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The challenges of building a national university in a Pacific Island
Country: lessons from the first ten years of Fiji National University

Introduction

Establishing a national university has been widely viewed by smaller developing
countries as a means of asserting national sovereignty and steering the country’s
economic, social, and cultural development. This has been particularly true in the South
Pacific where, despite the existence of the regional University of the South Pacific since
1968, five of its 12 member countries — including Fiji — have set up their own national
universities. Building a credible national university with the limited financial resources
of small developing country presents a raft of challenges. This paper, using a critical
ethnographic methodology, examines the lessons from the first ten years (2010-20) of Fiji
National University from the perspective of an insider researcher who served as vice-
chancellor from 2016-20.

Literature review

In a seminal report for the World Bank, Salmi (2009) developed the concept of the world
class university (WCU) and explored different strategies and the challenges for countries
seeking to build WCUs. The report was published just six years after the first Academic
Rankings of World Universities (ARWU) in 2003, which was quickly followed by the
Times Higher Education — Quacquarelli Symonds (THE-QS) World University Rankings
(WUR) in 2004. Increasing competition for international talent, both academics and
students, coupled with the emergence of global university rankings, led many countries
to launch national policies aimed at raising their leading universities to WCU status
(Altbach & Salmi, 2011; Liu et al., 2011; Salmi, 2016).

Salmi (2009) described the characteristics of a WCU in terms of the inputs required —
concentration of talent (students, teachers, researchers), favourable governance
(academic autonomy, supportive regulations, leadership) and abundant resources
(financial) — and the quality of the outputs — graduates, research and technology transfer.
These characteristics are summarised in Figure 1. Salmi’s pathbreaking work has proved
profoundly influential in two important ways: first, it describes the characteristics of an
internationally excellent university; and, secondly, by highlighting the inputs and
governance required, by extension it focuses attention on the challenges of building
excellent institutions.
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Figure 1. Characteristics of a World-Class University: Alignment of Key Factors

Concentration
of talent

Students
Teaching staff
Researchers
Internationalization

Research
output

Graduates

Supportive
regulatory
framework

/N

Favorable
governance

LW

/N

Abundant
resources

|

Public budget resources

Endowment revenues
Tuition fees

Research grants

Autonomy
Academic freedom

Technology
transfer

Leadership team
Strategic vision
Culture of excellence

Source: Salmi (2009)
© World Bank. License: Creative Commons Attribution license (CC BY 3.0 IGO)

In a world where there are at least 31,000 higher education institutions (Consejo Superior
de Investigaciones Cientificas, 2021), it is clear that the goal of building WCUs can only
be realised by a handful of the richest nations. However, the importance of the WCU
concept is that it provides a blueprint for university excellence that many countries,
including developing nations, have adopted in guiding the development of their higher
education institutions (Altbach, 2009, 2011; Altbach & Balan, 2007; Hsiou-Hsia, 2007;
Liu et al., 2011; Shin. & Kelm, 2013; Kusumastuti & lIdrus, 2017). In Fiji, government
ministers have frequently repeated their ambition for Fiji National University to emulate
the National University of Singapore, which was created by the merger of two little-
known institutions in 1980 and was ranked 11" in the world by QS in 2021.

Lee (2013) analysed Salmi’s characteristics of a WCU to identify the particular
challenges of creating WCUs in developing countries, which have less mature university
systems and lack resources and research capacity. He classified these into macro-level
challenges (structural disadvantages and global competition) and micro-level challenges
(internal tensions, lack of research capacity, high costs and lack of autonomy).
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Structural disadvantages (macro-level)

Universities in the developing world suffer major structural disadvantages vis-a-vis those
in the developed world, mostly but not wholly as a consequence of decades of lower gross
domestic product (GDP), small tax bases and lack of public investment in higher
education. These disadvantages include poor physical and digital infrastructure, a dearth
of academically-qualified teaching and research staff and immature academic cultures
(Altbach, 2009, 2011; Salmi, 2011; Schendel & McCowan, 2016). These structural
disadvantages are amplified in the South Pacific by tiny national populations and the huge
ocean expanses across which the island states are scattered (Caston, 1993).

Global competition (macro-level)

Structural disadvantages are compounded by intense competition for academic talent.
Developing countries often lose their best and brightest young people to international
scholarship programs abroad, from which they never return (Abella, 2015). Home-grown
talent may equally be lost to ‘brain drain’, as early career researchers are enticed abroad
by higher salaries, better research facilities and the greater availability of grant funding.
An early study by Caston (1993) found that one-third of the graduating classes of 1985
and 1988 from the University of the South Pacific had emigrated, while 70 per cent of
Fijian graduates had already left to work overseas or planned to do so.

Internal tensions (micro level)

All countries face policy trade-offs, given finite resources. These trade-offs, or internal
policy tensions, are clearly more acute for developing countries which lack both resources
and adequate infrastructure. Most obviously, there is competition for taxpayer resources
for higher education from other areas of the public sector, like health and social care
(Maldonado-Maldonado, 2009). Within the education sector, the same tension exists
between investing in better primary and secondary schooling and the tertiary sector.
Teferra & Altbach (2002) note that in the 1980s and 1990s, both national governments
and the World Bank tended to prioritise basic primary education over higher education.
For higher education sector itself, there is a trade-off between improving quality and
widening access for lower income groups.

Lack of research capacity (micro-level)

Developing countries suffer from a lack of research capacity due to inadequate investment
in laboratories and equipment and the absence or shortage of competitive research grants
to fund major projects (Balan, 2007; Altbach, 2009; Forster, 2018). The lack of physical
and financial resources to conduct high-quality research is compounded by a shortage of
academically qualified researchers and technical support staff and, often, an academic
culture that regards teaching rather than research as the institution’s primary function.
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High operating costs

Universities are expensive to operate. High-quality learning requires good physical and
digital infrastructure, combined with well-qualified and highly motivated teachers.
Excellent research requires needs well-trained researchers and support staff, as well as
costly laboratories and specialist equipment. For developing countries, these costs are
harder to shoulder (Altbach, 2011).

Lack of academic autonomy

Higher education, and particularly research, are public goods and the public benefits are
maximised when universities are able to push the frontiers of knowledge free from
external influence or control. In most developed countries, universities are regulated by
governments and professional bodies to ensure commonality of education standards and
recognition of qualifications, but are typically self-governing and autonomous. In
developing countries, there is often a tendency for governments to seek to control
universities, either because they are so important to national economic and social progress
or because governments fear freedom of expression (Johnstone, 2010; Forster, 2018).

Research Methodology

This paper uses a qualitative insider researcher ethnographic methodology to draw out
the main lessons from the first ten years of Fiji National University (FNU). The author
was vice-chancellor of FNU from 2016 to 2020, a critical period during which the
university transitioned from being a loose-knit federation of formerly independent
government colleges to becoming a more unified national university. Using the
framework developed by Lee (2013), it is possible to ‘get inside the black box’ as an
insider researcher (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007; Greene, 2014). In this context, an insider
researcher has implicit knowledge (Hannabus, 2000), the credibility and peer respect to
engage with other senior academics, policymakers and civil servants (Hockey, 1993) and
common biographical baggage with other actors (Cohen et al., 2007).

Unlike most insider research, in which the researcher is seeking to understand the
experiences of others though interviewing and other forms of ‘listening to the data’, this
paper takes a critical ethnographic approach, since the researcher was not only a
participant but an actor — an approach Karra & Phillips (2008) describe as ‘opportunistic
ethnography’. Ethnographic research provides very rich, deep insights that could not be
replicated though other research methods (Boyle & Parry, 2007). This approach ‘does
not proclaim “objective” knowledge, [but] it assumes that the insight of the author is
sufficient for the creation of truthful knowledge’ (Fine, 2003, p. 42).

There is, however, a risk that rather than being a critical, self-reflexive investigation of a
phenomenon informed by inside knowledge and personal experience, the researcher
subconsciously interprets the data to present themselves in the best light (Reed-Danahay,
2002; Humphrey, 2012). To avoid this risk, this study focuses on challenges external to
the institution, rather than the actions of the university managers themselves, and abstracts
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from any discussion of the behaviour or motivations of individual actors. In this way,
‘insider ethnography’ [can] acknowledge the social embeddedness and split subjectivity
of the inquirer without reducing ethnography to story-telling’ (Wacquant, 2004, pp. 387-
388).

The establishment of Fiji National University

In the twilight of the colonial era in the South Pacific, the UK, New Zealand and Australia
sent a joint mission to the region to explore the feasibility of establishing a university to
meet the educational needs of the countries that they governed or administered: Fiji,
Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Kiribati and Tuvalu — the UK’s ‘fragments of empire’ — plus
Tonga (a British protectorate); Samoa, Cook Islands, Niue and Tokelau (New Zealand
territories) and Nauru (Australian-administered). In 1965, the resulting Morris Report
recommended that a comprehensive ‘University of the South Pacific’ (USP) be
established at Laucala Bay in Suva, on the site of a former New Zealand airforce base, to
serve the English-speaking peoples of the South Pacific (Cowell, 1967).

USP was established in 1968, initially as a Fiji-based institution (Aikman, 1988).
However, reflecting its ambition to be a regional university, modelled on the University
of the West Indies which was founded 20 years earlier, it gradually opened campuses in
the other member countries and, in 1991, absorbed the Marshall Islands into the USP
membership. By its 50th anniversary in 2018, the percentage of USP’s students who were
enrolled at the main campus at Laucala Bay had fallen to 61%.

Paradoxically, as USP became an increasingly genuine regional institution, balancing the
needs of different member states and geographically distributing teaching and research
facilities, some governments began to chafe against the perceived lack of control over
their own higher education ambitions. Five have set up their own national universities,
often in direct competition with USP (Groves, 2020). Apart from Fiji National University
(FNU), the list includes Samoa National University (1984), Solomon Islands National
University (2013), King’s International University, Tonga (2014) and National
University of Vanuatu (2020).

In Fiji, FNU was created by an act of parliament in 2010 via the merger of seven
government colleges and training organisations, each of which had a long history as
separate bodies:

= Fiji School of Medicine (est.1885)

Fiji School of Nursing (est. 1893)

Fiji College of Advanced Education (est. 1947)

Fiji College of Agriculture (est. 1954)

Fiji Institute of Technology (est. 1963)

Training and Productivity Authority of Fiji (est. 1973)

= Lautoka Teachers College (est. 1978)

This path to creating a major new university followed a model widely used around the
world, most notably by the 35 UK polytechnics which were formed by merging local
authority owned colleges of art, commerce, education, technology, etc. in the 1970s and
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subsequently transformed into degree-awarding universities by the Further and Higher
Education Act 1992.

The colleges which were amalgamated to form FNU were a heterogenous collection with
some being almost exclusively higher education providers (e.g. Fiji School of Medicine,
previously awarding degrees of USP), but most offering only sub-degree programs in
2010. Each had its own distinctive mission and organisational structure and culture. The
common feature was that being government colleges designed to support economic
development, all had a strongly vocational orientation with educational programs that
focused on employability — mainly in the public sector.

The wider policy context

The Fiji government’s decision to establish a national university was part of a broader
objective of creating a higher education system that was aligned with its ambitions for
economic development, offering good quality education leading to internationally
benchmarked qualifications, while being accessible to low-income students.

The Fiji Higher Education Commission (FHEC) was set up in 2009 to regulate the higher
education sector, by requiring all institutions to register with FHEC (and demonstrate that
they met certain minimum standards), align their qualifications to a new Fiji
Qualifications Framework (FQF) adapted from New Zealand and — for non-university
providers — submit new qualifications for accreditation by FHEC (Chandra, 2009). The
three Fijian universities, FNU, USP and the private University of Fiji, had statutory
degree-awarding powers and were exempted from the requirement to have new
qualifications accredited, but still had to align them with the FQF and report them to
FHEC so they could be recorded on a national qualifications register.

To make higher education more accessible, the government established the Tertiary
Scholarships and Loans Board (TSLB) in 2014 to provide Fijian students with
scholarships (grants for a limited number of places in strategically important disciplines
like medicine and dentistry) and tuition and maintenance loans for all other programs.
TSLB was funded by the government, with the aim — as in other countries like the UK
and New Zealand — that the loans scheme would become self-funding after 20 years as
graduates repaid earlier loans.

Fiji National University: The first ten years

The first ten years of FNU were characterised, as in other national systems that
amalgamated smaller, often sub-degree colleges to create new universities, by four
dominant trends — curriculum development, staffing, organisational design and
investment in infrastructure.
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Curriculum development: the growth of new higher education
qualifications

As Table 1 shows, between 2013 and 2019, while overall enrolments were broadly stable
at around 18,000, sub-degree provision declined steadily from 73 to 33 per cent, offset
by an increase in undergraduate and postgraduate numbers. This reflected the
development across all the colleges of new degree level programs, with student demand
shifting from technical and vocational qualifications associated with agriculture and
construction to academic degrees which were more closely aligned with the rapidly
developing service sector of the economy. Agriculture is in structural decline and now
accounts for only 12 per cent of GDP, while the service sector has grown strongly to 71
per cent of GDP.

Table 1. Share of Enrolments by Level of Study
2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019

ﬁngdfggE L6 73.1% | 66.9% | 57.8% | 52.9% | 43.7% | 40.1% | 33.5%
Undergraduate 24.6% | 30.4% | 39.3% | 43.1% | 51.1% | 53.6% | 58.8%
FQF Level 7
Postgraduate

0, 0, 0, 0 0 0 .
FOF Levels 8-10 | 24% | 27% | 2.9% | 4.0% | 52% | 63% | 7.7%

Total Enrolments 18,977 | 19,402 | 17,011 | 16,595 | 16,917 | 17,525 | 18,656
Source: Fiji National University Annual Reports

Staff: Raising the qualifications of academic staff

In parallel with the change in the structure of the academic portfolio, the development of
higher education programs required academic staff with more advanced qualifications.
This need was reinforced by the FHEC, which as part of the registration process required
institutions to demonstrate that academic staff held qualifications at least one FQF level
above the programs on which they are teaching.

Many of the academic staff inherited from the colleges had taught sub-degree technical
and vocational programs like trade certificates and diplomas and often held diplomas
themselves. To offer bachelor’s degrees, the university either needed to hire new
academic staff with master’s degrees or support existing staff to upgrade their own
qualifications through part-time study. To teach master’s degrees and supervise doctoral
students, academic staff needed to hold terminal doctoral degrees.

During the first ten years, the university followed a twin-track approach of investing in
the professional development of Fijian staff, while hiring doctorally-qualified expatriate
academics to lead the development and teaching of higher degrees. Because of the
colonial history of Fiji, during which the British recruited Indian indentured labourers
(Girmitiyas) and their families to work on sugar plantations, approximately 40 per cent
of the population is of South Asian ancestry. The unique Indo-Fijian culture meant that
most expatriate academic staff were drawn from India, Pakistan or Sri Lanka.
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Organisational design: standardising academic structures

The organisational structures and cultures of the colleges which had merged to form FNU
were heterogeneous. Academic units had wildly different sizes and naming conventions
— faculties, schools, departments, etc. Degree structures also varied from one college to
another, with courses having a range of credit sizes, and often requiring total credits that
were inconsistent with the FQF. From 2016 onwards, there was a drive to standardise the
structure of the colleges, move to common line management roles (e.g. associate deans,
heads of school) and align degree structures on common credit sizes to facilitate
interdisciplinary study, while bringing them into line with the FQF.

Infrastructure: Investment in digital and physical resources

Over the course of the first ten years, there was considerable investment — supported by
government capital grants — to improve the university’s infrastructure. To increase access
to education for rural and maritime students, the digital projects included connecting the
university directly to the Southern Cross submarine cable linking the Australasian and
North American universities, moving library collections online and supporting the
development of blended and online learning. Investments in new buildings and facilities
included a new engineering complex, a business school, a gymnasium and a greenfield
regional campus.

Lessons from the first ten years of Fiji National University

This section considers the challenges to building a national university that have
crystallised in FNU’s first ten years in terms of the macro- and micro-level typology
developed by Lee (2013). It then explores the additional challenges that seem to be
specific to small island developing countries like Fiji.

Structural disadvantages (macro-level)

The obvious structural disadvantages suffered by FNU — weak infrastructure,
inexperienced academic staff, lack of research funding — were compounded by more
pernicious inequalities that became increasingly apparent as the university matured. In
terms of research, there were a number of obstacles preventing academic staff from
producing high-impact outputs.

While English was the medium of instruction for the university, for almost all the
academic staff English was a second language, making it more difficult to reach the high
technical writing standards demanded by international journals. Perhaps more
fundamentally, the well-documented bias in leading journals to focus on ‘First World
problems’ (Horton, 2003; Smith et al., 2014) meant that research with high social impact
in the South Pacific — for example, work on the effects of climate change like the
salination of soil or the loss of ancestral homelands due to coastal erosion —was restricted
to publication in local journals with limited readership and little potential for citations.
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A worrying structural disadvantage for academic staff in young, emerging universities is
the way that they are targeted by predatory journals and conferences (Machacéek and
Srholec, 2021). These bogus research outlets have sprung up over the last decade on the
back of the open access movement. The predatory journals charge a publication fee of
several hundred US dollars to published unreviewed papers in online journals, while
predatory conferences accept unreviewed abstracts and run multiple conferences for fee-
paying delegates in resort hotels.

Not only are they defrauding universities and duping academics, but predatory outlets are
a particular threat to university in developing economies where young researchers are
naive and desperate to publish their research. In 2017, it emerged that a number of the
university’s researchers had fallen victim to these scams, wasting scarce conference
funding and losing the opportunity to publish important work in genuine journals. The
protocol for approving conference attendance had to be radically revised to deal with this
problem.

A related structural disadvantage which adversely impacted the university stemmed from
the absence of any effective national system to verify overseas qualifications. While the
FHEC was notionally mandated with the ‘assessment and recognition of foreign
qualifications’, in practice it had no processes or expertise to fulfil this function. As the
pressure mounted on the academic staff to upgrade their qualifications in-service, there
were cases where staff chose to buy online qualifications from diploma mills. The
phenomenon of diploma mills is not new (Ezell, 2019), but they are a much greater threat
to young universities in developing countries, where recruitment and promotion systems
are less sophisticated, and staff are either anxious to get higher qualifications to keep their
jobs or blind to the risks.

Global competition

Global competition has been an ever-present challenge to FNU in its first ten years. As
an English medium of instruction university, it faces intense competition from
international peers, most notably from Australia and New Zealand where salaries are
much higher. Fijian academics often look to these neighbours for doctoral study, so that
even if they return to the country to serve out bond periods, the likelihood is that many
will eventually move back to Australia or New Zealand.

The risk of brain drain was exacerbated by the country’s immigration policy. Like most
countries, the Fiji government gives preference to local jobseekers, requiring employers
to demonstrate that there was no suitable local candidate before issuing a work permit to
an expatriate. However, unusually, the work permits were issued for only three years and
employers must readvertise the position and carry out a recruitment and selection exercise
before a new work permit will be issued. For expatriate staff, this made their employment
precarious and most started looking for work overseas before their contracts came up for
renewal. The unintended consequence of the immigration regime was that it increased
staff turnover and damaged the university’s ability to use expatriate expertise for long-
term research and teaching projects.
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There were instances where sudden episodes of brain drain caught the university unaware.
For example, a recruitment drive by New Zealand to attract foreign high school
mathematics teachers in 2018 resulted in the university’s strategic planning unit losing
most of its business analysts and statisticians — all of whom turned out to have had earlier
careers as mathematics teachers. The recognition of the university’s bachelor’s in
medical imaging by the Australian professional body led to a sudden exodus of many of
the radiologists teaching on the program, who were able to move to better-paid clinical
posts in Australia.

This highlights a particular challenge for institutions like FNU. In designing new degrees,
often with the assistance of expatiate staff, there is a natural tendency to uncritically base
them on the curricula of more established foreign universities. This alignment becomes
even more pronounced when the university seeks international accreditation to raise the
quality of its programs. FNU, for example, embarked on a five-year project in late 2016
supported by RMIT University in Australia to seek accreditation by Engineers New
Zealand and enable graduates to benefit from the Dublin and Washington Accords.

This project, and others in disciplines like accounting and allied health, involve
restructuring the curriculum to align it with standards set by the foreign accreditation
body. In Fiji, the pressure to seek international accreditation was intensified by its use
by FNU and USP as a competitive strategy to gain national market share. The undoubted
improvements in academic quality come at a significant cost — the international
recognition and portability of the accredited program intensifies the risk of future brain
drain (Lien, 2006; Healey, 2018).

Internal tensions (micro-level)

The internal policy tensions were particularly acute for FNU in its first ten years and
exacerbated by the funding model and the nature of the Fijian economy. As a public
university, the institution was wholly dependent on government funding. Its recurrent
revenue had three main streams:

e A government operating grant (approximately 40 per cent), which was a block grant
negotiated annually between the university and the Ministry of Economy, mediated
by the Fiji Higher Education Commission.

e Student tuition fees (approximately 40 per cent).

e Other revenue, predominantly rent from halls of residence and catering sales.

Virtually all of the university’s Fijian students —which comprised 95 per cent of the intake
— were supported by grants and loans from the TSLB to pay for their tuition fees, halls of
residence and catering. Because TSLB was, in turn, funded by taxpayers, this meant that
in its first ten years, the university was directly (via its operating grant) or indirectly (via
TSLB) dependent on the government for its revenue.

Like many small island states, Fiji’s economy is very vulnerable. Agriculture, notably
sugar, has been in structural decline (falling from 25 per cent of GDP at the time of
independence in 1970 to 12 per cent by 2019) and the most important sector is
international tourism, accounting directly and indirectly for approximately 40 per cent of
GDP. As the largest and most developed country in the South Pacific, Fiji is the regional
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hub for financial services and telecommunications, but the government is the country’s
largest employer.

For most of the period from 2010-20, the tourism sector was expanding, and the university
was largely shielded from internal policy tensions by buoyant tax revenues. Nevertheless,
there were examples of changes in policy focus which profoundly impacted the
university. Table 1 above shows that there was a sudden 12.5 per cent slump in
enrolments in 2015. This followed the government’s decision to merge 15 former
secondary schools into a new Technical College of Fiji (TCF).

The new technical college was empowered to offer foundation level technical and
vocational programs, which the university had to simultaneously discontinue leading to
the fall in overall enrolments. The government’s intention was to make foundation level
programs more accessible via a nationwide network of schools, and effectively
represented a shift from having university-based specialist facilities to a more nationally-
distributed model. Interestingly, this decision was reversed in 2019, when the
government announced that the TCF would merge with FNU in January 2020.

Figure 2 shows the economic performance of Fiji over the period 2010-20. After posting
impressive, sustained growth until 2018, the economy moved into recession in 2019 and
suffered a sharp collapse in 2020 as international tourism halted due to the Covid-19
pandemic. The 2019 slowdown exposed the university to the reality that its financial
fortunes were umbilically tied to those of the government and that policy tensions were
suddenly in sharp focus, in a way that had been hidden by the years of growth. In
managing the budgetary shortfalls, the government made decisions that included cutting
TSLB’s budget and reducing the university’s capital grant in 2019.

Figure 2. Economic Growth in Fiji

2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

-20
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Lack of research capacity

There is no question that FNU was challenged by a lack of research capacity. In the
absence of a national research council, the university faced the choice of trying to build
capacity by cross-subsidising research activities from public funding intended to support
teaching or looking to international sources. In the first ten years, the university
successfully attracted research funding from bodies like the European Union, the World
Bank and the World Health Organisation.

However, a particular challenge that emerged was one of institutional inequality. Some
of the most high-profile externally funded projects were undertaken as part of
international consortia which involved leading universities from Australia, New Zealand
and the United States. Within these projects, there was a tendency for a division of labour
which militated against building a sustainable research culture at the university. As the
Fijian partner, the university often took the role of carrying out the field work, either in-
country or within the South Pacific, supplying the results to foreign partners that led the
analysis.

This gave rise to a phenomenon akin to an academic version of the old ‘knock down kit’
(KDK) export model. The university was part of a strong research network producing
valuable outputs but — like an Australian car maker in the 1960s assembling US-made
KDKs into finished cars — most of the value-added of a Fijian-based, internationally-
funded project accrued to the foreign partners.

High operating costs

In a world characterised by structural disadvantages and global competition, the costs of
operating a national university in a small developing country are high. For FNU, there
were two compounding effects. A combination of the ‘tyranny of distance’ (high
shipping costs for imported specialist educational and research equipment) and a lack of
local competition meant that the costs of installing and maintaining facilities were much
higher than for a university in a developed country.

Often, the university was forced not just to import the equipment, but also the technical
staff to carry out the work. A new gymnasium constructed in 2019 required a team to
travel from Australia to fit the specialist flooring to the basketball court. The installation
of new student management software required technical support staff to travel from
Australia and the United States because there was no capacity within Fiji. When the
university tendered for capital projects, there might be only a single local bidder with the
workforce and the working capital necessary to take on the job.

More obviously, global competition forced up the salaries of academic staff to attract and
retain talent. This caused tensions within the university. For doctorally-qualified
academic staff teaching higher education programs, the benchmark was salaries in
Australia and New Zealand. For academic staff delivering technical and vocational sub-
degree programs and for professional services staff, the appropriate benchmarks were
comparable jobs in the Fijian private sector.
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An exercise to rebase salary structures in 2016 undertaken by an international accounting
firm reset salaries using market data, resulting in a significantly higher differential
between academics in the higher education stream and those teaching at sub-degree level.
This caused ill-feeling amongst the latter group who felt, understandably, that the
extensive practical expertise and experience necessary to deliver ‘trade’ programs was
being undervalued compared with the academic qualifications of their higher education
colleagues. Tensions between the two groups was, regrettably, exacerbated by the
different ethnic composition of the two groups — the sub-degree teachers tended to be
disproportionately iTaukei (indigenous Melanesians) and the higher education staff were
predominately Indo-Fijian and expatriate (mostly Indian).

The pressure on the university’s cost structure from imported facilities and equipment
and academic staff costs was compounded by the geographic distribution of its campuses.
Most universities with 18,000 students in developed countries operate from a single
campus. In contrast, by merging seven colleges, the university inherited a total of ten
academic campuses around the two main islands, Viti Levu and VVanua Levu. While these
campuses were critical to the university’s mission of making tertiary education accessible
to the population, the multi-campus nature of the university and the distances involved
between campuses made the university much more expensive to operate than a more
conventional mono-campus institution.

Lack of autonomy

The lack of autonomy for public universities in developing countries has been widely
documented. This was perhaps the most intractable challenge for FNU. Breaking the
monopoly of USP and establishing a national university was the initiative of the military
government which ruled Fiji from 2006-2014 and has since been twice elected to power
as the FijiFirst Government in 2014 and 2018. FNU is a critical arm of public policy in
a country with a young population (the median age is 27.9 years) and there is necessarily
a very close relationship between the government of the day and the university.

During the first ten years, there have been many examples of a positive political influence
on the development of the university. One of the best examples is the powerful alignment
of the government’s DigitalFIJI strategy which aims to ‘make more and better online
services available to the Fijian people, establish the necessary governance structure for
the digital transformation and ensure the long-term and sustainable impact of the digital
transformation programme for every Fijian’ (The Fiji Government, n.d.) and the
university’s digital ambitions. For FNU, digital transformation between 2016 and 2020
was about making its programs and teaching materials as accessible as possible, by
providing fast broadband to students, installing wifi everywhere on every campus, hosting
all modules on the Virtual Learning Environment and moving library resources online.

Through its operating and capital grants, the government provided financial support for
the university to connect to the Southern Cross cable, install geonet routers across all its
campuses and purchase a new student management system. For its part, the university
hosted the Mahatma Gandhi Centre of Excellence in Information Technology (MG-
CEIT), a bilateral initiative with the government of India to support the development of
the IT industry in Fiji and organised a range of conferences and seminars to support the
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DigitalF1J1 project.

Other examples of positive political influence were the government’s capital grants to
fund the construction of a new greenfield campus in Labasa, as part of its ‘Look North’
policy to promote economic renaissance in Vanua Levu, which had been suffering from
the decline in the sugar industry, and its decision to allow year 12 secondary school
leavers to enter the university’s sub-degree engineering programs with TSLB loans to
reinvigorate the construction industry.

Inevitably, however, the close relationship between the government and the university
had the potential for less benign influence. Despite the mediation of the FHEC, the annual
budget setting process during this period remained an essentially bilateral, if unequal,
negotiation between the Ministry of Economy and the university. The university made
budget requests and the Ministry made counter suggestions. In the period 2016-20, no
conflict arose because the plans of the university and the priorities of the government
were closely aligned, but it is a moot point how much autonomy the university could have
exercised if these interests had diverged — either because of a change of policy or
government.

The second area where the autonomy of the university was potentially eroded was in the
appointment of the university council. Under the Fiji National University Act 2009
(Office of the Attorney-General, n.d.), a number of named professional bodies (Fiji
Institute of Engineers, Fiji Institute of Valuers, etc.), employers’ associations and trades
unions could nominate shortlists of representatives to the minister of education, who
would choose members of council from the names provided. The minister directly
appointed the chancellor (chair of council) and the permanent secretary of the Ministry
of Education was an ex officio member, but otherwise the councillors were representatives
of the stakeholders and not direct political appointments.

In 2018, the Fiji National University (Amendment) Act was passed in parliament, giving
the minister of education the right to directly appoint all council members, ‘who, in the
opinion of the Minister, have adequate qualifications, skills, expertise and knowledge to
contribute to the disciplines offered by the University and the general administration and
financial management of a tertiary institution’ (Parliament of the Republic of Fiji, n.d.).
In April 2019, a completely new council was announced by the minister, comprising an
impressive set of Fijian and international business and academic leaders. While the
Amendment Act has the advantage of allowing the minister to appoint council members
on merit, rather than being confined to choosing from a list of nominees, this amendment
equally makes it possible for the government to select members on the basis of party-
political loyalty.

There is also the risk that, absent either overt positive or negative government influence,
institutional autonomy may be comprised simply because of the university’s dependence
on the government for direct and indirect funding. Not only is the government the most
powerful of the university’s stakeholders, but it is also the paymaster. It is almost
inconceivable in such a context that university managers would not try to anticipate and
respond to the government’s political agenda, even if there is no explicit instruction or
guidance.
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Reviews of the popular media indicate that, across the South Pacific, governments have
intervened in the affairs of their national universities on a frequent basis. Notable recent
examples include the deportation of the vice-chancellor of the University of the South
Pacific by the Fiji government in February 2021 (McGarry, 2021), the cancellation of the
work permit of the vice-chancellor of Solomon Island National University in October
2020 (Osifelo, 2020) and the arrest and subsequent enforced departure of the vice-
chancellor of the Papua New Guinea University of Technology in May 2018 (Havergal,
2018).

Other challenges

During the first ten years of FNU, it became clear that the university experienced many
of the same macro- and micro-level challenges — albeit to a greater or lesser extent —
suffered by similar institutions in other developing countries. There were in addition,
however, some challenges that have a distinctively Pasifika flavour.

The first is a conflict between traditional Fijian values and ‘imported’ management
practices. FNU, like USP, is closely modelled on a traditional British university, with
governance exercised by an independent council and academic affairs overseen by a
senate. In terms of collegial academic decision-making, structures like senate do not
necessarily provide the usual checks and balances in a culture that is based on hierarchy
and uncritical respect for elders and authority. During the first ten years of FNU, there
were examples of well-intentioned proposals from senior management being passively
approved by senate which subsequently proved to have been poorly conceived. Itis likely
that more robust debate in senate would have improved decision-making.

Interestingly, the Fijian tradition of ‘talanoa’ — in which leaders and followers come
together to respectfully share their ideas as part of a yangona drinking ceremony — is often
a highly effective way of consulting across the university. At times when controversial
reforms were being planned, the vice chancellor held talanoa sessions to hear the staff
voice, but this forum had no place in the formal organisational decision-making.

A more intractable conflict was between traditional values of kinship and the ‘Western’
human resource policies and procedures adopted from Australia and New Zealand.
Loyalty and obligation to family and friends can be readily construed as nepotism and
friendship in recruitment and selection exercises designed to eliminate any risk of ‘unfair’
discrimination. In the early years of the university, allegations of discriminatory human
resource management were routinely directed at managers, as they struggled to balance
traditional values with western management.

A second cluster of distinctive challenges stems from the macro-level structural
disadvantages but is exacerbated in developing countries like Fiji which have experienced
colonialisation. After a century of willingly or unwillingly adopting British models of
the civil service — the military, policing and the judiciary to name a few — there is
inevitably a collective internalised inferiority complex in which foreign institutions
become the automatic benchmarks for organisational design.
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Crocombe et al (1988) rationalise this phenomenon in terms of the perceived need to seek
legitimacy in their history of higher education in the Pacific: ‘There was a need to build
confidence amongst students and the public. “Is it a real university?” was a common
question. USP, UPNG [University of Papua New Guinea] and UOG [University of
Goroka] appointed internationally distinguished external examiners from around the
world. Staff were recruited from a wide range of countries (mainly Commonwealth and
USA)... Students tended to insist on European models in everything from courses to
styles of graduation’ (p.28).

In the case of a national university, this ‘colonial cringe’ is reinforced by the increasing
institutional isomorphism in global higher education. World university rankings,
international accreditation bodies and international initiatives to promote mutual
recognition of qualifications like Bologna have all led universities to become increasingly
homogenous and Western-centric over the last two decades. For FNU, the trend towards
institutional isomorphism is increased by the tendency to hire senior academic managers
and professors who have been trained outside the country; that is, either expatriates or
Fijians with international qualifications and experience.

Conclusions

Using a framework of macro- and micro-level challenges, the experience of creating FNU
in its first ten years highlights a number of obstacles to executing the vision of a national
university. Some are common to the creation of new universities by merging smaller,
constituent colleges which has taken place in other countries, notably the UK when the
polytechnics were established in the 1970s. These include forging a common
organisational culture, upskilling or reskilling academic faculty for their new roles, and
strengthening teaching and research without destroying earlier traditions of vocational
training and employability.

Others are more specific to developing countries, which include the almost complete
dependence on public funding to support operational and capital spending, as well as
providing financial support for students. This creates an acute financial vulnerability to
a weakening of the government’s fiscal position, which is exacerbated by the fact that the
tax bases in many small island economies are heavily reliant on international tourism. It
also inevitably fosters an unhealthy dynamic between the university’s management and
the government, on whose patronage the fortunes of the university’s finances rest.

Finally, it finds that some challenges are more distinctively Pasifika or Fijian in nature.
Traditional cultural values of love and familial loyalty, respect for elders and the
importance of the collective are sometimes in conflict with ‘imported’ management
practices and even national legislation based on international ‘good practice’. The spectre
of neo-colonialism is ever present, with the templates for organisational management and
the benchmarks for success often uncritically adopted from developed countries.

16



Healey, N. (2022). The challenges of building a national university in a Pacific Island Country: lessons
from the first ten years of Fiji National University. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management.
The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published in Journal of Higher Education Policy and

Management, 15 February 2022, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2022.2041255

References

Abella, M. (2015). Global competition for brains and talent. Journal of International
Affairs, 68(2), 179-194.

Aikman, C. (1988). 1968-74: Establishment. In R. G. Crocombe & M. Meleisea (Eds.),
Pacific universities: achievements, problems, prospects (pp. 35-54). University of the
South Pacific.

Altbach, P. G. (2009). Peripheries and centers: Research universities in developing
countries. In J. Sadlak and N. C. Liu (Eds.), The world-class university as part of a new
higher education paradigm: From institutional qualities to systemic excellence (pp. 69-
96). UNESCO- CEPES.

Altbach, P. G. (2011). The academic profession: The realities of developing countries. In
P. G. Altbach (Ed.), Leadership for world-class universities: Challenges for developing
countries (pp. 205-223). Routledge.

Altbach, P. G., & Balan, J. (Eds.). (2007). World class worldwide: Transforming research
universities in Asia and Latin America. Johns Hopkins University Press.

Altbach, P. & Salmi, J. (Eds.) . (2011). The road to academic excellence the making of
world-class research universities. The World Bank.

Balan, J. (2007). Higher education policy and the research university: in Asia and Latin
America. In P. G. Altbach & J. Balan (Eds.), World class worldwide: Transforming
research universities in Asia and Latin America (pp. 286-308). Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Boyle, M. & Parry, K. (2007). Telling the whole story: The case for organizational
autoethnography. Culture and Organization, 13(3), 185-190.

Brannick, T. and Coghlan, D. (2007). In defense of being ‘native’: The case for insider
academic research. Organizational Research Methods, 10(1), 59-74.

Caston, G. (1993). Higher education in the South Pacific: a political economy. The
Contemporary Pacific, 5(2), 366-382.

Chandra, R. (2009). Higher education developments in Fiji: global, regional and national
imperatives and issues of quality and affordability. In Tertiary education in small states:
planning in the context of globalization (pp. 1-23). International Institute for Education
Planning.

Cohen L., Manion L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research methods in education. Routledge.

Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas (2021). Ranking web of universities.
http://webometrics.info/en/current_edition

17



Healey, N. (2022). The challenges of building a national university in a Pacific Island Country: lessons
from the first ten years of Fiji National University. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management.
The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published in Journal of Higher Education Policy and

Management, 15 February 2022, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2022.2041255

Cowell, R. (1967). University of the South Pacific. The Journal of Pacific History, 2(1),
165-169.

Crocombe, R. G., Baba, T. & Meleisea, M. (1988). The development of higher education
in the Pacific Islands. In R. G. Crocombe & M. Meleisea (Eds.), Pacific universities:
achievements, problems, prospects (pp. 20-34). University of the South Pacific.

Ezell, A. (2019). Diploma mills and counterfeit operations. College & University, 94(3),
39-46.

Fine, G. (2003). Towards a peopled ethnography: developing theory from group life.
Ethnography, 4(1), 41-60.

Forster, N. (2018). Why are there so few world-class universities in the Middle East and
North Africa? Journal of Further and Higher Education, 42(8), 1025-1039.

Greene, M.J. (2014). On the inside looking in: Methodological insights and challenges in
conducting qualitative insider research. The Qualitative Report, 19(29), 1-13.

Groves, E. (2020). Do the Pacific Islands still need a regional university? Journal of
Samoan Studies, 10(2), 86-91.

Hannabus, S. (2000). Being there: ethnographic research and autobiography. Library
Management, 21(2), 99-107.

Havergal, C. (2018). Former v-c arrested on return to Papua New Guinea. Times Higher
Education, 16 May. https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/former-v-c-arrested-
return-papua-new-guinea

Healey, N. (2018). Higher education systems and institutions, Fiji. In Teixeira, P.N. &
Shin, J.C. (Eds.), Encyclopedia of international higher education systems and
institutions. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9553-1 599-1

Hockey, J. (1993). Research methods — researching peers and familiar settings. Research
Papers in Education, 8(2), 199-225.

Horton, R. (2003). Medical journals: evidence of bias against the diseases of poverty.
Lancet, 361:9359, 712-713.

Hsiou-Hsia, T. (2007). The features of a world-class university: lessons from
international ranking. In J. Sadlak & N. C. Liu (Eds.), The world-class university and
ranking: aiming beyond status (pp. 31-38). UNESCO-CEPES.

Humphrey, C. (2012). Dilemmas in doing insider research in professional education.
Qualitative Social Work, 12(5), 572-586.

18



Healey, N. (2022). The challenges of building a national university in a Pacific Island Country: lessons
from the first ten years of Fiji National University. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management.
The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published in Journal of Higher Education Policy and

Management, 15 February 2022, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2022.2041255

Johnstone, B. (2011). The challenge of university leadership in the developing world. In
P. G. Altbach (Ed.), Leadership for world-class universities: challenges for developing
countries (pp. 176-186). Routledge.

Karra, N. & Phillips, N. (2008). Researching ‘back home’: international management
research as autoethnography. Organizational Research Methods, 11(3), 541-561.

Kusumastuti, D. & Idrus, N. (2017). Nurturing quality of higher education through
national ranking: a potential empowerment model for developing countries. Quality in
Higher Education, 23(3), 230-248.

Lien, D. (2006). International accreditation and brain drain: a simple model. Economics
of Education Review, 25, 335-340.

Liu, N. C., Wang, Q., & Cheng, Y. (Eds.). (2011). Paths to a world-class university:
lessons from practices and experiences. Sense Publishers.

Lee, J. (2013). Creating world-class universities: implications for developing countries.
Prospects, 43, 233-249.

Machacek, V. & Srholec, M. (2021). Predatory publishing in Scopus: evidence on cross-
country differences. Scientometrics. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-020-03852-4

Maldonado-Maldonado, A. (2009). Latin American higher education: hope in the
struggle? In P. G. Altbach (Ed.), Leadership for world-class universities: challenges for
developing countries (pp. 73-93). Routledge.

McGarry, D. (2021). 'Integrity comes from the top down': whistleblower vice-chancellor
vows to fight on despite exile from Fiji. The Guardian, 9 February.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/08/integrity-comes-from. ..-down-
whistleblower-vice-chancellor-vows-to-fight-on-despite-exile

Office of the Attorney-General (n.d.). Fiji National University Act 2009.
https://www.laws.gov.fj/Acts/DisplayAct/3056

Osifelo, E. (2020). VC Chand heading home soon. The Island Sun, 11 November.
https://theislandsun.com.sb/vc-chand-heading-home-soon/

Parliament of the Republic of Fiji (n.d.). Fiji National University (Amendment) Act 2018.
http://www.parliament.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Act-32-Fiji-National-
University-Amendment.pdf

QS (2021). QS World University Rankings 2021.
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-university-rankings/2021

Reed-Danahay, D. (2002). Turning points and textual strategies in ethnographic writing.
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 15(4), 421-425.

19


https://www.laws.gov.fj/Acts/DisplayAct/3056

Healey, N. (2022). The challenges of building a national university in a Pacific Island Country: lessons
from the first ten years of Fiji National University. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management.
The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published in Journal of Higher Education Policy and

Management, 15 February 2022, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2022.2041255

Salmi, J. (2009). The challenge of establishing world-class universities. The World Bank.

Salmi, J. (2011). The challenge of establishing world-class research universities in
developing countries. In P. G. Altbach (Ed.), Leadership for world-class universities:
challenges for developing countries (pp. 224-240). Routledge.

Salmi, J. (2016). Excellence initiatives to create world-class universities: Do they work?
International Higher Education, 87(Fall), 17-18.

Schendel, R. & McCowan, T. (2016). Expanding higher education systems in low- and
middle-income countries: The challenges of equity and quality. Higher Education, 72,
407-411.

Shin, J.C. & Kelm, B. (Eds.). (2013). Institutionalization of world-class university in
global competition. Springer Netherlands.

Smith, M., Weinberger, C., Bruna, E. & Allesina, S. (2014). The scientific impact of
nations: Journal placement and citation performance. PLoS ONE, 9(10), 1-6.

Teferra, D., & Altbach, P. G. (2002). Trends and perspectives in African higher
education. In D. Teferra & P. G. Altbach (Eds.), African higher education: An
international reference handbook (pp. 3-14). Indiana University Press.

The  Fijian  Government (n.d.). Digital  Government  Transformation.
https://lwww.fiji.gov.fj/digitalFI1JI

Times  Higher  Education (2021). World University  Rankings 2021.

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2021/world-
ranking#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats

Wacquant, L. (2004). Following Pierre Bourdieu into the field. Ethnography, 5(4), 387—
414,

20



