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The Pacific Challenge: An overview of human resources
development

S. Langi Kavaliku

This article is adapted from the author’s presentation at the Second
Conference of the Pacific Community held in New Caledonia in
November, 2001.  The theme of the conference was ‘The PacificIslands
Challenge: Human Resource Development’.  In this paper, the author
takes a fresh look at HRD, emphasising the Pacific context and
seeing it as a lifelong process, just as education and training are
lifelong processes.

The Secretariat in their reference paper distributed to all delegates
stated that “people are the most important building blocks for social,
cultural, economic and political development in the Pacific Island
countries.  People constitute the very fabric of Pacific Island societies.
Without people there can be no development”. The paper quoted from a
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 1999 report: “Perhaps
the most urgent concern across the region is how to better meet the
needs and aspirations of the upcoming generations of Pacific Island
people”.

There is a plethora of studies and reports on Human Resource
Development (HRD).  The Pacific Forum in 1996, the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) in various studies and reports also in the 1990s, the UNDP,
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank (WB), the
Commonwealth Secretariat, several non-government organisations
(NGOs) and Australia, New Zealand and other donor countries, as well
as several Pacific Island countries (PICs), undertook reviews and studies
on the theme for the Pacific Community conference.

There is no doubt that, for any country, HRD is a critical issue,
perhaps especially for Small Island Developing States (SIDS) of the Pacific
with low vulnerability thresholds.  It is an issue often visited and revisited
in the past, one that needs constant and continuous analysis in terms of
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issues, objectives, priorities, directions and strategies leading to decisive
and committed actions.  Why?  Perhaps the philosopher Goethe is right:
“Everything has been thought of before but the problem is to think of it
again”.

A Commonwealth World Bank task force characterises SIDS
as states that are relatively remote and isolated, have rather limited
resources, limited capacity, different access to external capital, limited
diversification and are highly vulnerable.  The Pacific SIDS also in most
cases have large and high-cost public sectors; underdeveloped private
sectors; rapid population growth; heavy reliance on ODA and, in many
cases, on overseas remittances; high level of income volatility; and high-
cost physical structure, including transport and communications.  In
addition, they have increased manifestation of poverty; weak
infrastructure, both physical and technical; in many cases an inadequate
financial sector; fast-paced social and cultural changes and a relative
inability to work out the place of culture and tradition in reform
programmes; and no real decisive objectives and strategies on gender
issues, youth issues, the environment and the changing family scenario.
We can add to these now the issues of natural and man-made disasters
and political instability.

The combination of these characteristics and currents produces
a rather formidable array of challenges that all of us in the Pacific
Community must address in our efforts to achieve sustainable
development, alleviate poverty and improve the welfare of our peoples,
as well as meet both individual and national aspirations.

I am aware that I have made some generalisations and that they
apply in varying degrees and at different levels in any PIC. Any realistic
approach for possible solutions and any real understanding of problems
must be country specific.  I have two excuses for making generalisations.
The first is that I am going to play the role of devil’s advocate: be ignorant
and ask a few questions.  The second excuse is that, as I concentrate
only on ideas, I know that readers will bring them down to earth in their
specific country situation.
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I would like now to return to the question I raised a few minutes
ago: Why Human Resource Development?  I repeat the quotation from
the Secretariat’s reference paper: “people are the most important building
blocks for social, cultural, economic and political development in PICs”.
People are the creators, the initiators, and the implementers, as well as
the recipients of development.  With limited physical resources, there is
only one resource which can be expanded and with which PICs can
meet the challenges of today and tomorrow – that resource is the people
of the Pacific.  In societies and traditional systems that are changing
more rapidly than ever before, facing uncertainty about their future, trying
to meet needs with limited resources, and trying to cope with being part
of a global society, the decisive factor is information and knowledge and
the use of these – again an issue of human resources.

HRD, education and training – present problems

Many look at HRD as a means to meet the manpower needs of
government and the economy, and look to education and training as a
means of achieving the necessary web of educated and skilled people
needed for the maintenance and development of each PIC. There are
several problems concerning education and training.

There is frustration at the seeming lack of education for a job, as
well as by what seems to be a lack of suitable products from the present
education systems to meet present needs.

The brain drain issue is another major problem for most, if not
all, PICs. Educated and skilled people are rather thin on the ground.  In
any one country, the loss of one or two doctors, dentists, engineers, financial
managers, teachers, etc., has a drastic impact on the performance of the
relevant sectors.  (Interestingly, in several PICs the reverse is true of
economists.  There seems to be too many of them.)  The situation is
worsened by the fact that there may not have been enough to begin with.
Can PICs stop the brain drain?  The answer is no.  It is not unique to us
but is a global phenomenon.  We can try and minimise it but we must find
other ways of meeting our HRD needs in those areas.  Globalisation can
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be used to meet those needs.  Fiji is doing it in the health sector among
others, recruiting doctors from overseas.  If we have confidence in who
we are, why not have confidence in being part of the global society
which in many ways is already part of who we are.

Another area of concern is the shortage or lack of qualified
people in the technical fields, especially in IT.  In addition, the number of
school drop-outs and the fact that this trend is increasing is a matter of
concern.  Governments feel that they must do something about it or risk
having a sizeable part of the population below an acceptable level of
education. There is a general feeling that young people must be trained
and that the formal system has failed because it has been and is too
academic.  The mood of the time is to provide more practical and technical
courses.

The demands of the workplace, of the health and education
sectors, of finance and economic management, of fisheries and agriculture,
of governments and of the private and public sectors and of religion are
seen to be dependent on education.  The need, not only for education but
also the right type of education, is also a factor of limited resources,
population growth, unemployment, and the need to achieve a good quality
of life.  This is nothing new.  All societies experience the same things, the
same problems, with regards to education.  Why, then, is there now a
push for greater concern with the process of HRD?  The Secretariat in
its reference paper for the Pacific Community Conference highlighted
population pressure. The World Trade Organisation emphasised trade
and taxation and the need for HRD to ensure that the processes are
successful.  The Pacific Forum, especially the Forum Economic Ministers’
Meeting, highlighted the need of the economy, especially in areas of finance
and economic management. One can go on and on almost ad infinitum.
But if we look at the basic assumption of economics – be it neo-Keynesian,
Marxists, monetarists etc. – we always come back to labour as a human
resource, a cardinal point in any economic activity.

To me, however, the challenge to PICs is not only economic but
also social, political, cultural and spiritual.  The challenge is change, both
complex and rapid, and linear, non-linear and multi-dimensional.  The
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real point of that challenge is the new mat that has to be woven and the
design of emphasis between our heritage, our present and our future that
makes us what we are – Tongan, Tuvaluans etc. in a world of globalisation.

Education and training – lifelong processes

PICs and most other countries look at HRD as a means to an
end –  we need this so we do that.  Education and training have become
almost a mass production system to meet the demands of the market;
education and training are categorised into linear systems to meet today’s
needs and the perceived needs of the near future.  We build systems for
the untouchables – the drop-outs; we build systems for the workers –
the middle level, and we build systems for the brahmins – the elite.  This
is an over simplification but I think it reflects quite well the education and
training systems that we have.

But could we look at education and training from a different
perspective?  If we accept that HRD is a lifelong process, then why not
also look at education and training as lifelong processes, both linear and
non-linear, constantly varying in breadth and depth over time, and multi-
dimensional.  At the same time, because they are lifelong processes,
education and training and HRD must be considered at four levels: the
immediate, the short-term, the medium-term and the long-term.  And last
but not least, HRD can never be considered, addressed, planned or
implemented in a vacuum.

Jacques Delors, the distinguished Frenchman, stated that
education has four pillars: learning to know, learning to do, learning to
share and learning to be.  All four are multi-dimensional and they are
lifelong processes.  A realisation of this fact opens the way to new
approaches.

First, if education is not lifelong, those four pillars will not be
ours. I believe that the first thing we need to know is who we are, as this
is the foundation of who we are going to be.  It provides the stability on
which we can build, on which we can profit from globalisation. It is the
confidence in knowing who we are on which we can develop the
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framework of the strategies in the education and the HRD process for
the next generation to begin the journey towards who they are going to
be.  It is also this confidence that will allow us to be both Pacific Islanders
and members of the global society.  Globalisation is not the enemy – it is
ourselves in our not knowing who we are and hence not having the
confidence to become who we want to be.  Do we want to be Tongans,
Nauruans, Samoans, Tuvaluans, New Zealanders or Australians for
example?  If we do, what do we want in our societies?  Tongans who are
modern or persons who just happen to live in Tonga.  It is not an easy
thing to achieve but it is critical if HRD is to help meet the challenges
that all of us are facing.  That should be the objective of education and
HRD in the immediate, short, medium and long-term because if we do
not know who we are, how can we know what to do?  If we cannot be,
how can we share?  Furthermore, if we cannot learn to know who we
are, how can we learn to share human rights?  How can we learn to be
and share the fact that man and woman are equal but not the same and
that the issue is complimentary of relationships I’m not too clear what
you mean here between two beings who are equal but not the same. If
education is not lifelong, we can never learn to know, to do, or to be, so
how then can parents and children, adults and youths, drop-outs and elite
learn to share?

Secondly, if education is regarded as lifelong, we may be able to
avoid the psychological effect of drop-outs, of academic versus technical
scenarios because, over time, the drop-outs will know that, while they
may be out of the system in one place, they can always come back in
another, thus benefitting their own development.  Opportunities must be
available to enable them to do this. Of great importance here is general
education.  The education system has to provide a very high quality of
general education, not only to develop students personally, but also to
enable them to learn to do. Furthermore, a person can be better trained
or re-trained to allow him or her to find gainful employment if s/he has
received a sound general education.

Thirdly, we are concerned with HRD because it is critical to our
societies’ survival and development.  We are concerned with the quality
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and the type of education provided because it is the foundation of HRD.
We are concerned with both these because we do not have the right mix
of HRD and the quality of education is continually shifting.  If they are
lifelong processes, however, we can review, correct and continue.  We
can develop means to meet their shortcomings in the short term while
planning to transform the processes in the long term. We have good
examples to follow: the University of the South Pacific is again reviewing
university programmes in order to meet goals and needs.  The South
Pacific Applied Geoscience Commission (SOPAC) with its new
programme in the Disaster Management Unit and the development of
the South Pacific Commission into the Pacific Community are other
examples of how in a lifelong process we can review, revise and transform
systems.

Most PICs have mounted reform programmes, not only in terms
of institutional arrangements but also in improving the capacity of their
human resources in various sectors.  Yet we do not regard this as education
and training.  Good governance, transparency and accountability
programmes have been instituted in many PICs.  This is a critical HRD
programme.  Yet do we regard it as part and parcel of lifelong education
and training?

Another reason for us to look at the process of achieving HRD
goals as a lifelong one is a matter of resources.  We have limited resources
and we cannot afford to do all the things we need to do.  We are fortunate
that we have friends – governments of other countries, international
organisations, NGOs, foundations, religious organisations and individuals
– all helping us meet some of those needs in HRD.  Even then, the
resources are limited.  The realities of life in PICs demand that we establish
our vision, our priorities and our strategies to achieve what is possible.
This necessitates seeing education and training, as well as HRD, as lifelong
processes.

Even while viewing education and the training process of HRD
as lifelong, we can still meet the immediate and short-term demands.
Information technology is now the phenomenon that attracts much of
our attention and it is critical that we educate and train our people to
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make IT an attractive input into the economy. It is not counter to a lifelong
process.  The Government of New Zealand early this year mounted
what is called the knowledge economy.  It is very important, but we must
also learn to know that information only becomes knowledge when and
if we use it.  And the decision on how and when to turn information into
knowledge is carried out by us and is only relevant to us if we know who
we are.  Most of us have the ability to understand but do we have the
wisdom to act wisely on what we know?  That is HRD.

Living and making a living

When we think and work on HRD, perhaps we should also ask
ourselves why it is that our life in the Pacific seems to be an exercise of
keeping up with the Jones.  Is life in the Pacific a matter of survival or of
living? If it is of living, why can we not be both part of the global society
and also develop our own lifestyle, our own standards and quality of life
– as our ancestors did when they reached across the Pacific to seek for
themselves a better life – and be proud of it.  Some may think that this is
second class citizenship but I call it living as befitting one’s means, knowing
that, in a lifelong process, we can improve to our aspired level, befitting
the integrity of every human being.

Let us not lose hope because of the rapidity of change in the
midst of a global ocean.  Let us instead take a new look at the process of
education and training and of HRD as a lifelong process that is multi-
dimensional and has immediate, short, medium and long term goals.  The
issues and challenges that PICs face are not survival but living and living
begins with learning to know, learning to do, learning to be and learning to
share.  We must be courageous enough to understand, as Kierkegarde
put it, that “life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived
forwards”.  Any other approach will probably lead to what the French
philosopher and sociologist, Durkheim, calls a state of anomie.

There is a Tongan proverb Taumulivalea which basically means
that if you do not know from whence you came how do you know where
are you going.  We need goals; we need priorities and strategies; we
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need commitments and ownership in order to provide relevant, high quality
education and training to produce the desired HRD over time.  We need
it because the children of today, after 15 to 20 years of education, will
step into the future and have no real knowledge of what PICs will be like
and what they will be expected to do.  The least we can do now is to give
them a bit more space on which they can stand and learn, do, be and
share. I agree with Huxley when he states that “we are small islets in an
illimitable ocean and our best should be to add a little more space for the
next generation to stand on”.

My concern, however, is to point out that the most fundamental
issue is that education and training, the processes on which HRD is
dependent, are matters both of living and of earning a living and not one
or the other.  For us to succeed, the duality of the process must be a fact
sui generis.  I would suggest that the basis of any HRD process should
be Delors’ four pillars for it is a living being as well as an earning person
that we are concerned with.  If we are concerned with the person who
is also the earner, do we really have any other just or reasonable choice
than the scenario presented above?

Lastly, we all tend to believe that providing the right training and
the employment opportunities for our people is the panacea for the
problems that we are facing now and may face in the future.  I have
tried to suggest - perhaps more by implication than by direct expression
– that fulfilling the HRD needs of PICs is a holistic, not just a linear
exercise.  The issues of identity, of social change, of youths, of changing
values, of family problems, of the increasing suicide phenomenon, of
HIV/AIDS, of drugs and alcoholism, of violence, of ethnic tensions, of
political instability - all these suggest that perhaps we should be more
concerned or at least give equal attention to the person as well as the
earner; education for living as well as education to make a living.  Perhaps
there is a case for a new Pacific Way but based on the old.  A Pacific
Way that is built on excellence and a work ethic that achieves efficiency
and productivity while agreeing with Aristotle that the “ultimate value of
life depends upon awareness, and the power of contemplation rather
than upon mere survival”.
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The way forward

There is a need for the Pacific Community Secretariat to work
on a meaningful policy and strategic framework, a regional one, from
which country-specific policies, strategies and actions can be taken and
through which assistance can be provided.  It should serve as a platform
on which the HRD issue could be addressed, reviewed and revised over
time. I have tried to suggest the core approach to such a policy and
strategic framework.  This approach will also allow the PC Secretariat
to discuss issues with its sister organisations, donors and non-government
organisations, and develop a strategic partnership approach to the HRD
problem.  The importance of this is that the HRD problem will always be
with us, as it will always be a phenomenon in any society. I believe
Galileo was right when he wrote “I do not feel obliged to believe that the
same God who has endowed us with sense, reason and intellect has
intended us to forgo their use”.  Education and training and HRD are
critical for our future.

Harmonisation and partnership between PICs as well as regional
organisations is something that should be addressed in relation to HRD.
The establishment of the Council of Regional Organisations in the Pacific
although a move in the right direction, is not sufficient to ensure
harmonisation and partnership.  However, the need for harmonisation
and partnership with the Pacific Region is and must be viewed as a
means of the best utilisation of limited resources.  In such situations,
leadership is critical and if it is not now evident then perhaps the regional
organisations themselves need an HRD programme.  Be that as it may,
I believe that the PC and its Secretariat is the best placed for the HRD
programme.  For fifty years now, this has been a major part of its mission
and activities.  It is responsible for all Pacific Island states – both
independent and dependent – and the major players in the Pacific are
also members.

In closing I would like to relate a story.  A visitor to one of the
countries with centrally planned economies was hungry and was looking
for a restaurant.  He finally found one and the menu promised a wide
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choice of good food.  After studying the menu, he ordered what he
wanted.  Shortly after making the order the waiter returned and said that
unfortunately the restaurant was not serving that dish.  The visitor ordered
something else and the same thing happened.  Feeling rather exasperated,
the visitor asked the waiter to tell him what was available and he ordered
that.  After receiving his food, the visitor asked the waiter why the
restaurant had such an elaborate list of dishes when they could produce
only a few.  The waiter explained that the decisions were made at the
capital and every restaurant owner was informed that this is what each
must have on the menu to ensure success.

Our problem is that ‘the people in the capital’ have not come to
see what we have, but we have to follow what they say.  Perhaps some
day they will come and find out what we have and help us develop that,
rather than build and have a menu on what they assume we should have.


