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1. Infroduction
The theme and goal of this report is sustainable livelihoods in a changing Samoa. To help achieve

that goal, it is important to examine in some detail the subject of governance because it is one of
the most important aspects of life in Samoa. Governance is an authority system with its associ-
ated structures and rules that define not only the relationship between these structures but the
manner in which they operate for the achievement of identifiable outcomes. Generally, there are
four such governance systems in Sdmoa and they relate to the four types of service (fautua) a
Samoan would normally render in his or her life time. They are service to one’s family, village,
church and the national government. It is these four kinds of fautua in the context of their respec-
tive authority systems that are discussed here.

THE FAMILY, VILLAGE, CHURCH AND GOVERNMENT IM-
ply four distinct types of authority systems with
their respective organisational structures and rules
that define the relationship between those struc-
tures and their operation. A Samoan can be ex-
posed to and be part of at least one or all of those
four governance systems. All these four govern-
ance systems will be discussed in this chapter.
Strengths and weaknesses of each system will be
identified upon which recommendations relating
to how sustainable livelihood in a changing Sdmoa
might be achieved will be given.
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1. Family governance

A matai (titled person) heads every Sdmoan fam-
ily. Families elect at least one of their members to
hold their matai title. Once elected, a matai’s re-
sponsibilities include representing the family in
the forno (village council of maiai), settling family
disputes, protecting family interests (such as lands
and titles), upholding and advancing family pres-
tige and honour, and providing leadership in the
family to ensure that every family member is ad-
equately cared for and protected. This ideal of the
matai looking after the collective interests of his/
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A MATAI HEADS EVERY SAMOAN FAMILY.
FAMILIES ELECT AT LEAST ONE OF THEIR
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ONCE ELECTED, A MATAI'S
RESPONSIBILITIES INCLUDE REPRESENTING
THE FAMILY IN THE FONO, SETTLING
EAMILY DISPUTES, PROTECTING FAMILY
INTERESTS, UPHOLDING AND ADVANCING
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her family should be expressed in the allocation
of family land for the use of family members, the
re-distribution of goods obtained in the reciprocal
process of gift giving, and so forth. The bottom
line is to uphold and perpetuate collective values
for the benefit of all family members vis-a-vis in-
dividualistic values. Lessons on respect for one’s
elders, upholding mutual respect between brother
and sister, knowing one’s place in the family rank
and position of responsibilities, respect for the
matai and his wife, among others, are initially
taught and learned in the family context. Success-
ful achievement of these family objectives con-
tribute to order, peace, security and well-being of
family members, which would in turn contribute
to order, peace, security and well-being of the vil-
lage and the country generally.

Ideally, all family members should have a say
in the election of their titleholders. However, the
reality in some families is that only senior mem-
bers speak in such discussions. Given this situa-
tion, it is important that before these family meet-
ings, each family branch must meet to discuss their
choice of candidate before their senior
representative(s) speak on their behalf in family
meetings. Two obstacles can prevent this from tak-
ing place. First, it could be that members who re-
side permanently on the title’s residential land
refuse to be involved in such a meeting because
of personal differences. Second, it could be that
members who reside permanently overseas could
not be present in such meetings. Family members
must try and work out a way of ensuring that these
family discussions at branch level take place.

Samoa has not only grown (and is still grow-
ing) in size as clearly shown from the population
counts in its periodic censuses, but it has spread
out far and wide within and outside of Samoa. This
reality has had an impact at the family level as
well. Because the majority of most family mem-
bers now reside in other villages and in overseas
countries like New Zealand, Australia, the United
States of America and so forth, most families find
it very difficult now to arrive at a consensus at
election time to identify a single candidate to hold
a family title. The last resort to arbitrate on these
issues is the Land and Titles Court whose deci-
sions often result in the splitting of the title among
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more than one candidate as a compromise to please
the disputing parties. Following this conflict reso-
lution strategy of the Land and Titles Court, fami-
lies, when they are not unanimous in their support
of one candidate, would split their title themselves,
to please all branches of the family and avoid hav-
ing the issue settled in court.

Thus, splitting the family title among several
holders has now become the strategy in some fami-
lies to keep everyone happy, thereby avoiding the
family having to resort to the Land and Titles Court
to decide who their titleholder should be. Title
splitting has its advantages. More holders than one
means more people to contribute to family func-
tions. More holders than one ensures there is at
least one titleholder who resides permanently on
the title’s residential lands who would also repre-
sent the family in the village foro. A family repre-
sentative has to be present in the fono to repre-
sent, defend and advance the family interests at
that level. Disadvantages of title splitting, on the
other hand, include the difficulty in arriving at
family decisions. Titleholders who reside overseas
would make it difficult to have everyone in one
place to hold meetings and make decisions. Some-
times titleholders who reside overseas would un-
fairly insist on their involvement in all family de-
cisions, which sometimes delay family decisions,
when they know that they could not make it to
family meetings in Samoa. Some understanding
between all titleholders must be reached that marai
who reside permanently on family land must have
the freedom to make certain family decisions.

Once a maiai is motivated to do things for his
own immediate interest, he/she is not upholding
nor advancing collective family interests and val-
ues. For example, a principle holder of a family
title (sa’0) published in the official government
newspaper (the Savali), in accordance with the
Land and Titles Act, 1981 a notice whose ultimate
effect was for his granddaughter to inherit an im-
portant portion of family land. This particular piece
of land is the traditional house site of that title.
This particular title belongs to a huge family of
several descendants residing in and outside Samoa.
By cultural implication, this same public notice
meant that the granddaughter would succeed to
the family title currently held by her grandfather,
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Gift giving is @ means of
upholding family ties and
kinship relationships,
ending the practice of gift
giving could result in the
breakdown of family ties
resulting uliimately in the
disappearance of that
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whose election to the title was by members of the
family. The Land and Titles Court is doing a good
job protecting collective family properties against
self-interests such as the case cited here. It was
only when that notice by the family sa ‘o was pub-
lished in the Sagvali that other family members
knew about their sa 'o’s selfish intention. Thus, the
legal procedures of the Land and Titles are pre-
venting selfish head marai from abusing their tra-
ditional influence and power to the disadvantage
of other family members. In some cases, however,
family members either do not have the resources
to fend off such selfish practices or did not notice
in the Sdvali newspaper these public notices. Such

notices are given three months during which ob-
jections to it could be lodged. One way of pre-
venting these self-interested matai exploiting fam-
ily trust to promote their personal interests is full
understanding of existing laws. The Land and Ti-
tles Court can play a role in this by conducting
seminars/workshops in rural areas to explain laws
relating to customary lands and titles, which is
something they are not doing now and have prob-
ably not done in the past either.

Care for family members through contribution
of various gifts will remain a part of custom for a
long time to come. Several factors are taken into
account when deciding what family members
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should contribute. In the present author’s experi-
ence the most fair and acceptable strategy is to set
a minimum amount to contribute, whether in cash,
fine mats or other goods. That would not neces-
sarily prevent others from contributing more
should they so wish. Likewise, when re-distribut-
ing reciprocated goods received from functions,
it should roughly follow the principle of fairness
on the basis of what was put into the gift that was
presented. However, there should be room for flex-
ibility because of several other competing factors
like seniority of'title, seniority in age, seniority in
status, quality and quantity of fine mats contrib-
uted, among others. What should be avoided ulti-
mately is the extreme where the person re-distrib-
uting the obtained goods gives it all to himself,
his immediate descendants, or people who did not
contribute anything at all, thereby leaving those
who contributed with nothing. This bad practice
is not an incentive for perpetuating this good wel-
fare practice, which is part and parcel of Sdmoan
custom.

This discussion of gift contribution and re-dis-
tribution of reciprocated goods should not imply
that this is the only task, or even the most impor-
tant responsibility of the matai. Instead, it is the
matai’s responsibility to see that every inner fam-
ily unit within the extended family is able to cater
to its basic needs, that parents are able to service
their obligations in respect of their children (rights
of the child), or similar other causes that improve
the quality of life of each household and the wel-
fare of the extended family as a whole. Gift giv-
ing is one of the issues in family governance. For
example, whilst this practice seems to have started
and institutionalized as a means of traditional so-
cial welfare measure to ensure every family mem-
ber in his/her needy times has the attention of the
family, it is also a generally accepted fact that gift-
giving in cultural ceremonies is a burdensome
practice for many family members. Setting a mini-
mum level of contribution is of no help at all if
you do not have or cannot afford the minimum. It
follows from this logic that good family govern-
ance would be greatly aided by the head matai
working towards making sure that the kinds of gift-
giving and exchange that now typify Samoan cul-
tural ceremonies will not “remain a part of cus-
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tom for a long time to come”. The opposing and
an equally strong argument is that because gift
giving is a means of upholding family ties and
kinship relationships, ending the practice of gift
giving could also result in the breakdown of fam-
ily ties resulting ultimately in the disappearance
of that means of family support. A compromise
must be found that would result in the perpetua-
tion of the practice of gift giving without neces-
sarily becoming a burden to family members.

2. Village governance

The substantial majority of Sdmoans live under
the traditional authority of the foro. There are 238
village governments in Samoa now.! Each of these
villages has structural elements and practices that
are either similar to other villages or unique to
them. These differences in structural elements and
practices are further illustrated by the two cultural
concepts aganu v and aga ifanua.

Aganu 'u refers to aspects of the matai system
that are shared with and generally understood by
other Sdmoans outside the context of village set-
tlement. Examples of aganu u include the custom
that matai are clected by members of their respec-
tive families, that marai speak on behalf of their
families, that there are generally two categories
of matai (the ali’i and tulafale), that ali i and
tulafale have distinct roles to play in the traditional
governance system, that there is a rank of matai
titles and associated roles, that there are systems
of gift exchange to reciprocate hospitality, among
others.

Aga’ifanua (literally, practices that are specific/
unique to a particular land), on the other hand,
refers to elements of a village’s socio-political
structure and/or practices that are particular to a
village. For example, while in some villages
tamali'i have the final say in decisions, in other
villages rulafale have the final say. While in some
villages the founders are tulafale and only later
on in their history tamali’i were introduced, in
other villages it was the tamali’i that originally
founded the village and only later on fulafale were
introduced. The concept of aga'ifanua also ap-
plies to families within the same village. Although
generally, most - if not all - families elect their
matai (much like the concept of agaru 'u already
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explained), in some families only certain branches
or particular lines of descent have the final say in
deciding their titleholders.

In most cases, variations in aga'ifanua,
whether in relation to village or family practices,
have identifiable historical origins. Similarly, most
agany'u practices have identifiable historical ori-
gins. The stories associated with the historical ori-
gin of these practices are passed down from one
generation to the next through oral traditions. In
most cases they are kept as village and family se-
crets. Like the origin stories of aganu 'u and
aga ifanua, the origin stories of villages and titles
are sometimes well-kept secrets. They belong to
Sadmoa’s body of esoteric knowledge. Justification
of authorities pertaining to certain titles over other
titles and certain villages over other villages is
sometimes kept in this body of esoteric knowl-
edge. One who is well versed in such knowledge
can easily be a powerful person in Simoan soci-
ety because of his/her mastery and appropriate
application of that knowledge.

A fono governs every village. Like the mod-
ern state, the fono performs the three functions of
legislative, executive and judiciary. The ultimate
responsibility of the foro is the village’s well-be-
ing and security. A generalized fono structure con-
sists of several matai numbering between 20 to
60 or even more. Most matai titles belong to the
two main categories of a/i i and rulafule. Gener-
ally, tulafale give traditional speeches on behalf
of the ali’i and perform the general functions of
an executive while afi’i deliberate on important
village decisions and uphold the prestige and dig-
nity of the village as a whole. In most cases, they
are the village’s genealogical link to the country’s
‘royal’ lineages. In ancient times when most seri-
ous issues of dispute were settled in the battle-
field, it was around these families that support for
war and candidates for titles of high rank and au-
thority were organized.

In the context of the modern state, fono’ are
indispensable. It is through the fono that several
government projects in rural areas are imple-
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mented, Pulenu 'u (village mayors) elected by their
respective foro are paid a modest salary by the
government through the Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs. They are the intermediary between the gov-
ernment and fono. Village governments are an as-
set to the State. For example, escaped prison in-
mates were captured and returned by one village
to the custody of the Ministry of Police and Prison
following public appeals by that ministry to that
effect. Moreover, the implementation of govem-
ment social services programmes relies on the
cooperation of fono. For example, the government
provides salaried teachers for village schools while
the wvillages are responsible for the construction
and maintenance of their own schools. Most vil-
lages also provide accommodation, momming tea,
lunch and dinner for teachers on a daily basis.
Similarly, the government provides salaried dis-
trict hospital doctors and nurses, medical equip-
ment and medicine while districts (comprising
several villages) provide hospital buildings and
are responsible for the personal safety and secu-
rity of doctors and nurses.

Village honour and prestige are jealously
guarded by villages. These aspects of village gov-
ernance (which are also present in family govern-
ance) have both positive and negative implications.
Because a village is an autonomous socio-politi-
cal unit, it would want to have its own school and
its own church. These material possessions are
expressions of village pride and identity. Govern-
ment programmes taken to villages to be imple-
mented for the benefit of their members are car-
ried out willingly. Collective village mentality
ensures that the village should not fail in this
project as it would implicate a divided village that
is weak and without pride and honour, and pres-
tige. On the other hand, the same village pride and
honour have resulted in fatal situations, examples
of which are discussed below.

Below the village council level are other sub-
village organisations comprising the aualuma
(daughters of the village who no longer attend
school), taulele’a (sons of the village who no
longer attend school and are not holders of matai
titles), faletua ma tausi (wives of ali i and tulafale
respectively, that is, wives of matai), and fafine
lditi (literally, junior wives, who are the wives of
untitled men residing in the village). Government
programmes that encourage the construction and
maintenance of village plantation roads, among
other programmes, are the responsibilities of
taulele 'a. Government beautification programmes
to encourage village cleanliness and provision of
several village necessities such as the various cat-
egories of mats plaited from pandanus and coco-
nut leaves are the combined responsibilities of
wives of matai and taulele 'a, and the aualuma.
Widely acknowledged as the mdlosi (strength) of
the village, taulele 'a uphold and defend the hon-
our and strength of the village by going to war, if
necessary, with any individual or group of people
who might undermine or challenge village hon-
our and authority.

It is also the fono s responsibility to ensure a
sufficient supply of resources for the village. Oc-
casionally, the foro specifies a day on which all
untitled men’s gardens would be inspected. The
purpose of this exercise is to make sure that all
village families will not run out of food. The fono
could also put a ban on the fishing of its lagoon,
the harvesting of coconuts, the hunting of a par-
ticular species of birds, and so forth. Such bans
allow time for coconuts to ripe before the next
harvest, allows time for fish to grow in size be-
fore the lagoon is fished again, and allow a par-
ticular species of birds to multiply and grow in
size before they are harvested again. Thus, such
bans are a traditional strategy in resource man-
agement. For the same reason, fono have also made

“Each village in Samoa has structural elements and practices that are either similar to other villages or unique fo them. These

differences are further illustrated by the two cultural concepts of aganuu and agaifanua. “Aganuu” are aspects of the matai

system that are shared with and generally understood by other Samoans outside the context of village setflement.

“Agaifanua” on the other hand refers to elements of a village's socio-political structure and/or practices that are parficular to

a village. For example, in some villages, chiefs have the final say in decisions, in others it's the orators.”
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public announcements in the media to ban people

from other villages fishing their lagoons or hunt-
ing the birds of their lands, and so forth.

Settling village disputes and ensuring village
protection from outside threat are among the most
important security responsibilities of fono. Dis-
putes that could not be settled at the family level
are brought before the fono whose responsibility

it 1s to try and solve them by first examining the
course of the dispute, identifying the people in the
wrong, then either reprimanding or punishing the
culprits. Village punishments can range from cash
(given to the fono to fund various village projects)
of any amount between $ST50 and $ST500, de-
manding the family of the culprit to provide food
for the village, suspending the culprit from par-
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ticipation in village affairs, or expelling the cul-
prit from the village either for a specified time
period or indefinitely. The kind of punishment
given and severity depend on the seriousness of
the offence as determined by the fono collectively.

Qualification for village protection, secure
supply of resources and guarantee of peace 1s the
rendering of fautua (village service). Tautua is
rendered to all traditional village organizations of
which one is a member. For example, if one is a
matai his/her service is rendered to the village
council; if one is a member of the taulele’a or-
ganization, his service is given to that organiza-
tion, and similarly with villagers who are mem-
bers of the aualuma, faletua ma tausi, or the fafine
[aiti. Rendered service (fauifua) could be in the
form of financial contribution, provision of food
for ongoing village functions and activities, among
others. Taurua as such in return for village protec-
tion and security could therefore be equated to
paying tax in the modern state in return for all state
services for which its citizens are entitled.

Despite its many positive contributions to Sa-
moan society, a village government has its weak-
nesses. Arguably, weaknesses in a village govern-
ment are associated with some of its traditional
structures and processes, which, ironically, are the
same aspects of that system that have enabled it to
survive down to the present. The issue here is how
to reconcile differences in values and expectations
associated with a village government with expec-
tations and accepted values of modern society. As
long as the two supplement each other, there is no
problem. However, experience has shown that ir-
reconcilable elements of the two systems have
sometimes resulted in fatal outcomes. Aspects of
village governments and suggested ways of im-
proving and/or reconciling them with values of
modern society are discussed here,

Matai rank stipulates the duties, influence and
authority pertaining to a particular title or to cer-
tain titles collectively. For example, Village V com-
prises five matai fa'avae (foundation or principal
titles). Historically speaking, matai fa'avae are the
names of the five people who either founded the
village together at the same time or are currently
acknowledged in the village as its established ti-
tles. Of the five such titles in Village V, three are
ali’i and two are tulafale. The holders of these five
titles make important fono decisions as follows.
Although deliberations in the meeting bring out
issues relevant to the discussed subject, the par-
ticipants in the discussion are holders of those five
titles. The other 75 per cent or more of matai in
the council who hold titles of lesser rank are re-
stricted to listening to the discussion only. This
situation is acceptable if all relevant issues are dis-
cussed and decisions are arrived at rationally.

On the other hand, if a decision is arrived at
because of the respect for the view of the oldest of
the five marai or because of the traditional status
of a particular title even though it has become
abundantly clear to the majority of matai in the

Jono that such a decision was not to be in the best

interest of the village, then there is a problem with
this type of traditional decision-making process.
In which situation, holders of lesser titles should
also be part of the discussion. In extreme situa-
tions, which is nevertheless the reality in some
villages. only one or two marai decide (or more
appropriately, dictate) the affairs of the whole vil-
lage because of the rank and authority associated
with their titles.

Opening up the decision-making process to
holders of lesser titles would provide the opportu-
nity for some educated and better informed matai
on certain issues to contribute to collective vil-
lage decisions, and this indeed is the situation in

Matai rank stipulates the duties, influence and authority pertaining to a particular fitle or to certain fitles collectively. For

example, Village V comprises five matai fa'avae (foundation or principal titles). Historically speaking, matai fa'avae are the

names of the five people who either founded the village together at the same time or are currently acknowledged in the

village as its established fitles.
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most villages now. It thus allows flexibility in the
otherwise rigid traditional village structure and its
associated rules. Appointments of village mayors
and their associated duties is a good illustration
of how villages have been able to accommodate
changes. Every village elects its own mayor whose
appointment is endorsed by the government. The
mayor, who is paid a government salary, is the
intermediary between the village and the govern-
ment through its Ministry of Women, Internal Af-
fairs and Youths. Village views on government
programmes they implement are relayed to the
government by the mayor, and government pro-
grammes to be implemented in villages is effected
through the mayor. Over the years the position of
mayor has acquired village respect to the extent
that an appointee has the right to call village meet-
ings where he relays to the village collective pro-
grammes to be implemented. In this humble way,
village mayors who hold lesser titles can become
influential in village affairs. Recently, the govern-
ment has given the right to villages to elect fe-
male mayors in addition to their existing male
mayors.

As long as the decision-making process ex-
cludes matai who hold titles of lesser rank, that
group of titleholders would never be effective de-
cision makers on issues that not only affect their
lives but the lives of those who depend on them.
Nor would their talents, education and experience
be utilised fully for the benefit of the village. Dis-
sociating decision-making from rank will under-
standably be difficult as the two have been part
and parcel of custom. A realistic way to achieve
this goal is for the fono to understand fully the
distinction between the two cultural concepts and
the merits of separating them in some cultural con-
texts. For example, a fono resolution could up-
hold and even venerate rank in some contexts
while allowing free discussions of issues relevant
to decisions for the general good of the village in
some contexts. Success of this other strategy would
hopefully minimise the chance of ranked titlehold-
ers making decisions that may not be in the best
interest of the village. On the other hand, if the
decision by one matai or two matai of high rank
is genuinely for the benefit of the whole village
and not merely for their own selfish gains, then

traditional aspirations match those of modern so-
ciety. As long as people believe that decisions
made are for their good, they arc likely to uphold
and perpetuate that system.

The limited number of people involved in de-
cision making, because of title rank, can have an
adverse effect of another kind on the majority of
the village. The case of a decision made by the
council of Faledlupo village in the period leading
up to the 2001 general elections comes to mind.
The incumbent Faledlupo Member of Parliament
(MP) wanted another term in parliament. The best
way of achieving that aim was for the fono to de-
clare officially that the incumbent MP was the only
candidate from the village to contest the constitu-
ency’s seat. If only one candidate is put forward,
he/she is declared elected unopposed by the Chief
Returning Officer. This seems to be the plan one
or perhaps two matai of high rank in the Faledlupo
Jforno had in mind. When the plan was put to the
Jono, the rival candidate and his supporters raised
objection. Because the marai who were executing
the plan held positions of influence and power in
the fono structure, the rival candidate was given
the ultimatum of either withdrawing his candidacy
or face fono expulsion.

Expulsion from the foro, so the ‘friends’ of
the incumbent MP believed, would minimize the
rival candidate’s chance of winning the constitu-
ency’s seat. The rival candidate would not bow to
the high-handed demands of the chiefs in the fono’s
positions of influence and power. He wisely ex-
ploited the feelings of the “rebellious”™ members
of the same village who had recently been expelled
after contesting successfully in the Land and Ti-
tles Court their constitutional right to establish a
new Christian church in the village. Bad publicity
of the incumbent MP’s political ambitions and his
seemingly selfish and power-abusing supporters
helped the rival candidate’s cause tremendously.
In the end, the rival candidate defeated the incum-
bent MP by 613 votes 601.° The rival candidate’s
victory could be interpreted as a defeat of the
whole concept of village government and tradi-
tional governance generally. Nor was it a pleasant
impression to paint for the preservation of village
and traditional governance generally.

Another example of unwelcomed foro govern-
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ance follows. Although the example discussed here
to illustrate this point is fairly common through-
out the country, I shall use the case of Village V in
the present discussion. In the period leading up to
the general elections in 1991, Village V made a
Jfono decision to support only one of the candi-
dates for the upcoming parliamentary elections.
After the general elections, evidence was submit-
ted to the fono indicating that some village mem-
bers voted for a rival candidate. Those voters were
punished.* The case of Village V is an example of
how traditional values associated with collective
Sfono decision clash with moder ideals of free-
dom of choice. Ideally, Sdmoans would prefer that
once a fono decision is made, everyone should
abide by it. It shows the extent of village unity,
the strength of village solidarity and so forth. From
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the perspective of the modern state and human

rights principles, however, the collective village
decision of Village V had interfered with one’s

freedom of choice. It was in this context that the
Government’s Commission of Inquiry appointed
to examine Simoa’s principal Electoral Act (1963)
and its amendments recommended that never again
should custom interfere with the electoral proc-
ess.” In other words, custom and tradition should
be divorced from the due process of parliamen-
tary elections. Stated differently, village govern-
ments should be discouraged from exercising un-
due influence in the electoral process as stipulated
in the Elecroral Act 1963, Section 98,

Another example of a fono decision infring-
ing on human rights issues was the case of Lona
village in September 1993 described in Box 1.
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Interpretations of the broad causes of the Lona
incident are manifold. According to the highest-
ranking titleholder of Lona, Talamaivao Niko (who
is also a former police officer, former member of
parliament and former Minister of Cabinet), the
cause of the incident was Nu'utai’s attitude. Be-
cause Nu’utai had been in New Zealand for a long
time and had money in Samoa, he acted differ-
ently. Moreover, given that boundaries in Fagaloa
are unmarked, ‘Nu’utai’s action in stopping the
ringing of the curfew bell was probably too
much’."* Talamaivao also blamed Nu'utai’s death
on the late Prime Minister, Tofilau Eti Alesana,
whose HRPP government passed the Fillage Fono
Act, 1990. According to Talamaivao, the Village
Fono Act gave the fono the right to mete out pun-
ishments. Talamaivao had always maintained that
this Act would encourage fono to invoke traditional
punishments, which in the present age would be
considered barbarous and primitive.'*

What is more interesting in the context of tra-
ditional village governance is the argument that
Jfono would go to any extreme to enforce their au-
thority. It would be an insult to a foro if people
under its authority successfully oppose that au-
thority. The fono is also concerned that as soon as
village people successfully oppose its ruling, it
would be the end of foro authority. Though, ide-
ally, the liberal architects of Sdmoa’s constitution
would prefer it that way, realistically; the limited
number of police to enforce law in the country
requires the assistance of fono in law enforcement,
protection and security in villages. As a former
Commissioner of Police once said: ‘the matai sys-
tem is still the best one offering assistance to po-
lice’." This statement was made not long after the
fatal shooting at Lona. Referring to a case where
raulele a of one village caught for the police five
escaped prisoners, the same Police Commissioner
commented: ‘you won'’t find this sort of assist-
ance anywhere else in the world™."”
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Meleised has also discussed the incident at
Falelitai, described in Box 2, which was also di-
rectly linked to foro authority.'®

Even though Lona and Falelatai instances are
not everyday happenings, the fact that their fono
have gone to those extremes to enforce their re-
spective authorities signals a problem calling for
solutions. Fono do not exist in isolation. Instead,
they exist within the legal boundaries stipulated
in the country’s constitution. [t would be extremely
radical and downright unrealistic to call for the
dissolution of fore throughout the country because
of their valuable contributions to the security, pro-
tection and wellbeing of society. Fono would not
want the state to interfere with their authority, nor
would they want their authorities reduced. A com-
promise has to be reached somewhere. One of
which would be for foro to observe by-laws that
define parameters of their authority and stipulate
types and extent of village punishments they could
administer. Currently section 6 of the Fillage Fono
Act 1990 legalises a fono to impose punishment
on its residents. The only way of checking the
extent and appropriateness of that punishment is
when the adversely affected person appeals that
Jfono decision under section 44 of the Land and
Titles Court Act 1981.%

The Village Fono Act, 1990, symbaolically rep-
resents a dilemma between Samoan tradition and
modernity. It was passed at the same time parlia-
ment passed the legislation to introduce universal
suffrage. Hence, while on one hand the govern-
ment was giving to Samoans aged 21 years and
over the right to vote in parliamentary elections,
it was also mindful that the traditional authority
of village forno to control their activities and disci-
pline their residents would remain intact. It was
not to be. The original provisions in the Village
Fono Act to uphold these traditional powers con-
flicted with the Individual Rights provisions in the
country’s constitution. The result was a symbolic
Act that pretends to uphold ‘full® traditional au-
thority when really it does not have those powers,
as already explained. Nevertheless, it is this legal/
traditional dilemma wherein a realistic path for a
future Samoa lies. Democratic institutions and
practices have not only been stipulated in the coun-
try’s constitution but they have been part and par-
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cel of Samoan life since European contact more
than 200 years now. The legal path has now been
laid down where village governments are being
incorporated into the formal state structure, thereby
bringing them under the state orbit from which
democratic values are being encouraged and en-
forced through the legal instruments of the state.

Whilst Lona and Faleldtai show examples of
how things could go wrong in the governance sys-
tem of traditional villages, new settlements spring-
ing up in the outskirts of the capital Apia, such as
Vaitele, present a different set of governance is-
sues. Vaitele is a non-traditional village in that it
does not have a traditional council of matai, which
in traditional villages would be in charge of the
village’s affairs on a daily, short term and long
term basis. Without such a platform the Vaitele
community and the Samoan government have
faced problems such as high crime and employ-
ment rates. The population of Vaitele is also domi-
nated by youth and there is little opportunity for
people to purse subsistence or cash-crop farming.
It is also physically dislocated from other urban
villages and distant from many of the services an
urban centre like Apia usually provides. Against
the backdrop of these governance issues, the Goy-
ernment of Sdmoa has already approached the
UNDP Apia in 2005 to consider providing assist-
ance to complete a sustainable management plan
for the Vaitele village area, as provided in the Plan-
ning Urban Management Act, 2003 (PUM Act).”

3. Church governance

Church governance is discussed under the two lev-
els of central administration and village parishes.
To illustrate the points made in this section, [ shall
use as case studies the three biggest Christian de-
nominations in Simoa: Catholic, Methodist and
the Congregational Christian Church (CCCS)*.
This section also tends to emphasise weaknesses
in the governance systems of these churches in
order to understand their respective situations and
suggest ways of improving existing weaknesses.

Catholic

The Samoa diocese* follows canon law. The
bishop is the head of the church and what he says
is final. He reports to the Pope and the CEPACK,
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Apia.

which is a meeting of bishops in the Pacific. Be-
low the bishop are two executive committees, one
for Upolu Island and one for Savai’i Island. A
deputy bishop who reports to the bishop heads all
executive committees. There is also a senate of
priests that looks after the interests of the priests
and fesoasoani (catechists). The bishop selects
from the senate of priests members for the vari-
ous church committees he consults on various is-
sues relating to the administration of the church.
Theoretically, the bishop must always consult the
senate. In reality he only does this occasionally.
Other committees provided for in canon law
include the financial council, land board,
fundraising committee (which has only recently
been established) and a pastoral committee. There
is also a finance officer who in the past was the
only signatory to church funds. Generally, there-
fore, there is enormous opportunity for corruption
in the church as past experience has shown. Al-
though there have always been a budget and a plan,
they have not always been strictly followed.
Although these committees are stipulated in
canon law and some of them have been estab-

lished, they have always been inactive and some
have had only two or three members in it. The
reason stated for the existence of this situation is
that during the time when priests were recruited
from overseas, they often fundraised for the church
outside Samoa. As such they probably felt that they
were not accountable to members of the local
church. Most of these old church practices, there-
fore, lack transparency and accountability.

There have been great improvements under the
recently appointed bishop. He has not re-activated
existing committees but has also made them more
accountable. For example. rents of church land
leased out several years back have never been sys-
tematically collected, and several land blocks that
have already been sold out have never been prop-
erly valued. They were therefore sold in unrealis-
tically low prices. Even now, the rent for most
domestic properties in the middle of town are un-
realistically as low as $ST30.00 per year. The
church land board is still trying hard to collect rent

arrears going back to 1995. Tenants strongly re-
sist the idea of the church trying to collect rents
from them. Even tenants who were told that rent
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arrears before 2002 would be counted as bad debts
and that rents from after 2002 would be collected
still refused to pay their rents. They have become
accustomed to living on church lands and not hav-
ing to pay rents. The present push of the church to
collect rents follows the new trend in the church
where most of the priests are Samoans who, there-
fore, could no longer resort to overseas help to
fund activities of the local church. As long as funds
are raised locally, the local members demand ac-
countability from their leaders on how their money
is spent. A recently introduced additional strategy
to raise church funds is to have every nuclear fam-
ily have an annual levy for the church of
$ST300.00. The church is also finding it difficult
to collect this amount from its members.

Methodist

The constitution of the Methodist Church® pro-
vides for a governing body called the koneferenisi
(annual conference). It comprises heads called Sea
(Chair) of administrative divisions called Sinoti
(synods), pastors, deacons and church members,
president, secretary, treasurer, standing commit-
tee (komiti tiimau) and the ministerial Committee
whose function is to handle matters relating to the
pastors’ work. The koneferenisi elects the presi-
dent, secretary, treasurer and members of the stand-
ing committee.

The standing committee, which comprises
members of the clergy and lay people, meets be-
tween conferences. Among its responsibilities is
the implementation of decisions of the
koneferenisi. Its decisions are more often than not
approved by the koneferenisi. As such, the stand-
ing committee is one of the most powerful com-
mittees of the church. It acts like the executive of
the koneferenisi.

The president is not only a powerful position
in the church but has a lot of discretionary powers
as well. For example, he could make decisions on
his own on how to spend church funds. Only oc-
casionally does he consult the treasurer on finan-
cial matters. The wide discretionary powers of the
president allow him to get away with spending of
church funds on certain projects and for the use of
certain individuals even though the church budget
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did not provide for these expenditures. Often, the
exercise of the president’s discretionary powers
in these matters is justified from the stand point of
care for the church and its members in accord-
ance with general Christian principles. On the
other hand, it also provides opportunities for cor-
ruption and non-repayment of church funds to
which other members of the church contributed
under financially difficult situations.

A strong and vigilant finance committee would
ensure that spending of church funds follows
church policies and the approved budget. Tt would
also be in the best interest of the church that on
major policy decisions the president should con-
sult a committee of three comprising himself and
perhaps the treasurer and the secretary before ex-
ercising his discretionary powers. Such consulta-
tion would be an effective counter to undue oui-
side pressure on the president of the church.

Congregational

The most administratively organized of the three
main churches in the country is the Congregational
Christian Church of Samoa. It is governed under
the constitution approved by its governing body,
the fono tele (great council). Fono tele comprises
all church members, which include pastors, lay
preachers, deacons, lay members, office holders
of the church like the chairman, secrefary, treas-
urer and members of the church’s sixteen com-
mittees. The fono tele clects church officers such
as the chairman, secretary and treasurer. The sec-
retary and treasurer take their instructions from
the fono tele and are responsible for the day-to-
day implementation of fono tele decisions. They
are also responsible for the running of the general
affairs of the church on a daily basis.

The chairman is not as powerful as that of the
Methodist church. His responsibilities include
chairing the foro tele and the forno ale ‘au toea’ina
(council of church elders), and presiding at cer-
emonial functions associated with his position as
the top official of the church. In the past, lay peo-
ple of the church could be elected to the position
of chairman, When at one time a lay person of the
church was elected chairman (who also happens
to be the prime minister of the country at the time),
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the fono fele decided not to have any more lay
persons eligible to contest the position of chair-
man of the church. The argument was that lay peo-
ple do not have the true interest of the church at
heart like pastors. It was and still is a debatable
issue. However, it was acceptable in some circles
at the time as some believed that the chairman at
the time was bringing the church into his orbit of
state politics. A significant number of church mem-
bers detested this subtle intrusion of state politics
into the affairs of the church, Thus, there has never
been another lay person elected to the position of
church chairman.

The constitution provides for the establishment
of the church’s 16 committees, which include the
general purposes committee, finance committee,

development committee, education committee,
missionary committee and the committee of elders.
All committees report to the fono tele annually.
Church members of their respective mdtagaluega
elect members of the 16 committees. A
matdgaluega comprises several piilega and each

piilega comprises as many as 10 or more parishes.
Membership of parishes ranges from a few hun-
dreds to several thousands. Parish pastors of
matdgaluega elect one of their number to be its
administrative head called & ‘atornu who automati-
cally becomes a member of the committee of
elders. The pastors of each piilega elect one of
their number to be its administrative head called
Jaife'au toea’ina (elder pastor). All church mem-
bers of a parish elect its own pastor from theo-
logical students who have qualified from the
church’s theological college at Malua in Simoa.
Once convened, each of the 16 committees elects
from their members their own officers, which in-
clude a chairperson and a secretary.

Parish level
All the three Christian churches have church-wide
women organizations, They provide fora where
issues directly related to women are discussed,
thereby addressing to some extent the relatively
male-dominated structures and appointments in the
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three churches. Women organizations at the par-
ish level are concerned mainly with church devel-
opment in terms of providing furniture and cook-
ing facilities for the pastor (among other necessi-
ties), as well as maintaining the general hygiene
and cleanliness around the church and the pastor’s
compound.

Parish governance blends traditional govern-
ance under matai leadership with introduced or-
ganizational structures and processes. For exam-
ple. at Parish V, the congregation holds annual
general meetings (AGMs) at which all parish mem-
bers elect their chairperson, secretary, treasurer and
committee members, who have always been matai.
The elected officers are responsible for the daily
running of church affairs. All the parish’s four
committees prepare reports that are submitted and
deliberated upon at the AGM. The practice ensures
transparency and accountability to parish mem-
bers.

Never before has a non-matai been elected to
these positions. Rendered church service means
contributing on a regular basis to all parish func-
tions and activities. Although no individual church
member is prevented from contributing to the par-
ish activities, the norm is that contributions are
given under a striet structure. Families to render
church fautua are identified at the start of the year.
Normally, a matai or a parish deacon heads fami-
lies with rendered service. Parish families not
qualified under these criteria have only recently
been allowed to contribute to church functions and
activities in Parish V. Given that there has not been
any collective parish complaint against this inno-
vation, it has established a precedent in this par-
ticular parish.

Although parish decisions follow closely the
democratic principle of majority rule, arguments
presented and individuals presenting those views
are dominated by marai who hold ranked village
titles. There is also a general cultural expectation
that only the more senior members of the parish,
in terms of age and held titles, are the ‘proper’
people to make decisions for the parish. It would
be a good practice to involve more junior parish
members (non-titleholders and holders of titles of
lesser rank) in parish decisions.

SAMOA NATIONAL HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2006

The intellectual debate about the church in
Samoa infiltrating Samoan custom and vice versa
is still being played out across the board in the
everyday life of the church, although in varying
degree between churches. There are both argu-
ments for and against this situation. On the nega-
tive side, custom is perceived as intruding into is-
sues such as human rights, equality, and equity,
among others, that religion is supposed to cham-
pion. Given that the everyday running of most
parishes follows the traditional structure and its
associated value system where ranked matai have
the most influence in the way church affairs are
run, the interests of non-matai do not take prior-
ity. Furthermore, the continuation of gift giving
in church activities that most church members
believe to be dictated by custom mentality, under
the custodianship of custom leaders, rather than
religious altruism can and has affected individual
parish families who are already struggling to keep
up with a constantly increasing cost of living.
Given that in most parishes individuals do not earn
regular income, particular church members of par-
ishes in the rural areas, it is a tough life for those
people trying to make ends meet.

On the positive side, “acculturation” is seen
as a trend to be further encouraged. It follows the
philosophical logic that introduced religion that
Samoans have adopted since first European con-
tact in the early 19* century has to be made mean-
ingful and relevant to the lives of the Samoans.
Thus, blending it with local custom and practices
is a wise and necessary local adaptation that should
be encouraged if introduced religion is to survive
in Samoa.

Clearly the way to sustainable livelihood in a
changing Samoa is finding a balance the between
the competing weights of custom and religion
whereby the localization of introduced religion
does not turn out to be a physical burden to church
members who are supposedly in that institution in
search of spiritual gratification. It calls for a col-
lective effort of both the church and custom lead-
ers. Sensitivity to the situation of church mem-
bers is not enough. The biggest challenges is for
custom leaders in church and the church leader-
ship generally to ease off on custom gift giving
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“The most crifical issve in state
governance relafes to the power
of cabinet versus parliament. In
accordance with democratic
principles and as provided for in
the country's constitution,
cabinet is responsible to
parliament.

But in Samoa the reality is that
parliament merely rubber-
stamps decisions by cabinet.
Thus the executive seems fo be
dictating to parliament rather
than the other way around.
Remedies to this problem need

to be investigated.”
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and church contribution supposedly for the needy
world out there but in reality to the detriment of
the church members struggling to make ends meet
right here and now.

The relevance of current practices in the ‘es-
tablished” churches should also be questioned
against the influx and relatively quick growth of
newly introduced religions. Figures on religions
in Samoa recorded in the 2001 census clearly point
to this trend. Leaders of established church are
often unhappy with this new trend. Either the lead-
ers of these smaller and newly introduced religions
are accused of the unacceptable charismatic ap-
proach in which they spread their message, and
which has ‘blindly’ dragged the ‘superficial be-
lievers’ into their groups, or the ‘new believers’

are accused of following the ‘false’ prophets, not
knowing better, or not been entrenched enough in
Christian belief taught in the established churches
that they could be so blindly enticed to these ‘new’

and ‘artificial’ religions.

Perhaps the leaders of the established churches
should stop the defensive manner in which they
have reacted to these new challenges and instead
assess the situation objectively in a positive light
in order to see where their churches are failing.
One thing is certain though, most established
churches are still clinging steadfastly to church
practices, policies and philosophies that were for-
mulated and established almost 200 years ago
when their introduced religions were trying to find
their feet on local soil. Two hundred years later is
hugely different to the situation back then. Per-
haps the established churches need to drastically
adapt themselves if they want to keep the mem-
bership they used to enjoy four decades ago. Per-
haps church members who are leaving the estab-
lished churches in droves are doing so because
they find the new churches more meaningful to
their lives, that there is less dictation from the
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church hierarchy, that they are finding it increas-
ingly tough to make ends meet if they stay in the
established churches, or perhaps the established
churches are only surviving for their own sake and
not for the wellbeing of their members and the
communities for which they are supposed to care,
not just spiritually but economically and psycho-
logically as well. Whatever may be the reasons
for the recent drop in membership in the estab-
lished churches, it should be taken as a call for
their leadership to shape up and adapt to the new
situations prevailing in Samoa now.

4. State governance

Sdmoa has adopted the Westminster model of par-
liamentary democracy into which selected ele-
ments of custom and tradition are incorporated.
Elections are held every fifth year to select candi-
dates to fill parliament’s 49 seats. The 49 seats
represent the country’s 41 constituencies, six of
which have two representatives each because of
their large populations. The other two seats are
occupied by representatives of the Individual vot-
ers, who are Simoan citizens of mixed descent
who have opted out of traditional rights to cus-
tomary land and titles. The political party that wins
the majority of seats in the general elections forms
the government. Once elected by parliament
(which comprises the Head of State and the Leg-
islative Assembly), the Prime Minister selects 12
other members of his parliamentary party 1o form
his cabinet.

The most critical issue in state governance re-
lates to the power of cabinet vis-d-vis parliament.
In accordance with democratic principles and as
provided for in the country’s constitution, cabinet
is responsible to parliament. The reality in Samoa
(as in most other democratic countries that have
adopted the Westminster model of parliamentary
democracy) is that parliament merely rubber-
stamps decisions cabinet has already made.
Against this background, it would be beneficial

to Samoa and democracy generally that a substan-
tial study be carried out in Sdmoa and internation-
ally to come up with remedies to this general prob-
lem of the Westminster model where the execu-
tive seems to be dictating to parliament what to
do instead of the internationally acknowledged
ideal that parliament checks the executive.

Although it ig family, village and church gov-
ernance with which people relate more directly
on a daily basis because they are part and parcel
of people’s lives, state governance has also had a
similar impact, if not more so, despite being rela-
tively distant from people’s daily lives. For exam-
ple, the cost of living, a general national salary
increase, an increase in petrol price, the availabil-
ity of employment. the presence or not of an ef-
fective school and health system, the impact of
information that is broadcast on the government’s
main media organizations and so forth can affect
people’s lives. The citizens of Samoa can suffer
under its state authority system or enjoy life
fulfillment brought about by national policies that
are geared towards the satisfaction of people’s re-
quirements and needs. A positive indication of the
extent to which state leadership has recognized
and accepted its role in the wellbeing of Samoan
citizens is its dedication to meet the United Na-
tions® eight Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs). Policies aimed at achieving the MDGs
are being implemented through the work of gov-
ernment ministries and state-owned enierprises as
stipulated in the government’s Strategy for the
Development of Samoa (SDS) 2005 to 2007.

With its theme “enhancing people’s choices”,
the vision of the SDS 2005-2007 is the achieve-
ment of an ‘improved quality of life for all’®, As
stated in that document:

The achievement of the vision relies on the
effective implementation of priority strategies to
achieve a thriving and profitable private sector; a
strong and diversified agriculture sector, a dynamic
and sustainable tourism sector; a coherent, stable

New Cabinet Ministers in the 2006 Human Rights Profection Party government. L-R: Hon. Niko Lee Hang, Minister for Finance:

Hon. Toleafoa Apulu Faafisi. Minister for Police; Hon. Gafoloaifaana Amataga Alesana Gidlow, Minister for Health: Hon. Taua

Tavaga Kitiona Sevala, Minister for Agriculture; and Hon. Unasa Mesi Galo, Minister for Justice.
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and entrepreneurial community; and an efficient
and effective education and health services.
Achieving the national vision will also result in
the attainment of Samoa's MDG targets.

In support of that vision, the theme for the
2005-07 SDS is “Enhancing People’s Choices”.
The theme underscores the national commitment
to the need for every Samoan to have access to
every opportunity he or she desires. Enhancing
access to those opportunities is the underlying fo-
cus of the priority strategies and associated ac-
tivities.”!

Having identified the key sectors upon which
its effort will be focused in order to achieve its
vision by the target date, the present government
(2005) has stated alongside those key sectors their
respective goals. Thus, to strengthen the private
sector - there needs to be increased investment to
create employment opportunities; to boost agri-
culture development — there needs to be acceler-
ated agricultural growth; to ensure tourism devel-
opment — there needs to be increased tourism de-
velopment within a balanced and sustainable
framework: to ensure community development —
there needs to be increased economic and social
opportunities; to ensure the development of edu-
cation — there needs to be improved student learn-
ing outcomes with specific emphasis on raising
numeracy and literacy levels; and to ensure health
development — there needs to be improved health
standards.*

Although the work of some ministries may
have been genuinely intended for the benefit of
the women’s community, they have nevertheless
invited public criticism. For example, the heavy
involvement of village women in community pro-
grammes initiated by the Ministry of Women Af-
fairs and the Women in Business non-governmen-
tal organization have prevented women from at-
tending to the welfare of their families and their
children in particular. Another criticism associated
with these outside initiated women’s activities is
that they have duplicated work with which tradi-
tional village women’s committees (komiti
titmama) and local parish youth programmes have
always been involved. There is, therefore, a kind
of community confusion as to when to attend to
‘normal’ community activities and when to attend
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to ‘outside initiated’ and funded programmes. An
additional headache associated with this duplica-
tion of work is that it takes away the community
initiative to be involved in these types of activi-
ties. The critics of local developments initiated
from without (to which funding incentives are
normally attached), have argued that such mitia-
tives are not genuine. Instead, the involvement of
those organizations has been motivated by the fact
that it would entitle them to apply for aid funding.
Reliance on such aid funds is not only unsustain-
able in the long run but it could also kill local ini-
tiative, which would in turn result in the perpetu-
ation of the so called “hand-out mentality’. An
additional criticism related to the same practice is
that the government through the work of its min-
istries should be confined to policy formulation
and regulation, thereby leaving the initiative and
implementation phase to the community. Initia-
tive is conducive to genuine and sustainable de-
velopment as the community will only be inter-
ested, in the long term, in developments that arise
from and controlled by them. Therefore, the gov-
ernment should be aware of these issues in order
to continuously revise their development strate-
gies if those programmes are to be effective at the
community level.

Unlike the family, village and church govern-
ance whose boundaries and perimeter of author-
ity and influence are relatively limited, that of the
state is overarching in that it transcends the
boundaries of those governance systems. As such,
state governance has the responsibility to ensure
sustainable livelihood in a changing Samoa for all
Samoan citizens. [ts legal guide is the country’s
constitution, The government’s forward-looking
policies as stipulated in its SDS 2005-2007 are to
be commended, and even more so if they are fully
implemented by its target date. In the area of indi-
vidual and human rights, the country has had a
positive record in that it introduced universal suf-
frage in the 1991 general elections giving every-
one aged 21 years and over the right to vote and
not just the matai as was the case before that, and
it has ratified the Convention for the Elimination
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and
the similar convention for the rights of children,
among other positive developments. Although the
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state still needs to improve its performance and service
delivery in a number of sectors, it is particularly needed
in the area of the economy. For example, in 2002, twenty
per cent of households at the national level had incomes
below the basic needs poverty line and were therefore
experiencing some degree of financial hardship on a daily
or weekly basis. Generally, such hardship is character-
ised by poor access (o quality services and opportuni-
ties, or the ability to realise their potential and aspira-

tions. The youth and elderly in rural areas are being iden-
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tified as the most vulnerable groups.” The government in its recent June
2005 parliamentary session announced a huge increase in salary for every-
one in the employment sector. This salary/wage increase would also result
in an increased cost of living. Those that will be most adversely affected by
this increase in prices will be those who do not earn a salary/wage, the bulk
of whom are already in that 20 per cent of the population under the poverty

line. It is a big challenge for state governance, therefore, to come up with

economic policies and strategies that would ensure a sustainable livelihood
in a changing Samoa for all Samoans.




