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This paper focusses on the smaller countries of the South Pacific which 

are either independent or self-governing: Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, 

Nauru, Niue, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Vanuatu and Western Samoa. American 

Samoa and the territories of New Caledonia and French Polynesia are. not 

discussed here, nor is Papua New Guinea, which has a population three times 

larger than the combined populations of the ten smaller nations. The 

considerable diversity of the South Pacific islands in respect of their size, 

environmental characteristics and resources, culture and history, is well 

known. The land area and population, also very diverse, are shown in Table 1. 

Demographic data for the region are not always reliable (although they 

improve with each census), cannot be readily compared between countries and 

usually not between censuses (different questions are asked and the census 

years and intervals differ), and they are not current (in some countries the 

most recent census was in 1976). This paper uses 1981 estimates prepared by 

the South Pacific Commission unless otherwise indicated. Some 

socio-demographic concepts do not translate easily to the Pacific. For 

example, 'fami1y' is not usually a nuclear family in these countries, and no 

definition of 'the economically active popu1ation ' is standard throughout (see 

below). 
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Country 

Cook Islands 

Fiji 

Kiribati 

Nauru 

Niue 

Solomon Is. 

Tonga 

Tuvalu 

Vanuatu 

Western Samoa 

Table 1 

PEOPLE AND LAND 

Population Are~ 
(mid-1981 estimate) (~) 

17,400 240 

646,500 18,272 

59,500 690 

8, 100 21 

3,200 259 

235,000 27,556 

98,400 699 

7,600 26 

119,900 11,880 

156,000 2,935 

Population density 
(persons/i<Jn2) 

73 

35 

87 

386 

12 

9 

141 

292 

10 

53 

Land per person 
(hectares) 

1.4 

2.8 

1.2 

0.3 

8. 1 

11.7 

0.7 

0.3 

9.9 

1.9 

Source: South Pacific Economies 1981: statistical summary, Table 2, South Pacific 
Commission, Noumea 1984). 



II 

Many of the population problems of today, and thus for the future, are not 

new. Population problems of one kind or another have characterised the South 

Pacific for at least a hundred years although by the 1940s the widespread 

anxiety about population declinel had changed to a concern about future 

population pressure in some of these countries (Furnas 1950; Oliver 1951; 

Stanner 1953). 

The population of most South Pacific countries now is probably as high or 

higher than it has ever been (Caldwell et al 1980:957), except in the Cook 

Islands and Niue whose people may freely emigrate to New Zealand. The 

estimated combined population of the ten countries in 1981 was 1.35 million. 

Although the populations of these countries are absolutely small by global 

standards they show a wide range between the three smallest which have less 

than 10,000 people each and the largest (Fiji) which is approaching two-thirds 

of a milli on peop 1 e. 

Population distribution and density 

In all the multi-island countries (that is, all except Nauru and Niue) the 

population is very unevenly distributed, with increasing concentrations in 

core islands and towns while the populations of remoter islands remain static 

or in decline. In Kiribati, for example, the population in 'urban' Tarawa 

grew at four percent annually during the 1970s but the annual rate of growth 

on all rural islands was around 0.1 percent (Tira 1982:3). Throughout the 

South Pacific the coastal zones of every island are now the most densely 

settled regions and, although land may be cultivated in the interior of the 

larger islands, few villages and no towns are found away from the coastal 

fringe. 
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Population densities also vary widely, both within and between countries. 

For example, average population densities in Tuvalu are thirty times greater, 

and in Kiribati almost twenty times greater, than in Solomon Islands. The 

information on population densities (Table 1) is fairly simplistic. 

Statistics based on total land area give no indication of the quality of the 

land and inevitably include unproductive areas, nor do they take into account 

the extent to which Islanders use marine resources. In a number of countries 

people are unable to use fully the national land resources because of land 

tenure conditions but Polynesians especially, like many Micronesian and 

Caribbean people, exploit socio-economic fields which extend well beyond the 

nation-state (Marshall 1983:6). Where information on the area of arable 1and2 

is available it indicates a much altered picture of population denSity. Thus 

in the Cook Islands the average population denSity is 75 per kffi2 but on arable 

land the denSity is 487 per kffi2, in Western Samoa the population density 

increases from 53 to 104 per kffi2; and in Fiji from 35 to 54 per kffil. An 

alternative way of considering the relation between people and land is to 

calculate the land available per person. This is shown in the final column of 

Table 1, based on total land area. Only in Niue and the Melanesian countries 

(Solomon Islands and Vanuatu) do people have access to a reasonable area of 

land, aithough again the area per person would be conSiderably reduced if 

arable land only were considered. Elsewhere the land per person is very 

limited indeed. These figures are all the more alarming because over 70 

percent of the people in most of these countries live in rural areas; the 

exceptions are Fiji and Kiribati where the proportions are still high at 

around 63 percent, and Kiribati's drought-prone atolls are of low productivity. 
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Demographic Characteristics 

Present fertility, mortality and migration characteristics vary widely in 

the South Pacific but most of the countries can be clustered into one of three 

types (Table 2). Two countries do not fit readily into this classification. 

Tuvalu achieved low fertility rates following a concerted family planning 

campaign during the 1970s but mortality rates are relatively high; and Nauru 

is a country with high fertility and moderate mortality. Permanent emigration 

from both countries is minor. Both 'Type l' countries are Melanesian and 

both 'Type 3' countries are Polynesian, but 'Type 2' includes people of 

several culture groups: PolyneSia, Micronesia, Fijian and Indo-Fijian. These 

three clusters should not be interpreted as reflecting either environmental or 

cultural determinism, however, as a mix of historical, social, political and 

economic factors account for the similarities and differences. 

Fertility and Mortality. 

Throughout the region in recent decades the spread of education, medical 

and public health services has brought about a general decline in infant 

mortality and enabled more people to live longer. As Lipton describes it, the 

generations have lengthened (1968:343). Life expectancy at birth is highest 

in Fiji, Western Samoa, the Cook Islands and Niue (62-65 years) and lowest in 

Kiribati, Nauru, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu (52-54 years). In most countries 

the life expectancy at birth of women is several years higher than for men 

(Lucas and Chilcott 1984:11). Completed fertility rates reflect historically 

high fertility levels in a number of countries (Lucas and Ware 1982:45) but 
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Table 2 

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS(l) 

TYPE 1: high fertility; high but declining mortality; minor 
international migration 

Solomon Islands 

Vanuatu 

TYPE 2: moderate fertility; low to moderate mortality; low to 
moderate international migration 

Fiji 

Kiribati 

Tonga 

Western Samoa 

TYPE 3: low fertility; low morta1ity;high international migration 

Cook Islands 

Niue 

(1) Crude birth rates above 40 per 1000 population are high; between 
30-39 per 1000 are moderate; and be low 30 per 1000 are in the low 
range. Crude death rates of 15 or more per 1000 population are 
high; between 10-14 per 1000 are moderate; and below 10 per 1000 
are low. 

Source: South Pacific Economies 1981: statistical summary, Table 18, 
South Pacific Commission, Noumea, 1984. 
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fertility patterns are now subject to factors which in some countries are 

leading to higher levels and in others to suppressed levels. In the 

Melanesian countries traditional practices of fertility control have been 

widely abandoned resulting in larger families and in increased stress on 

women, who contribute very significantly to rural production. Elsewhere 

factors such as higher levels of education, wage employment, and urban 

residence of women seem to have contributed to some reduction in fertility. 

Temporary work emigration has produced age and sex imbalances which appear to 

have lowered fertility levels in countries such as Kiribati and Tuvalu (Walsh 

1982:6). Migration of men may also mean that people marry at a later age, 

leading to lower fertility levels. Family planning campaigns often bring 

about a significant initial lowering of fertility but are costly for small 

countries to sustain and their impact has been variable. 

Although mortality rates have generally declined in the region in recent 

decades it is not possible to be confident that they will continue to do so in 

all countries. Many current health problems stem from environmental 

conditions and poor hygiene and sanitation facilities, which are responsible 

for serious bacterial, viral and parasitic diseases in the region. The 

resurgence of malaria in Melanesia is particularly worrying. So far, 

mortality seems to have declined faster in towns than in rural communities, 

but this trend may be arrested as chronic degenerative diseases, a relativeiy 

recent phenomenon in the South Pacific, affect the morbidity and mortality of 

growing numbers of urban dwellers. 
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Migration. 

In terms of the future of these island countries it may be most important 

to evaluate their prospects according to whether or not they have the option 

of international migration. The Pacific Islanders are descended from some of 

the world's most adventurous migrants and over the several thousand years 

during which the region has been occupied most Islanders have remained very 

mobile. Even during colonial times it was possible for people of one culture 

group to migrate to or be re-settled in another culture group within the 

sphere of influence of particular colonial powers, as were Melanesians in 

Samoa, Gilbertese in Solomon Islands, and people from Vaitupu (Tuvalu) and 

Banaba (Kiribati) in Fiji. For most, this option is no longer available: the 

movements of people are restricted to within their national boundaries. Thus 

whatever other advantages the Islanders may. have gained through the 

achievement of nationhood, political independence has largely closed off one 

of the principal means by which island people everywhere adjusted the balance 

between population size and the local resource base. In many small Caribbean 

islands, for example, 'migration traditions are so pervasive and of such long 

standing that they are a way of life' (Richardson 1983:xi). 

Internal migration, including seasonal and circular migration, is a 

Widespread phenomenon except in the small, Single-island countries of Nauru 

and Niue. Elsewhere the main flows are from rural to urban areas, but the 

migrants do not always come from the remoter, least-developed islands. It was 

recognised some years ago that 

Migration tends to result from knowledge that 
opportunities have increased, or are better, 
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elsewhere rather from declining real living 
standards on the home islands. Felt wants rather 
than outright necessity stimulate migration and, 
as ••• the contrast in opportunities between small 
and large islands becomes more obvious ••• the 
incentive to migrate increases (Ward 1967:89-90). 

Ward's observation applies to international migration as much as to internal 

movement. Few Melanesians have emigrated to other countries but most of the 

other South Pacific countries have 'international ising' populations (Marcus 

1981:62). Close to 200,000 South Pacific Islanders, mainly Polynesians and 

Indo-Fijians, are now expatriate residents in New Zealand, the United States, 

Canada, Australia and other South Pacific countries (see Connell 1984:54, 

map). In the case of Kiribati and Tuvalu, two of the most hard-pressed 

countries in terms of the population/resource relationship, only temporary 

emigration has been available so far through contract employment in Nauru's 

phosphate industry and as seamen on overseas ships, but neither source of 

employment is very secure. Nauruans, by contrast, are frequent commuters, 

especially to Australia, for goods and services unavailable in their own 

country. 

Age Composition and Dependency Ratios. 

The age composition of a population is a critical determinant of future 

population growth. Apart from Tuvalu, between 40 and 50 percent of the 

population in all these countries is under the age of 15 years (Table 3) thus 

populations will grow rapidly where emigration is not possible. Under these 

conditions, populations are unlikely to stabilise or decline for some years 

even if fertility rates are lowered. Dependency ratios (Table 3) indicate 

the proportion of young and aged dependents in a population relative to the 
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Country 

Cook Islands 

Fiji 

Kiribati 

Nauru2 

Niue 

Solomon Islands 

Tonga 

Tuvalu 

Vanuatu3 

Western Samoa 

Table 3 

AGE COMPOSITION AND DEPENDENCY RATIOS 

0-14 yrs 
Percent 

49.8 

41.2 

41.0 

44.2 

47.4 

48.5 

44.5 

31.9 

46.0 

48.1 

15-59 yrs 60 yrs 
Percent Percent 

44.2 6.0 

54.8 4.0 

53.0 6.0 

52.9 2.9 

44.0 8.6 

47.7 3.8 

50.4 5.1 

55.8 12.4 

51.0 3.04 
47.3 4.6 

Dependency 
Ratio1 

126 

82 

89 

89 

127 

110 

98 

79 

94 

112 

1 Sum of numbers below 15 and over 60, divided by the number between 
ages 15-59' x 100, except Vanuatu «15>65) 

( 15-64 ) 

2 Nauruans only 

3 Provisional, 1979 

4 Percentage over 65 years 

Source: national censuses 
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number of economically active. The economically active age group is difficult 

to determine precisely, as it varies from country to country, between the 

monetary and subsistence sectors of the economy, and, within the monetary 

sector, between the public and private sectors. In Table 2 the economically 

active age group is set at 15-59 years but in some countries younger children 

contribute to production. In Samoa, for example, 

The number of very young children who are already 
considered bread winners by their families is 
astonishing. They are also the families' 
workhorses. They prepare the food out in the 
cooking houses and they are the last to eat at 
dinner time (Apia Observer, 8 October 1981). 

Overall, the productive members of the population in the South Pacific 

normally support at least twice as many dependents as do their counterparts in 

industrialised countries but the economically active in rural areas generally 

have a considerably higher burden of dependents than urban adults due to the 

out-migration of members of the workforce. As health services enable more 

children to survive and people to live longer, and as education services draw 

more children into the schools, the number of dependents steadily grows. 

The demographic picture then is something of a mosaic. The Melanesian 

countries are at an early state of the demographic transition with estimated 

population growth rates during the last five years of 3.3 percent annually in 

Solomon Islands and 4.2 percent in Vanuatu (South Pacific Commission 1984:5). 

At the other extreme are the Cook Islands, Niue and Western Samoa with either 

little growth or population decline due to the net emigration of people in the 

reproductive age groups. Between these extremes are Fiji, Tonga, Kiribati, 
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Nauru and Tuvalu in which the annual rate of population growth in recent years 

has been around two percent. In all but the Cook Islands and Niue, however, 

the impetus for continued numerical growth in the population is high because 

of past fertility levels which have been responsible for the youthful age 

structures of the present populations. Even the Cook Islands seem to have 

reversed the trend of population decline from -1.0 percent annually over the 

last ten years to a growth rate of 1.1 percent annually over the last five 

years (South Pacific Conmission 1984:Table 2). 

Population Projections 

The recent censuses of most of these countries provide population 

projections to the year 2000 (Table 4), based on several sets of assumptions 

about levels of fertility, mortality, and migration. Each set of assumptions 

produces a projected increase in the combined populations of these countries, 

ranging from a combined total of 1.53 million (low growth) to 1.83 million 

assuming moderate growth and 2.23 million assuming high growth. Some 

countries will, however, grow faster than others depending on the stage of the 

demographic transition reached and emigration opportunities. Social 

scientists are often called on, or tempted, to estimate population ceilings in 

situations where land and other resources are limited and in which populations 

are expanding or emigrating. Such efforts have usually proved futile, as 

demonstrated by the case of Mauritius which now has more than double the 

population ceiling of 400,000 predicted early in this century (Brookfield 

1984:19). It is extremely difficult to anticipate the social, technological 
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Table 4 

POPULATION PROJECTIONS TO THE YEAR 20001 

Country Low Percentage2 Medium Percentage High Percentage 
change change change 

Cook Islands 20,000 (10) 22,531 (24) 28,541 (57) 

Fiji 793,202 (28) 874,354 (41) 1,029,424 (66) 

Kiribati 93,296 (63) 101,854 (78) 106,979 (87) 

Niue3 2,790 (-22) 3,370 (-6) 3,940 (10) 

I-' 
Solomon Islands 331,646 (68) 423,851 (115) 542,304 (175) 

I-' 
I-' 

Tonga 123,000 (37) 128,000 (42) 130,000 (44) 

Tuvalu 11,500 (56) 12,050 (64) 12,500 (70) 

Western Samoa 160,000 (5) 265,688 (75) 381,031 (51) 

1 Nauru, Vanuatu: no data available. 

2 From last census year. 

3. Niue to 1986 only. 

Source: nat'lona 1 censuses. 



and political changes which will alter future relationships between people and 

resources. What follows then, is not so much prediction as an examination of 

some possible consequences of the present demographic patterns. 

Issues for the future 

The implications of present demographic patterns in the South Pacific may 

be considered in a number of ways. The structural problems of smallness must 

be taken into account. Population issues have social, economic and 

environmental consequences (although it is not always easy to distinguish 

clearly between them). The nature of problems differs at national and 

regional scales. Other considerations are whether or not an apparent trend is 

reversible in the short or longer term, and the extent to which the island 

nations themselves can deal with emerging problems without seeking external 

assistance. Finally, an analysis of trends should also take account, however 

imperfectly, of the perspective from the Pacific. We judge these to be poor 

countries by the welfare and income standards of western industrialised 

nations but the South Pacific's nearest neighbours are such nations and many 

Islanders, especially in Polynesia. and Fiji, aspire to the living standards 

which emigrant relatives and friends enjoy in them. 

Structural Problems 

The demographic aspects of smallness are we11-documented (see, for 

example, Smith 1967; Selwyn 1975; Caldwell et a1. 1980; ESCAP 1982; Walsh 

1982). The process of economic development in small countries, and the 

interactions between development processes and population dynamics, are not 
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often the same as in larger countries. Small countries provide few 

opportunities for economic diversification or economies of scale, and scope 

rarely exists for effective competition and the operation of market forces. 

Monopolies arise as economic niches are occupied, often by foreign companies, 

because the domestic markets are too small to support competitors. Thus 

income inequality increases as a community or national population quickly 

separates into richer and poorer groups. Governments are usually the largest 

employers in small nations: in the South Pacific, 50 or 60 percent of the 

paid workforce may be government servants. In micro-states greater conflict 

arises between the goals of individuals and those of their governments in 

matters such as internal and international migration, family planning 

programs, and the use of remittances. Skilled people are a scarce resource, 

expensive to train and often lost to larger countries. Those who serve their 

governments work in considerable professional isolation and often under 

abnormal degrees of stress: many are multiple office-holders, are transferred 

frequently between departments and are required to travel abroad often on 

official business. Much time must be devoted to dealing with visiting 

missions, advisers and experts. The loss of human productivity through the 

premature death of skilled people and those in positions of seniority is now a 

significant problem in the Pacific (Taylor 1983). The island nations of the 

Pacific are all tropical and most are archipelagic, structural conditions 

which pose environmental problems for health and economic activity, especially 

in the production of food for urbani sing populations. 
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The National Implications of Demographic Conditions 

Populations with young age compositions and high dependency ratios will 

require the increasing provision of social welfare services, especially in 

health, education and social security. Until recently little need has been 

apparent in the South Pacific for the public provision of social security for 

aged dependents but as life expectancy extends and younger people continue to 

migrate, and if the trend toward nuclear families becomes firmer, the demand 

will strengthen. Bedford states that although the proportion of people aged 

over 60 years in the region is unlikely to be more than 7 percent by the end 

of the century, numerical increases in elderly people 'will be the most 

spectacular of any age group' (1982:88). In multi-island nations the capital 

and recurrent costs of social service provision to small and scattered 

populations are very high. It seems likely that it will be more difficult to 

maintain the present health levels of the Islanders as populations increase. 

The control and reduction of health problems impose heavy recurrent costs for 

which island governments rarely receive external assistance. High fertility 

rates in a population also add to the strain on 4imited national resources. 

The provision of maternal and child care services, and of sustained family 

planning campaigns, are expensive in terms of both personnel, and capital. 

The implications of the demographic trends for employment are both 

qualitative and quantitative. Many island countries experience the apparent 

paradox of simultaneous shortage and surplus of labour. The paradox usually 

has two dimensions, one related to skills and the other to population 

distribution. A shortage of skills. especially management skills. is 

widespread although if present education policies continue, more countries may 

eventually mirror Tuvalu which has had a surplus of skilled workers for some 
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years (Knapman et ale 1976:15). Meanwhile youth unemployment, especially in 

the towns, continues to increase and the situation in Tonga in 1980 is more 

typical. Here, for everyone of the thirty new urban jobs created, there were 

a hundred school 1eavers of whom ten had New Zealand university entrance 

qualifications. While island governments continue to hope that young people 

will enter rural occupations, their parents and indeed their teachers promote 

the values of urban employment. Swelling urban populations are by no means 

fully employed now and rising unemployment levels are inevitable. Because 

people in towns are less able than villagers to meet their basic needs of 

housing, food, water, sanitation, fuel and transport, greater stress is placed 

on the public provision of these needs, diverting potential development 

capital to the provision of social services. In the allocation of services 

and resources between rural communities and townspeople, governments all too 

often show a bias in favour of the towns where it is simpler and cheaper to 

serve any given number of people, even though more immigrants from outer 

islands may be drawn to the towns in consequence. 

The second part of the paradox, the co-existence of rural labour shortages 

and growing levels of unemployment nationally (Jones and Ward 1981) is 

explained by out-migration from rural areas. In the industrialised nations a 

decline in the proportion of the workforce engaged in agriculture was part of 

the structural diversification of the econQ~y wnich led to an overall growth 

in productivity, but in South Pacific countries where the agricultural 

workforce has declined, perhaps only Fiji has achieved a degree of sectoral 

diversification and increased productivity. 
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Systems of land tenure and social organisation often mean that absenteeism 

leaves land idle and other resources unused rather than expanding the 

production possibilities for those who remain, although access to land is 

rarely a sufficient condition for rural development in the Pacific. Outer 

islands might retain more people and produce more commodities if their people 

had greater security in matters such as transport, markets and incomes. 

Instead, the production of food and commodities for national development is 

left to fewer people. As households and villages are depleted of their more 

enterprising and energetic members dependency ratios become locally higher, 

placing a greater burden on those remaining (often women) to support families; 

family breakdown, destitution and economic stagnation are not uncommon. 

Further consequences are a rising demand for imported foods and a decline in 

nutritional status, especially of working women and their children in villages 

and towns. Remittances may relieve the strain on some households but the 

contribution of remittances to national welfare is minor and may even be 

negative. 

In those islands in which rural out-migration is not severe, the prospects 

for the future as populations inevitably grow may include the over-use of 

resources, declining yields, land shortage and intensification of land 

disputes, environmental deterioration and declining levels of welfare as more 

household production is needed for consumption. Should the generally high 

levels of rural out-migration be reversed these prospects may be be more 

widely realised. However, it has been found that population pressure may be 

an asset rather than a liability in environmental management. In the 

Caribbean Brookfield (1983:54) found 'little correlation between numbers of 
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people on the ground and the real pressure that they exert on natural 

resources' and that all of the eastern Caribbean islands the best management 

of the environment is to be seen in Barbados, the most dense1y-peop1ed of the 

group. Brookfield concluded that the way in which resources are used and 

allocated, and the sharing of opportunity between advantaged and disadvantaged 

members of the community are 'far more important in environmental management 

than are simple numbers of people' (1983:56). In single-island states like 

Barbados other factors, such as ease of administration, give important 

advantages over archipelagic nations. It remains to be seen whether 

successful environmental management will go hand in hand with population 

growth in the Pacific; meanwhile considerable evidence is available in 

neglected and abandoned farms overgrown with weeds that the converse applies. 

Regional Implications 

These countries meet as equals in various regional political, economic, 

and cultural groupings. In population matters, however, they are far from 

equal. Population dynamics are likely to become a major, and perhaps 

destabi1ising, factor in the growing inequality between the island countries. 

More or less subtle 'pecking orders' already characterise relations between 

the countries but wider differences may be expected as population growth in 

the resource-poor members of the region lowers their standards of living. 

It seems unquestionable that more people will try to emigrate from the 

non-Melanesian countries in coming decades. The need to find alternative 

homes for some of the people of Tuvalu and Kiribati is becoming especially 

acute and some Nauruans have raised again the question of an alternate horne as 
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the end of phosphate mining approaches. No island country these days, 

however, will extend its neighbourliness to the acceptance of any significant 

number of permanent immigrants from other parts of the region. All, whatever 

their numbers and resources, face the accelerating problem of employment 

creation and in most countries, land tenure legislation and customs do not 

permit permanent resettlement of immigrants or allow land to those who marry 

nationals. Schemes have been organised in recent years to enable skilled 

workers to find temporary employment elsewhere in the region but on occasion 

this has resulted in scarce skilled labour being lost to other countries 

offering higher wages. 

Assuming then that the re-settlement within the region of any substantial 

number of people is unlikely in the coming decades, we must turn to those rim 

nations with which the South Pacific has long associations. Most Islanders 

who now reach a rim country legitimately do so through family reunion programs 

or as temporary immigrants for education and training; guest worker schemes 

are not common. Opportunities for the international migration of Pacific 

Islanders to the rim countries have diminished in the last decade due to 

economic recession, rising unemployment, slow growth rates and the influx of 

Southeast Asian refugees. The political climate has thus become increasingly 

unfavourable in these potential host countries for the introduction of 

concessionary immigration policies for Islanders from even the most needy 

countries, although the numbers involved are relatively minor. For example, 

the number of Vietnamese refugees accepted by Australia in recent years is 

almost as many as the total population of Kiribati. Undoubtedly Australia 

could accept a quota of settlers from Tuvalu, Kiribati and Tonga under an 
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immigration policy of positive discrimination, applying the lessons learned 

from the experience of Pacific immigrants in other countries to ease the 

transition. The difficulty with international migration schemes is that all 

too often they provide a short term solution for the island governments but 

create economic and social problems in the longer term unless policies are 

adopted to reduce the negative consequences of absenteeism and remittance 

economies. In an earlier paper (Howlett 1982) I referred to some of the 

strategies considered by Kiribati in confronting its population and employment 

problems. This government now requires its overseas workers to remit 75 

percent of their monthly salaries to Kiribati for family support, savings 

deposits, and union funds (Pacific Islands Monthly September 1984). Unless 

remittances and, for that matter, aid can be directed toward production and 

consumption which promote national as well as personal welfare, and unless 

vacated land can be used productively by those remaining, emigration whether 

temporary or permanent will contribute little to the solution of island 

development problems. 

A number of observers of the South Pacific have forecast recently that the 

future for most countries will include declining levels of welfare, long term 

aid dependency and both increasing incorporation and marginalisation in the 

international economy (e.g., Fisk 1981; Ward 1982; Jackson 1984). . The 

experiences of the Cook Islands and Niue, and of the Micronesian islands, 

offer little hope that high levels of aid and unrestricted emigration will 

lead to national development and improved levels of welfare. Neo-Malthusian 

futures which include exhausted resources, degraded environments and declining 

living standards seem more likely than favourable development prospects. Two 
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years ago I wondered whether the Pacific might not gain some advantage from 

the technological innovations which are transforming the economies of 

industrial nations, particularly through reducing the region's joint tyrannies 

of small size and remoteness (Howlett 1982). I have lost what optimism I then 

had in this regard, as the processes have intensified by which people in the 

larger developing countries are incorporated in the international economy. 

Neither the relocation of commodity production and industry to the developing 

world, nor the restructuring of post-industrial societies, seems likely to 

benefit the South Pacific nations. 

The margins between 

population distributed 

over-population and 

in balance with 

under-population, between 

resources and population 

maldistribution, are always much closer and reached sooner in small island 

nations. No country in the South Pacific has room for complacency. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. However, population decline did not occur in all islands and those which 

were affected did not suffer to the same degree. 

2. No definition of arable land is applicable throughout the region, as 

evaluation of land potential depends on cultural and technological as much 

as on environmental factors. Few Melanesians or Samoans would regard any 

land in Kiribati or Tuvalu as arable. 
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