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The Role of the Forum Secretariat in Education

Helen Tavola

The Pacific Islands Forum, formerly the South Pacific Forum until a
name change in October 2000, was founded in 1971 and comprises
16 independent and self-governing states in the Pacific.1

The Forum Secretariat is normally associated with economic
development in Pacific Island countries, and indeed this was the
primary focus for the first 25 years or so of its existence. In the mid-
1990s, there was an explicit recognition in the region that human
resource development was of critical importance in overall
development and a realisation that the goals of poverty alleviation
and sustainable development are unlikely to be met if social issues
such as education are ignored.

An urgent concern across the region is how to meet the needs and
aspirations of the upcoming generation. The UNDP notes that 20%
of the region’s population is aged between 15 to 24 years – a total
of 1.4 million, which is expected to rise by a further 300,000 by the
year 2010. Many school leavers find they have inadequate or
inappropriate skills for the few waged jobs that are available, for
agricultural work or for other types of livelihood. Most lack
opportunities to upgrade their skills because too few non-formal
training programmes are available.2

There is a clear mismatch between outputs of the educational
systems of Forum Island Countries (FICs) and the requirements of
the formal job sector. Employers in the private sector have often

2 UNDP, 1999, Pacific Human Development Report, UNDP, Suva.

1 Australia, Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru,
New Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Republic of Marshall Islands,
Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu.
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commented that school-leavers do not possess basic skills. In
some FICs there is a paradox of high numbers of unemployed
people alongside a lack of skilled human resources and a
subsequent need to employ expatriates.

Despite inevitable diversity within the Pacific, there are many
common challenges facing all FICs in the field of education. Even
countries with relatively high education indicators have major
concerns about the quality of education. Common concerns
include:
1. inadequate access to primary and secondary schools in some

FICs;
2. increasing demand for early childhood education;
3. the need to upgrade pre-service teacher education;
4. the need for in-service training, especially for untrained or

partially trained teachers;
5. shortage of teachers;
6. curricula not relevant or appropriate to the needs of FICs,

tending to be too academic and examination driven;
7. curricula does not value languages or cultures of the Pacific;
8. the apparent lack of critical thinking and analysis in school

learning;
9. difficulties in financing education, especially in the face of public

sector reforms;
10. balancing the financial demands of different sectors of

education: competition for scarce resources means that areas
such as early childhood education and education for the
disabled are neglected;

11. qualification inflation: increasing demand for higher levels of
education;

12. gender inequalities in some FICs;
13. balancing calls for high-cost information technology and

technical and vocational education with provision of basic
education infrastructure; and

14. education inequalities: schools in rural and isolated areas tend
to be disadvantaged. Emerging socio-economic inequalities
are often exacerbated by education.
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For decades, FICs have invested high proportions of their budgets
on education. Donors have also given much assistance, notably
for the tertiary sector. Yet there is a growing awareness that all is
not well in the education sectors of FICs. Many children leave school
prematurely, lacking in skills that equip them for earning a livelihood
in either the formal or informal sectors of the economy. There are
concerns about the standard of students who reach secondary and
tertiary institutions unable to cope with the demands required of
their courses. Failures at these levels often become disenchanted
‘dropouts’ who lack the skills to contribute effectively to their
societies. Lecturers at the University of the South Pacific and other
tertiary institutions often lament the low academic standards of
students and their lack of basic reading, writing and critical skills.3

Low levels of receptivity to non-formal education and training are
also attributed to poor basic education.

Both globally and within the Pacific region, there has been much
re-examination of the foundations of education, and a renewed focus
on the early stages of schooling. The global Education For All
initiative, for example, focuses solely on basic education. In the
Pacific context, basic education is often thought to be synonymous
with primary education, although it also encompasses the early years
of secondary school. Basic education also includes early childhood
education and it can be delivered by means of non-formal education,
providing valuable learning opportunities.

These concerns led to the first meeting of Forum Ministers of
Education in Auckland in May 2001. The Ministers discussed in
depth various issues relating to the quality of education in FICs and

3 For example, The Fiji Islands Education Commission/Panel reported that,
from 1984-1999, only 24.7% of all Fijian students on Fijian Affairs Board
scholarships at USP graduated from their courses. In 2001, there has been
concern reported in the media that some 70% of Samoan students at USP
have failed their courses in recent semesters.
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they concluded that basic education is definitely the fundamental
building block for society. If this foundation is weak, then livelihoods
are difficult to pursue and students struggle in later stages of
education. The outcome of their meeting was a Basic Education
Action Plan.4  The key features of this plan are for more work to be
done in various areas of basic education including:

1. Teacher training (both pre-service and in-service)
2. Curriculum
3. Teaching materials
4. School management
5. Community relations
6. School buildings
7. Assessment procedures
8. Early childhood education
9. Educational planning
10. Non-formal education
11. TVET
12. Regional qualifications framework
13. Use of Pacific languages in early years of education.
14. Information technology
15. Distance education
16. Teaching of governance and civics.

The Forum Secretariat is mandated with the task of implementing
this Plan. Donors are being sought to assist with this and several
have expressed an interest in assisting with various areas of the
plan.

The European Union has an allocation for regional programmes
under its 9th European Development Fund, which is separate from

4 This plan was endorsed by the Thirty-second Pacific Islands Forum held in
Nauru, August 2001. Leaders welcomed the Pacific Vision for Education which
outlines measures for translating the region’s priority on basic education into
effective action through a set of regional initiatives.
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national indicative programmes. Human Resource Development
(HRD) has been selected by regional leaders as one of two focal
areas for funding for the period of the Cotonou Agreement, 2000-
2007. A recent meeting of the regional HRD Working Group,
consisting of members from regional organisations of the Pacific
as well as other institutions, technical agencies, non-governmental
organisations and donors, have selected various areas from the
Basic Education Action Plan to be the basis of a new regional
education programme.5  A feasibility study will soon be underway
prior to drawing up a detailed project proposal.

Although it is too early to make clear statements about the nature
of this programme, some general comments can be made. There
is a strong view that regional initiatives must be complementary to
national education programmes. The countries of the region must
be part of the initial discussions, so that they have a sense of
ownership of and commitment towards the programme. There is a
strongly held view that the cultures and lifestyles of Pacific peoples
must be valued in any education programme, whether in the formal
or non-formal sectors. The proposed regional programme will
include both formal and non-formal education.

While some are sceptical about regional education programmes,
much has been learned from successes, as well as mistakes, of
past endeavours. Combining several countries with small
populations makes sense given the small size of Pacific Island
countries. The exchange of views and skills as well as the sharing
of experiences of professionals in the same field are valued by

5 Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA), Pacific Islands Development Programme (PIDP),
Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC), South Pacific Applied Geoscience
Commission (SOPAC), Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS), South Pacific
Regional Environmental Programme (SPREP), South Pacific Tourism Organisation
(SPTO), The University of the South Pacific (USP).
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many and can reduce the sense of isolation, especially in very small
countries. The use of a regional pool of resource people can be
cost-effective and can avoid duplication.

Education is firmly on the agenda at the Forum Secretariat. Since
1999, there has been a Social Policy Adviser who advises and
coordinates in areas including education.  Due to the very positive
response from regional education ministers to their first meeting,
there is a strong possibility of a second education ministerial meeting
in 2002, which will address further areas of interest. By working
together, the region can employ education experts to try and find
answers to some of the educational dilemmas facing our countries.
The implementation of the Basic Education Action Plan should be
advantageous to the region, contributing to greater opportunities
and improved livelihoods.


