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Directors of Education, Guests and UNESCO Representative, 

I am very honoured to be speaking at this high level consultation. It is a meeting of what I believe to be the 
most influential group of educators in the Pacific Region, namely the directors of education of the countries 
which make up the region. We should be grateful to UNESCO for convening and funding the HLC, to the 
Government of Fiji for hosting it and, of course, to the directors of education for giving their valuable time 
to participate in it. 

I would like to thank Mrs Emi Rabukawaqa and the Ministry of Education for inviting me to give this 
closing address. I accepted readily because Australia has a very strong interest in promoting education and 
training in the region. Having accepted, however, I felt I had been rash because I am addressing experienced 
professional educationalists and I am just a generalist aid administrator. 

Although I have only been here for two and a half years, it may be useful to provide a donor perspective 
of the hard problems faced by the Pacific. 

An important point to make at the outset is that there is a large amount of donor money available in the 
Pacific. While the amount is large, it is unlikely to grow. It is really up to you, the directors of education in 
the region, to make sure that education gets its share. What is required is a re-allocation of resources 
through budgetary allocations and the restructuring of public expenditure. 

But first of all, perhaps I should comment on the donors' and Pacific Island countries' perspectives. 

Pacific Island countries might consider that the right agenda should involve discussion of: 

- local culture; 
- the Pacific way; 
- Pacific time; 
- the chiefly system and local power structures; 
- male dominance; 
- sharing. 

Donors might believe the real agenda should be: 

- international competitiveness; 
- population control; 
- good government; 
- regional collaboration; 
- economic development; 
- gender equity; 
- accumulation of personal wealth. 

Whatever is the right or real agenda, there are conflicts between the Pacific way and the way which 
produces economic development. 



But it is safe to say that, apart from education, there is no other single activity which is more important in 
promoting economic and social development. Education underpins everything. 

- If we want people to contribute to economic development and enjoy its benefits they must have basic 
numeracy and literacy skills. 

- If we want people to participate in further training they must have these skills. 

- One of the major constraints facing the South Pacific is international competitiveness. This can only be 
addressed by having a better skilled work force. 

- It is a well-known fact that if you want healthy children the best thing to do is to educate the mother. 

- If you want to control population growth, people must be educated. 

Post-secondary education tends to get all the publicity, but we know that without a good quality primary 
and secondary education, students cannot take advantage of post-secondary training. We are currently 
having problems selecting good candidates for training in Australia even when we do provide a one-year 
foundation programme. Current failure rates of Pacific Island students in Australia are too high. As a 
consequence, in the Australian Aid Program, we are putting more resources into in-country projects to 
upgrade quality in the primary and secondary sectors. 

We also hope that participation rates in education will increase. Currently there are very high dropout rates 
as students progress through the system. 

Improving quality and access will not be an easy task. It will require major increases in expenditure in all 
countries. Governments and people in the Pacific must see money spent on education as an investment in 
their future. 

In the 'Pacific 2010 Policy Paper,' prepared by the National Centre for Development Studies, the important 
link between population, education and economic development was stressed. A rapidly increasing population 
will increase the cost of improving access and quality in the education system. Without better access and 
quality in education, people will not have the skills to promote economic development. Without economic 
development there will not be the funds to pay for improvements in access and quality. It is a vicious circle 
which can only be broken by giving a higher priority in budgets for the funding of education. 

The 'Pacific 2010 Policy Paper' had as its opening chapter, 'A Doomsday Scenario'. If education is not 
improved, if access is not increased, if the environment is damaged and if economic development does not 
provide more jobs, Pacific Island countries will face major problems in the early part of the next millennium 
when populations in most countries will have doubled. 

This is a rather gloomy picture; how can it be avoided? I would not like to suggest that governments are 
doing nothing. Social indicators, while varying throughout the region, are generally much better than any 
other developing regions. Donors have provided significant funds. Our task is to make sure they are used 
effectively and in the right sectors. As stated, I believe the top priority sector is education. You are the main 
actors in this drama. 

We, in the Australian Aid Program, try to make sure that whatever we do is completely transparent and 
supports your development priorities. We put considerable effort into designing projects. However, we do 
not always get this right. I think the chances of getting it right are better if there is a very strong input from 
Pacific Island countries. We encourage this and you should not worry about telling Australia or any other 



donor what you want or that we are wrong. Most aid projects are defined in what it costs the donor, but 
there are always very significant Pacific Island direct costs and, of course, taking aid in one form means 
lost opportunities in another form. It is really a matter for you to convince your political authorities that 
education deserves a bigger slice of the cake. 

One area where I think there is particular benefit for Pacific Island countries is that of better regional 
cooperation in education and more use of national and regional training institutions. Australia now 
encourages this by not providing scholarships for study in Australia if the training is available within the 
region. We also provide direct assistance to national training institutions to ensure that this policy does not 
deny students quality education. Not all Pacific Island countries, however, value training in the region 
highly, a phenomenon which I must say I find very disheartening. 

Each of your countries is different and your policies, and the policies of donors must take account of this. 
There is great potential for the small post-secondary education institutions to develop in a cooperative way 
with the institutions in other Pacific Island countries and with your regional university, the USP. 

It is important for you to talk to the USP about coordination of academic programmes, about cross-crediting 
of courses, about sharing of facilities, libraries and staff, and about co-locating, to ensure that the most 
efficient use is made of country and donor resources. 

I believe education is a basic human right. It is more than just providing basic literacy and numeracy skills. 
It should provide the skills that the markets want. I believe that education should not be just for the elite. 
We must ensure equal access, for rich and poor, for the urban dweller and the rural dweller, for males and 
females. If we can help you to achieve this, other important aspirations will be met. A better skilled 
workforce will enhance international competitiveness and promote economic development. Better education 
will help reduce rates of population growth and help improve health standards. With regard to gender 
equity it is a proven fact that educating females is likely to be three times more effective in bringing down 
the rate of population increase than educating males. This is a very important plus for increasing female 
participation rates in education. 

These are of course great challenges but you can rest assured that Australia will continue to provide 
assistance. We have been called the lucky country and it is right and proper that we are able to share some 
of our good fortune with our neighbours. It is worth remembering that Australia (and of course New 
Zealand) will always be part of the South Pacific. This fact gives us a unique and a lasting interest in the 
Pacific. I would like to take this opportunity to thank all those Pacific Islanders who have made my stay 
here so enjoyable and rewarding. 

I now have pleasure in closing the consultation. Best wishes to you all and a safe journey home. 


