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i nce Indi genous peopl e nake up 52

Spercent of the populationin Fji, you
woul d not think the country woul d have an
“I'ndian probleni. That’s a uniquely North
Anerican situation, isn't it? But nany will
tell youthat’s the vay it isinthis forner
British colony. Qhers will say that is asim
plistic, even dishonest, assessnent of the sit -
uat i on.

As wth so nany post-col onial scenarios,
the truth is never easy to discern. Racia ten-
sions and resentnents have played arole in
two coups in the South Pacific nation.
BEveryone agrees on that point. The di sagree-
nent starts when the discussion turns to
whether or not raci smcaused the coups.

Long before i ndependence in 1970, the
I ndi genous Pol ynesi an people of Fji so
charned a col onial governor that he ordered them con-
fined to their villages for their own protection.
Labourers fromindia, another British col ony, were
brought in to do the work of the Enpire. Today, descen-
dents of those Indo-Fjians nake up nore than 40 per
cent of the popul ation. They dominate the econony, run-
ning the shops, driving the cabs. Mst Indi genous
Fjians wil tell you they are still trying to recover
fromthat colonial governor’s supposed act of kindness.

About 170 nations are ranked in the Lhited Nations
hunan devel opnent index. Canada has noved up and
down in the top three positions over the last several
years, ranki ng nuniber one on nore than one occasion;
Fji usually ranks around 100 in terns of quality of
life. That’s not the inage the western world has of FHji.
Its many resorts and perfect clinate nake it a favourite
vacation spot. But scratch the surface and you' |l find, as
the ol d cliché goes, there is trouble in paradise.

Wiat was Real |y Behind the Goups?
In 1987 and again in 1990, arned insurgents seized

the forner colonial headquarters that now serves as
Fji's parlianent building. In each case, the call to
arns was based on the fear that Indo-Hjians were not
payi ng proper attention and respect to |ndi genous

i ssues.

Fji-TV journalist, Ryaz Sayed-Khai yum was right
inthe mddl e of the 1990 coup. Hs show produced at a
studi o across the road fromparlianent in the capital
city, Suva, angered the peopl e who occupi ed the govern-
nent bui | di ng because the guests on the show suggest ed
the coup | eaders were expl oiti ng deep-seated raci al
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tensions for political purposes.

“They did not |ike what had been said because it was
very critical of what had happened in parlianment, about
these peopl e who had taken over,” the reporter admt -
ted. “So they storned Hji Television wth guns and
rocks and, 1'mnot sure what else they had. \ery fortu-
nately, the staff nenibers who were still inside the
bui I ding escaped with their lives.”

Gassroots peopl e and social activists say racismis
not predomnant in Hji. People nornally get al ong.
“The coups were done by the anbitious and failed
politicians,” declares Francis Sokoni bogi, an |Indi genous
Hder and witer who speaks out for the poor on the
nainisland, Mti Levu

He believes the politicians were able to deflect the
justifiable anger that was directed at themtoward the
Indo-Fjians. The anger is all about land. Terra Nullius,
the now di scredited western theory that Indi genous |and
everywhere was enpty and therefore available for col -
onization, did not apply there. The people of Fji owed
their Iand.

“WW had our title. V& were recogni zed owners in the
western legal sense and there was a deed of cession that
provides this,” Sokonibogi says. “This is the first law
of theland. Qr titleis just as good as fee sinple.”

Wien i ndependence arrived, land that had been sei zed
by the British reverted to governnent control .
Gassroots | andowners have had to file land clains wth
their own governnent to get the land back. Frequently,
the governnment keeps the land. Sokoni bogi and others
say there's a lot of corruption involved in this process.

Fjian people, 30 years or nore behind their |ndo-
Fjian countrynen in terns of economc participation,
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vere not allowed during col onization to | earn howto
work the land for profit. Today, there are few places for
themin the econony. For years, they |eased their |and
tolIndo-Fjians. Now they re being told by politicians
to take it back. This has caused economc disruption and
produced sone tensi ons between the races.

“The | eaders and administration didn't do their jobs
by progressing the devel opnent of the Hjian people
wth the tines. They kept the di senpowernent pro-
gramme until today for their own interests,”

Sokoni bogi  says.
The Geat Quncil of Chiefs plays an inportant role
inthe governnent of Hji. It has veto power over legis-

lation that affects Indigenous people. Activists say the
chiefs have usual |y acted in their own best interests,
often at the expense of the peopl e.

“Wth ny traditional standing, |’'ve been able to tell
the chiefs that. For years, 1’ve been telling themoff.
I"ve told themthat nodernity denands that if you have a
chiefly council, you nust al so have a commoners’ coun-
cil. Al ny witingis built onthat,” the Hder enpha-
sizes. “There is a mnority wthin the maority. The
mnorities are those who have used this systemfor
their grievances, court cases and all, and just coul dn't
get any satisfaction for three or four generations. They
want their land back but it’s been set upon by soneone
else.”

Sokoni bogi  bel i eves the issues are nore class-rel at -
ed than race-related - that the reality is there is no
“I'ndian probleni in Fji - but that’s sonething the
politicians seek to obscure by fanning racia tensions.

Father Kevin Barr, an Australian Gatholic priest who
has spent nore than 30 years working with South
Pacific peopl es, agrees. He believes, like nost people |
interviened in various parts of the country, that
racismis not a naor problemuntil the politicians
invoke it to nanipulate the electorate.

“I'ndo-H jians have becone the scapegoat,” says
Father Kevin. “But it’s not that really. It can be the
whol e political process; it can be a carry-over from
colonial tines; it can be all these new economc policies
- globalism- that they're upset wth. Alot of things
that are really class issues are deliberately trans-
forned into ethnic issues. So peopl e shoul d be united
because if they see these as cl ass-based issues of
poverty or equal ity they can be addressed. But sonebody
elseis getting inthere to nanipulate, to say, ‘N, no,
no, thisis anethnicissue. It's those Indians that are to
blane.” So they transfer the blane from if you like,
the elites, onto the Indians. It’s been very subtly but
consi stently done and until people wake up to that, it
can happen agai n.”

Uhdoi ng the conplicated threads | eft by the col oniz-
ers is a conplex and pai nfully sl ow process. Mny
Fjian people say their entire systemof gover nnent
needs to be revanped. There is a grow ng noti on anong
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I ndi genous peopl e that their chiefs have failed themand
that there needs to be a great shaking out of even the
traditional forns of governnent. Go-optation, a conmon
tactic of colonization, has corrupted all forns of gover -
nance in the country, Sokonibogi believes.

“The problemthat we have here is the legacy left by
the coloniaists, that the Hjian peopl e shoul d be pro-
tected. Ater the British left, [the chiefs] kept that
archai c arrangenent into nodern tines. To protect
their power,” he adds “there’s a new phenonenon now
bei ng born. Wen the Indi genous peopl e take over the
reins of governnent, they do exactly what the col onial -
ists do.”

Paul Barnsley, senior witer for Wndspeaker, Ganada s
national Aboriginal news source, has been covering |ndi genous
issues for nore than 10 years, always. n the enploy of an
Aboriginal -owned publication. He is frequently sought out by
the mai nstreampress as an authoritative and neutral conmen-
tator on FHrst Nation politics. He aso contributes to hunan
rights and race relations journal s.

CUSD 13 looking for

\ Canadians with skills amd
experience in agricaliure, forestry,
fiaberies, environment, &and community
activism 1o work in valunbeer prigrammes
in some thirty countries workd-wids,
Standard contracts: } years, plus language
tralning, baslc cost of living &nd Benediis,

Simce 1961, more than L2000 Canadians have
fone oversess to work with CUSO's pariners.
CLSD supports allianees for global social justics,
Wi work with people striving for freedom,
sell~determination, gender and racial
equality &nd cullural survival,

[f the time is not Fight for you te commit
b &N overseas posling, yeu may wanl
i voluniess your time, energy
and expertise on a

local commiibes.

Check our wel sibe af wwwcusoong
far current postings and informatien on hew 1o apply

contact: Mchael Loo, Gooperant Programme Cficer
Emai | : mchael .| oo@uso. ca, AJSO BJ Yukon of fice
Tel .: 604-683-2099 or 1-888-434-2876
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