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It is quite common for accountants, practitioners and academics 
alike to become so absorbed in the specific nature of each task that 
confronts us that we easily lose sight of the overall role that the 
accountancy profession should play. This is a tendency that must be 
countered if accounting is to make the best contribution possible to the 
development of society's welfare. Accounting involves itself in reporting 
to entities of different types in different ways. 

Accountancy, as a measurement and reporting information system, 
covers both micro and macro economic activities; it is composed 
of various subsystems which relate to the planning and control 
of economic events and conditions. Therefore, accountancy 
concerns itself not only with the enterprise, but also with 
government administration and national (economic) accounts. 
Our concept is far broader than the scope of the traditional 
micro entity and its quantification recording and verification 
of largely historical financial events (Enthoven 1978: 7). 

Needless to say, it is the traditional dimension, that of reporting 
for the enterprise, that accountants largely involve themselves in. Until 
quite recently accountants saw themselves as providers of useful information 
only to specific interest groups, the managers and the financiers. It 
was not until 1976 that other interest groups were identified as including 
(1) owners, (2) potential owners, (3) loan creditors, (4~ employees, 
(5) business contact groups, namely debtors, creditors and business riVals, 
(6) analyst-advisors, (7) the government, and (8) the general public 
( Institute of Chartered Accountants in England anQ Wales 1976: 19-27). 

Rather than bring into focus the need to strengthen and develop the 
government and social accounting systems, the Institute's Corporate Report 
argues that user needs can be met by taking appropriate measures of profit
ability, liquidity, activity and gearing from traditional accounting 
documents (income statement, balance sheet, etc.), though not necessarily 
from those drawn up on historic cost basis. In short the Report re-
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inforces the pre-eminence of the enterprise accounting system, with its 
emphasis on accounting "for investment/disinvestment decisions, and account
ing for stewardship to the absentee owner. 

Measures that can be derived from such accounts clearly have a value 
beyond this. Knowledge of an organisation's profitability and liquidity 
may be of real help in framing a realistic pay claim, but pay claims are 
usually made with regard to national economic conditions, and in some 
societies are negotiated on an industry rather than a business basis. 
Such information lies in the social accounting system. 

We find the arguments put forward in the Corporate Report with regard 
to interest groups (7) and (8) particularly unconvincing. While these 
groups are likely to show an interest in the affairs of large-scale 
organisations whose operations have a bearing on the lives of the popula
tion as a whole, the Flour Mills of Fiji affair is a case in point here~ 1 
both groups are likely to have a keener interest in the state of the economy 
as a whole (social accounting) and the financial activity of the government 
(government accounting) than in individual business enterprises. 

The bias of the Corporate Report reflects an entrenched view among 
accountants in the developed world, particularly the United Kingdom, that 
enterprise accounting is the system that requires development and refine
ment if the accountant is to fulfill the role of provider of appropriate 
information to the user. 

The preoccupation accountants have in the First World has been trans
mitted to their Third World colleague.s, although such information may not 
meet the needs of users of accounts in the Third World. This is particu
larly true in those countries which employ English as their official, or 
at least their commercial language. 

A number of reasons have been advanced for this, based on observations 
made in Africa and Indonesia (Sriston 1978: 107-116), each of which are 
also manifest in the south-west Pacific. These are discussed in the context 
of the south-west Pacific in turn. 

~ 

(1) Colonialism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries instilled 
European values into other cultures. This of course included the introduc
tion of European commercial systems with the use of currency as a medium 
of exchange. These commercial :;;ystems naturally required a formal system 
of accounting which the colonial powers were already employing. The 
accounting system became adopted along with the commercial system. 

286 



A cooperative system of cOl1YT1erce as opposed to one based on the 
private entrepreneur is perhaps a cOl1YT1ercial system more attuned to the 
needs and values of the island societies. Where cooperatives have been 
established they have only met with mixed success even though they operate 
largely in areas of the economies which do not compete directly with other 
businesses. Prime examples of successful cooperatives are of those of 
Rotuma and Tuvalu. 

It should be pointed out at this stage that cooperatives in the region 
have been established using a constitutional model inherited either 
directly, or in the case of Tonga indirectly, from the United Kingdom. 
These models place a very heavy emphasis on accounting for stewardship, 
the provision of information to the rank and file members of the organi
sations , that shows a' true and fair view' of that organisation's financial 
position. Important as this is for reporting to the members of large organi
sations, many of whom play little or no part in the operation of the co
operative, and have no real access to its officers, it is far less important 
for small-scale operations. For such cooperatives, which are prevalent 
in the region, personal observation of the organisation's progress by the 
members is often possible, and a valuable source of firsthand information 
over and above that offered by the accounts. 

Alternative systems of assessing performance, consistent with the 
goals of the cooperative movement as a business system empathetic to the 
cultural values of the Pacific societies, need to be developed. The poor 
image of the cooperative movement, not only in the region but in many 
countries throughout the world, is largely attributed to weak management, 
lack of profitability and a consequential high failure rate. Any research 
that dwells on financial performance is likely to conclude that the coop
erative movement is not a success. Mu.;:h of the current development in 
the cooperative sector is geared towards streamlining the movement to make 
it more profitable and efficient in purely economic terms. Yet success 
in terms of financial performance appears a long way off. But assessment 
of an organisation's financial performance in the form of profitability 
may be inappropriate or at least not as important as other factors in this 
context. Cooperatives are a form of economic entity which are being judged 
on criteria that are more applicable to other forms of enterprise set up 
to pursue capitalist societies' goals where economic efficiency is judged 
in terms of profitability. However, if within such a society a cooperative 
movement operates which has social as well as economic objectives then 
these social objectives should be clearly specified and assessed together 
with economic performance. It has been suggested (Qalo 1983: 33) that 
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cooperatives are inappropriate within a capitalist society and that the 
system works to destroy their achievements. This overlooks the work of 
economically, socially and politcally strong cooperative movements in the 
developed world, notably the United Kingdom. Within some countries in the 
region, particularly Fiji, there i s a significant cooperative movement 
which cannot simply be dismissed. A more appropriate response would be 
a thorough examination of the rol e of the movement and its impact on the 
corrmunities in which cooperati ves function. This more positive approach 
would identify what cooperatives actually achieve rather than highlighting 
their weak management and poor profitability. This would necessitate some 
form of social responsibility accounting for cooperatives as a means of 
measuring their performance. 

If it is accepted that cooperatives are not soley economic organisa
tions whose activities are measured and assessed in monetary form, then 
it is useful to identify the wider aspects of their activities. There 
are a number of ways of doing t his. 

The role of cooperatives can be seen as being an integral part of 
the development of a nation, in particular in the creation of an economic 
infrustructure and creation of markets. They are in many ways a form of 
education for they introduce business principles and practices into rural 
areas and at the same time promote greater material welfare. 

The practising of cooperative principles also provides training in 
democratic procedures. In many instances cooperatives are the only rreans 
by which local people can control economic activity in their locality. 
Two examples serve to illustrate the point: 
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Nasoko Land Resettlement and Housing Cooperative 

This cooperative was formed in Nadi in 1982 in response to an urgent 
need to resettle squatter families being evicted from land required 
for other purposes. Crown land was acquired on long lease and sub
divided amongst the families who joined the cooperative. Members 
are paying for their share by weekly instalments. The cooperative 
holds . title to the land until membsrs have paid for their shares 
at which point the deeds are passed to each member. The impact of 
this activity on the lives of the member is obvious, yet in terms 
of statistics this is simply one cooperative operating in the land 
purchase and housing area. An annual report will be prepared showing 
the financial aspects of this activity. This has an important 



stewardship function but is inadequate to describe the activity and 
the related social impact, such as the cooperative's plan to develop 
a community hall for the settlement and the provision of children's 
play facilities. In addition, the cooperative is active in the 
development of housing improvements such as the supply of electricity. 

Nadi Industrial Cooperative Society (NICS) 

NICS provides another example of a cooperative enterprise contributing 
to both social and economic development. This is the only industrial 
or workers cooperative operating in Fiji. NICS produces incense 
sticks for local consumption. All workers are members of the cooper
ative and can vote at gene'ral meetings to decide issues of policy. 
The number of working members varies with demand; in July 1983 there 
were 65 workers including 3 management members. The project origi
nated as a youth employment scheme but has developed as a significant 
employer particularly of women from the local villages. Any assess
ment of NICS cannot dwell solely on -its financial performance but 
should encompass inter alia the job creation and democratic employment 
practices of the operation. 

At present cooperatives are obliged to prepare traditional financial 
accounts which are subject to detailed audit and become the focus of atten
tion when the activities of individual cooperatives are examined. The 
danger of this approach is that the recording of financial records is seen 
as an end in itself. This is reflected by the fact that until recently 
the training emphasis within the Fiji cooperative movement has been on 
bookkeepin and accounting procedures to the virtual exclusion of all other 
managerial skllls. 

It is also worth noting at this point that the emphasis laid on the 
provision of information" for stewardship purposes to the exclusion of, 
or often at the expense of, producing significant information for decision 
making purposes is widespread in the region. This would appear to be a 
legacy of colonial accounting systems where the prime concern would be 
to report back to controlling interests overseas that financial affairs 
are in good order and that no fraud has been perpetrated. Quite often 
unwieldy accounting systems inherited from the colonial era are producing 
information that is dated before it is available, and is then used for 
decision-making purposes which it was never intended to meet. This is 
particularly evident in the many government and public bodies and also 
in recently established manufacturing concerns. Not surprisingly the 
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consequences are often detrimental and in some cases disasterous. The 
Ika Corporation is a prime example here. 2 

(2) The First World retains a considerable control over Third World 
economies, even among the newly independent nations. Transnational 
companies play a large role in the economies of such nations. Indeed, 
an estimated 40 per cent of all international trade consists of transfers 
between divisions or subsidiaries of such enterprises (Choi and Mueller 
1978: 303). Such transfers are often made at artificially set prices. 
This can be done for a number of reasons. To ensure large profits are 
recorded where corporate tax rates are light and modest profits where such 
taxes are heavy is one reason. To avoid the effects of government policies 
on price control is another. A transnational could deliberately invoice 
a buying division at an artificially high price to ensure that a permitted 
mark-up still allowed a generous profit. Such a strategy could be particu
l arly important in Tonga where the mark-ups permitted by the government 
are a modest 12.5 per cent on landed cost. Alternatively, invoicing a 
buying division at an artificially low price could enable that division 
to undercut domestic producers possibly forcing them out of business. 
Contrived transfer prices can also be used to ensure that the trans
national's operations in a particular economy yield it minimal profits 
and that its presence in the society is seen t o be beneficial and benign, 

where i n fact this may not be the case (Choi and Mueller 1978: 303-307). 

Not only do transnationals use First World accounting s ystems in 
developing economies, local organisations are often obliged to do so as 
well. As nations develop they fall into the 'information explosion trap'; 
i.e., they find that the pace at which they need to improve the quality 
of information exceeds their own pace of development, they become more 
rather than less dependent on expatriates to operate accounting systems 
until training schemes respond. Expatriates for the greater part operate 
the training schemes. Developing countries , unable to devote scarce 
resources to the development of appropriate training schemes often adopt 
First World qualifications carte-blanche. All this s erves of course to 
perpetuate the First World sys tem. 

Evidence of the perpetuation the First World' s influence over the 
accounting systems in the south-wes t Pacific is eas y to identify. Although 
many of the companies operating in the region are based in Australia or 
New Zealand, their accounting systems are essentially the same as those 
of the United States of America and the United Kingdom transnationals 
operati ng elsewher e in the Third Wor ld. 
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Education in accounting, leading to a formal qualification, is still 
dominated directly or indirectly by expatriates and First World bodies. 
The accounting discipline at the University of the South Pacific (USP), 
established in 1975, employed only expatriate full-time staff until 1982. 
The scarcity of qualified regional accountants led to the first generation 
of graduates all being taken into the profession or public service. There 
is now only one regional employed by the USP discipline. The accounting 
major programme enables graduates to meet the educational requirement of 
the professional accounting bodies in the region, the Fiji Institute of 
Accountants (FIA) and the Western Samoan Society of Certified Public 
Accountants. The requirements of the FIA were drawn up largely with the 
guidance of expatriate accountants working in Fiji in the mid-seventies. 
Not surprisingly therefore, they bear a striking resemblance to the require
ments of the professional bodies in Australia and New Zealand. USP 
graduates only have to undertake a modest amount of further study to attain 
membership of these institutions. This of course does much to increase 
these graduates marketability in the First World. 

At the same time, evidence from research in at least two countries 
in the region suggests that in some cases competent unqualified staff are 
discouraged or prevented from pursuing formal studies in accounting in 
order to restrict their mobility. 

While the teaching positions in accounting at the Fiji Institute 
of Technology have been almost fully localised, the courses there are also 
geared towards FIA membership . Added to all this it must be borne in mind 
that almost all in- house training programmes conducted by firms are run 
by expatriates or people brought in from overseas specifically to perform 
that task. 

(3) As has already been intimated, people succeeding ~n securing 
a First World accounting qualification in a Third World country find it 
possible to secure more lucrative employment in First World countries (where 
accounting skills are still scarce in t~e absolute sense) than is available 
in the country of birth. Even if they remain they have of course acquired 
the sense of values that hold in the First World . Both groups hinder the 
development of an autonomou~ I I.Third World I system of accounting • 

.. 
The second and third points compound a paradoxical situation in the 

south-west Pacific. On the one hand long serving staff are discouraged 
from seeking advancement. On the other hand, newly qualified but inexperi
enced staff are given rapid promotion into senior management positions 
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owing to the lack of qualified personnel and as an inducement to stay. 

(4) Aid funding organisations, particularly the World Bank and the 
Asian Development Bank, require recipients to use First World accounting 
systems. In some cases the flow of funds may be made conditional on the 
employment of an 'appropriately qualified accountant'. In many cases this 
is tantamount to insisting upon the employment of an expatriate. Where 
such funds are directed to a number of small domestically run organisations 
through local development banks the diffusion effect can be quite consider
able. Officers of some funding agencies in the region have placed a great 
deal of emphasis on this point. 

(5) There are neither authors to write texts in accounting in local 
languages nor, in the case of the South Pacific Island communities, are 
there the markets to justify the pUblication of such books. Accounting 
text books are usually therefore imports from the United States of America, 
the United Kingdom, and, to a lesser extent, Australia. These not only 
discuss First World accounting systems but also use examples of a type and 
scale non-existent in Third World areas, particularly in the small societies 
of the South Pacific. 

These five factors all serve to tie Third World accounting systems 
to those of the First World. It is not reasonable to hope that the First 
World sense of values is likely to change. The accountant in private 
practice in the United States of America, the United Kingdom and Australia, 
for example, holds a far higher status and enjoys a far higher remuneration 
than counterparts working in government. Scarcity of accountants, 
perpetuated by restrictions in the nCJmbers permitted to enter the profes
sion, enable this sense of values to be preserved (Fanning 197B: 4B). 

A body of evidence exists which suggests that improvements in the 
situation are not likely to be forthcoming in the near future. Research 
undertaken in 1977 (Juchau 1978: 110-113), designed to identify the 
significance of problems encountered in accounting practice in Fiji is 
currently being replicated by the authors of the present article to 
identify what progress has been made over the past six years. Early 
responses suggests that improvements have been quite modest, despite the 
fact that the number of fully qualified accountants in Fiji has more than 
doubled during the period. 

Juchau's survey identified eleven problems common in accounting 
practice in developing countries and asked qualified accounting practi-
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Table 1 

PROBLEMS JUCHAU'S STUDY 

(a) Shortage of qualified account
ants in all operational areas 
of accounting 

(b) Accounting profession and its 
members have low status among 
the professions. 

(c) Inadequate legislative support 
for accounting and auditing 
standards. 

(d) Accounting information for 
operational decisions is often 
unavailable, untimely, and/or 
incomplete. 

(e) Inadequate financial reporting 
and auditing standards. 

(f) Accountants' role primarily 
devoted to assisting enter
prises evade tax and manipulate 
financial results 

(g) National accounting profession 
has limited impact on professional 
activity. 

(h) Accounting practice tends to be 
geared towards bookkeeping routines 
and pays little attention to systems 
and control accounting. 

(i) Lack of adequate accounting in 
government and government 
agencies. 

(j) Application of western techniques 
and concepts that are unsuited to 
local conditions. 

(k) Conflict between international 
and local accounting firms. 

EXTREME 

LOW 

MODERATE 

EXTREME 

EXTREME 

MODERATE 

MODERATE 

MODERATE 

EXTREME 

LOW 

LOW 

CURRENT STUDY 

EXTREME 

LOW 

MODERATE 

EXTREME 

MODERATE 

NOT IMPORTANT 

MODERATE 

EXTREME 

EXTREME 

LOW 

NOT IMPORTANT 



tioners to rank these, in the light of their experience, as being (i) ex
tremely important, (ii) of moderate importance, (iii) of low importance, 
or (iv) not an important problem at all, in the context of Fiji. The 
problems posed, and the most frequent response given in each of the studies 
is set out in Table 1. 

The results must of course be interpreted with care. The population 
of Juchau' s study differs from the population used by ourselves. This 
is inevitable. A number of respondents to Juchau's study were expatriates 
who have left Fiji since 1977. Respondents to the current study were 
primarily local persons holding senior accounting positions. 

The response rates also differ, but not significantly. Juchau's 
response rate was 34 per cent, while the current survey has elicited a 
response to date of 39 per cent. It is possible that prompt respondents 
have felt moved to respond quickly because they perceive the problems as 
being serious. Those who have not responded as yet might not have done 
so since they perceive the problems as being unimportant. However, save 
for the answers submitted for question (b), where there have been a number 
of respondents regarding the problem as being one of extreme importance, 
there is a consensus response on the other issues. It seems unlikely there
fore that further responses will materially alter the picture. 

Research undertaken by both Juchau and ourselves suggests that similar 
responses would be obtained from accountants in the other island communities. 
Taking the information at its face value, despite an average 16 per cent 
growth rate in the profession's memoership over the last six years, only 
modest improvements have been secured with respect to three issues: (e), 
(f) and (k). Such a trend does not suggest dramatic improvements will 
be achieved in the forseeable future. 

One interesting point arises from the responses to these questions, 
and one from the additional conments made by respondents. Firstly, the 
deterioration in the position with regards to point (h). It would appear 
that accountants are becoming more aware of the deficiencies of traditional 
accounting systems to cope with the information needs of a developing 
economy. It may also reflect the preoccupation that exists with the train
ing of workers in the mechanics of bookkeeping procedures. 
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Secondly, no single respondent indicated that there was any expecta
tion that the 1983 Companies Act will improve matters with regard to issue 
(c). The Act is modelled on legislation in COlTlTlonwealth countries from 
the developed world, particularly New Zealand. Every respondent who 
volunteered a comment on this issue regarded the Act as being unworkable 
with respect to the provisions for Company reporting. 

If the pre- eminence of enterprise accounting in both First and Third 
World economies is desirable the 'dependence' Third World accounting systems 
has on those of the First World causes no problems. Given the importance 
of private capital in First World economies the predominence of enterprise 
accounting in such societies may be appropriate. As business enterprises 
have an important role to play in any economy, those of the South Pacific 
islands being no exception, enterprise accounting should not be dispensed 
with. But is it legitimate to ask whether the First World accounting model 
should be adopted carte-blanche, it being by no means certain that it meets 
users' needs. Interviews conducted with a number of people in the region 
whose work involves using accounting information revealed that all of them 
claimed that they found the information useful. But, despite having at 
least a working knowledge of accounting systems, all such users conceded 
that they required the help of somebody with specific expertise in the 
area of accounting to properly interpret the information. 

Two specific steps that might be undertaken are to print accounts 
in the vernacular and to recast accounting information so that it consti
tutes a report to labour rather than capital. With regards to the first 
issue, Western Samoa would appear to be the only cOlTlTlunity in the South 
Pacific where this is done widely. Beyond Western Samoa, the Cane Farmers 
Cooperative Savings and Loan Association Ltd is the only organisation in 
Fiji that we have knowledge of that produces its accounts in Fijian and 
Hindi as well as English. As the languages of the Polynesian and Melanesian 
cOlTlTlunities particularly have no direct equivalent for many words found 
in the account's technical vocabulary, the translator is forced to use 
phrases familiar to the layman for a single English word, the meaning of 
which is not widely understood. Producing accounting information for labour 
is by no means a new idea and is a statutory requirement for organisations 
of any size in many developed countries. In contrast to the prime concern 
of First World accounting systems of providing information to investors, 
it would seem more appropriate to introduce such reporting in the South 
Pacific i s land economies where the cOlTlTlunities contribute significant 
amounts of labour to the economic processes but only limited amounts of 
capital. The introduction of social reporting (Mock and Grove 1 979: 1 80-
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195) would also be a desirable but ambitious step and one that merits 
consideration in the longer term. 

As things stand, Third World accountants in general, and those in 
the south-west Pacific islands in particular, are by and large engaged 
in producing appropriate accounting information for external investors 
and external interested parties, but inappropriate information for domestic 
users for both decision-making and stewardship purposes. 

Capital invested in Third World economies comes largely from First 
World investors or from government. Irrespective of their political values 
Third World countries' governments are obliged to involve themselves 
actively in the commercial life of the society. The government is the 
only agency that through taxation and savings schemes can rationalise the 
small quantities of domestic capital available. 

Even the government's ability to secure significant sums in this 
manner is limited in the context of the South Pacific region owing to the 
small populations of the island communi ties and the lack of any marked 
concentration of wealth in the hands of an elite class, as compared with 
many other Third World countries. Where such concentrations exist they 
offer government a significant source of taxes or the possibility of private 
investment. Added to this it must be remembered that the government is 
usually the only agency that can secure aid funds or loans from abroad. 

The government has a wider set of values however than the individual 
investor. Social costs, such as possible damage to the environment, 
and opportunity-costs, the effect of one commercial action on another sector 
of the economy for example, have to enter into its considerations. 

As with reports presented for business enterprises the government 
accounting systems are geared to produce accounting reports that are not 
entirely relevant to user needs. They are in many cases untimely, in Fiji 
frequently relating to a period of time that expired eighteen months in 
the past. Reports in the national daily papers in June of 1983 in Fiji 
suggest that the accounting systems as a control device on government 
spending are grossly inadequate. 3 Current research shows that similar 
problems are faced elsewhere in the region. Added to this the government 
accounts presented to the Cook Islands' House of Representatives for the 
fiscal year 1979-1980 have been described. as "difficult for a trained 
accountant to interpret, let alone be of use to parliamentarians who cannot 
be presumed to have a specialist knowledge in the field" (McDonald 1981: 
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406). These accounts were not exceptional in their incomprehensability, 
being a typical format used in the British Commonwealth. 

To conclude, the role the accountant has adopted in the Third World 
is a product of the continued economic dependence of the Third World on 
the First. To an extent, the accountants' role in the Third World might 
be said to be dictated by the First World. However, other roles are not 
precluded. Perhaps it is time for accountants to place more emphasis on 
macro- economic reporting, and to develop reports on the 'enterprise' to 
meet the needs of interested parties at home as well as abroad. 
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FOOTNOTES 

This company, one of the largest domestically controlled companies 
in Fiji, was the subject of a serious case of fraud which was widely 
reported in the media in 1979. Such was the impact of this case 
that it is still a matter of occasional debate late in 1983 when 
this article was written. 

2 Ika is the Fiji government controlled fishing corporation. Account
ing reports emphasising purely the quantity of assets held indicate 
that the organisation possesses a quite substantial fleet. Some of 
the vessels however were donated to Ika on aid programmes from coun
tries that no longer had use for them. Qualitative information may 
well have indicated that such vessels were not economically viable 
where used under conditions found in Fiji's waters . Two such ships 
had to be scuttled at the end of the 1983 fishing season because 
they proved to be uneconomic to run. 

3 See, for example, the Fiji Times of 21 st June 1983. The article 
on page 3 and the editorial on page 6, also the article appearing 
on page 14 of the Fiji Times of 22nd June 1983. 
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