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If the period from the 1930s to the
1980s in the Pacific might be described
as the era of culture in terms of
research and scholarship, the 1990s
might be similarly described as the
beginning of the era of development.
This change is obvious on several
dimensions, one being that currently
development studies appear to form
the fastest growing body of literature
on the Pacific. Virtually every year
reports ranging from magazine feature
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articles to regular books are published
on some aspect of development in the
region. A Sustainable Future for
Melanesia¢ Natural Resources, Popu-
lation and Development is an example
of the burgeoning literature on devel-
opment in the Pacific.

Coauthored by Bob Thistlethwaite
and Derrin Davis and published in
1996, this book is part of the Pacific
2010 series jointly produced by the
National Centre for Development
Studies and the Research School for
Pacific and Asian Studies at the Aus-
tralian National University in Can-
berra. With its striking picture on the
front cover, of a large truck hauling
logs on a dirt road running through a
coconut plantation, the book could be
easily mistaken for a popular guide to
the Pacific. But, behind the deceptive
cover, it is a book worth reading.
Written in very accessible language, it
provides (in nine short chapters) a
factual overview of what the status of
sustainable development in Papua
New Guinea, Solomon Islands,
Vanuatu, and Fiji might be by the year
2010. The authors gauge their esti-
mates on the basis of information thus
far available on the natural resources,
population growth, economics, con-
sumptive habits, and so forth, of the
four Melanesian countries. They were
also guided by personal knowledge
gained from years of involvement in
development projects in the Pacific.

In the first chapter Thistlethwaite
and Davis deal specifically with defin-
ing sustainability, explaining the dif-
ferent reasons behind its current popu-
larity in development discourse both in
the Pacific region and internationally.
The authors argue that because of
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differing approaches and ideologies
regarding environmental issues among
scholars and professionals alike, sus-
tainability has been defined in a
number of ways in the developmental
literature. Differing views notwith-
standing, one theme commonly shared
by scholars and professionals is that
sustainability involves (or should
involve) the proper use of resources
today so that future generations
should not be left worse off than cur-
rent generations (2).

In relation to the specific situations
of Papua New Guinea, Solomon
Islands, Vanuatu, and Fiji, Thistleth-
waite and Davis say that there is both
positive and negative news. On the
positive side, in some Melanesian
countries sustainability is increasingly
being given greater attention by the
leadership than was the case in the
past. Moreover, with those holding
public office showing greater inclina-
tion toward becoming better informed
on environmental issues, the attention
is likely to increase. A positive example
is the “endorsement by all Melanesian
governments of national environmen-
tal management strategies or their
equivalent, national forest inventories,
land-use planning control, and the
like” (8).

The increasing concern with sus-
tainable development in Melanesia, as
elsewhere in the Pacific, is happening
not only at the level of government
policymaking but at the nongovern-
mental and village levels as well. For
some time now nongovernmental
organizations, foreign as well as local,
have been extremely active in raising
public consciousness about environ-
mental issues in Melanesia by way of
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hands-on projects. It is common to
find in Melanesia that the ordinary
villager or urban squatter is perhaps
far more educated on sustainable
development through the work of
nongovernment organizations than
through government policies. One
reason for this difference is that non-
government organizations tend to be
small in size and, for the most part,
highly decentralized, which means that
they are involved far more closely with
villagers and urban squatters than
most governments. Also, most villagers
and urban squatters tend to identify
with such organizations—their many
failures notwithstanding—whereas
they find national governments alien-
ating. For example, in the Solomon
Islands, Solomon Islands Develop-
ment Trust is a nongovernment organ-
ization of exemplary standing. Founded
in the early 1980s by American—
Solomon Islander Dr John Roughan,
but now managed and run by indige-
nous Solomon Islanders, it has been a
beacon for public education among
Solomon Islanders with regard to sus-
tainable development.

The negative factors regarding
sustainability in Melanesia are as
multiple and complex as the positive
ones, according to Thistlethwaite and
Davis. They argue that despite the
expressed support of the current
leadership in Melanesia to promote
sustainable development, much of that
support is mere rhetoric; very little has
been translated into real action (8). As
a result, resources have been grossly
overexploited, especially forests in
Papua New Guinea and Solomon
Islands. This is very unfortunate, the
authors argue, because, of the three
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regions in the Pacific—Micronesia,
Melanesia, and Polynesia—Melanesia
is the one with the most resources and
therefore most capability of success-
fully promoting sustainable develop-
ment. Papua New Guinea, for instance,
is very rich in resources, particularly
mineral and forest wealth (19).

Thistlethwaite and Davis argue that
the seeming inability of Melanesian
governments to carry out their sustain-
able development policies is quite com-
plex. For one thing, sustainable
development requires sound resource
knowledge, which Melanesian coun-
tries often do not have. Numerous
surveys have been carried out in
Melanesian countries by the national
governments, but the surveys have
become dated, making the need for
new surveys urgent. In terms of land
and marine resources, the authors
say that there simply have been no sys-
tematic, comprehensive, and nation-
wide studies made. Scientific studies of
various kinds have been carried out in
the region, but they have been for very
specific purposes. National govern-
ments simply cannot afford large-scale
studies, even though policymakers and
other government officials are aware
that such studies are the principal
planning tools for sustainable develop-
ment.

Besides the lack of funds to support
large-scale studies, other equally seri-
ous factors militate against the success-
ful promotion of sustainability in
Melanesia. One factor is rapid popula-
tion growth, which puts a great deal of
stress on resources. The Solomon
Islands, with an annual birthrate of 3.5
percent, is in a particularly serious
situation. Incidentally, this issue was
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raised by a member of Parliament in
the last sitting (1997) of the Solomon
Islands national parliament, and the
expressed support of other parliamen-
tary members for population control
could not have been stronger. One
hopes the rhetoric translates into real
action this time.

Other factors described by Thistleth-
waite and Davis prevent the successful
promotion of sustainable development
in Melanesia. One is the development
model followed by Melanesian coun-
tries, which is still consistent with the
one initiated during the colonial period.
There is an urgent need to come up
with a development model that
responds specifically, first, to the needs
of each Melanesian country and,
second, to the needs shared by all the
Melanesian countries. Equally serious,
the authors argue, is the need for a
change in the “economic mindset of
many government leaders and officials
to stop treating the consumption of
natural capital as income” (11).

There are a few places in the book
where the reader might find the
authors’ handling of certain issues
somewhat lackluster. On page 113, for
instance, the authors argue that the
media tend to place the primary blame
for environmental destruction in
Melanesia on transnational corpora-
tions when, in fact, the people
themselves are by far the greatest
cause of environmental destruction,
followed by cyclones, earthquakes,
floods, volcanoes, and other natural
phenomena.

Although these other forces do
cause environmental destruction in
Melanesia and the Pacific as whole,
there are some major differences
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between them and the transnational
corporations in terms of the frequency
and intensity of damage. Vulnerable as
the Melanesian countries are, natural
disasters do not hit them all the time.
However, for as long as they do busi-
ness in a region, transnational corpo-
rations constantly cause damage to the
environment. Moreover, deforestation
and soil erosion are not the only envi-
ronmental problems they cause. The
polluting of rivers, streams, and the
surrounding ocean with oil, gasoline,
mining debris, and the like, is also
inevitable. The long-term negative
impact of these activities on human
populations and the ecosystem in gen-
eral is often incalculable compared
with the deaths of a few villagers, for
example, that may occur in a cyclone
or flood.

Related to these is the age-old prob-
lem of exploitation. It cannot be
doubted that transnational corpora-
tions sometimes do make an effort to
be fair and ethical in signing business
deals with people. However, with
profit as the principal motive, the end
result in any business deal is inevitably
the creation of a dichotomy where the
transnational corporations gain and
the people lose, monetarily and other-
wise. In contrast, people usually do not
see a natural disaster as nature having
exploited them. In parts of Melanesia,
a flood sometimes is seen as a blessing
in disguise in that months later the
forest is rejuvenated by silt deposits
brought down from the mountains to
the lowlands. Food crops usually do
very well in the fresh deposits of mulch
and humus. It is as if nature has fertil-
ized the land. To say this, of course, is
not to welcome natural disasters.
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As for environmental problems
resulting from people’s own activities
(113-114), the authors are correct in
their description. One wonders,
though, if the current level of human-
created environmental destruction in
Melanesian countries would have been
possible without the technology (eg,
the safety match, shotgun, outboard
motor, etc) mentioned by the authors
and introduced from outside (114).
Similarly, one wonders whether or not
environmental destruction in parts of
Melanesia today would have occurred
if raising food simply to feed one’s
family were still the primary motive
for production rather than the intro-
duced capitalist drive to make a profit.
For the public to be properly educated
about sustainable development in
Melanesia and the Pacific as a whole,
the authors of this book would be pro-
viding far greater service if they also
discussed issues of this kind as openly
and critically as they discussed others.

These shortcomings notwithstand-
ing, this book inspires hope compared
with the plethora of publications that
have been generated over the years on
development in Melanesia. The book is
among a few in which the authors
unhesitatingly admit that the Mela-
nesian countries do have resources
that, with the right policies and man-
agement, can promote sustainable
development.

This is a very different position
from that taken by others who see
Melanesia and the Pacific as a whole as
being so naturally deprived of
resources (this includes smallness in
size and isolation from international
markets) as to be irredeemably locked
in a spiral of gloom and doom. The
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book is an important contribution to
the growing literature on sustainable
development in Melanesia and the
Pacific as a whole. Teachers, re-
searchers, and policymakers in particu-
lar will find it very useful.

DAVID WELCHMAN GEGEO
Monterey Institute
of International Studies
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Sociocultural Issues and Economic
Development in the Pacific Islands, by
Penelope Schoeffel. Pacific Studies
Series. Manila: Asian Development
Bank, 1996. IsBN 971—-561-08 11, xiii
+ 179 pages, map, notes, bibliography,
tables. First edition is free of charge.

Commissioned by the Asian Develop-
ment Bank, this book springs from two
concerns: the “Pacific Paradox” that
despite high levels of foreign aid the
Pacific Islands region as a whole has
experienced low growth or economic
stagnation; and that past development
interventions in the Pacific Islands,
including those by donors, have
focused too much on economic factors
and have not taken adequate account
of sociocultural ones. In addressing
these concerns, the study is aimed pri-
marily at Pacific governments and aid
donors. The final chapter is entitled
“Issues for Donors.”

In Chapter 1, Schoeffel presents an
informative and commendable over-
view of the cultural and economic
diversity of the region. Aggregate
statistical materials are used to paint a
good picture of broad regional pat-
terns as well as subregional and
national differences. In Chapters 2—4
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local variations are fleshed out in more
detail, and the four areas on which she
concentrates are land tenure; agricul-
ture, fisheries, and forestry; business
and credit; and governance and insti-
tutional issues. There the coverage of
key sociocultural issues is very good,
with, in addition to the sketches of
broad regional similarities, constant
reminders and examples of local
variation.

Schoeffel is skillful in her use of case
studies, and the large number she
presents support her central argument
that development outcomes are shaped
fundamentally by key macroeconomic
variables, but also that an adequate
appreciation of cultural values and
customary practice is critical for the
success of development projects. In her
words, “while sociocultural factors are
significant determinants of economic
behaviour, and while it is easy to
blame customary ways for economic
stagnation, price factors are real
impediments to economic productivity
in the Pacific islands” (146).

Even where sociocultural factors
might have been acknowledged in the
past, often developmental interven-
tions have failed because of inaccurate
assumptions about them. One is that
rural villages are communities with
common interests and goals. “But
this,” Schoeffel correctly argues, “is
rarely the case. Villages are often held
together quite tenuously by the owner-
ship of common assets, have major
divisions and rivalries which impede
co-operation within the community,
and often have serious conflicts with
neighbourhood settlements” (130).
Another is “[t]he idea that island
‘communities’ . . . are in some sense



