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Introduction 

The Community Nutrition Certificate made its 
debut in the University of the South Pacific 
continuing education programme in semester one 
of 1994. There was a total of 100 enrolments, 
representing all 12 USP member countries. Out 
of this total, there were 10 informal withdrawals 
5 dropouts, 4 failures and 81 passes, representing 
a pass rate of 95.3 per cent. 

The students come from varying educational 
backgrounds, ranging from Form Two leavers to 
a graduate with an Agricultural Degree from the 
USP School of Agriculture, Alafua. One major 
criterion for enrolment is that students must be 
employed in work that is related to nutrition or 
community development. This makes it easier 
for them to apply what they learn and they have 
ready access to an appropriate group when doing 
assignments, which are mostly practical in nature. 
Nevertheless, this criterion still leaves scope for a 
wide range of professions: we have teachers 
(primary and junior high school), nurses, dental 
nurses, agricultural extension and agricultural 
development officers, staff from national nutrition 
centres, community development workers, cooks 
and clerical officers. 

The broad objectives of the Community Nutrition 
Certificate as stated in its written materials are: 

• to increase and improve the nutrition 
knowledge of people already working in 
the food, nutrition, health, education, 
agriculture, and urban and rural 
development sectors in the communities 
around the Pacific region; 

• to upgrade communication and teaching 
skills, so that community nutrition 
workers will promote nutrition awareness 
and health effectively; 

• to enable community nutrition workers, 
in cooperation with local communities, 
to initiate, implement and manage 
community nutrition projects and 
activities which address local nutrition 
problems and needs. 

There is, however, more to the programme than 
meets the eye, as will be discussed below. 

The programme is strongly concerned that 
students can show that they understand the ideas 
and concepts being discussed and are able to 
apply these theoretical views to their work in the 
community. This practical emphasis has helped 
to overcome the disparity in the educational 
background of the students, as their overall 
results for the first course show. 

Student Friendly Aspects 

This high pass rate can be explained by several 
factors that are actually built into the course 
design and are unique to this programme. 

1. Both the face to face and distance 
mode are utilised 

Each course begins with a one-week workshop 
which covers material for the first two units of 
the course. Most students showed their 
appreciation of this component, as often they had 
been away from school for many years (some for 
over 20 years) and were apprehensive about 
studying again. The workshop helped them to 
focus on what they needed to do when they had 
to work by themselves. 

2. Each country has a local tutor who 
runs the workshop and a weekly 
tutorial 

Most of the tutors are nutritionists or professional 
people who have been involved with the USP 
nutrition project in some way. Because they feel 
it is their course as well, the level of commitment 
and care they give to the students is high. The 
coordinator is also in contact once a month (by 
satellite) with the tutors to give them support and 
information on the running of the course. 

There was a training workshop for proposed 
tutors of this programme. Before the first course 
began, they also had the chance to review and 
evaluate some of the first drafts of course 
materials. These forms of participation have 



helped to strengthen the tutors' commitment to 
the programme. 

3. Emphasis is placed on non-formal 
teaching and training methods or 
student centred learning 

In course 1 various methods of communication 
were explored: the tutors used them with the 
students and encouraged the students to then try 
them out in the community through their 
assignments. The whole of course 2 is focussed 
on teaching and learning, or more specifically on 
communication and getting one's message across. 

4. The course is based on textbooks that 
are relevant to the Pacific situation 

The textbooks for the course were written by 
Pacific Islanders for Pacific Islanders and the 
students found their content and language level 
and usage very user friendly. There is a wide 
range of topics covered in these books, spanning 
all aspects of life where nutrition plays a role or 
where there are nutritional concerns. 

5. The hidden agendas are thought 
provoking 

There are unspoken, unwritten objectives behind 
the course that are more in-depth and more 
thought-provoking than the goals made explicit 
during the programme. The most important of 
the items in the hidden agenda is to initiate a. 
pride in one's local foods and cultural food 
practices. The initiative also requires much 
examination of one's own food habits and 
practices and of how far we have strayed from 
those cultural ones that our parents or 
grandparents once followed. 

Students are asked to re-identify local cultivated 
and wild foods and to find out about local food 
preservation practices which once sustained 
generations of Pacific Islanders. They are 
challenged to find out for themselves, what is 
making their communities sick, why are they 
becoming dependent on imported food, what can 
be done about it, how can an individual, a group, 
or a community help themselves. 

Why are there so many hidden agendas and why 
the emphasis on local food and culture? Perhaps 
a little background is necessary here. 

Some background 

In the mid to late 1970s, health problems such as 
infant malnutrition, diabetes, hypertension, 
obesity and gout suddenly increased. Workshops 
and studies in the early 1980s on regional health 
and nutrition identified urbanisation and the 
increase of western style diets as major 
contributing factors to such an alarming growth. 
To help combat these trends, many national and 
regional projects were put in place around the 
Pacific, and were channelled through the WHO, 
UNICEF, SPC and other regional and 
international agencies. Most of us are familiar 
with some of these initiatives, such as World 
Food Day, the Primary Health Care Approach, 
World Health Day, the Baby Friendly Hospital 
In i t i a t ive , Chi ld M o n i t o r i n g , Nu t r i t i o r 
Surveillance, and the Expanded Programme for 
Immunisation (EPI). 

Today around the region non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) like diabetes and hypertension 
are still on the increase. While ten years ago 
these problems were mostly seen in the 
predominantly Polynesian islands (e.g. Samoa, 
Tonga, the Cook Islands) and some of the 
Micronesian countries (e.g. Nauru), they are now 
also increasing in the urban centres of Melanesia, 
where infectious diseases were once the main 
health concerns. 

With all the great initiatives and programmes 
dating back a decade or more, why are children 
in the Pacific still dying from gastroenteritis 
(diarrhoea and vomiting) and infant malnutrition? 
Why are they still blinded from vitamin A 
deficiency? Why are more and more adults going 
to early graves from NCDs? 

Everyone acknowledges that food lies at the base 
of all these problems. Yet it is such a mundane 
subject, it seems so simple, that people tend to 
look for other reasons why such serious health 
problems are occurring. 

Food may be a simple subject if we view it from 
its most basic definition of anything that we eat 
or drink. On the other hand, it is far from 
simple when we consider the dynamics involved 
in the acquisition, production, marketing and 
consumption of food. Each of these aspects is an 
issue in itself and all are very complicated. 

Supported by many recent studies of our local 
Pacific food, the accepted school of thought is 



that local food is the most nutritious and healthy 
food available. But how can we make it available 
to people? How can we make people want to eat 
it? Most countries in the Pacific import half or 
more of the food they need. . Nauru is an 
example of a country that has imported all its 
food for more than 20 years, and we are all 
aware of its food-related health problems. Most 
of us say that root crops are our staple foods, but 
if we are really honest then I think many of us 
will have to admit that today rice or cereal 
products like bread and noodles are now the 
mainstay of Pacific life. 

The problem of food colonialism in the Pacific 
was a 'hot' issue in development studies, and 
written about by people like Professors John 
Connell and Randy Thaman in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. Although food colonialism was 
acknowledged as a problem, it has never been 
properly addressed in national programmes 
because food is categorised as a health and 
nutrition issue. Such a classification, however, 
falls well short of recognising the fundamental of 
food as a basic need for life, crossing all barriers 
of society. 

I believe we have been addressing the symptoms 
of the health and nutrition problems, not the 
underlying cause. I see the fundamental problem 
as the breaking down of our traditional cultural 
roles and our extended family; the weakening and 
loss of local languages and practices through lack 
of use; the loss of a sense of self pride and self 
worth in changing societies where our 
achievements are measured by imported global 
criteria which may seem unreachable. 

Food has always been an integral part of Pacific 
culture and society. It is has been identified as 
the culprit responsible for the rising health and 
nutrition problems, so we must address it in the 
context of Pacific culture and society. It needs to 
be addressed as a part of the whole picture and 
for the role it plays in the community, rather than 
only as an aspect of health. 

The more people who become aware of how food 
issues affect their own lives and the wellbeing of 
their communities, the closer we get to finding a 
solution to our growing health and nutrition 
problems. This developing awareness is one 
element of a shared dream which I, as part of a 
small but active group of Pacific nutritionists, am 
trying to promote through the Community 
Nutrition Certificate. 

The Dream 

With its introduction of the Community Nutrition 
Certificate, the USP gave a correct and timely 
answer to the call from countless women around 
the region who have endorsed the need for 
nutrition training for people in their Pacific 
communities since the late 1970s. 

In the title to this paper, I describe the 
Community Nutrition Certificate as part of the 
dream for sustainable development. I believe it 
is exactly that. A straightforward definition of 
sustainable development from the One Earth Care 
and Share Campaign is: 

... development that meets 
p r e s e n t n e e d s w i t h o u t 
compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their 
own needs: in which the needs 
of the world's poor should be 
given overriding priority. 

There are many more clauses to this definition of 
course, but it is sufficient to note that these 
conditions are part of the many changes and 
challenges that we must be prepared to respond 
to. I believe that well thought-out, appropriate 
continuing education courses are the way to 
address the many common problems occurring 
around the region. The USP must recognise this 
and move away from the stigma that is apparently 
attached to continuing education as somehow 
inferior to or less important than academic credit 
programmes. 

Caring, professional members of an educational 
family must value all forms and levels of 
education, as each has a separate role to play in 
the community and each can contribute to the 
overall sustainability of our countries. I believe 
the University can play an important role in the 
maintenance of healthy Pacific communities -
where people are mentally, spiritually and 
physically fit. Programmes like the Community 
Nutrition Certificate are a step in this direction. 

Editor's Note: Enquiries about the programme 
and/or its materials can be made to the Director, 
University Extension, P.O. Box 1168, Suva, Fiji. 


