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The region of the world usually referred to as the South Pacific 
includes about five million people widely scattered in space and divided 
politically into more than twenty separate national entities. Because of 
the physical and political individualisation of the societies, economic 
change in the region is accompanied by an unusually high proportion of 
foreign trade flow (and international movements of people) and trade flow 
statistics have become available despite the smallness of the economic 

units. 

The first part of this paper attempts to sketch the general economic 
characteristics of this region. The analysis is in broad terms summarising 
general features and interrelationships in an effort to link economic 
characteristics to the specific kinds of import and export flows to which 
they have given rise. 

The balance of the paper offers summaries of the region's import and 
export experience, suggests the extent to which economic generalisations 
seem supported by statistical evidence, and attempts to identify a data base 
within the trade statistics which will facilitate the measurement and 
evaluation of the region's economic performance over time. 

Population Growth and the Agricultural Base 

The twentieth century has seen large numbers of people added to the 
populations of the Pacific islands. The increase has been general, though 
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not uniform, and current population growth rates suggest that the process is 
far from completed. Table 1 shows estimates of population densities from 
recent censuses plus estimates or enumerations from early in the 190os. The 
numbers indicate the increased density of occupancy of the land masses and 
the disparity with which (historically and at present) the lands of the 
region have supported human life. 

Variations in population density exist within the national units as 
well as between them, of course, as evidenced by the fact that sizeable 
areas of the larger islands and many of the smaller islands remain 
uninhabited while elsewhere there is burgeoning urbanisation. 

Table 1 Population Density (earliest and most recent enumeration in 
the twentieth century) 

Country Number of people per sq.km and 
date of census 

American Samoa 29 (1900) 148 (1974 ) 
Cook Islands 34 (1902) 76 (1976 ) 
Fiji 7 (1901 ) 32 (1976 ) 
French Polynesia 9 (1907) 41 (1977 ) 
Guam 18 (1901 ) 157 (1970 ) 
Kiribati (Gilbert Is) 34 (1921 ) 82 (1977 ) 
Nauru 98 (1921 ) 332 (1977 ) 
New Caledonia 3 (1901 ) 7 (1976 ) 
Niue 16 (1902 ) 14 (1979) 
Norfolk Island 26 (1911 ) 47 (1971 ) 
Papua New Guinea 5 (1966) 5 (1971 ) 
Pitcairn Island 40 (1936 ) 15 (1976 ) 
Solomon Islands 3 (1931 ) 7 (1976 ) 
Tokelau 87 (1900 ) 158 (1976 ) 
Tonga 30 (1901 ) 129 (1976 ) 
Trust Terr.of Pacific Is* 29 (1920 ) 63 (1973 ) 
Tuvalu 133 (1921 ) 283 (1979 ) 
Vanuatu (New Hebrides) 7 (1967 ) 9 (1979 ) 
Wallis & Futuna 34 (1964 ) 36 (1976 ) 
Western Samoa 12 (1921 ) 52 (1976 ) 

*Note: Trust Territories of Pacific Islands includes Federated States of 
Micronesia, Marshall Is., Northern Marianas Is., and Palau (see Table 2) 
Source: South Pacific Commission, Population 1978, Statistical Bulletin of 

the South Pacific, No.15 (Noumea, 1979). 
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The demographic expansion reflects the large preponderance of births 
over deaths. During the twentieth century the crude death rate in most of 
the South Pacific fell from more than 3D per 1000 to less than 10 
(McArthur:19-2o; V:203; South Pacific Commission:1975:5; 1983, 29; 
Tuvalu:1979,5; Western Samoa:1971). Immunities were acquired by the island 
peoples against some of the diseases (largely introduced by outsiders) which 
had ravaged their populations in the nineteenth century. 

Tribal welfare, human sacrifice and a variety of population control 
practices including infanticide were abandoned. Various infectious and 
parasitic diseases such as tuberculosis and gastroenteritis were suppressed 
largely through public health programs. And famine and malnourishment, 
often aggravated by warfare and natural calamities, became less frequent. 
The decline in the death rate was not continuous, being interrupted by wars, 
outbreaks of disease and natural disasters. But it persisted and 
constitutes the most powerful driving force in the region's economy. 

Meanwhile, the crude birthrate - the other blade of the demographic 
scissors - generally estimated to have been in excess of 30 per 1000 at the 
beginning of this century moved gradually higher (often to the range of 45-
50 per 1000) in many of the islands (Fiji: 1979,110; Niue:1976,10; Solomon 
Islands:1981, 88; South Pacific Commission:1979,14; 1983, 25, 81; 
Tuvalu:1979:5; Western Samoa:1971,8). This rise in fertility was associated 
with improved diet and health (including control of some general diseases 
and malaria). Other factors also were involved including a breakdown during 
early stages of modernisation of some of the traditional customs which 
previously had encouraged parents to ensure wider spacing of offspring and 
an increase in formula feeding of infants which tended to reduce the post
partum infecund period. 

In many parts of the region the fertility rate has begun to fall 
(especially since the mid-196os). In others the process of fertility 
decline has not yet been reflected in a census enumeration (Fiji:1979, 11; 
i'Jiue:1976,10; South Pacific Commission:1979,14; 1983, 25; Tuvalu:1979, 39; 
Western Samoa:1971,18). Everywhere the youthfulness of the popUlation 
promises a considerable period of further natural increase. 

Current estimates of crude birth rate, crude death rate, and the state 
of natural increase are in Table 2. This table also contains estimates of 
the annual rate of popUlation growth over the last 10 years. The fact that 
the rates of natural increase are greater than the annual popUlation growth 
rates reflects sUbstantial out-migration from the region. This out
migration is associated not only with the rapid growth of popUlation but 
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also with the accommodating immigration policies adopted toward parts of the 
region by a number of other countries including New Zealand. 

Traditionally the region's major food source has been root crops (yam, 
taro, sweet potatoes) plus (in varying degrees of importance in different 
places) bananas, plantain, coconut, breadfruit and citrus. A wide variety 

Table 2 Estimated Demographic Characteristics 

Country Crude Crude Rate of Population 
Birth Death Natural Growth Rate 
Rate Rate Increase 

American Samoa 33 5 28 1.8 
Cook Islands 27 9 18 -1.9 
Fed.States of 
Micronesia 34 5 29 3.2 

Fiji 31 7 24 1.9 
French Polynesia 31 7 24 2.1 
Guam 28 4 24 2.1 
Kiribati 35 14 21 1.8 
Marshall Islands 35 3 32 3.3 
Nauru 41 11 30 1.9 
New Caledonia 27 7 20 1.7 
Niue 26 7 19 -4.3 
Northern 
Mariana Islands 35 7 28 4.2 

Palau 21 4 17 
Papua New Guinea 44 16 28 2.1 
Solomon Islands 45 12 33 3.4 
Tokelau 24 7 17 -0.6 
Tonga 31 10 21 1.5 
Tuvalu 24 15 9 2.7 
Vanuatu 45 15-19 28 3.7 
Wallis & 
Futuna 37 6 31 2.8 

Western Samoa 37 8 29 0.7 

Source: South Pacific Commission, South Pacific Economies! 1981 1 
Statistical Summary, (Noumea: SPC, 1984) pp.5,33. 
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of minor crops also were used :'0 supplement these staples in order to 
maint ain s easonal s uffic i e ncy and otherwise satisfy dietary needs. The 
cons umption of fi s h i s widespread. The soil quality and cultivatability 
vary widely, but traditional technology was adapted to provide for the 
conservation of the resource base while daily needs were being met. Thus 
whi l e evidence of ecological degradation date from pre-modern times, the 
pace was s low compared to the present (Thompson and Adloff, 1971; Ward, 
1980 ; and Hau'ofa, 1980; Yen, 1980A, 1980B). 

Tubers have traditionally been cultivated by shifting or slash-and-burn 
farmi ng . Tuber productivity (in terms of kilograms per hectare) varies 
sharply between cultivating units dependent on soil slope and quality, 
climate and t echnology employed. National pr09uctivity averages conceal 
intra- country varia tions but conservatively suggest their range. The FAD 
estima ted tha t in 1983 tuber productivity varied from 2552 kilograms per 
hectare (in Niue) to 31418 kilograms per hectare (in Cook ISlands). 
Comparing t he year 1983 with the period 1974-76 the FAD found increases in 
producti vi ty in 10 of the South Pacific countries and decreases in five 

(FAO :1 984) • 

Table 3 Tuber Production, Population Density and Birth Rate 

Persons pe r Tuber Production Crude 
Sq . km kg/ha Birth Rate 

141 -197 16480 29 
35-85 12579 33 
7- 13 10139 37 

Note : In t his table the South Pacific countries were grouped as follows: 141-
197 persons per sq.km.: American Samoa, Guam, Tokelau, Tonga; 35-85 persons 
per sq. km.: Cook Islands, Fiji, French Polynesia, Kiribati, Western Samoa, 
Wallis and Futuna; 7-13 persons per sq.km: New Caledonia, Niue, Papua New 
Guinea , Solomon I s lands, Vanuatu. The productivity and birth rate data are 
unweighted averages. 
Source: Calculated from data in South Pacific Commission, South Pacific 

Economies, 1981, Statistical Summary (Noumea: SPC, 1984); and Food 
and Agricultural Organisation, FAD Production Yearbook, 1983, 
Vol.37 (Rome: FAD, 1984). 
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The productivity estimates shows a rough positive correlation with 
density of land occupancy and a rough negative correlation with the birth 
rate as suggested in Table 3. 

The numbers in Table 3 seem to support conclusions which might have 
been reached a priori. As increasing numbers of people come to depend on a 
fixed agricultural land area for their sustenance, productivity (per unit of 
land cultivated i s likely to be pushed by human ingenuity and industry to 
higher levels insofar as the physical resources can accommodate the 
application of new techniques and increased labour. Simultaneously, within 
the complex of social institutions and entrenched behaviour patterns occur 
changes whereby out-migration and lower rates of procreation reduce the rate 
at which new members become dependent on that land area. 

Given the fragile soil resources of the tropical Pacific and the land
extensive bias of the traditional shifting or slash-and-burn farming system, 
the rapid growth of population inevitably requires that many born into 
agricultural areas pursue an economic (and social-cultural) way of life 
different from that of their parents. 

The social and economic responses to this tension between expanding 
numbers of people, limited physical resources and adapting technology 
constitute the foundation from which has developed the present 
configurations of trade among the Pacific island states and between them and 
the rest of the world. 

The trade patterns reflect, in part, the process of urbanization. For 
the towns and cities provided psychic vistas for those moving from rural 
areas which emphasize a new and expanded demand for imports. Moreover, while 
some of the surplus agricultural popUlation move permanently to cities, 
others - or their offspring - go "overseas" and send back foreign goods or 
the wherewithal to buy them thereby further expanding the flows of foreign 
trade. 

More importantly the towns and cities have become characterized by a 
type of occupational specialization (compared to surrounding areas) which 
inevitably makes their inhabitants dependent on trade with suppliers of 
industrial products (and associated services) located outside the region. 
And the cities have become a conduit through which goods, people and 
purchasing power move between the rest of the world and their residents and 
between the rest of the world and their rural compatriots (de Bruijn: 1967; 
McCreary:1973) • 
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As this process continues tastes for traditional staples give way to 
the desire for imported food centering around milled rice, wheat flour and 
refined sugar . Here the "demonstration effect" and the quest for "prestige 
goods" reinforce the imports' real advantages in terms of storeability and 
convenience, despite the likely sacrifice of nutritional value. 

Sometimes the inclination to import food is reinforced by the 
relatively low prices of imported commodities compared to domestic produce. 
This occurs as marketable quantities of domestic outputs are slow to 
materialize both because of the limited availability of fertile land and 
becaUse of the insufficiency motivation in farmers to supply traditional 
products to the cities (Bathgate: 1978, 54; South Pacific Commission: 1982, 
211, 222; Parkinson: 1973, 89). Moreover, as the farmers' time became more 
"costly" in a modern, commercial senss, the production (and availability for 
sale) of the tubers most preferred by consumers (taro, yams) may give way to 
others (sweet potatoes, cassava) which may be grown with less labour and in 
a shorter period of time (Yen: 1980B, 206). 

The efficiency and commercial aggressiveness of foreign food suppliers 
also play a role in this change in preferences and even the domestic 
governments are likely to contribute by subsidizing local food "processing" 
activities (e.g . flour milling and biscuit manufacture) based on imported 
inputs. 

New patterns of foreign trade also characterize the rural sector. In 
part these reflect the effort by agriculturalists to protect themselves by 
importing food against the unreliability of harvests of traditional food 
crops. FAD estimates of per capita food production for the per ioa 1972-
1983 suggest year -to-year declines which are clearly alarming (FAD: 1984, 
86). Thus Fiji experience a decrease of 9 percent in total food output in 
1974, 13 percent in 1979 and 31 percent in 1983. In Tonga food output was 
estimated to have declined 15 percent in 1982 and in Vanuatu there were 
estimated drops of 24 percent in 1980 and 17 percent in 1982. 

But more fundamental forces are in operation. Expanding numbers of 
consumers press f~r greater quantities of food from land which is 
increasingly devoted to permanent planting of tree crops on which the entire 
country - rural and urban alike - relies to finance the expanding flow of 
imports. Governments encourage export crop production by financing research 
and extension assistance, and by subsidizing credit, manipulating prices, 
etc. This generates strong pressures to reduce fallow intervals on which 
the fertility 0 the traditional garden plots in dependent (Grossman: 1980; 
Clark: 1980; Bathgate: 1978, 62). Moreover, the land which had sustained 
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multi-crop cultivation developed over millenia is not always adaptable to 
long-term mono-crop cultivation and even experiments in this direction may 
accelerate the process of soil degradation (Ward: 1980). All this creates a 
demand for more imported fertilizers (and insecticides and herbicides) as a 
feasible (though expensive) way to arrest the decline in soil value and 
creates pressure for further importation of food. 

Moreover, like their urban kinsmen, the farm facilities become aware of 
the availability and desirability of a wide variety of foreign-made goods . 
In addition to food many products and services previously provided within 
the subsistence sector are increasingly sought from the modernizing, 
commercializing, urbanized, import-based sector (South Pacific Commission: 
1982, 149). These are likely to include clothing and construction materials 
and clerical, medical and transport services. The income elasticity of 
demand for these products is likely to be high as the capacity of the 
traditional community to provide them declines and as pressures from 
outsiders reinforce their often genuine and demonstrable superiority over 
traditional outputs. 

This increases the need for money and encourages the accelerated 
introduction of cash crops which further infringe on subsistence gardens and 
increase dependence on imported food. 

The process of urbanization and occupational specialization made 
possible by overseas trade creates new possibilities for distributional 
inequity. Wider differences in consumption spending have becon.e possible 
and new opportunities for personal display and extravagance may encourage 
individual efforts to widen disparities. This may create new tensions 
between rich and poor. 

Moreover, since the inequities relate to subsistence agriculturalists 
and new unaffiliated urban migrants experiencing new extremes of economic 
pressure, they may reflect physical deprivation among the extremely poor. 
That this is more than an imaginary danger is suggested by FAD estimates of 
dietary intake in the region (FAD: 1984). Estimates for 19B3 for nine South 
Pacific countries suggest that in five of those countries per capital 
protein consumption was less than 40 percent of that in New Zealand . Serious 
deficiencies were reported for various countries in the region in retinol, 
calcium, riboflavin and other dietary components .(for the 18-year period 
1964-1981 changes in the consumption of calories per day were estimated for 
five-year intervals. While the trend was generally upward, there were 
periods of decrease as well: for the period 1964-6 to 1961-71 in Fiji and 
SolomlOJn Islands; for 1969-71 to 1974-6 in French Polynesia, New Caledonia, 
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Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu; and for 1974-6 to 1979-B1 in Vanuatu. 

But income differentials also indicate the capacity to save and thus 
constitute the domes tic source of investment funds and capital creation 
which could be used to increase the productive capacity of the islands. 

Because of the defic iency of direct information regarding aggregate 
economic activity , trade flow statis tics may provide the best available 
evidence of both the state of economic growth and the distribution of the 
economic product. Direct measures of national income and its growth from 
year to year are not available for most of the South Pacific countries. The 
large tradi tional sectors make measurement difficult especially complicate 
the estimation of year to year differences . Direct information regarding 
the intra-national distribution of that income and changes in distribution 
patterns is , of course , even more difficult to obtain. 
such measures of economic performance, a comparison of 
flows and t he analysis of their composition may provide a 

IlJllorts 

In the absence of 
export and import 
useful substitute. 

Table 4 presents the value of per capital imports for 17 South Pacific 
countries in 19B1, estimates of per capital national income for those 
countries (in 19BO or 19B1) and the ratio of imports to national income. 
Two facts are apparent. First , total imports are large in relation to total 
income ref l ecting the narrow range of domestic productive activity and the 
resultant demand for products from overseas. 

Second, the correlation between imports and national income is clearly 
evident from the national averages. In the poorest of the countries, 
Kiribati , the 40,000 inhabitants spent an average of $A2BB on imports in 
19BO while in the richest, ' French Polynesia the 150,000 people spent an 
average of $A3225. For Kiribati this represented about 75 percent of their 
per capital GOP, for French Polynesia about 50 percent. 

Generalizations in terms of national averagES require cautious 
interpretation however. On the one hand the difference between a relatively 
rich country (i.e. one with a high per capital national income) and a 
relatively poor country (low per capital national income) is critical. It 
affects the way most of the people live, the kind of technology which is 
employed, and clearly influences the nations' prospects for the future. 
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Table 4 Value of IlJllorts Per Capita and Estimates of Per Capita National 
IocOllE ($A) 

Country Per Capita Per Capital Imports/Income 
Imports National Income x 100 

$ $ % 

French Polynesia(80) 3225 6292 51 
New Caledonia (81) 2512 5879 43 
Guam (76) 2267 4125 55 
American Samoa (80) 2577 3442 75 
Fiji (81) 870 1698 52 
Cook Islands (80) 1137 983 116 
Niue (80) 884 957 92 
Wallis & Futuna (80) 568 805 71 
Western Samoa (80) 361 723 50 
Papua New Guinea (81) 314 712 44 
Trust Ter. of the Pacific 

Islands (78) 254 705 36 
Vanuatu (81) 377 639 59 
Solomon Islands (81 ) 283 547 52 
Tonga (81) 356 526 68 
Tokelau (80) 156 478 33 
Tuvalu (80) 420 478 88 
Kiribati (81) 288 384 75 

Source: South Pacific Commission, South Pacific Economies 1981: 
Statistical Summary, (Noumea: SPC 1984) and South Pacific 
Commission, Overseas Trade 1981, Statistical Bulletin of the South 
Pacific, No.23, (Noumea: SPC, 1983). 

On the other hand there are obviously rich people in the poor countries 
and poor people in the rich and the averages tell nothing about such intra
national distribution. Furthermore, the ready availability of such averages 
and the ease with which they can be factored into our calculations may 
encourage us to forget that internal differences exist and that they may be 
large. 

But while these averages conceal the intra-national extremes they 
provide at least a minimal estimate of their range. The fact that the mean 
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per capita income of French Polynesia is more than 16 times that of Kiribati 
(and its per capita imports more than 11 times as large) vividly demonstrate 
the existence of major distributional inequity in the region. The fact that 
differentials between individuals and families are inev·itably much greater 
than the differences between the national averages must be seen as implicit 
in the nature of the computations . 

But the analysis of the averages can shed a more direct light on the 
pattern of distribution. For the identification of distinguishing 
characteristics of high-and low-income groups (in this case countries) makes 
it possible to study the relationship between those characteristics and the 
income differentials and this facilities analysis of intra-national 
distribution patterns as well. 

Table 5 Per Capita Imports, 1981, Comparing Region's Two Richest and Four 
Poorest Countries by SITC Section {$A} 

SITC Section Poor Rich Ratio of Rich to 
Poor 

$ $ 

Miscellaneous manufactured 
articles (8) 27 330 12.2 

Machinery and transport 
equipment (7) 69 786 11 .4 

Oils and fats (4) 1 13 9.3 
Mi neral fuels (including 

petroleum (3) 64 555 8.7 
Crude Materials -

i nedible (2) 6 52 8.7 
Chemi cals (5) 19 152 8.0 
Ma nufactured goods (6) 53 426 8.0 
Food (0) 68 481 7.1 
Beverages and tobacco (1) 14 73 5.2 

The two richest countries: French Polynesia, New Caledonia. 
The four poorest countries: Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu. 

Source: South Pacific Commission, South Pacific Economies, 1981 
Statistical Summary (Noumea: SPC, 1984). 
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For the South Pacific region s uch an analys i s i s f acilitated by the 
availability of f oreign trade statistics . Since a major part of the national 
income arises from exports and is s pent on imports , an ana lysis of these 
trade flows and their composition can assist in under sta nding the 
circumstances (including the distribution patterns) from which they arose . 

Table 5 provide one s tatistical perspective of how the rich and poor 
countries divided t heir import spending . It s hows per capital expendi t ure in 
1981 for each major (one-di git) SITC secti on in t he four poorest countries 
(Tonga, Tuvalu , Solomon I s lands , Vanuatu) and in the t wo riches countries 
(French Polynes ia and New Caledonia) for which consistent dat a sets were 
available . The greatest relative different ia l s were in import s of 

Table 6 Percentage of Total I lIl>orts by SITC Division - Two Richest and 
Four Poorest Countries , 1981 

SITC Divis ion Two Richest Four Poorest Rich/Poor x 100 

% % 

Fruits and 
Vegetables (05) 2. 9 1.1 2. 6 

Plastic Materials (58) 0. 8 0.3 2. 4 
Animal Feed (08) 0 . 6 0.3 2 . 2 
Iron and Steel (67) 2. 6 1.4 1.9 
Foot wear (85) 0 . 7 0.4 1. 8 
Petroleum (33) 18 . 8 16. 4 1.1 
Coffee , tea, spices (07) 0 . 8 0.6 1. 2 
Paper (64) 1.6 2.0 0 . 8 
Crude f ertiliser (27) 0 .4 0 . 5 0.9 
8everages (11 ) 1. 9 2. 7 0 . 7 
Textile yarn , fabrics (65) 1.6 2 . 6 0 . 6 
Toiletries (55) 1 . 2 2 . 2 0 . 5 
Cereal s (04) 3.1 6 . 6 0 . 5 
Sugar (06) 1.1 2. 6 0.4 
Tobacco (1 2) 0 . 7 1.8 0.4 
Fish (03) 0 . 8 5. 3 0. 2 

Source : South Pacific Commission , Overseas Trade 1981 , Statistical 
Bul letin of t he South Pacifi c No . 23 , (Noumea : SPC , 1983). 
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miscellaneous manufactured goods (mostly consumer products) and in machinery 
and transport equipment. Differentials were smallest (but still involved a 
ratio greater than 5:1) in food, beverages and tobacco. 

Table 6 continue s the comparison between the same two relatively rich 
and four relatively poor regional members using two-digit SITC divisions. 
Whereas Table 5 gave values of per capita imports, Table 6 shows the average 

percentages of total imports devoted to each. Again the product categories 
are ranked in accordance with the degree of differentiation between poor and 
rich . Thus import spending by the richer countries exceeded that of the 
poorer most widely in several categories of consumer goods (fruits and 
vegetables ; plastic materials , footwear; coffee, tea and spices) and in 
several categories of investment goods (iron an6 steel , animal food). 
Whereas the least differential between rich and poor was in imports of fish, 
tobacco , sugar , cereal , toiletries and textiles.*2 

As a cross-sectional demonstration of "Engel' s Law" this set of 
calculations identifies as "luxuries" a combination of consumer and 
investment goods and as "staples" the set of consumer goods which includes 
fish , tobacco, sugar and cereal. The numbers s uggest the extent to which 
(by 1981) families had become dependent on foreign suppliers for basic 
consumption needs. The numbers also suggest the degree to which the 
importa tion of consumables provides an effective limit to the capacity of 
Lhe poorer countries to import capital goods despite the critical importance 
of capital inputs as a foundation for economic growth and rising living 
s tandards. 

Vie wed from another perspective the data suggest that export 
opportunities exist in the South Pacific for commodities purchasable by both 
rich and poor. The large and expanding numbers of relati vel y poor in the 
region will ensure the demand for' non-luxuries even as the demand for non
staples and investment goods rises with higher incomes for some people in 
some places. Finally, for a majority of the two-digit SITC divisions no 
corre lation was apparent linking their importation to either rich or poor, a 
fact which suggest s that while some market potentials may be forecast on the 
basic of income level, many cannot. 

Import statistics may also be used to examine patterns of change over 
time, for example the responses of South Pacific economies to the recent 
sharp increases in petroleum prices. In 1973 the region like other parts of 
the world had become heavily dependent on petroleum for transportation and 
Power generation and (at least potentially) for soil fertilisation. To 
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impolt oil in 1973 these countries were using from 3.9 percent (in Western 
Samoa) to 9.B percent (in French Polynesia) of their total import capacity. 

The real price of oil imported into the area had remained relatively 
constant from 1969-73 (Fiji ' s data are used as representative), then rose 
sharply in 1974 remaining relatively constant in real terms until 19Bo when 
the second abrupt price increase occurred. 

As oil price rose efficiencies were achieved in its use as measured by 
the value of gross national product per unit of fuel consumed. Thus in Fiji 
(whose data is adjusted to exclude re-exports) a calculated ratio of GNP to 
quantity of motor spirits imported rose from 13 (real dollars of GOP per 
litre of motor spirits imported) in 1969-73 to 17 in 1974-79 to 1 B as the 
real prices of motor spirits rose from B. 2 to 16.0 to 22 .9 cents per litre. 

Despite such internal adjustments, total fuel costs rose sharply so 
that by 19B1 the percentage of import capacity used for SI TC 33 exceeded 20 
percent in New Caledonia, Fiji and Papua New Guinea and was less than 15 
percent only in French Polynesia, Cook Islands and Solomon I s lands. (There 
is some oil included in the figures which was imported only to be re
exported, thus some double counting . But the range 15-25 percent seems 
typical of enough countries to suggest the magnitude of the new dependence). 
Thus a sharp rise occurred from the 4-10 percent range only eight years 
earlier. 

* Calculations were made for each two-digit SITC category where there were 
data. Moreover, the same calculations were made for the other six countries 
for which import data were available (American Samoa, Fiji, Cook Islands , 
Niue, Western Samoa, Papua New Guinea). These countries being intermediate 
in respect to per capita national income between the two groups shown in the 
Table. Only those SITC categories are included in Table 6 for which the 
average imports for those six countries were numerically intermediate 
between the numbers shown for the rich and poor s ubsets thus supporting the 
suggestion that the direction of difference between rich and poor was that 
indicated. Furthermore, the same calculations were made for 1973. In 
general the 1973 data confirm the differences in import patterns between 
rich and poor countries suggested in the Table 4 ratios with three 
interes ting exceptions . There was a re l ative shift from poor to rich in 
relative import spending between 1973 and 19B1 for iron and steel (0 .9 to 
1.9), footwear (1.4 to 1.B), coffee, etc. (o.B to 1.2); and from rich to 
poor in the relative importance of fertiliser inputs (2.0 to 0.9). These 
shifts are commented on below . 
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Table 7 Change in C~ition of IqlOrts, 1973 to 1981 - Eleverr South 
Pacific Countries 

Division Description Composition of total imports 
% 1981 % of countries showing 
% 1973 x 100 increase ,. 

27 Crude minerals 367% 82% 
33 Petroleum and 

petroleum products 291 100 
51 Leather manufactures 148a 60 
71 Machinery, non-

electrical 188 55 
73 Transport equipment 142 73 
59 Chemical materials 114b 60 
54 Medicinal products 113 70 
08 Animal Feed 112 40 
07 Coffee, tea, cocoa, 

spices 110 64 
66 Non-metallic mineral 

manufactures 107 35 
81 Plumbing, lighting 

fixtures 105 44 
57 Explosives 102 60 
67 Iron and Steel 102 44 
58 Plastic materials 101 40 

69 Metal manufactures, 
n.B.S. 101 36 

64 Paper, paper products 100 55 
00 Live animals 99 50 
53 Wood manufactures 99 40 
83 Travel goods , etc . 91c 25 
01 Meat 89 36 
89 Miscellaneous mfg . 

articles 88 27 

06 Sugar, honey 87 36 
55 Toiletries 87 20 
04 Cereals 85 27 
68 Non- fer reus metals 84 44 
02 Dairy products 

and eggs 82 36 
72 Electrical materials 81d 27 
OS Fruit and vegetables 80 27 
12 Tobacco 77 9 
52 Rubber manufactures 75 27 
54 Clothing 75 18 
03 Fish 74e 27 
55 Textile yarn and 

fabrics 70 9 
24 Wood, lumber 59f 40 
11 Beverages 55 18 
53 Dyeing materials 53 0 
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* Calculations were made of the percent of total imports in each SITC 
division for 11 countries (American Samoa, Cook Islands, Fiji, French 
Polynesia, Niue, New Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Tonga, 
Vanuatu, Western Samoa) for 1973 and 1981 and of the relative change in 
those percentages for each country between the two years. The first data 
column above is the unweighted mean percentage change for those countries. 

In six of the calculations of percentage change above, data for 
individual countries have been excluded because the low level of imports in 
1973 made in inappropriate to measure the magnitude of change as a 
percentage. The specific exclusions where indicated above : (a) Tonga, 
(b) W.Samoa, (c) Vanuatu, (d) W.Samoa, (e) Vanuatu, (f) Niue. 
Source: South Pacific Commission, Overseas Trade 1978, Statistical 

Bulletin of the South Pacific, No.17; Overseas Trade 1981, 
Statistical Bulletin of the South Pacific No.23, (Noumea: SPC, 
1 980, 1983). 

Table 7 shows the relative change between 1973 and 1981 in each two
digit SITC division for the 11 countries of the region for which data were 
available. The tables shows the mean percentage of total imports spent on 
each category in 1981 divided by the percentage spent on that category in 
1973. That measure of central tendency is reinforced here with another in 
the second column of the table - which shows the percentage of the 11 
countries which experienced a relative increase in each category between 
1973 and 1981. 

The two measures together indicate the type of commodity most affected 
and that l east affe~ted by the redistribution of resources compelled by the 
rise in oil prices. The high end of the scale (greatest increase relative 
to other imports) includes petroleum, fertiliser (largely petroleum 
derived), chemic;al elements and compounds, and certain consumer goods not 
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easily substituted for, e.g. coffee-tea-spices, medicine a nd 
pharmaceuticals. Transportation equipment is high on the list as a critical 
i nvestment good 01' as a luxury consumable affordable by those able to 
protect their disposable income despite the rise in oil prices. 

The low end of the spectrum in Table 7 includes an obvious set of 
consumers imports which were postponable 01' for which domestic alternatives 
could be sUbstituted: beverages, furniture, clothing, tobacco, fruit and 
vegetables, toiletries, and cereal. The suppression of consumer imports 
suggests, on the one hand, the productive capacity to provide import 
substitutes which still existed in these countries. On the other hand it 
showed the degree to which the relatively pOOl' bore the brunt of the 
economic adjustment. 

Furthermore, the pattern of import adjustment suggests three ways in 
which pressure on the region's fertile land was intensified by the higher 
oil prices. First, rising petroleum prices increased incentives to expand 
export crop production to pay the rising costs. Second, there was 
simultaneously an expanded need for higher food crop production to replace 
food imports. Third, the application of artificial fertiliser to maintain 
soil productivity became more expensive, often prohibitably so. 

Looking again at patterns of change in imports between 1973 and 1981, 
Table 8 consists individual country responses in respect to changing 
emphasis on consumables, investment goods and tran~ort equipment. Column 1 
indicates the relative change between 1973 and 1981 in food imports (SITC 0) 
as a percentage of total imports and ranks the countries from Vanuatu where 
food imports increased most as a fraction of total imports to Solomon 
Islands where the ratio of food to total imports most declined. 

Column 2 shows changes in imports of non-food consumables (again 
calculated as the relative change in percentage of total imports between 
1973 and 1981). The categories included: beverages (SITC 11), tobacco (12), 
medicine (54), toiletries (55), paper products (54), textiles (65), 
fUrniture (82), clothing (84), and footwear (85). Part A shows the mean 
national percentage change; Part B indicates the fraction of relevant SITC 
divisions in which there was a r elative increase between 1973 and 1981. 

Columns 1 and 2 together are intended to illustrate the degree to which 
the i mportation of consumables declined under the pressure of rising oil 
prices . The two columns show a close positive correlation. As available 
revenues were shifted to pay the rising oil bill, the relative decrease (or 
increase) in food imports tended to be accompanied by a corresponding 
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decrease (or increase) in the fraction of resources devoted to imports of 
consumer goods other than food. The positive correlation in the direction 
of change within the consumption goods categories (rather than the 
substitution of food for non- food and vice versa) suggest the directness and 
immediacy of impact of those import adjustments on the lives of the people 

in the importing countries. 

Table 8 Changes in Selected Categories of IflllOrts 1973-1981 for Eleven 
South Pacific Countries 

Mean % changes (A) and fractions of SITC divisions showing increase (B) 

Country 

Vanuatu 
Am. Samoa 
Cook Islands 
Fr. Polynesia 
New Caledonia 
Papua New 

Niue 
Tonga 
Fiji 

Guine 

w. Samoa 
Solomon Islands 

Food 

A 

159 
104 

97 
94 
93 

88' 
78 
76 
73 
69 
51 

2 

Other 
Consumables 
A B 

3 
Investment 

Goods 
A B 

103 (5/8) 68 
111 (4/8) 95 

94 (3/7) 98 
84 (2/8) 102 
81 (3/8) B3 

(1/7) 
(1/5 ) 
(4/8) 
(5/8) 
(1/8 ) 

84 
65 
96 
71 
57 
60 

(1/8 ) 
(1/8 ) 
(2/8) 
(1/8 ) 
(1/7 ) 
(0/8) 

79 (1/8) 
199 (5/6) 
111 . (3/8) 
108 (4/8) 

(2/8) 
79 (2/8) 

4 

Agric. 
Capital 
A B 

76 (0/2) 

282 (1/1) 
157 (1/2) 
164 (2/2) 

107 (1/2) 
93 (0/1) 
84 (1/2) 

153 (2/2) 
32 (0/2) 
47 (0/2) 

5 
Transport 
Equipment 

A 

67 
99 

132 
111 

98 

101 
111 
102 
108 
371 
263 

Source: South Pacific Commission, Overseas Trade 1978, Statistical 
Bulletin of the South Pacific, No.17; Overseas Trade 1981, 
Statistical Bulletin of the South Pacific No. 23 (Noumea, SPC , 
1980, 1983). 

Column 3 shows relative changes in the proportion of total imports in 
those SITC divisions made up predominantly of investment goods (where data 
were available): viz., non-metallic minerals, including cement (SITC 66) , 
iron and steel (67), non-fer rous metals (68), dyes (53), explosives (57), 
non- electrical machinery (71), electrical machinery (72), and plumbing and 
lighting " fixtures (81). Column 4 includes two divisions emphasising 
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agricultural capital: viz., manufactured fertiliser (56), and animal feed 
(08) • Colum 5 shows the change in imports of transport equipment (SITC 
73) • 

A comparison of relative changes in investment goods imports, (Colums 
3 and 4) with imports of consumables (Cols. 1 and 2) shows a clear 
divergence in the nature of economic responses in various countries. In 
Vanuatu the significant expansion in the relative importance of imports of 
both food and other consumables was accompanied by a relative reduction in 
i mports of both investment goods and transport equipment. An alternative 
patterns occurred in Fiji and Niue where sharp relative reductions in 
consumer goods were accompanied by increases in the relative importance of 
investment goods imports. 

Another course is suggested by the Solomon Islands' data (and to a 
lesser degree in Papua New Guinea) where the substantial relative reduction 
in consumables was accompanied by a parallel reduction in investment imports 
and where the combined reduction was offset by a large relative increase in 
the importation of transport equipment. Transport equipment (SITC 73) 
accounted for a larger share of total imports in 1981 than in 1973 in most 
South Pacific countries. In 1973 its share varied from 4.2 percent (Cook 
Islands) to 10.6 percent (French Polynesia). In 1981 the range was 4.2 
percent (American Samoa) to 28.1 percent (Western Samoa). The 
interpretatio.n of these percentages is complicated by the dual nature of 
transport equipment and the heterogeneity of the composition of this SITC 
division. Thus transport equipment constitutes an important part of a 
country ' s investment capability. On the other hand one element, passenger 
cars , constitutes a major consumable and, perhaps, the most important single 
indicator of luxury consumption or affluence in societies where annual per 
capita GNP is less (and often far less) than A$7ooo. 

Consider, for example, the large relative expansion of transport 
equipment imports into Solomon Islands, from 7.2 percent of total imports in 
1973 to 19.0 percent in 1981. This increase was accompanied by relative 
decline in s i x of the eight observed categories of investment goods imports. 
Thus t he increase in transport equipment imports seems not to have been part 
of a generally expanding investment goods package and the possibility is 
Suggested of their importation as (luxury) consumer goods. In 1971 imports 
of transport equipment into Solomon Islands were exceeded by food import by 
a ratio of 3.1 and by miscellaneous manufactured goods (SITC 8) by 1.4: 1 • 
In 1983 transport equipment imports into Solomon Islands exceeded these 
other cat egories by 78 percent and 150 percent, respectively. 
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Fiji's import statistics suggest an alternative pattern of response 
where the relative increase in transport equipment imports (from 7.5 percent 
in 1973 to 8.1 percent in 1981) was accompanied by relative increase in 
imports of four of eight investment goods categories and in both those 
related to agricultural capital inputs. Imports of transport equipment rose 
from 39 to 57 percent of food imports and 51 to 92 percent of SITC 8. In 
Tonga the pattern was parallel except that the increase in the relative 
importance of transport equipment was less pronounced than in Fiji. 

If distributional inequity were accompanied by both a savings
investment response and an increase in luxury consumption, the resultant 
import patterns might show characteristics such as this. 

In surrmary, the available import statistics (limited as they are to 
two-digit SITC divisions) suggest the following generalisations: 

1. There is wide disparity of purchasing power within the region. 

2. The region's poor exert a strong demand for food imports (as opposed to 
luxury consumables) and this must be seen as an ultimate limit on the 
capacity to import investment goods - a limit which is most critical in 
the poorer and least critical in the richer countries. 

3. Trade adversities (rising import prices and, by implication, falling 
export prices) are likely to result in falling consumption standards 
and in pressure for an increase in domestic agricultural outputs and 
thus generate short-run market incentives for soil overuse. 

4. Trade adversity seems to have been met in some South Pacific countries 
by a combination of political and cultural responses working to 
maintain equity as evidenced by their sustained importation of non
luxury consumables even at the sacrifice of investment goods imports . 

5. The degree to which the capacity to import investment goods is 
vulnerable to trade adversities, especially in the poorer countries, 
seems a rel iable measure of the degree of difficulty to be encountered 
in the attempt to create a productive capital bases in countries with 
low per capita income and rising popUlations. 

6. Patterns of wealth distribution may be reflected in import statistics 
and hypotheses related to distributional equity may be drawn from these 
statistics to guide the investigation of distributional patterns in 
l ight of other evidence. 
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Exports 

Balance of Payments 

The imports on which the South Pacific countries depend must be paid 
for with foreign exchange made available by outsiders who buy exported goods 
and services and by foreigners who make loans or direct investments in the 
reg ion or who send unrequited transfers. Where trade flow statistics were 
available for 1981 they showed trade deficits (an excess of imports over 
exports) in every country except American Samoa and Nauru. Table 9 shows 
per capita exports and imports for that year and indicates that for 8 of the 
11 countries for which data were available the value of exports was less 
than 80 percent of the value in imports while for 5 it was less than 25 
percent. (Since the region's export statistics tend to be more complete 
than the import statistics, the Qegree of trade deficit is probably 
understated). 

Trade balances generally worsened during the past decade. Table 9 also 
shows (in parentheses) calculations of percentage changes in export and 
import values between 1973/4 and 1978/81. IfTlJorts rose faster than exports 
in all except Solomon Islands, Fiji and Vanuatu where increased sales of 
fish and timber, rising sugar prices and reduced imports (in the three 
count ries, respectively) prevented a worsening of the trade balance. 

The foreign exchange earnings generated by the region's merchandise 
expor t s have been supplemented by foreign exchange from overseas lenders and 
investors, by unilateral transfers (official and private), and by earnings 
from the international sale of services. Detailed information is available 
for the balance of payments accounts of Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, 
Fiji , Western Samoa and Tonga which suggests the following: 

1 • There is a substantial net inflow of direct investment funds from 
overseas to the region which has ranged in recent years from about 10 
per cent of the value of imports (as in Tonga and Western Samoa) to more 
t han 40 percent in Papua New Guinea. 

2. Off i cial unrequited transfers have added foreign exchange credits worth 
more than 25 percent of total import value in Papua New Guinea and 
Wes t ern Samoa and lesser relative amounts elsewhere. 

3. Private unrequited transfers constitute substantial credit items 
(for eign exchange inflows) for some countries including Tonga and 
Wes tern Samoa but elsewhere have generated debit outflows as in Papua 
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New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Fiji. 

Table 9 Per capi ta Exports and IfIlJorts, 1 981 ( SA ) and Real Percentage 
Changes 1972/74 to 1979/81 

Country Exports (Change) Imports (Change) X (Change) 

American Samoa 
New Caledonia 
Fiji 
Solomon Islands 
Papua New Guinea 
Cook Islands 
Vanuatu 
French Polynesia 
Niue 
Tonga 
Western Samoa 

$ 

5214 
2013 
433 
247 
239 
221 
209 
169 
142 

78 
61 

(104% ) 
( 83%) 
(142% ) 
(186% ) 
( 99%) 
( 86%) 
( 74%) 
( 65%) 
(149% ) 
( 93%) 
(108%) 

$ 

3013 
2512 
870 
283 
314 

1177 
377 

3240 
922 
356 
382 

(134% ) 
( 87% ) 
(1 24% ) 
(172% ) 
(137% ) 
(199%) 
( 71 %) 
(11 5% ) 
(17 3% ) 
(141 %) 
(156% ) 

1.73 ( .78) 
. 80 (.95) 
. 50 (1 .1 5) 
. 87 (1 . 08) 
.76 ( . 72) 
.19 (.43) 
. 55 (1.04) 
.05 (.57) 
.1 5 (.86) 
. 22 (.66) 
.1 6 ( . 69) 

Note: The percentage changes from 1972/4 to 1979/81 have been deflated to 
take account of the change in value of the dollar by using Australia ' s GOP 
deflator. 
Source : South Pacific Commission: Overseas Trade 1978; Overseas Trade 

1981, Statistical Bulletins of the South Pacific, Nos.17, 23 
(Noumea, SPC, 1980, 1983). 

4 . Other current account items (i ncluding shipping costs and tourist 
expenditures) also constitute net credits for some countries and net 
debits for others . Thus Fiji enjoyed from this category a net credit 
equal to 20 percent of her imports, and Tonga a smaller amount . But 
these items constituted net debit outflows for Papua New Guinea and 
Solomon Is lands equal to more than 30 pe rce nt of their total 
merchandise imports. One item in this group, income on foreign 
investments, represents a net outflow of foreign exchange , generally , 
from the region. 

5. The net loss of foreign exchange reserves (up to six percent of the 
value of imports in Tonga in 1979/81) has become increasingly common in 
the. past decade as has the need to borrow from the Inter national 
Monetary Fund. 
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Thus the large and widening trade deficits have been made possible in 
the past by unilateral transfers (mostly by foreign governments) but 
pr imarily by an inflow of foreign exchange in the form of loans and direct 
investments. The recent past has been a time of easy international credit 
and this credit has made possible a course of import-based social change 
well in advance of the expansion of the region;s export producing capacity. 
This course affects both the rate of exhaustion of the region; s physical 
resources and the distribution of economic and political power within the 
region and between the South Pacific economies and the rest of the world. 

Ultimatel y, the vaJ-ue of the region's exports must expand to pay the 
rising import costs. Official unrequited transfers may seem objectionable 
because of their political implications but, in any event, are by nature 
temporary. And foreign investments in the South Pacific must eventually 
cons titute part of a capital system within the region which generates 
expanded export flows so as to free the host countries from permanent 
dependence on outsiders and (in purely economic terms) to compensate the 
people of the region for the outflow of income to which those investments 
give rise. 

Non-Agricultural Exports 

Access to some of the world's riches mineral ore deposits lies in Papua 
New Guinea and New Caledonia and in 1980/1 52 percent of Papua New Guinea's 
exports were minerals (mostly copper from 80uganville) as were about 99 
percent of those from New Caledonia (nickel). Gold was exported in 1981 
from Solomon Islands and Fiji. Phosphate's were the principal export from 
Nauru and formerly were exported from French Polynesia ( until 1966) and 
Kiribati (until 1979). 

Reliance on mineral exports to provide a foundation for national 
economic growth must be seen as dangerous from the vantage point of the mid-
1980 ' s . Mineral prices have been erratic and slow to rise. 

Supply currently shows capacity to outrun demand at constant prices, at 
least i n the short run, since individual suppliers or countries of situs are 
under pressure to try to offset heavy fixed production costs by offering 
increased quantities regardless of the state of world demand. In countries 
Where mineral exports are seen as the principal means of financing 
"development" the economic incentive to keep output levels high to offset 
fixed cos t s is reinforced by social and political pressures to maintain 
revenue flows necessary to initiate or sustain the momentum of national 
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economic growth. 

For a low- or middle-income country this situation is distinctly 
disadvantageous. When world demand is weak and prices low the simultaneous 
efforts of many such countries to maintain export sales push prices even 
lower. Non-renewable resources may be used up under least advantageous 
conditions. In such a situation richer countries may be advantaged, 
relatively by their greater ability to reduce output when world supply and 
demand conditions are unfavourable. 

There is another problem which may be associated with heavy reliance on 
mineral exports . The exchange rate for the exporting country's currency may 
be so heavily influenced by that single world (mineral) market so as to be 
unreflective of advantages and disadvantages of other markets and thus 
overprice (and prevent the successful exportation of) other products. This 
may explain, for example, why New Caledonia exports almost no product from 
any sector of its economy other than nickel and nickel ore. 

The exportation of tropical hardwood has characteristics similar in 
some respects to mineral exports since at least in the (relatively long) 
short run its supply cannot be augmented . Price prospects for tropical 
hardwoods are excellent and the export revenues of several countries 
(especially Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands) will undoubtedly be 
expanded from this source . But hardwood exports have passed their peak in 
most South Pacific countries: in Western Samoa since 1974, Vanuatu since 
1977, French Polynesia since 1978, and Fiji since 1980. 

There is great need throughout the region to insure the preservation of 
soil fertility and the value of its vegetative cover in areas of timber 
cutting. There have been widespread deficiencies in this regard due to the 
complexity and ambiguity of land control and title and the speed with which 
forests can be cut compared to the time it takes for governments to see the 
need for an effective conservation policy and respond to it. 

There seems little doubt lhat the sea constitutes that part of the 
region' s resource base which (largely by virtue of its size) offers the 
greatest promise for the economic future . 8y the middle of the 1980's this 
resource remains largely untapped although fishing and the exportation of 
fish were important especially in American Samoa, Vanuatu, and Solomon 
Islands less so in Fiji and Papua New Guinea, but potentially everywhere. 
The success of the region's economic future clearly seems to lie in the 
effective exploitation and conservation of the sea's resources; and the 
development and regularisation of legal rights to see life and minerals are 

24 



economic growth. 

For a low- or middle-income country this situation is distinctly 
disadvantageous . When world demand is weak and prices low the simultaneous 
efforts of many such countries to maintain export sales push prices even 
lower. Non-renewable resources may be used up under least advantageous 
conditions. In such a situation richer countries may be advantaged, 
relatively by their greater ability to reduce output when world supply and 
demand conditions are unfavourable. 

There is another problem which may be associated with heavy reliance on 
mineral exports. The exchange rate for the exporting country's currency may 
be so heavily influenced by that single world (mineral) market so as to be 
unreflective of advantages and disadvantages of other . markets and thus 
overprice (and prevent the successful exportation of) other products. This 
may explain, for example, why New Caledonia exports almost no product from 
any sector of its economy other than nickel and nickel ore. 

The exportation of tropical hardwood has characteristics s imilar in 
some respects to mineral exports since at least in the (relatively long) 
short run its supply cannot be augmented. Price prospects for tropical 
hardwoods are excellent and the export revenues of several countries 
(especially Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands) will undoubtedly be 
expanded from this source . But hardwood exports have passed their peak in 
most South Pacific countries: in Western Samoa since 1974, Vanuatu since 
1977, French Polynesia since 197B, and Fiji since 1980. 

There is great need throughout the region to insure the preservation of 
soil fertility and the value of its vegetative cover in areas of timber 
cutting. There have been widespread deficiencies in this regard due to the 
complexity and ambiguity of land control and title and the speed with which 
forests can be cut compared to the time it takes for governments to see the 
need for an effective conservation policy and respond to it. 

There seems little doubt that the sea constitutes that part of the 
region's resource base which (largely by virtue of its size) offers the 
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resource remains largely untapped although fishing and the exportation of 
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effective exploitation and conservation of the sea's resources; and the 
development and regularisation of legal rights to see life and minerals are 
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issues of paramount importance. 

Agricultural Exports 

Most of the agricultural products exported from the South Pacific were 
introduced into the region by outsiders for the specific purpose of sale to 
foreign markets. Th;i.s includes sugar, coffee, cocoa, oil palm, tobacco, 
cotton, rubber, vanilla, and European vegetables. Even crops which were 
indigenous (coconut , banana) became exportable only under pressure from 
outside for the expansion of planting so as to accommodate export sales. 
Thus the "opening" of the region initiated a pattern of agricultural 
development in which new crops were introduced in competition with 
traditional crops intensifying returns to traditional technology. Thus the 
expansion of agricultural exports entail "physical consequences" in addition 
to the "social" results associated with new employment opportunities and new 
opportunities to import goods and ideas. 

Coconuts: Coconuts, one of the region's earliest "cash crops" have 
long provided the major export for many parts of the South Pacific. Thus in 
1980/1 copra accounted for 48 percent of Western Samoa's total exports, 40 
percent of those from Vanuatu, 35 percent of Niue's, 24 percent of Tonga's 
and smaller fractions of those of other regional members. Coconut oil 
constituted 45 percent of the exports of French Polynesia and 31 percent of 
Tonga ' s . Because of the relatively low prices of copra and coconut oil in 
recent years export receipts from this source declined (in real terms) 
between 1973 and 1981 in Kiribati, New Caledonia, Tonga, Fiji, and Papua New 
Guinea , and everywhere between 1979 and 1982. Pr ices recovered somewhat 
between 1982 and mid-1984 but have fallen through mid-1985. 

Despite the fact that real prices remain near historic lows, 
improvements in the production, transport and marketing of coconut and 
coconut products probably offer the best short-run prospect for general 
improvement in trade balances in the region and the best short run means for 
improving the economic well being of the region's famil ies. The cultivation 
of existing stands of coconut trees could be substantially improved by the 
introduction of horticultural practices currently in use elsewhere - as in 
Indonesia and Sri Lanka. Moreover, since much copra is exported as such the 
possibility exists for the introduction of new extraction and processing 
technology '- which is now obtainable in relatively small scale units. And a 
variety of currently un exploited opportunities for the development of new 
and uses might be taken advantage of. 
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Finally, it should be noted that the increased sale of coconut products 
is probably the best way to insure that expanded export earnings are widely 
distributed since coconut trees are widely held and (though sometimes) are 
not generally confined to large, centrally managed estates . 

Long run prospects for the export of coconut products, however, offer 
little hope that they might provide a basis for financing major new capital 
development in the region . Real prices of copra and coconut oil are 
expected to remain near their lowest levels since the 1940s except for 
temporary, short-te rm fluctuations in response to changing supply 
conditions. Any long-term improvement in these prices is dependent on 
increased sales to low- or middle-income countries where the demand for fats 
and oils will rise rapidly with per capita national income this being no 
longer the case in industrialised countries . 

But there are a great variety of oil- bearing raw materials (including 
animal fats and both annual and perennial crops) and technology has made 
them increasingly interchangeable. Coconut products are at a considerable 
disadvantage in this contest against their major competitors . The markets 
tend to favour high-mea i-content (soybeans) versus high-oil-content (copra); 
soft oil (soybean, cottonseed, corn), over hard (coconut and palm) 1 and 
cheaper (soybean, pal m), versus more expensive (coconut) . The wor l d market 
for coconut oil also suffers from the rapid increase in palm oil production 
worldwide due l argely to the success of hybrid oil palms planted widely 
since the 1970s . 

Cocoa. Cocoa exports are important in Papua New Guinea and are 
potentially important in Western Samoa , Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, Fiji and 
elsewhere. Long run price prospects are discouraging, however. Real prices 
are expected to continue the decline begun in 1977 as world supply continues 
to increase faster than world demand. High yielding hybrids were developed 
in the early 1970s and extensive new plantings were undertaken in many parts 
of the world (including Brazil, Ivory Coast and Malaysia ) in the late 1970s 
in response to the high prices then being received. Brazil, for example, 
announced plans to increase production from 250,000 tons int he mid-1970s to 
700,000 tons by the 1990s . It would seem rational to continue cocoa 
planting in the South Pacific only after careful cost-benefit analysis. And 
such analysis must consider alternative land uses, possibilities of soil 
depletion and s tructural degradation, and possible alternative uses of 
public funds which might be required for research, extension assistance and 
cocoa price supports . 

Sugar. Sugar is the mainstay of Fiji I S exports accounting for 65 
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percent of the country's total value of exports in 1983. Here is another 
commodity (like vegetable oils) where world price is heavily dependent on 
the expansion of demand in low- and middle-income countries. The richer 
countries have only a s lowly expanding demand, often grow their own sugar 
and have developed the capacity to shift between substitutes (including 
high-fructose corn syrup). Sugar production is rising rapidly in many 
co untries, including many parts of Africa. And Cuba, Australia, 
Philippines, Brazil and the European Community are all large exporters. 
High sugar prices in recent years encouraged the rapid expansion of sugar
producing capacity, and price has proven remarkably volatile often doubling 
or declining by half in a single year. 

Other Agricultural Exports. A continuation of this type of analysis 
with respect to other agricultural exports from. the region would, in 
general, be parallel to that presented above. Bananas which are of 
declining importance for Fiji, Tonga and Western Samoa (but of continuing 
i mportance in Cook Islands) face declining world prices. Bananas are one of 
t he easiest crops to expand in many tropical areas and of the world's 
largest producers (India, Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand) only Philippines 
is presently an exporter. Thus the high elasticity of world supply probably 
guarantees that in the long-run prices will not rise substantially. The 
market for citrus fruit also is likely to remain depressed as world supply 
rises faster than demand. 

The inclination to look to agricultural exports as the foundation for 
future economic growth results from the fact that there is a present 
capacity to produce and market such goods. It is reinforced by the fact 
that benefits from this source will reach, directly or indirectly, a maximum 
number of the region; s inhabitants. 

There are, however, formidable disadvantages in such reliance: 

1 • The soil is fragile and susceptible to permanent damage from overuse 
with the technology currently employed. The market provides little 
protection against overuse since the losses are difficult to perceive 
or anticipate, are cumulative over long periods of time and are borne 
by entire communities rather than by the individual cultivators whose 
actions are their cause. 

2 . Any shift toward monocropping increases the susceptibility of the 
region's vegetation to disease, predation and drought. 

3. The agricultural products exportable from the South Pacific are 
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identical to those which can be produced widely in the tropics. 
Competition on the supply side is great and potentially enormous. 

4. The successful marketing of agricultural outputs in world competition 
require the availability of sufficient quantities to make possible 
quality differentiation and control and bulk shipment, storage and 
processing. The small size and wide separation of land units in the 
South Pacific region makes this more difficult than in many other parts 
of the wor ld. 

5. The prices received for agricultural exports tend to be world prices 
(although bilateral agreements may give special advantages for varying 
periods of time largely dependent on the will of the external 
negotiator). Changes in world prices result principally from variation 
in world supply. nd changes in supply - alterations between surplus 
and shortage - are primarily the result of world climatic conditions. 
Shortages in some producing areas (due, e.g to drought or cyclone or 
flood) lead to high prices and thus benefits to producers elsewhere. 
The relative advantage varies from year to year, from decade to decade . 
Good news for one area reflects disappointment elsewhere. 
advantages raises fear of future disadvantages . 

Present 

6. A greatly expanded research effort would be necessary to bring about 
the rapid expansion of productivity for the region's farmer s under 
condition which simultaneously conserve natural resources and balance 
outputs of subsistence and cash crops in a way which is economically 
successful and provides adequate nourishment for farm families. The 
cost of effective research is high requiring site-specific testing, 
extended amounts of time and skilled personnel. The cost of dispersing 
the findings of successful experimentation also are high. The South 
Pacific is disadvantaged in this regard because of the wide dispersal 
of the farmers and widely varying land and climatic conditions relative 
to the resources of its governmental units. (By contrast, research 
costs with equal prospects for improving productivity or sell ing 
advantage of non-agricultural products may per unit of import cost or 
per employee - be far lower). 

7. Oespite the high cost of research it is virtually impossible to 
generate any new advantageous idea regarding the production, transport 
or processing of agricultural outputs which would not be available to 
one' s competitors. 

B. The centr alisation of control of crop production required for export 
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sale is likely to be accompanied by the increased influence of foreign 
investors. (Such trends may be inevitable under any new, non
tradi tional production system developed in the region, but should be 
recognised as applicable to this type of agricultural expansion as 
well) • 

9. Since land and labour in the agricultural areas will be usable for 
either traditional staples or new export crops, competition will 
develop over alternative uses of resources and this will be accompanied 
by increased tensions within agricultural communities and families. 
The pressures generating such tensions, however, are likely to be 
controlled from outside the agricultural communities by actors within 
the urban-governmental-foreign investment sector. For it is these 
groups who will ultimately control the flow of assistance to the 
farmers and (often) the prices they receive for this outputs and pay 
for their inputs. Such a focus of control would seem likely to insure 
that as much of the real economic burden of "modernisation" would be 
borne by the rural community as is politically expedient. Similarly, 
within the rural community, women and children may bear a 
disproportionate part of the cost both in terms of diet restriction and 
increased work burden since, again, control lies primarily in the hands 
of others. 

CONCLUSlOOS 

Three general conclusions seem warranted by the earlier review of 
import statistics. 

1 • The processes of economic change in the region can impinge on the 
consumption of staple goods and thus on the living standards of the 
poor. 

2. The level and distribution of wealth in the region are such that 
economic change may result in a reduction in capital formation and thus 
limit the internal capacity to generate growth. 

3. The region's topsoil is under pressure from the need to expand export 
crop production to pay for imports, from the need to grow more food 
crops to replace imports, and from the rising real cost of imported 
fertilisers. 

29 



Under such circumstances the generalisations regarding exports would 
seem to justify the following as matters of public policy: (1) official 
assistance including research s pons orship should increasingly investigate 
and encourage the development (and conservation) of the economic potential 
of the sea; (2) public policy should favour "family planning" and other 
efforts to reduce human fertility, otherwise the combination of population 
growth and the fragile resource base threaten a general decline in living 
standards (especially those of the poor) and the simultaneous impairment of 
soil fertility; (3) the expansion of manufacturing capacity should be 
encouraged as an offset to diminishing returns to land. In this effort the 
guide should probably be the successful experience of East Asian countries 
which had adapted outward-looking , export-oriented industrialisation rather 
than "import-substitution industrialisation". 

In pursuit of such goals the countries of the South Pacific possess 
significant advantages . An immense portion of the earth's ocean area is 
under their control . Moreover, the pressures of expanding populations while 
recognizable in certain places are by no means critical in most areas and 
large parts of the region remain sparsely inhabited . Finally, in respect to 
prospects for industrialisation, a number of East Asian economies have 
achieved rapid growth and rising living standards through industrialisation 
and foreign trade despite their small size and their remoteness from both 
markets and sources of raw material s . 
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