, one is the very rare, poisonous Bolo Loa, and the other snake is the harmless Pacific boa, which can grow up to two meters long. Venomous sea snakes are common on some coasts, but they are docile and easily handled. An unusual creature, the banded iguana, is a lizard that lives in trees and can grow up to 70 centimeters long (2/3 of which is tail). Banded iguanas change color to control their internal temperature, becoming darker when in the direct sun (Stanley 551). 

Fiji is famous for its beautiful bird watching opportunities. A very common custom to the Fijian people is the special chants. This activity brings animals such as eels, prawns, sharks, and turtles directly to the Islanders, just as a house pet responds to its name being called (NgCheong-Lum, 14).

NATIONAL SYMBOLS

The background color of Fiji’s flag is sky blue, and in the top-left corner stands the Union Jack, the flag of Great Britain, to denote the relationship between Fiji and its former colonial ruler. To the center-right of the flag is the shield, which represents symbols from the Fijian agriculture (NgCheong-Lum 37). The shield depicts a yellow lion above a white field quartered by the cross of Saint George featuring stalks of sugarcane, a palm tree, bananas, and a white dove. 

The Fiji national Coat of Arms consists of the images of two Fijian warriors on both sides of the shield, and the motto “Rerevaka na Kalou ka Doka na Tui” is inscribed below the shield. The words of the motto mean “Fear God and Honour the Queen” (Fiji Online).

HISTORY

Ancient pottery suggests that the first time Fiji islands were inhabited was around 1500 B.C. or earlier. There is no real proof of who were the first people to arrive to Fiji, but it is believed that the Polynesians were probably first. Much later, in 500 B.C., Melanesian people arrived, and the fusion of the Melanesian and the Polynesian peoples gave birth to the Fijian race (Lonely Planet World Guide).

The early Fijians had a hierarchical social structure, where status and descent were passed through the male line, and power was embodied in the chief. To inherit the chief position, one had to possess the mana of an ancestral spirit. Women were taken as prizes or traded for alliances, which explains the existence of polygamy (Stanley 552).

In 1643, a man by the name of Abel Tasman became the first European to discover Fiji, however the first person to set foot on the island was William Bligh, who was able to describe an accurate picture of Fiji to his fellow Europeans. Bligh was the fist European explorer of Fiji, and by the end of 1830, an assortment of European and American people had settled on Fiji (Howe, Kiste, and Brij 43).

Sir Arthur Gordon and Sir John Thurston, of British descent, created modern Fiji as we know it today. They realized that the easiest way to rule Fiji was indirectly through the existing Fijian chiefs. They ordered that land could not be bought, but only be leased, and that the Fijians were not required to work for the European plantations. However, the Fijians were able to sign labor contracts that would benefit them as well as the plantation owners. A combination of a system that would not put down the native people, and laws pertaining to human rights, helped preserve the future of the Fijian culture (Stanley 555). 

Even though Fiji was a political colony of Britain, it was always an economic colony of Australia. Laborers were brought from Australia to Fiji to take part in the sugar industry; hence, Australia had more economic power (Howe, Kiste, and Brij 44). As Fijian people received more to say in political matters, they gained more power and impact over the British people, who at the time governed Fiji. However, finally, on October 10, 1970, Fiji became a fully independent nation and in 1973, the first Fijian governor-general was appointed.

 
In 1987, Fiji was declared a republic, and as politics continued as usual by communicating the rights and laws of the people, constitution and democracy became prominent matters in society (Stanley 556-557). 

In May 1999, Mehendra Chaudhry was appointed as the new prime minister, and he still holds that position today. The current Fijian president is Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, who was first appointed in 1994 (NgCheong-Lum 33-34). 

GOVERNMENT

Fiji’s constitution provides for a parliamentary system of government with a 71-seat House of Representatives. Seats are divided up among the different cultures representing each people on Fiji. Aside from the national government, there is a well-developed system of local government. The basic unit is the village; there are 1,169 villages with 483 settlements that are divided into 189 districts, and the districts are grouped into 14 provinces, which are in turn divided into four administrative divisions. Each division has an executive head with his/her own commissioner and officers (Stanley 560).

The Republic of Fiji Military Forces (RFMF) is responsible for the defense of all the Fiji Islands and the surveillance of the country’s territorial waters (NgCheong-Lum 35).

ECONOMY

The diversified economy of Fiji consists mainly of tourism (app. 17 % of GDP), sugar production, garment manufacturing, gold mining, timber, commercial fishing, and coconut products. Agriculture is also a source of income for many Fijians in rural areas. Kava is the fastest growing agricultural crop, and it has been shipped to Germany and the United States who have used it for the making of antidepressants and muscle relaxing drugs (Stanley 562). 

Many economic problems create unemployment and financial disparity for the Fijian government. In 1998, the Fiji dollar was devalued by almost 50 percent (to the U.S., dollar). One reason for this is that Fiji still imports more than it exports, thus there is an imbalance of trade between different countries. Fiji also is the least dependent nation in the South pacific, hence does not receive very much developmental aid from other nations (Goodwin 211). Finally, some 3,650 people serve in the Fijian military, costing a lot of money for the government. (CIA).

TOURISM

Tourism has been the leading moneymaker since 1989, earning more than sugar and gold combined. There are many resorts and hotels on the islands, and there are many plans for future development. In 1998, over 371,342 tourists visited Fiji. About 23 percent of Fiji’s tourists come from Australia, 19 percent from New Zealand, 13 percent from Japan, 11 percent from the United States, and only nine percent from the continental Europe (Stanley 563).

THE PEOPLE

The Fijian people bear physical resemblance to Melanesians, but as the Polynesians, they have hereditary chiefs, patrilineal descent, a love for ceremonies, and a homogenous language and culture (Fiji Online). Some 98 percent of the country was born in Fiji, and even though there are different ethnic groups, the Fijian people have been able to keep situations and arguments fairly calm, with little animosity (Stanley 566). 

The Fijians live in villages along the rivers or coast, with anywhere from 50 to 400 people led by the hereditary chief. To see a family living on their own is a very uncommon sight. The village provides a form of collective security, and individuals are discouraged from rising above the group (NgCheong-Lum 40).

ACCOMODATION

A 10% government tax is added to all accommodation prices. However, if one would like to escape the tourist places, and get to know the Fijian people and culture more, the ultimate places to visit for a few days are the Fijian villages. If there are no tourist accommodations available, then usually Fijian Indians and native Fijians will spontaneously invite tourists in to spend time in their village. However, one must remember that if a Fijian person gives you a gift, one must always reciprocate, not do so, will undermine their culture and cause resentment (Stanley 576).

VILLAGE LIFE

The traditional Fijian house is the “bure”. It is usually rectangular in shape and is made of tightly woven bamboo walls with thatched roof. Bures are one-room dwellings with a few windows and a low door. The floor is covered with pandanus mats, and a curtain at one end separates the sleeping area from the living room. Buru building is a traditional skill that is passed down from father to son (NgCheong-Lum 97).

Tourists usually feel very welcome when arriving to a village, as Fijian Islanders will be helpful and offer their hospitality. A tourist will usually be treated with respect as long as one shows them respect back. Participating in daily activities of the family such as weaving, cooking, gardening, and fishing, will give you great insight to how the Fijian natives live in their daily lives. Fijians are very musically talented, and they love to sing, so when one visits a village, it is common to witness music and song (NgCheong-Lum 94). Even though staying in villages is definitely not for everyone, as many houses do not contain any electricity, running water, toilet, furniture, etc, spending the day in a village is definitely recommended to experience the Fijian culture (Stanley 577).

SOCIAL CONDITIONS

One of the main social problems facing the Fijians is that of change. With the modern development and technology come a breakdown of communal living, and many young Fijians are looking for work in the larger towns, hence leaving their village and creating a social dilemma. Unemployment, inadequate housing and educational facilities, and a rise in crime are attributed to urban migration (NgCheong-Lum 68-69).

 
 More than 25 percent of the Fijian people live in poverty, much attributed to the chronic unemployment. However, even though there is a lack of work, most Fijian Islanders have a strong educational background. The school system in Fiji is seemingly good. Primary education is compulsory for all children, from ages 6-13, hence may explain the 87 percent literacy rate (Stanley 566).

RELIGION

The main religious groups in Fiji are Hindus (290,000), Methodists (265,000), Catholics (70,000), Muslims (62,000), and there are other religions, which do not have significant numbers (CIA).

LANGUAGE

Fijian, a member of the Austronesian family of languages spoken from Easter Island to Madagascar, has more native speakers than any other indigenous Pacific language. Most vowels are similar and pronounced as in Latin or Spanish, while consonants are more similar to that of the English language. Hindi is the household tongue of most Fiji Indians, but the language has adopted words from English as well as from other Indian languages. The Fiji Indians and the indigenous Fijians usually communicate with one another in English (MSN Encarta and Online Deluxe)

CUSTOMS

The Fijian people are very traditional-oriented people who have preserved much from their ancestors. For many Fijians, participation in various ceremonies is what gives life meaning, thus they take their rituals very seriously. Examples of special rituals are Fijian Fire walking, where the Fijian people participate in fire walking, either on heated stones or hot embers; the Yaqona ceremony – drinking of Kava, Fiji’s national drink, for entertainment that marks birth, death, marriages etc, and the Rising of the Balolo – a worm that lays eggs or spreads sperm, which in turn is made into caviar (delicacy). The Balolo releases its tail which contains sperm or eggs only twice a year, when mating takes place. Many Fijians are usually waiting curiously in boats on sea to watch this special occasion, and to honor the reproduction of the Balolo (Stanley 567-568).

CONDUCT

It is a Fijian custom to smile when you meet a stranger and say “hello” or “good morning,” but of course, if you are in a large town, this is usually not necessary. Furthermore, men should always wear a shirt in town, and women should avoid wearing see-through dresses, and short shorts. Insufficient dress in public can be seen as lack of respect, and topless sunbathing by women is absolutely not allowed in Fiji. (Stanley 569- 570). One way to avoid any disrespect of the Fijian Islanders is to wear the Sulu. This wrap-around Sulu is Fiji’s most distinctive and versatile form of dress that both Fijian men and women wear.

ARTS AND CRAFTS

Fijians are famous for being very artistic people. Fijian art is similar to Polynesian art and crafts. Pieces such as war clubs, food bowls, kava bowls, eating utensils, clay pots, and tapa cloth are considered some of Fiji’s finest artifacts. The tapa cloth is Fiji’s most characteristic traditional product. It is a cloth that has a mixture of colors, predominately red and black, and each island group of Fiji has its own characteristic colors and patterns, which range from plantlike paintings to geometric designs (Wibberley 92-93) 

Pottery is especially unique, because most of the people in the region have forgotten how to make pots. For centuries, pottery used to be carried by the Fijian women, and different regions had different techniques and styles, thus the popularity among the Fijian Islanders (NgCheong-Lum 90).

FOOD AND DRINK

Fijian food brings together all the various influences from the country’s diversified population. Fijian, Indian, Polynesian, Chinese, and even western cuisines can all be found in the country. Many native Fijians and Indians eat most food with their hand, and in the villages, meals are usually eaten on the floor, and the family usually sits on mats (NgCheong-Lum 115). 

Tourists usually find that Fiji has many inexpensive, good eateries. Often one can get a delicious Chinese dish for dinner, whereas for lunch it is recommended to seek out an Indian restaurant. There are many varieties of dishes involving special stone-oven baked bread, vegetables etc. Fijian food is usually steamed or boiled instead of fried (Stanley 578).

 A typical authentic Fijian experience is a “lovo”. A lovo is an underground feast where traditional Fijian dancing and authentic food can be experienced. Performances during dinner may for example include songs that tell a love story about legends, or they may perhaps tell stories of important historical events. Fiji is also famous for the Fiji Bitter beer that is brewed by Australian-owned Carlton Brewery Ltd. (Stanley 578). 

FESTIVALS

Fijian Islanders know how to enjoy themselves throughout the year. Many holidays and festivals are celebrated for various reasons. Important festivals such as Christmas – A Christian festival to celebrate the birth of Christ, Diwali – Hindu festival of lights, The Hibiscus Festival – a cultural performance festival shared by the entire population of Fiji, and miscellaneous ethnic festivals - Festival of Color, New Year, etc, are celebrated by many Fijian Islanders to some extent or another (NgCheong-Lum 109-111).

WHAT TO DO IN FIJI?

There are many things to do in Fiji, such as hiking, surfing, windsurfing, boating, golf, scuba diving, and snorkeling. Rugby and soccer are the most popular competitive sports in the country. Other sports that have their followings include swimming, bowling, volleyball, and boxing. (Fiji Online). There is plenty of entertainment such as participating in Fijian dancing, or watch the Fijian fire walking. Tourists also go out shopping and enjoy the fun nightlife, which is comprised of discos and clubs.

BUDGET AND PLANNING

Transportation

Fiji is the hub for most of the South Pacific, and Nadi Airport is the region’s most important international airport (out of 25). Ten international airlines fly into Nadi, though the national airline of Fiji is Air Pacific. Moreover, there are many ferries to take if one wants to visit one of the other islands of Fiji. It is also very easy to take the bus since it is so accessible and inexpensive. However, if one does not want to struggle with taking the bus, then catching a taxi may be the way to go. Fijian taxis are also inexpensive, but tourists should remember that before one gets in the taxi, a flat rate should be arranged, unless the taxis have a meter. Usually, bargaining is an option if the price quoted is too high. Tipping the taxi driver is neither expected nor necessary. Car rentals are also an option, but are very expensive (Stanley 582-583). Ultimately, it comes down to personal preference, since many means of transportation are available.  

Legal Expenses

Everyone needs a passport valid for at least three months beyond the date of entry. No visa is required of visitors from 101 countries (including Western Europe, North America, Japan, Israel, and most commonwealth countries). Visas are granted on arrival for a stay of 30 days up to 4 months, though for this long of visit, financial proof and tickets to leave Fiji are usually required. 

Embassy contact in Fiji:

Diplomatic representation from the US Chief of mission (Goodwin 239):

Ambassador Osman Siddique

21 Loftus Street, Suva

P.O Box 218, Suva

Health
Fiji is a country that is mainly free of diseases. The main causes of death are heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. There is no malaria, but a mosquito-transmitted disease is one that has occurred in epidemics several times in 1990 and 1998. AIDS and sexual in transmitted diseases also exist in Fiji. There are no vaccinations required except if one arrives from an infected area such as the Amazon jungles or the Ganges River; then one needs to be vaccinated against yellow fever or cholera (Stanley 579).

Tourists usually can drink the water, except after a cyclone or a drought, but it is always advisable to drink bottled water, since different waters may create stomach problems. There are three main hospitals in Fiji, and many smaller health centers, hospitals, and nursing stations (Goodwin 246). It is always good to know where the nearest hospital is located, so one should have no problem to reach one of these places when in need.

Currency
The currency is the Fiji dollar, which as of 11/28/00 is two to one to the U.S. dollar in value (US$1 = FJD$2) (Fiji Online). 

The first Fijian coins were minted in London in 1934, but Fiji continued to deal with British pounds until 1969, when dollars and cents were introduced as Fijian. There are coins of one, two, five, 10, 20, and 50 cents and one dollar, and the bills are F$1, F$2, F$5, F$10, F$20, and F$50. The banking hours are usually Monday-Thursday – 9:30-3:00, Friday – 9:30-4:00. Credit cards are welcome in the bigger cities and the larger hotels, however one should always be aware and carry traveler checks so that cash may be exchanged. In 1992, Fiji introduced a 10% value-added tax (VAT), which is usually (but not always) included in prices. Processed food and bus fares are excluded, and despite the VAT, Fiji is one of the least expensive countries in the South Pacific. Tipping is not customary in Fiji, although some resorts have a staff Christmas fund, to which contributions are welcome, but definitely not a must (Stanley 579-580).

TRAVEL ADVISORY

Dangers

Like any place in the world, Fiji is not free of crime. One should not leave valuables in hotel rooms; one should take a taxi if late at night; and one should avoid any confrontations from vendors or Fijian men who address you on the street for no reason. Simply put, it is advisable to look out for oneself and not to be too trustful of strangers’ “nice” offerings (Stanley 570). Furthermore, tourists are advised to be careful when they go shopping for souvenirs. Shopping from a Fijian Indian requires that one must bargain hard, and must consider all sales final. Indigenous Fijians usually begin by asking for a much lower price, thus bargaining is less important. A Fijian Indian will usually start by asking ten times as high, so if one wants to stay away from bargaining, one should go to Fijian sellers. (Stanley 573-574)

Conclusion

Researching this country has been a great learning experience, and I have learned that Fiji is a wonderful culture and a beautiful country, definitely worth exploring in-depth. To my understanding, Fiji is definitely a growing tourist destination, so if one is thinking of traveling somewhere exotic, this is definitely a place to consider. One will not only experience exquisite food and exotic drinks, but also have the chance to encounter a very rich culture.    
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