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28 March 2024 FEATURE ARTICLE
Fiji's Food Gap Exposed

National Forum on Driving Vegetable Food Environments to Promote Healthy Diets in Pacific
Islands reveals key research findings, the driving policy and collaborative solutions to improve
Fijian households access and consumption of nutritious vegetable.

A landmark National, "National Forum on Driving Vegetable Food Environments to Promote
Healthy Diets in Pacific Islands,” held in Suva, Fiji, has illuminated critical findings from a
collaborative research study, revealing urgent needs to bolster vegetable availability and
affordability across the nation. Officiated by Deputy Prime Minister Hon. Manoa Kamikamica,
the forum convened government officials, researchers, development agencies, and community
leaders to address the escalating challenges of diet-related health issues in Fiji. The forum and
research study, is a collaborative effort led by World Vegetable Center in partnership with the
Consumer Council of Fiji (CCOF) and Dikoda, funded by the Australian Centre for
International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), which aims to translate research into actionable
strategies for healthier food systems in Fiji and the Pacific.

Key Research Findings: Affordability, Accessibility & Desirability of a Healthy Diet

The research study, entitled “PIC More Veg”, revealed that at least 25 per cent of the population
in the 2019/2020 Household Income and Expenditure Survey could not afford the cheapest
commonly consumed food items that constituted a healthy diet. This alarming figure only
accounts for food ingredient costs; when factoring in acquisition, storage, and preparation, the
number of those unable to afford a healthy diet is likely significantly higher. The high cost of
fruits and vegetables, which make up about 50% of the diet's expense, is a major contributor,
with prices susceptible to dramatic increases due to climatic events.

Even when affordability is not a barrier, accessibility and desirability pose significant
challenges. The study found that local vegetable production is insufficient to meet demand, and
food outlets, including well-established markets, often exhibit low vegetable diversity. This
has led to increased reliance on self-cultivation and solesolevaki (community-based sharing of
resources), particularly in rural and peri-urban areas where food outlets are scarce. However,
the study also found that community food-sharing traditions, such as solesolevaki, are
declining, further exacerbating accessibility challenges in these areas.

Interestingly, the study found that knowledge of healthy eating is not a primary barrier. Instead,
challenges lie in translating knowledge into practice. Factors such as the desirability of
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vegetables, particularly among children, play a significant role. This lack of appeal, alongside
affordability and accessibility issues, creates a complex web of obstacles.

Policy Landscape & Coordination Challenges

The PIC More Veg study identified 17 policies across seven sectors that reference vegetables,
either explicitly or implicitly. However, a lack of coordination has led to fragmented
implementation. Some policies emphasize vegetable production for export, while others
promote local consumption, creating imbalances in domestic food security. This policy
paradox—where national strategies support both export growth and local consumption without
alignment—has made coordination challenging.

In his keynote speech, Deputy Prime Minister Hon. Manoa Kamikamica addressed this paradox
and called for “a whole-of-government and whole-of-society multisectoral approach to
strengthen local supply chains and ensure healthy food is accessible and affordable for all.”

The study also highlighted the underutilization of policy tools, such as fiscal incentives, social
protection programs, and institutional procurement, all of which could improve vegetable
availability and affordability. Additionally, six vegetable-related policies are set to expire
between 2024 and 2029, presenting an opportunity for policy reform. By 2036, two major
national strategies will also reach their conclusion, offering a strategic moment for reframing
Fij1’s food system priorities.

Expert Insights & Call to Action

"Food security is not simply about having enough food—it is about having the right food,"
emphasized Ms. Seema Shandil, CEO of the Consumer Council of Fiji, during her opening
address. "It is about ensuring that every child, every family, and every community has access
to nutritious, affordable, and culturally appropriate food choices. A well-nourished population
is healthier, more productive, and more resilient to external shocks. A thriving food system
means a thriving nation."”

The forum included informative panel discussions, facilitated by Dr. Mari Manger from Dikoda
and Dr. Ee Von Goh from World Vegetable Center, featuring experts from government
ministries, the private sector, the Bureau of Statistics, and youth advocacy groups. These
discussions focused on practical insights and collaborative solutions to improve vegetable
consumption.
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"ACIAR is proud to support the PIC More Veg project and this important forum," said Ms Mai
Alagcan, Pacific Region Manager of ACIAR. "Our investment reflects our commitment to
sustainable agricultural development and improved nutrition in the Pacific. We believe that the
findings from this research will play a crucial role in shaping policies that promote healthier
diets for all Fijians."”

"WorldVeg is dedicated to leveraging our expertise in vegetable research to drive positive
change,” said Dr. Ee Von Goh, World Vegetable Center. "This forum has provided a vital
opportunity to collaborate with our partners and translate research into tangible solutions. We
are committed to working alongside the Fijian government and communities to ensure that
everyone has access to nutritious and affordable vegetables."

In her closing remarks, Dr. Devina Nand emphasized the importance of translating research
into action. Stakeholders committed to developing policy briefs and action plans to ensure these
insights lead to practical solutions.

The forum concluded with a strong commitment from all participants to continue working
together to implement the co-created strategies. The PIC More Veg project team will continue
to support these efforts, ensuring that the insights gained from the PIC More Veg project
contribute to a healthier and more resilient food future for Fiji.

For more information about the forum or research findings, please contact
manager_cim@consumersfiji.org.
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