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Introduction 

The Pacific Island Countries (PICs) have been the graveyard of many 
apparently sound and innovative programs introduced by well meaning but 
misguided aid donors and other international development assistance 
agencies. In almost every case the initiatives floundered through failure to 
take into account the social, political and cultural realities of the Pacific 
region. Any plans to introduce adult literacy programs must first consider 
these realities and recognise that they vary from country to country within 
the region. Authentic local participation in program planning and 
assessment will ensure that regional differences are considered, national 
interests appreciated and commonalities between the various countries high
lighted, thus ensuring that proposed projects are compatible with the needs 
of the peoples of the PICs. 

This paper will focus primarily on the practicalities which should be fully 
considered before attempting to implement any adult literacy programs in the 
region. For the purpose of this paper the PICs will be taken to include all 
independent and/or self-governing countries in the region, viz. Cook Islands, 
Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu and 
Western Samoa. 

Demographic and Geographic features 

The most striking feature of the PICs is the diversity both between and 
within the countries. A demographic profile of the PICs highlights the 
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variations in population size and density, resource base, and geographic 
spread over land and sea areas. Other equally significant variations are to 
be found in traditional political structures, language and historic experience. 

All of the PICs are tiny by world standards, both in land area and population 
size. Even the largest country, Fiji, has a population of less than 750,000 
people while the smallest - Niue, Nauru and Tuvalu - all have populations 
of less than 8,000. The islands are widely dispersed over many millions of 
square kilometres of ocean creating difficulties for communications both 
within and between countries. Small scale local programs therefore are most 
likely to succeed. Centralised activities simply are not feasible, nor 
desirable. 

Traditional political structures 

Four major ethnic groups dominate the region - Melanesian, Polynesian, 
Micronesian and Indo-Fijian - each with distinctive political and leadership 
styles. Compare, for example, a Polynesian country such as Tonga, with 
well defined hierarchical social and political structures and a Melanesian 
country: such as Vanuatu, where power is usually vested in locally organised 
groups and a much more egalitarian style of leadership. The prevailing 
political structures should be a determining factor in deciding the appropriate 
initial approach to the community and the subsequent operational strategy 
most likely to encourage participation. 

Languages 

Major linguistic diversity also exists in the PICs. While languages spoken 
in the Polynesian countries share a common linguistic source, Melanesian 
countries are characterised by their wide range of different lanugages. For 
example, Vanuatu has a population of over 150,000 and more than 100 local 
languages. In addition, English, French and Bislama (a variety of 
Melanesian pidgin) are spoken. National and local policies regarding 
vernacular maintenance vary, and considerable sensitivity is required in the 
selection of appropriate languages for literacy programs. 
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Historic experiences 

(i) Missionaries 

The strong influence of the church in the PICs is significant Mainstream 
protestant denominations and the Roman Catholic church have well 
developed infrastructures and entrenched positions within the local culture 
of the region and their involvement and influence in the education sector is 
considerable. Missionaries' activities over almost two centuries have 
ensured the integration of church structures and ideologies into the whole 
fabric of social and cultural life. More recently other sects and religious 
groups, especially the Mormon church, have made significant inroads into 
the Pacific. The church's role in promoting literacy has been a major one, 
as has its role in producing vernacular literacy materials in the form of hymn 
books, bibles and religious tracts. The involvement of various churches in 
any adult literacy program is, therefore, highly desirable. 

(ii) Colonisation 

The countries under consideration are amongst the most recent in the world 
to be decolonised, with Western Samoa beginning the process in 1962, and 
concluding with Vanuatu in 1980. This situation needs to be considered in 
the light of the social and cultural effects of colonisation on those colonised, 
especially the effects of cultural overlay perpetuated by the formal education 
systems which continue to espouse and propagate the cultures of the 
colonisers. 

Foreign assistance to the region 

The PICs are the most aided region in the world on a per capita basis. As 
a consequence some have developed highly sophisticated 'aid recipient 
skills'. Yet PICs are far from being amongst the world's poorest or neediest 
countries. This fact is highlighted by the Australian International 
Development Assistance Bureau (AIDAB, 1987) classification of PICs into 
five development categories which show that some PICs are relatively 
resource rich, most are capable of self-sufficiency, and the majority of the 
people are capable of living in a context of subsistence affluence. These 
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five categories can be briefly described as follows: 

(i) South Pacific Self-Sufficiency Model 

Fiji is the only Pacific country which belongs to this category. Fiji's 
viability is taken to mean a reasonable degree of economic independence, 
a minimum aid dependency and the prospect of growth in a number of 
sectors. 

(ii) Melanesian Growth Model 

This model encompasses Vanuatu and Solomon Islands. Their large under
developed natural resources provide good prospects of raising incomes to the 
point where they can stand independent of aid if appropriate policies are 
adopted. 

(Hi) Subsistence Affluence Model 

Included under this category are Tonga and Western Samoa. Their natural 
resources are adequate to sustain more than minimum subsistence, but 
possibly not to aspired levels. 

(iv) Microstate Model 

This category includes Cook Islands, Kiribati, Niue and Tuvalu. Their 
extremely small populations, land areas, dispersal and remoteness make it 
virtually impossible to increase income to aspired levels through domestic 
production. 

(v) Expiring Resource Boom States Model 

Only phosphate rich Nauru belongs to this category. If appropriate 
investment policies are adopted, Nauru would have no need for external 
development assistance. 

Because of this aid saturation situation, aid donors both old and new should 
concentrate their assistance on a limited number of projects which result in 
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maximum impact on the development of the PICs. Much closer co
ordination is required between donors to avoid the wasteful overlap and 
duplication that currently occurs. 

Assumptions regarding program features 

There is no widespread need for primary literacy instruction for adults in the 
PICs. Programs therefore are most likely to focus on the extension of 
existing literacy skills. 

Most programs are likely to be directed to rural areas, and to be targeted 
towards: 

(i) both males and females within the context of agricultural and fisheries 
developments; and 

(ii) females, particularly within the context of child rearing and education, 
health care and nutrition, and wider community participation. 

Unemployed youth who have drifted to urban centres from rural areas form 
a significant potential target group within an urban context. 

In attempting to define the basic purposes of adult literacy programs, 
however, it is important that outsiders do not assume certain needs. Local 
participation is vital at all levels of program planning. Appropriate 
government and non-government networks and institutions can assist with 
the selection of sectors at which to target the program(s). The target group 
at the community level should be directly involved in deciding what they 
want and why. It is they who should define intended outcomes. Some may 
define these in terms of language and culture maintenance, and hence 
vernacular literacy, others in terms of participating at a wider and more 
'global' level involving literacy in English, French etc. Still others might 
view literacy as a means to an end; for example, in terms of improved 
farming or fisheries practices and hence improved yields. 
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Implementation strategies 

Any outsiders employed as advisers or consultants must be good listeners 
and facilitators who clearly see their role in terms of assisting countries to 
develop their own programs and to establish their own mechanisms for 
ongoing support and review. In essence, what is needed are people who can 
create networks, not build empires. 

Target groups themselves must have direct input and be centrally involved 
in the decision-making process. For this reason it is important that the 
initial contacts with community groups generate enthusiasm within a 
culturally sensitive context. Only if the participants themselves decide on 
the most appropriate implementation strategies will they feel they "own" the 
program and hence commit themselves to successful outcomes. 

Existing infrastructures should be used whenever possible. Church groups, 
women's councils and parent associations attached to schools and colleges 
all can play a key role. It would also be advisable to draw on local resource 
people from existing cultural and social networks, especially on those whose 
role and/or status is appropriate to the task. Women in particular can 
perform the educator/facilitator role well because of their special 
responsibilities within the village organisation. Also they are likely to be 
seen as less threatening by the politically important people in the 
community. 

The responsibility of instructional materials should utilise existing 
infrastructures and facilities. Imported materials are unlikely to be 
appropriate. Consideration, in fact, could be given to providing the 
capability at community level for basic literature production. The processes 
being used in independent Aboriginal schools in Northern Australia might 
provide an example here; integration of school and community in the local 
preparation of vernacular literacy materials suitable for both adult and child 
use is proving successful in several centres. 

Cultural sensitivity 

The region is characterised by its ability to reach agreement through 
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consensus, not confrontation. This is the Pacific Way. Consultation is 
extremely important and central to the successful implementation of any 
adult literacy program in the Pacific. The Pacific Way is not unlike the 
manner in which Japanese consensus and agreement is reached. A relatively 
longer period of consultation is the norm, but once agreement has been 
obtained the implementation phase is a speedy and successful process 
involving the co-operation and commitment of all concerned. 

Too often many professed experts and consultants to the region see an 
opportunity for self-glorification when launching projects of this type. They 
also have a tendency to talk to, and not with the people. It is critical that 
outsiders are seen to be genuinely concerned with the problems of the region 
and not with their own self promotion or the promotion of the organisations 
they represent. There are abundant examples of this very undesirable 
behaviour in other international seminars and conferences where speaker 
after speaker from the aid and other international agencies recite their own 
solutions to the problems of the PICs without giving the people of the region 
an opportunity to be involved in the process of identifying for themselves 
what they think is appropriate. Silence in the Pacific does not signify 
agreement More often than not it signals a disinterested mood or a no care 
attitude concerning what has been said. The picture has not unfortunately, 
changed over the last thirty years and the region is being pushed to the point 
where the people are getting very sceptical of rhetoric, especially that uttered 
by aid donors. Matters are made even worse by the appearance of experts 
from far away capitals wearing expensive suits and staying in five star 
hotels, the daily costs of which are more than an ordinary worker makes in 
a month. Such images of the 'saviour' are not unusual in the Pacific, but 
the people are starting to see the rhetoric for what is really is. Marty believe 
that there is little concern to help the less fortunate, but considerable covert 
effort to keep the elite in comfortable lifestyles. 

In every PIC traditional forms of authority exist. These authority structures 
are not complicated, but an understanding and appreciation of what they are 
is vital to successful program implementation and evaluation. In general, the 
chiefly system is central to the life and workings of the peoples of the 
region. At each level of the traditional hierarchy certain chiefs are regarded 
as holding higher status than others; this is true at the family, village, 
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regional and national levels. For example, in Fiji the title given to a chief 
is "Ratu" for men or "Adi" for women. In Samoa they are called "matai", 
but each is then further classified as either a talking chief or a high chief. 

In Tonga they are known as nobles and the Cook Islands call their chiefs the 
"Ariki". Especially in communities fairly remote from the major towns and 
cities the influence of the chiefly system is significant. The role of the 
Great Council of Chiefs in recent events in Fiji's military coups highlights 
the central role of the chiefly system in the affairs of the country. Because 
of the obvious influence of traditional values and culture in the village 
environment, an appreciation of the accepted norms and mores in each 
country is important. For instance, there is always a nominated place in the 
chiefs' meeting house for outsiders to sit when visiting a village in Samoa. 
Speaking while standing or walking in front of seated chiefs is extremely 
rude and must be avoided. Respect is measured above all else. In dealing 
with individuals and the community, therefore, a certain degree of respect 
must be observed at all times especially in the context of the target group. 

In certain PICs it is customary for visitors to take a token gift as a sign of 
their respect for culture and tradition. This need not be expensive and could 
take the form of kava roots for the kava ceremony which often takes place 
after the arrival of outsiders in the village. 

In summary, cultural sensitivity is extremely important and outsiders must 
learn to adapt their behaviour and communication styles to local norms and 
mores. Thus: 

(i) group processes are important; competitive structures are 
inappropriate in most Pacific contexts; 

(ii) criticism of groups or individuals should be avoided, rudeness is 
unacceptable and the need to 'save face' must be recognised; 

(iii) existing hierarchies and structures must be respected, and local 
councils, chiefs etc. consulted at all times; 

(iv) the quality of relationships is important and always precedes western 
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clock watching; hence strict routines and schedules are inappropriate 
in most situations; 

(v) projects generally do not proceed at the same pace as in western 
countries; adequate time must therefore be allowed and flexibility 
inbuilt so that the program is not jeopardised by the need to meet 
arbitrary deadlines. 

The above behavioural and structural guidelines are completely compatible 
with adult education principles which promote participative, cooperative 
learning. 

Conclusions 

The aim of any exercise is to make it self-sustaining. This aim is 
infrequently achieved by aid donors in the Pacific region. It is suggested 
that any attempt to introduce adult literacy programs should incorporate: 

(i) authentic participation by the primary recipients in the process of 
program developments and implementation, especially in the 
formulation of intended benefits; 

(ii) minimal deployment of 'outsiders', and then only in 'back seat' roles 
such as program co-ordinator and network animateur; 

(iii) use of existing infrastructures and appropriate resource people; 

(iv) localised production of literacy materials; 

(v) an awareness of the diverse social, cultural, political, historic and 
economic features of the PICs and the implications of these factors for 
program management. 
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