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olynesia� is a term loaded with exotic implications. But
how �exotic� do these conditions sound? A linkage
between race and economic status which in the past ten
years appears to have strengthened, not weakened. A drift

toward racial and economic polarization, with members of the
indigenous minority as an entrenched underclass. This is how
New Zealand looks to many members of its Polynesian ethnic
minority.

To lump them all together as Polynesians, however, is to
oversimplify the situation, for they are members of seven major
ethnic groups and a number of smaller ones, each with its own
distinct language, culture, and identity. Indigenous to New
Zealand, the Maori see themselves as Polynesians related to, but
distinct from the more recently arrived Pacific Islanders, the great
majority of whom are Samoan. (In fact, Auckland contains the
largest Samoan and Maori communities in the world.)

While contact with major national and international economies
has brought some prosperity to a minority of Pacific Islanders and
Maori since World War II, the price has been to reduce an
unusually large fraction of these peoples to economic dependency.

Prior to 1986, persons of Maori and Pacific Island ethnicity were
over-represented in low-skill jobs in manufacturing and food
processing. These sectors and employees have been hit hard by a
dramatic shift toward employment in the service sector since 1986.
Unemployment among Pacific Islanders aged 15�30 rose from 12% in
1986 to 24% in 1996. The large number of young people among
these peoples has also made them more vulnerable than the general
population to the overall rise in unemployment. (Among 15�19 year
old Pacific Islanders, unemployment was 33% in 1996.)

Coupled with the picture of declining economic status and
social marginalization are indicators showing that Pacific Islanders
and Maori are also far more likely than other New Zealanders to
experience low educational achievement, poor health, low socio-
economic well-being, and criminal conviction. As in other
cultures, there is a clear correlation between poverty and
violence, abuse of women and children, and family breakdown.

Nevertheless, the traditional family and the cultural-ethnic
community continue to be very strong institutions among Maori
and Pacific Island peoples in New Zealand. These can be the
foundations of change and in many Maori communities they have
been. Indeed they must be the foundations of change in Pacific
Island communities as well, if things are to improve.

Among this country�s politicians, managers, academics, and
public servants, there are many well-meaning non-Polynesians
who see a solution in the return of general economic growth to
New Zealand. They argue that it is in everyone�s interest to
assure that the �trickle down� (or, as a former Minister of Social
Welfare said, the �ripple out�) reaches Pacific Island communities
more effectively than in the past.

We reject that proposition. Past government attempts to
assure Pacific Island peoples an equitable share of the benefits
from the New Zealand economy have failed dismally. As long as
the government or someone else takes responsibility for the
problems and the solutions, they will own those solutions. Pacific
Island peoples will remain objects and spectators, not agents of
change.

In our view, Pacific Island peoples, like the Maori, have to take
ownership of their problems and control over the solutions.
While it is unlikely to be an over-all panacea, we believe that
community economic development is one means by which that can
be achieved.

In urban areas, Pacific Island communities feature neighbour-
hood associations, faith-based organizations, social service
agencies, service clubs, schools, co-operatives, and even busi-
nesses. We believe that these communities may be able to
undertake projects to create economic opportunities, training,
and employment for their low-income members. With vision,
planning, and commitment, Pacific Islanders in New Zealand may
be able to transform their social safety nets into springboards that
vault individuals and families into new opportunities for income
and employment.

We believe that, but we are interested in insights and recom-
mendations of other CED practitioners, particularly those with
experience in North American Indian and Metis urban communi-
ties. We hope that some readers may provide us with some
prescriptions, and then see how their input plays out in indig-
enous development in the South Pacific.

Sincerely,

Luamanuvae Kuresa Tiumalu-Faleseuga
Jerry Hammersmith

This the first in a series of �Letters from the South Pacific� from these two
contributors. Born and raised in Salelologa, Savaii, Samoa, KURESA
TIUMALU-FALESEUGA has lived in New Zealand for 25 years. He has
worked as a social worker, university lecturer, and a consultant in manage-
ment, training, and community development. Recently installed as
Luamanuvae (Chief) in his home village, Kuresa is currently assisting a
variety of Pacific Island community organizations with their CED agenda.
JERRY HAMMERSMITH has worked in CED, entrepreneurship
development, microenterprise development, training, and institutional
development across Canada as well as in New Zealand and Zimbabwe. He
has also taught small business management, organizational management, and
entrepreneurship at the under- and postgraduate levels at Massey Univer-
sity in New Zealand. Please send your comments directly to Kuresa at Box
200147, Papatoetoe Central, Auckland, New Zealand.
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