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Integrate or bust, exploring resilience building in the Pacific tourism space: A case study of Fijian tourism, Savusavu & Taveuni, Fiji


	Summary:  Fiji’s tourism sector continues to face deep structural challenges stemming from fragmented governance arrangements that have undermined resilience and limited equitable participation in development. Over time, overlapping mandates, competing institutional interests, and inadequate coordination between central agencies, provincial administrations, and community bodies have created inefficiencies that hinder the implementation of coherent policies. The result is a tourism system that struggles to deliver consistent outcomes for both investors and Indigenous landowning communities. Strengthening coordination among government ministries, traditional institutions, and local communities is therefore critical. A cohesive governance framework would allow for more effective policy execution, shared accountability, and inclusive decision-making that reflects both national development goals and community aspirations.

Improved integration between national tourism policy and local governance systems presents a major opportunity to enhance adaptive capacity across the sector. Currently, many programs and initiatives are duplicated or misaligned, leading to resource wastage and inconsistent regulation. By linking tourism policies directly with provincial and district development planning, government can promote synergy between the public and private sectors, streamline approval processes, and increase transparency. Such integration would also facilitate joint monitoring and evaluation mechanisms that ensure communities benefit equitably from tourism revenues while reinforcing environmental and cultural sustainability.

Central to this reform process is the recognition of Indigenous Vanua-based governance as a legitimate and culturally grounded framework for resilience and cohesion. The Vanua system, rooted in kinship, reciprocity, and stewardship, provides an existing social infrastructure through which collective decision-making and conflict resolution occur. Incorporating these traditional structures into formal tourism governance would create hybrid systems that respect cultural protocols while maintaining policy coherence. Doing so would not only empower local leadership but also strengthen social capital and trust, which are key elements for long-term sustainability in community-based tourism.

To achieve meaningful transformation, urgent policy action is required to institutionalise cross-sector collaboration and ensure alignment between strategic plans and financial resources. Ministries must coordinate budgetary priorities and develop shared accountability frameworks that embed tourism development within broader social, environmental, and cultural objectives. Capacity building is equally essential: both government officials and community leaders need targeted training to operationalise integrated tourism governance. By investing in institutional capability, establishing clear lines of communication, and formalising partnerships between government, private sector, and Vanua institutions, Fiji can build a tourism governance model that is inclusive, resilient, and reflective of its unique cultural identity.





What is the development issue?
Tourism remains one of Fiji’s most significant economic sectors, contributing over 40 per cent to the GDP and employing tens of thousands of people across direct and indirect roles. Yet, despite its scale, the sector’s governance remains fragmented (Tourism Fiji, 2024). The absence of effective integration between tourism policy, rural development, and Indigenous governance systems has created inefficiencies, duplication of effort, and limited local participation in decision-making. This disconnection has become more visible during crises such as COVID-19 and tropical cyclones, when weak coordination hindered practical recovery efforts.
The issue stems from a long history of institutional compartmentalisation where tourism development, traditional authority, and local government systems evolved separately. Earlier national reviews, including the Great Council of Chiefs Review, the Fijian Administration Review, and the Integrated Rural Development Framework (IRDF) Review, each revealed misaligned mandates, blurred responsibilities, and communication silos between ministries and local structures. This project extends that analysis by focusing specifically on tourism systems to understand how integration can build resilience and drive sustainable, inclusive development outcomes.
Key stakeholders include the Ministry of Tourism and Civil Aviation, the Ministry of iTaukei Affairs, the Ministry of Rural and Maritime Development, provincial councils, traditional leaders, community tourism operators, and regional organisations such as the Pacific Tourism Organisation (SPTO). Integration among these actors is critical to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 8 on Decent Work and Economic Growth, SDG 11 on Sustainable Communities, SDG 13 on Climate Action, and SDG 17 on Partnerships for the Goals.



Key findings
The research explored the question: Are integration and resilience in tourism systems interrelated? If so, how can integration be fostered to enhance resilience in Pacific Island tourism governance and practice? Fieldwork and participatory analysis across Fiji, particularly in the northern areas of Savusavu and Taveuni, confirmed that resilience and integration are mutually reinforcing. Coherent governance fosters rapid adaptation, while resilience strengthens institutional coordination under stress.
The findings show that fragmentation exists at multiple levels. Policy frameworks often operate in isolation, leading to gaps between national planning and community implementation. One respondent stated that “in the provinces, we rely on multiple government actors to help us establish and run tourism, so each time we have to keep pitching the same ideas and proposals to different ministries – it's frustrating”. Provincial councils and traditional authorities often act without consistent alignment with ministry-level tourism priorities, while community tourism operators face capacity and resource constraints that limit their participation and growth. Stakeholders acknowledged that “what the left hand does, the right hand doesn’t know” remains a recurring challenge across institutions.
Through Vanua-based Participatory Action Research (PAR), the project uncovered several key dynamics. First, integration requires trust-building, sustained relationships across state and traditional systems through open talanoa (dialogue) and mutual accountability. Second, resilience is strengthened when Indigenous governance principles such as collective stewardship, reciprocity, and continuity guide tourism management. Third, crises reveal the cost of disconnection: during the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism operators received inconsistent guidance, provincial councils lacked resources to coordinate responses, and community resilience was left to informal networks.
Stakeholders across all levels, community, government, and a private sector actor in particular emphasised “that while Fiji has a strong policy base, implementation falters due to weak institutional coherence and overlapping mandates”. Another participant noted, “Everyone has their own plan, but no one brings the plans together.” Others described how integration must be grounded in culture: “If we do not start from the Vanua, the system will always fall apart.”
	Implications
The implications of these findings are significant for policymakers, donors, and regional partners. Strengthening integration in tourism governance will require both institutional reforms and a cultural shift toward collaborative, Vanua-informed planning. For the Fiji Government, this means formalising inter-ministerial coordination through standing committees or a National Tourism Integration Taskforce that bridges tourism, environment, and rural development portfolios. Provincial councils should be empowered as implementation hubs with clear mandates to align local initiatives with national strategies and policies.
Development partners such as MFAT, DFAT, and SPTO can play catalytic roles by funding integration pilots, supporting capacity-building programs for local governance actors, and ensuring that donor-funded projects align with existing national and provincial systems. Inaction will perpetuate inefficiency and vulnerability, whereas investment in integrated governance could yield systemic dividends, reducing response times in crises, improving resource allocation, and enhancing community trust in government.
At the community level, integration ensures that tourism benefits flow equitably and sustainably. By embedding decision-making within Vanua protocols, communities can lead development processes rather than being passive recipients. Indigenous leadership, when recognised and resourced, becomes a stabilising force in tourism governance. Integration also contributes to climate adaptation by linking tourism planning to resource management, infrastructure resilience, and social safety nets.

Limitations and further research
As a qualitative study, the findings are contextually rich but not statistically generalisable. The focus on Fiji and Vanuatu in particular provides deep insights into governance integration, but further research across other Pacific Island countries, such as Samoa, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands, is needed to identify comparative patterns and region-wide strategies.
Logistical challenges, including weather-related delays and restricted access to some provincial areas, also limited data collection. Despite these constraints, the consistency of themes across stakeholders lends credibility to the conclusions. Future research should combine participatory methods with quantitative policy network analysis to measure integration density and resilience outcomes more precisely.
A significant gap remains in understanding the financial mechanisms that could support integrated tourism governance, specifically, how national budgets and donor funding streams can be coordinated to incentivise cross-sector collaboration. Exploring these fiscal dimensions will be critical for turning integration from policy rhetoric into a practical reality.
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	Appendices
· Draft Pacific Tourism Integration Framework:
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