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TO OUR FRIENDS AND ASSOCIATES:

We are pleased to present our first economic report on Western Samoa, part of
Bank of Hawaii’s series on the Pacific Island economies.

Bank of Hawaii’s presence in Western Samoa goes back to 1972, when it
became an investor in Pacific Savings & Loan, a predecessor of Pacific Commercial
Bank, Ltd.  We have been gratified by our participation in the country’s economic life
for almost three decades.   In this report we review present economic conditions and
consider Western Samoa’s prospects in the years ahead.  Our aim is to provide the
information and analysis necessary for informed decision-making by both Western
Samoans and investors abroad, and we hope the discussion is useful to all those who
share our commitment to Western Samoa’s future prosperity.

Bank of Hawaii opened its first Pacific Island branch in 1959, on Kwajalein Atoll,
and today operates in 13 Pacific Island markets.  Other Bank reports are available from
the Economics Department on Fiji, New Caledonia and French Polynesia, the Republic
of the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, the Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and Palau.  A report on
American Samoa is forthcoming.

Sincerely,



Adapted from The Pacific Islands, 1992,courtesy of the East-West Center’s Pacific Islands Development Center 
and Hawai‘i Geographic Society Publications
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WESTERN SAMOA

Distance from

Auckland:  1,500 miles
Honolulu:  2,600 miles
Sydney:  2,800 miles
San Francisco:  4,100 miles
Tokyo:  4,500 miles

Land area

Total:  1,150 sq miles
Largest island (Savaii):  700 sq miles
Second largest (Upolu):  430 sq miles
Capital Apia on Upolu
Total islands and islets:  9
Uninhabited islands:  2

Population

1997 estimate:  170,000
Actual growth rate:  2.5–2.6 percent
Effective growth rate:  0.5 percent

Population 15 years old or younger:
about 50 percent

Life expectancy:  69 years

Currency:

Tala (Western Samoan dollar)
Exchange rate (US dollar per tala)

in December 1996:  0.4110

Economy

Per capita GDP:  US$1,000

Income sources:  subsistence farming and
fishing, agricultural commodity exports,
remittances from Samoans overseas,
foreign aid, tourism and manufacturing

Estimated GDP in 1996:  428 million tala
(US$176 million)

1996 estimated real GDP growth:  5 percent
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PACIFIC ISLAND FACT SHEET
US DOLLAR-DENOMINATED ECONOMIES

Population Land Area Notable Distance
(In Micronesia, except (1993 (square Geographic from
for American Samoa) or later) miles) Characteristics (miles) Currency
GUAM 153,700 212 One island. Major US naval Agana: US dollar

base and regional trans- Honolulu 3,800
shipment center at Apra Tokyo 1,600
Harbor. In hurricane path.

COMMONWEALTH 63,000 177 Saipan the largest island, Garapan, US dollar
OF THE Tinian and Rota next, Saipan:
NORTHERN 14 others in the chain. Honolulu 3,700
MARIANA ISLANDS 125 miles north of Guam. Tokyo 1,500
(CNMI) US territory closest to Asia.

FEDERATED 109,200 270 607 islands and atolls, Kolonia, US dollar
STATES Pohnpei 130 square miles, Pohnpei:
OF other major islands Kosrae, Honolulu 3,100
MICRONESIA (FSM) Yap and Chuuk. The 4 FSM Hong Kong 3,100

states span 1,700 miles from
east to west.

REPUBLIC 16,900 170 343 islands, the main group Koror: US dollar
OF encircled by a hundred mile Honolulu 4,600
PALAU reef. Babeldaob 136 square Tokyo 2,000

miles. 8 other inhabited Hong Kong 1,700
islands. Rock Islands.

REPUBLIC 59,800 70 34 coral islands, 870 reefs, Majuro: US dollar
OF THE highest elevation 33 feet Honolulu 2,300
MARSHALL above sea level, average Guam 1,800
ISLANDS (RMI) elevation 7 feet.

AMERICAN 58,900 77 5 islands, 2 atolls. Pago Pago, US dollar
SAMOA Pago Pago Harbor. Tuitila:

Home of newest US national Honolulu 2,600
park. In hurricane path. Los Angeles 4,800

TOTAL/AVERAGE 461,500 976

NON-DOLLAR ECONOMIES

(Papua New Guinea, Solomons, Vanuatu, New Caledonia and Fiji make up Melanesia. Nauru and parts of Kiribati
are in Micronesia. The other islands in this group, with the Hawaiian islands and American Samoa, are Polynesia.)
FRENCH 229,200 1,609 130 islands, mostly atolls Papeete, Tahiti: French
POLYNESIA in 5 archipelagoes. Tahiti Honolulu 2,700 Pacific

the largest island, 400 Los Angeles 4,100 franc
miles square, maximum Paris 10,400 (F CFP)
elevation 7,464 feet. Tokyo 5,900

NEW 196,800 7,376 Main island, Grande Terre Noumea: French
CALEDONIA 250 miles by 30 miles (larger Honolulu 3,900 Pacific

than the Hawaiian Islands Paris 10,400 franc
together), mostly mountainous. Brisbane 900
Several small islands.

WALLIS 14,800 106 2 main islands, highest Wallis Island: French
AND elevation 2,493 feet. Honolulu 2,700 Pacific
FUTUNA Paris 10,000 franc

PAPUA 4,141,800 179,490 Eastern half of the island of Port Moresby: Kina
NEW New Guinea. Largest by far Honolulu 4,300
GUINEA Pacific island-state land mass. Cape York,
(PNG) Other main islands New Australia 300

Ireland, New Britain and Tokyo 3,100
Bouganville. Hong Kong 3,100
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GDP/GNP Per Major Major
(US$ Capita Major Sources Sources

Major million GDP/GNP Income Political of External of Future
Languages current) (US$) Sources Status Investment Income
English, 3,128.0 20,351 Tourism, US territory since 1898. US, Tourism, 
Chamorro, military, Guam Organic Act of 1950 Japan, services
also Tagalog, trade and conferred US citizenship. Korea
Japanese services Some push for common-

wealth status.
English, 550.2 8,733 Tourism, After WWI under Japanese  Japan, Tourism,
Chamorro, garment mandate. In 1947 became Korea, services
Carolinian manufacturing, part of US Trust Territory of Hong Kong,

trade and the Pacific. Since 1978 a US
services Commonwealth of the US. 

Islanders are US citizens.
English, 203.1 1,860 US payments, After WWI under Japanese US, Compact
8 major government mandate. In 1947 became Japan status un-
local services, part of US Trust Territory. certain as 
languages fisheries, Became sovereign in 1979. of 2001.

tourism In compact of free associa- Fisheries
tion with US as of 1986.  development,
Compact ends 2001. tourism

English, 98.2 5,813 US Compact After WWI under Japanese Japan, Compact
Palauan, payments, mandate. In 1947 became US money,
Sonsorolese- tourism part of US Trust Territory. tourism
Tobian Became sovereign in 1994,

in compact of free associa-
tion as of 1994. Compact  
ends 2044.

English, 95.6 1,598 US payments, After WWI under Japanese US, US military.
Marshallese Kwajalein Missile mandate. In 1947 became Japan Compact 
dialects Range, govern- part of US Trust Territory.  status un-

ment services, Became sovereign in 1979. certain as 
copra, fisheries In compact of free associa- of 2001.

tion since 1986. Fisheries.
English, 253.0 4,295 Tuna canneries, US territory since 1899. US Canneries,
Samoan government Samoans are US nationals. remittances,

services, remit- US
tances from entitlements
Samoans overseas

4,328.1 9,378

French, 3,418.3 14,914 Payments from French controlled from the Metropolitan French
Tahitian Metropolitan 19th century. Overseas France transfers,

France, tourism, territory of France since tourism,
Tahitian pearls 1957. Active independence pearls

movement.
French, 3,017.0 15,330 Payments from 1853 became a French Metropolitan French
30 Kanak Metropolitan possession. Overseas France transfers,
dialects France, nickel, territory of France since nickel, 

agriculture and 1946. Relation  to France tourism
ranching, tourism, under review. agriculture,
aquaculture aquaculture

French, 25.0 1,689 French transfer French controlled from Metropolitan French
East Uvean, payments, the 19th century. Overseas France transfers
East Futunan trochus shells territory of France since

1961.
English, 4,600.0 1,111 Minerals, Under Australian & German Australia, Minerals, oil,
Melanesian oil and gas, control before WWI. An UK timber,
Pidgin, forestry, Australian trust territory after fisheries,
Hiri Motu, agriculture, WWII. Self-governing within tourism
hundreds of tourism the British Commonwealth
dialects since 1975. Strong separatist

movement in Bouganville.
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PACIFIC ISLAND FACT SHEET (continued)

Population Land Area Notable Distance
(1993 (square Geographic from

or later) miles) Characteristics (miles) Currency
COOK 19,600 92 15 widely dispersed islands Rarotonga: New
ISLANDS including volcanic peaks and Honolulu 3,000 Zealand

atolls. Rarotonga the largest Wellington 2,000 dollar
island 26 miles square. In 
hurricane path.

WESTERN 170,000 1,158 4 inhabited islands, 5 Apia: Tala
SAMOA uninhabited. Highest point Honolulu 2,600

6,100 feet, Mt. Silisili on Suva 700
Savai‘i. In hurricane path. Brisbane 2,500

FIJI 800,500 7,055 320 islands. Viti Levu 4,000 Suva: Fiji
miles square, Vanua Levu Honolulu 3,100 dollar
2,100 miles square. Major Sydney 2,000
islands are mountainous Tokyo 4,500
and forested to windward.

KIRIBATI 82,400 266 33 islands scattered 2,400 Tarawa: Australian
miles east to west, 1,300 miles Honolulu 1,300 dollar
north to south. Almost entirely Tokyo 3,900
low-lying atolls, Christmas 
Island the largest.

SOLOMON 395,200 11,197 850 mile long double island Honiara, Solomon
ISLANDS chain. 6 mountainous main Guadalcanal: Island

islands, Guadalcanal 2080 Honolulu 3,960 dollar
miles square. Port Moresby 900

TONGA 99,000 386 Some 150 coral atolls, Nukualofa: Pa‘anga
36 permanently inhabited. Honolulu 3,100

Brisbane 2,000

VANUATU 173,900 4,707 80 scattered islands, several Port Vila, Efate: Vatu
active volcanoes. Largest Honolulu 3,500
island Espiritu Santo 1,500 Tokyo 4,100
miles square, highest point 
6,158 feet.

NAURU 11,200 8 A single island with a 100  Nauru: Australian
foot high central plateau of Honolulu 2,800 dollar
now nearly exhausted phos- Banaba, Kiribati
phate-bearing rock. 200

NIUE 2,500 101 Coral island rising 65 feet Alofi: New
from the ocean and another Wellington 1,800 Zealand
130 feet to a central plateau. Suva 800 dollar

TOKELAU 1,800 4 3 atolls with islets 10 to 16 Nukunonu: New
feet above sea level. Honolulu 2,300 Zealand
In hurricane path. Wellington 3,800 dollar

TUVALU 10,200 10 5 atolls, 4 coral islands, Funafuti: Australian
maximum elevation 16 feet Suva 700 dollar
above sea level. Sydney 2,500

TOTAL/AVERAGE 6,348,900 213,565

GRAND TOTAL/AVERAGE 6,810,400 214,541

HAWAII 1,186,000 6,423 4 main islands. Island of Honolulu: US dollar
Hawaii 4,028 miles square, San Francisco
highest point of Mauna Kea 2,400
13,796 feet. Mauna Loa and Los Angeles 2,600
Kilauea on Hawaii both active Washington 4,800
volcanoes. Maui 727 miles Tokyo 2,500
square, Oahu 597 (Waikiki), 
Kauai 552. In hurricane path.

SOURCES: Cartographic Division, National Geographic Society, “Islands of the Pacific,” map 1:18,000,000, Washington, DC, 1974; Central
Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, 1994; Norman and Ngaire Douglas, editors, Pacific Islands Yearbook, 17th edition, Suva, 1994; Europa,
The Far East and Australasia, 1994; Gary L. Fitzpatrick and Marilyn J. Medlin, Direct-line Distances, International Edition, New Jersey, 1986;
International Monetary Fund, International Financial Statistics, June 1996; David Stanley, Micronesia Handbook, Chico, California, 1989; 
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GDP/GNP Per Major Major
(US$ Capita Major Sources Sources

Major million GDP/GNP Income Political of External of Future
Languages current) (US$) Sources Status Investment Income
English, 50.9 2,596 Government Self-governing since 1965 New Tourism
Polynesian aid, services, in association with New Zealand
dialects tourism Zealand. Cook Islanders

are citizens of both Cook
Islands and New Zealand.

English, 170.0 1,000 Agriculture, Under German control before New Agriculture,
Samoan remittances from WWI, New Zealand after. Zealand, tourism,

abroad, tourism, New Zealand Trusteeship Japan light
manufacturing after WWII. Independent manufac-

since 1962. turing
English, 1,801.1 2,250 Sugar and other Annexed by Great Britain Australia, Agriculture,
Fiji, agriculture, in 1919. A republic within New tourism,
Fiji Hindi tourism, forestry, the British Commonwealth Zealand, mining, light

fishing, mining, since 1979. EU, manufac-
garment industry Japan turing

English, 54.6 662 Agriculture Annexed by Britain in 1919. NA Fisheries
Micronesian (copra), A republic within the British development

remittances, Commonwealth since 1979.
aid

English, 208.9 529 Agriculture, British protectorate as of Australia, Agriculture,
pidgin English, timber sales, 1873. Politically independent Japan fisheries,
more than 80 fishing and fish within the Commonwealth tourism
vernaculars canneries, aid since 1978.
Tongan 124.9 1,262 Agriculture, British protectorate as of NA Tourism,

tourism 1900. Independent monarchy agriculture
within the Commonwealth
since 1970.

French, 187.4 1,078 Agriculture and Anglo-French New Hebrides Australia, Tourism,
English, ranching, tour- Condominium in 1906. Japan agriculture
Beshlama ism, Offshore Republic of Vanuatu within

Finance Center, the British Commonwealth
services established in 1980.

English, 80.7 7,205 Phosphates and From 1919 administered by NA Investments
Nauruan investments Australia. Became an from

from independent republic in phosphate
phosphates 1967.

English, 7.1 2,825 Subsistence Self-governing since 1974 NA Tourism
Niuean activity, in free association with

government aid New Zealand.
English, 1.2 667 Subsistence Non-self-governing territory NA Subsistence
Tokelauan activity, administered by New activities,

government aid Zealand beginning 1925. government
aid

English, 3.8 373 Subsistence Independent state within NA Subsistence
Tuvaluan activity British Commonwealth activities,

government aid since 1978. government
aid

13,750.9 2,166

18,079.0 2,655

English, 32,724 27,592 Tourism, Taken as a US territory in US, Tourism,
Hawaiian services, 1898, became a US state Japan, defense,

trade, in 1959. Australia services, 
government trade,

government

David Stanley, South Pacific Handbook, 5th Edition, Chico, California, 1993; State of Hawaii Department of Business and Economic Development,
Data Book 1995, Honolulu, 1996; Peter W. Thomson, Trade and Investment in the South Pacific Islands, Honolulu, 1989; World Bank, World
Development Report, 1996; various Bank of Hawaii economic reports, 1992–96, and other sources.

[7]



Western Samoa’s Physical Characteristics

Part of a small group of islands just east of
the international dateline, the independent state of
Western Samoa consists of two main islands and
seven smaller ones.  Together these total 1,150 square
miles of land (2,934 sq km) concentrated almost
entirely in the islands of Savaii with 700 square miles
of land (1,820 sq km), and Upolu with 430 square
miles (1,100 sq km).  Only two of the seven smaller
islands and islets are inhabited.  Because the country’s
land area is small and the islands are close together,
Western Samoa’s exclusive economic zone is the
smallest in the South Pacific, roughly 45,000 miles
square (116,500 sq km).  Apia, the capital, is located
about half way up the north coast of Upolu, lying
2,800 miles (4,500 km) east of Sydney, Australia,
1,500 miles ( 2,400 km) north of New Zealand and 80
miles (130 km) northwest of American Samoa.

The high volcanic islands of the Samoas have
rugged interiors mostly covered with dense rain
forests.  Some volcanic peaks on Upolu rise to more
than 3,600 feet (1,100 meters) and Savaii’s Mt. Silisili
rises to well over 6,000 feet (1,860 meters).  About 40
percent of Upolu and 50 percent of Savaii are charac-
terized by steep slopes descending from volcanic
crests, and flat land, mainly along the coasts, is in
relatively short supply.  In relation to its population,
however, Western Samoa has considerable land area
that can be used for growing crops and raising live-
stock.  Subsistence agriculture remains the economic
mainstay.

Western Samoa has a tropical climate with
temperatures ranging from 75 to 85 degrees Fahren-
heit and a November–April rainy season.  The
landscape is a lush green throughout the year and dry
areas, such as those found in the Hawaiian islands
especially in summer and fall, are rare in the archi-
pelago.  Fragile soil structure, however, makes the
islands vulnerable to environmental damage by soil
erosion. The Samoan chain lies in the path of some of
the South Central Pacific’s fiercest hurricanes, two of
which, Ofa (February 1990) and Val (December
1991) caused loss of human life and substantial
damage to land, farms, infrastructure and the Western
Samoan economy.

Sometimes referred to as the cradle of
Polynesia and ‘Polynesia at its purest,’ Western
Samoa’s lush islands make them somewhat unique in
their appeal as a representation of the tropical Pacific.
The islands are endowed with spectacular scenery and
landscape, historic sites, unique forests and wild life.
These attributes and the traditional Western Samoan
culture can make the islands a desirable Pacific tourist
destination in the years ahead, especially as more
adventurous tourists discover new markets throughout
the Pacific.

History

The islands of the Samoas are believed to
have been first settled about 3,000 years ago by
people migrating into the Pacific from Southeast Asia.
Archaeological evidence suggests that these Samoan
settlers moved to the other islands of Polynesia
including the Hawaiian Islands, the islands of what is
now French Polynesia, and New Zealand.  Pieces of
pottery on the western edge of Upolu have been traced
to about 1,000 BC.  Historians and archaeologists
still ponder the origin and purpose of the many
prehistoric structures scattered over the islands.

The French navigator Louis de Bougainville
sighted the Samoan Islands in 1768 and called them
“the Navigators Islands” after seeing many small
sailing canoes in the channels.  European traders
began to call at Samoan ports around 1800 and began
settling in the islands in the early nineteenth century.
The first missionaries from the London Missionary
Society arrived in 1830, and it was the missionaries
who made by far the greatest European impact on theAcross the harbor looking toward Apia
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culture and society of the Samoas.  With the commer-
cialization of copra production, Apia became a major
commercial center in the South Pacific.

The late 1800s were a time of instability
resulting from internal strife among the Samoan chiefs
and power struggles among the colonial powers of
Germany, Britain and the United States.  In 1899 after
the signing of a treaty by the three powers, Germany
annexed the western Samoan islands, marking the
beginning of their history as separate from that of the
eastern islands.  The Western Samoan economy grew
under German rule; then in 1914 the islands were
taken by New Zealand, which received a League of
Nations mandate over them in 1920.  The eastern
islands, now American Samoa, had been ceded to the
United States in 1900.

The period of mandate was a troubled one.
When the United Nations assumed responsibility for
the Territory of Western Samoa in 1946 it assigned
trusteeship administration to New Zealand, now with
the goal of an independent state in view.  Measures of
self-rule were gradually introduced beginning in 1954,
leading up to the adoption of an independent constitu-
tion in 1960.  This was approved by a plebiscite
supervised by the United Nations in 1961 culminating
in political independence on January 1, 1962, thereby
making the former German and New Zealand colony
one of the earliest independent states in the Pacific.

Population & Emigration

Western Samoa’s total population is an
estimated 170,000, of which 70 percent live on Upolu,
where Apia accounts for roughly 35,000.  Actual
population growth amounts to 2.4–2.5 percent a year
but steady emigration particularly to New Zealand,
which accepts a certain number of Western Samoans
each year, has reduced the effective rate of population
growth to 0.5–0.6 percent.  This is one of the lowest
effective population growth rates in the world, smaller
than that of most industrial economies.  Emigration
over the past 20 years has also produced an unin-
tended demographic result, the rapid rise of the
younger population as a percent of the total.  About
half of Western Samoa‘s population is 15 years old or
younger.

New Zealand has an estimated Western
Samoan population of 150,000, not far from the

number of Western Samoans living at home. Western
Samoans living overseas send money home consis-
tently, making a large material contribution to the
country’s foreign exchange reserves as well as
preserving the traditional Western Samoan system of
extended family.

While emigration has reduced pressure on the
economy and on Western Samoa’s fragile environ-
ment, it also drains the country of its most valuable
resource, its skilled people.  But as detrimental as this
exodus of Western Samoans is to their economy, it is
unlikely to moderate in the near future because the
potential for rapid economic growth at home and with
it growth in high-income jobs, even average-income
jobs, is limited.

Government & the Economy

The system of government in Western Samoa
since independence has been a curious mix of old and
new.  The position of head of state is reserved for the
country’s traditional leader, the paramount chief,
whose functions are similar to those of a constitu-
tional monarch.  He appoints the prime minister from
among the elected members of the parliament, or
Fono.  As is customary in parliamentary democracies,
the prime minister, who has tacit approval of the
majority of the Fono, serves as the head of govern-
ment and selects cabinet ministers from among Fono
members.

Formally established in 1947, the Fono
consists of 49 seats and holds elections every five
years.  Of the 49 members, 47 are elected by Western

Population Growth after Emigration

1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 1986 1991

Source: SPREP, Western Samoa State of the Environment Report, 1993
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Samoans 21 years old and older and the other two are
elected from electoral rolls of non-Samoan voters.
Until recently only the chiefs, or matai, could stand
for election.

The last election, in April 1996, gave the
ruling Human Rights Protection Party a clear mandate
to encourage private sector growth, seek privatization
of public enterprises and assume a more assertive role
in attracting foreign capital and expertise to the
country.  Even before the April 1996 elections the
government had abandoned a long tradition of eco-
nomic development planning typical of developing
economies going back to the 1960s, planning that had
not produced many tangible results.  Recognizing the
critical role that markets play in economic change, in
1996 the government opted for a more open and
market-driven path to economic development.  The
new openness, especially in encouraging foreign
capital, is a major departure from the past and an
important step in the direction of moving Western
Samoa toward consistent economic growth.

Such growth, however, will of necessity be
slow and calculated because of the strength of tradi-
tional institutions, especially faa-Samoa (the Samoan
way of life), and because of the limited resources on
which the 320 Western Samoan villages depend for
sustenance.  Western Samoan society is based on the
aiga (extended family) system.  An aiga is headed by
a matai who is accountable for its welfare, especially
in relation to customary (communal) land.  In 1996
the 320 villages in Western Samoa had a total popula-
tion of 170,000 and 18,000 matais, yielding 56 matai
per village and one matai for every nine citizens.

Each village has a Fono of its own, headed by
a paramount chief who exercises supreme authority
over the extended family and all chiefs of lower rank.
The Fono controls village life.  The national govern-
ment is an extension of this system and, like the
village Fono, is deliberative about openness to change.
Further, the communal system rewards collective
rather than individual effort, and this inhibits the kind
of economic evolution that arises from market prin-
ciples and institutions.  On the other hand, the benefits
of making changes slowly are stability and a modera-
tion of both physical and institutional disruption.

Perhaps learning from the experience of other
small Pacific Island economies, the government is
keenly aware that consistent economic growth requires

the purposeful development of both human and
physical infrastructure.  Any meaningful economic
development plan must take into account the infra-
structure within which it is to become a reality.

In 1994 according to the World Bank, per
capita gross domestic product (GDP) was US$1,000,
putting Western Samoa near the bottom of the 40
countries the Bank classifies as middle-income (with
per capita GDP ranging from US$770 to US$3,000).
Average life expectancy of 69 years in Western
Samoa is slightly higher than the 67-year average for
this group.  Subsistence agriculture (including for-
estry and fishing) provides sustenance to 60 percent of
the population.  According to IMF data, agriculture
alone represented 36.8 percent of GDP in 1994,
manufacturing 11.2 percent, government 13.0 percent,
transportation 7.4 percent and other services 22.9
percent. There is a well-developed money economy in
operation, especially on Upolu.  Besides Western
Samoa’s Central Bank, which regulates the money
supply and monetary policy, there are commercial
banks that offer a full range of personal and commer-
cial banking services.

Remittances from Samoans overseas play an
important role in the economy.  Beside contributing to
the country’s foreign exchange they cause a phenom-
enon rare in the Pacific: Western Samoan gross
national income (GNY), which includes income
earned abroad, exceeded GDP by 28 percent in 1992.
Large differences between GNY and GDP have been
common in small oil- and other natural resource-rich
countries that invest some of their income overseas.

Real Gross Domestic Product
by Industry 1994

Source: IMF, Western Samoa—Statistical Annex B, December 1995

Agriculture, Forestry, 
Fishing (12.9%)

Manufacturing (11.2%)

Electricity (6.2%)

Construction (2.5%)

Distribution, 
Restaurants (11.8%)

Transportation (7.4%)

Subsistence 
(23.9%)

Government 
(13.0%)

Other services 
(11.1%)
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Unlike the resource-rich small economies of the
Middle East that dominate this category of economies,
however, Western Samoa has achieved its distinction
on the strength of its people.

As dependable as remittances have been in the
last few decades, some observers speculate that they
may decline in the future because of alterations
expected to occur in the lifestyles of expatriate
Samoans.  The more they get accustomed to Western
individualism and consumerism, this view holds, the
less Western Samoans living overseas will have or
will want to send home.  No systematic evidence has
been collected to show such a pattern, but anecdotal
evidence has been cited as the cause of periodic
declines in remittances in the past.  However, in the
last two calendar years (1994–95) for which complete
data are available, remittances in fact increased, from
80.5 million tala in 1993 to 83.4 million in 1994 and
87.3 million in 1995 (exchange rates for 1993, 1994
and 1995 were 0.3894, 0.3945 and 0.4045 tala to the
US dollar, period average).

Whether or not the flow of remittances in the
years ahead declines, the country needs other sources
of foreign exchange to pay for consistent and sustain-
able economic growth.  Conveniently, the remittances
give the Government of Western Samoa (GWS)
time to seek and develop other income and foreign
exchange sources.

Land Ownership

Customary land (communally owned land)
dominates the land market, accounting for 81 percent
of all land, followed by government land at 11 percent
and freehold (fee simple) at 3 percent.  The remaining
five percent belongs to a quasi-public entity, the
Western Samoa Trust Estate Corporation (WSTEC).
The government’s broader privatization program
includes privatizing WSTEC lands, some of which
have already been sold or leased to private parties.

A 1964 law enables GWS to take land or
demand exchange of land for public purposes.  Gov-
ernment land, owned and managed GWS, is used for a
variety of public purposes, ranging from plantations
and national reserves to public buildings and other
infrastructure.

Customary land belongs to the extended
family and by law cannot be sold (alienated).  Owner-

ship is settled by a mix of titles and ancestral trans-
fers, and the matai serves as the village’s or the
extended family’s land trustee.  The village or ex-
tended family determines the use of the land, which
can neither be transferred to others nor turned into
freehold.  However, customary land can be leased.

An interesting recent development in custom-
ary land use has been increased fragmentation,
especially of cultivable land added to the existing
inventory by the opening of virgin forest.  As more
and more individuals and families have opened more
virgin lands for their own use, they have become de
facto users and, by virtue of that use, owners of these
new lands.  While this development in effect adds to
the customary land inventory, it is undermining
control by traditional chiefs, who are not involved in
the conversion or use of new lands.  Some observers
suggest that this diminishing ability to control land
use may be the first sign of successful pressure on the
old system by advocates of change.  Important as it
may be as a signal of a move to a more individualistic
society, however, this new development is not likely of
itself to change the basic land institutions in Western
Samoa.

Since the land market is essentially customary
and Western land market principles play a limited
role, acquisition of land by means other than purchase
of freehold land or lease from the government or
government-sponsored projects can present challenges
to foreign interests.  However, as the Japanese auto-
motive loom assembly Yazaki Western Samoa in Apia
has shown, land acquisition for economically produc-
tive and commercially feasible purposes can be
arranged.

Economic Structure

Western Samoa is a small developing
economy, dependent largely on subsistence farming
and fishing.  Major overseas income sources are
agricultural commodity exports, remittances, foreign
aid and a growing services sector, especially tourist
services in Apia.  Manufacturing and industrial
assembly are small but, given the country’s relatively
large pool of low-cost and underemployed labor, they
are potentially an important income source, especially
if GWS seeks to attract more industry like Yazaki.

Reliable economic information in Western
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Samoa is scarce.  The government does not system-
atically compile GDP data.  Given the information
vacuum, any analysis of the Western Samoan
economy is incomplete and by necessity more qualita-
tive than quantitative. The World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) report on eco-
nomic conditions regularly but not frequently, and the
Asian Development Bank and Australian Agency for
International Development (AusAid) also do so
occasionally. A new source of information is the
Secretariat of the South Pacific Regional Environmen-
tal Program (SPREP) in Apia, a program affiliated
with the United Nations and in part funded by Austra-
lian aid.  Its reports and those from the World Bank,
IMF, AusAid and the Australian National University
(ANU) as well as the Central Bank of Samoa and the
Visitors Bureau, and a field visit to Apia, make up the
empirical basis of this report.

The main economic story of the 1990s in
Western Samoa has been the near complete recovery
from two highly destructive cyclones in 1990–91 and
the somewhat ambitious agenda of the new govern-
ment to raise economic growth through privatization
and economic diversification.  Most of the cyclone
rebuilding aid came from global and regional organi-
zations, and its economic impact has now worked
through the system.  With cyclone rebuilding com-
pleted, Western Samoa is moving on to find new
sources of income and strengthen existing ones.

In a sharp departure from the past, following
three decades of economic development typical of
command economies, Western Samoa abandoned
economic planning in the early 1990s and embraced a
broader economic agenda based mainly on markets
and market principles.  In January 1996 GWS issued
A New Partnership: A Statement of Economic Strat-
egy, 1996–97, in which it observed of earlier planning
efforts, “Most of these plans have been written with
the help of foreign consultants.  They have been
scrutinized by other consultants, aid donors and
international agencies, but within Western Samoa they
have been largely ignored.”

It was felt that a new direction was needed
because economic planning had not produced the
results sought for three decades.  The record of
economic growth in Western Samoa since indepen-
dence has been less than spectacular, and only minor
improvements occurred in the economy during most of

the post-World War II period.  Real national and per
capita incomes declined in 1947–70, except for a
brief period of stability in the early 1960s.  In 1973–
81 real economic growth averaged less than one
percent a year, the lowest growth rate among the
larger independent island economies of the region.
In 1982–94, real (adjusted for inflation) GDP growth,
according to AusAid, averaged 1.2 percent a year.

Both cyclical and structural impediments have
contributed to slow growth.  Cyclones have dominated
the cyclical impact, especially Cyclone Val which
caused damage estimated at twice the country’s GDP.
Damage to crops and to housing stock, roads and other
infrastructure was severe.  Government’s efforts to
rebuild led to increases in spending that often ex-
ceeded revenues, leaving GWS with deficits.

Coincidentally, financial losses suffered by
the country’s national airline in the early 1990s,
independent of other budget shortfalls, seriously
undermined GWS’s ability to help the economy
expand.  Seeing the urgent need to deal with the
Polynesian Airlines financial crisis, the government
authorized a total restructuring of both the airline and
its debt in 1995–96.  The airline was streamlined and
returned to profitability in 1996 while the govern-
ment assumed its debt.  As the country continued to
rebuild in 1995–96 from the lingering impacts of the
cyclones and the financial instability brought on by
Polynesian Airlines’ troubles, the chances improved
for more robust economic gain.  The year 1997
should see further improvement.

Some of the impediments to economic growth

Real Gross Domestic Product
by Industry
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Source: Australian International Development Assistance Bureau,
            The Western Samoa Economy, September 1994
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in Western Samoa, as in other small Pacific Island
economies, are structural and will not disappear in the
near future regardless of developments in technology.
The country’s population is small and therefore
Western Samoa is and will remain a small market.
The islands are isolated and transportation costs are
high.  Skilled workers and modern technology can be
acquired at lower cost in larger economies.

Given these factors Western Samoa cannot be
expected to grow rapidly without making substantial
adjustments where it can.  At the same time the
country has performed relatively well in relation to
some of the other small economies in the region that
have suffered from chronic stagnation and decline.
Politically stable and socially cohesive, Western
Samoa enjoys a reasonable standard of living given its
size and resources.  With the type of market incentives
that brought Yazaki to Apia, the private sector can
expand in both industrial and services areas.

Recent Developments

Systematic data on GDP, employment and
other macroeconomic variables are unavailable, but
piecemeal and anecdotal evidence indicates that the
economy gathered momentum after rebuilding from
the early 1990s cyclones.  According to data cited in a
recent ANU report, real (adjusted for inflation) GDP
increased 7 percent in 1995.  If validated by later
revisions, this will be the highest rate of growth in
total income in recent years.  The gain resulted from a
doubling of export sales and large gains in domestic
food production, manufacturing and tourism.  Some-
what lower but still strong growth, ranging from 4 to
6 percent, was expected for 1996 as a whole.

There were signs of continued strength in
first-half 1996 in food and manufacturing outputs and
gains in residential construction.  Agricultural produc-
tion was estimated to have been ahead of 1995 by 7
percent for a composite of main crops of taro, taamu,
banana and coconuts. Gains were also reported in
copra exports, so that gains in agriculture offset
declines in the production of other commodities.  The
opening of new markets for kava exports in 1996
brightened the future of this commodity, although
output did not increase during the year.

Heavy reliance on copra for exports has made
Western Samoa vulnerable to price fluctuations in

world markets but there is no immediate large-scale,
higher value substitute for coconut, a staple export of
many of the Pacific Island economies.  In the longer
term, however, higher value tropical fruits for both
fresh consumption and processed exports offer good
potential.  The government has indicated its willing-
ness to help agricultural producers and distributors to
make it possible for farmers to switch to higher value
products.  Taro blight struck Western Samoa in 1993
and caused serious damage to the crop, with recovery
beginning by first-quarter 1995.

Available data are incomplete, but local
observers believe increases occurred in fishing for
both domestic consumption and exports in 1995–96.
Some of the speculated rise in fish sales and consump-
tion was attributed to increases in tourism in recent
years.  Although the country still gets fewer than
100,000 arrivals a year, visitors to Western Samoa
(including expatriate Western Samoans visiting
friends and relatives) recently increased from 36,450
in 1991 to 67,860 in 1995, raising expectations in
every area of impact.  As the experience of larger
Pacific tourist markets such as French Polynesia has
shown in recent decades, the economic benefits of
tourism are hard to match with those of other produc-
tion efforts from indigenous resources.

Industrial output other than the automotive
looms assembled by Yazaki Western Samoa was
reported up 19 percent in the first three months of
1996 from the same period of 1995.  The increase was
the result of gains in coconut oil production and
copra.  Large gains were also reported in the produc-

Materava Beach, Upolu
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tion of beer, cigarettes and coconut cream.  Produc-
tion at the Yazaki plant, on the other hand, was down
12 percent in first-quarter 1996 from the same period
in 1995.  Production was expected to rise somewhat
in the rest of the year.

Manufacturing was once touted as a major
source of income for the local economy.  That opti-
mism has given way to caution, and the future of
manufacturing in Western Samoa and other island
economies is clouded because of recent changes in
regional and global commerce and trade regulations.
In the economies of the region with close ties to
Australia and New Zealand, uncertainty over the
future of SPARTECA (South Pacific Regional Trade
and Economic Cooperation Agreement) has slowed
new capital inflow.

A non-reciprocal compact to foster trade
among Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific
Islands, SPARTECA has played a critical role in
stimulating export sales in Australia and New Zealand
of goods from Western Samoa and other Pacific
Island economies.  But as this and other regional trade
pacts change in the years ahead as a result of alter-
ations in global trade conditions and domestic job
markets, especially in manufacturing, their implica-
tions for small island economies once given preferen-
tial treatment may be far reaching.  Political leaders in
advanced economies where these products have been
sold at preferential terms can no longer ignore domes-
tic competition for jobs, especially in manufacturing
which tends to pay above-average wages.

Regional and global trade pacts treat large
and small economies alike.  But unless large industrial
countries (the buyers) make special provisions for
goods manufactured in small countries, the small
producers cannot effectively compete with producers
whose surplus labor makes possible economies of
scale and therefore lower production costs.

With the last round of GATT (the Uruguay
Round) and other global trade pacts, global trade is
headed toward liberalization.  This means that produc-
ers of all goods, from farm products to high-value
manufacturing goods, will have to become more
efficient to stay competitive.  The main disadvantage
inherent in small and isolated economies is the limited
labor supply, especially of skilled labor to produce
for mass markets.  Until the future of SPARTECA
and other regional economic and trade agreements is

clarified, no major investment in manufacturing in
Western Samoa and other Pacific Islands which
produce for export is expected to take place.
This uncertainty has renewed debate on the future of
tourism which, although requiring large capital
investments, does not require specific bilateral
agreements.

Tourism has become increasingly important
to Western Samoa and is headed to becoming more so
in the years ahead.  According to the ANU report,
tourist arrivals to Western Samoa were up 7 percent
in first-half 1996 from first-half 1995 and were
expected to increase more in the second half of the
year as Samoa hosted the South Pacific Arts Festival.
Foreign exchange earnings attributable to tourism
were estimated at 41 million tala in first half-1996, up
12 percent from first-half 1995.  At 82 million tala a
year, tourism earnings would be roughly equal to
overseas remittances.

With no major new hotels and resorts planned
for construction in the immediate future, tourism is
not expected to grow rapidly.  However, with stabili-
zation restored to Polynesian Airlines, and with its
code sharing arrangements with other airlines in the
region, the number of tourist arrivals may increase
and under-utilized hotel rooms can accommodate the
needs of the near future.  In the longer term Western
Samoa needs more world class hotel rooms to become
a serious participant in the area’s growing industry.

Price inflation in first-half 1996 was a
moderate 3.1 percent, with no increases in the 1.25
tala per hour minimum wage.  As recently as late-
1994 and early-1995 inflation ran in double digits.
Some of the 1994–95 price increases can be attributed
to the demands generated by cyclone reconstruction.
There were no gains reported in the general wage and
salary numbers for the public sector as a whole in
first-half 1996, although salaries in some professional
categories in the public sector were raised. The
potential drawback from such a wage gain is the
pressure that might be transmitted to the private
sector.  However, the number of professional employ-
ees affected was small and wage inflation was practi-
cally inconsequential.

There was discussion during the year of
overhauling the price index, in use since 1974, to
make it more consistent with market realities.  There
is an emerging consensus in Apia on the need for
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more accurate price change data and other economic
data to offer residents and foreign interests a more
complete picture of current conditions and prospects.

Government Receipts & Expenditures

Progress was reported in the 1995–96 fiscal
year on the budget shortfall, declining to 15 million
tala from 38 million tala in 1994–95.  The budget
deficit peaked at 69 million tala in 1992–93, also the
peak of rebuilding activity after the cyclones.  The
deficit is expected to drop to 5 million tala in fiscal
1996–97, and total revenues are expected to grow 7
percent (after inflation), indicating expectations of
stronger economic performance.  Most of this gain is
to occur in import fees and excise and other taxes,
while income tax collections are expected to remain
stable because of a tax cut in 1996–97 reducing the
top income tax rate from 35 percent to 25 percent.

Also under review for overhaul in 1996 were
the rate and structure of import fees with two goals in
mind: to streamline the process of collecting import
taxes and to promote a competitive manufacturing
sector via import tariffs.  Further down the reform
road is the so-called performance budget, a budget
consistent with economic growth and revenues rather
than with public sector needs as defined by laws or
shaped by communal institutions.  Along with this
reform is the demand for more basic institutional
reforms, especially those reforms supported and in
part funded by global and regional aid entities such as
AusAID, the Asian Development Bank and the World
Bank.

All these efforts aim at the same results in the
long term: smaller and more efficient government and
a more productive, expanding private sector.  In
addition to reducing the government’s interest in
commercial activities and land holdings, a major step
forward was the proposed privatization of the postal
and telecommunication services, which are among the
major revenue sources for GWS.  If implemented as
proposed, these reforms will go a long way toward
moving Western Samoa from slow or no growth to
higher, consistent and possibly sustainable growth.

Such growth, especially in exports sales
including the sale of tourism services, is what Samoa
needs to reduce its trade deficit with the rest of the
world.  The current level of the overall balance of

payments is low, ranging from 9 million tala in the
first three months of 1996 to 3.4 million in the first
half of the year.  Helped by remittances from Western
Samoans overseas, the overall trade balance ranged
from a deficit of 20.3 million tala in 1992 to a surplus
of 8.1 million tala in 1995.

The merchandise trade balance, however,
is a different story.  It ranged from a deficit of 256.7
million tala in 1992 to another deficit of 206.4
million tala in 1995, or roughly 65 percent of GDP.
That ratio is considered high but not uncommon for a
developing economy that attracts foreign aid to pay
for a portion of its imports.  But the detrimental effect
of large trade deficits is the accumulation of a grow-
ing overall debt whose service costs rise as it rises.
As usual as high debt service ratios are for developing
economies, an ever rising ratio can divert resources
from more productive uses.

Western Samoa’s total external debt of 389
million tala is considered high.  It equals the country’s
GDP in current prices.  (In the United States, for
example, total national debt equals roughly 70 percent
of GDP.)  As more is added to this sum, Western
Samoa’s position in external capital markets deterio-
rates because investors lose enthusiasm for countries
with large and rising debts.  (The one notable excep-

Balance of Payments
(amounts in tala million)

1993 1994 1995

Current Account, Net –134.06 –45.59 –36.78
Merchandise trade, net –247.17 –194.04 –206.38

Exports, fob 16.53 8.94 21.67
Imports, cif1 –263.70 –202.96 –228.05

Services and income, net 32.66 65.06 82.34
Private transfers, net2 80.45 83.39 87.26

Capital Account, Net 113.35 30.43 44.88
Government, net 84.00 77.50 68.10

Official grant2 44.80 60.20 61.80
Official loans, net 39.20 17.30 6.30

Government guaranteed loans, net –0.70 –1.20 –1.20
Private capital, net — –35.30 –16.70
Other3 30.05 –10.57 –5.32

Overall Balance –20.71 –15.16 8.10

Change in Net Foreign Assets
Memorandum item:

Valuation change in reserves 0.86 3.18 3.07

1Excludes diplomatic imports.
2Unrequited transfers.
3Includes private capital as well as errors and omissions.

Source: Central Bank of Samoa
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tion to this rule is the United States, but this is
because US assets continue to have high value in both
domestic and world markets.) The consequences of
this large debt have been mitigated by the preferential
debt service terms that Western Samoa sometimes
receives from multinational and multilateral develop-
ment agencies.  Even then, debt service (payments to
keep the repayment of principle and interest current)
was expected to rise from 4.5 percent of exports and
private transfers to 6.6 percent in 1996.  Should this
ratio keep rising, as is certainly likely without growth
in export sales or other sources of foreign exchange, it
will hamper the economy’s move forward.

Samoa’s Central Bank must deal with a
dilemma faced by all central banks but particularly
those in developing economies.  To  promote economic
expansion the bank must expand the money supply at
rates and levels consistent with market changes; to
control price inflation and wage-price spirals it must
exercise caution with printing money and all the other
aspects of an effective monetary policy.  To the degree
that balancing the two competing goals often puts
central banks in challenging positions, Samoa’s
Central Bank will continue to face this problem.  At
present the Bank is managing to do both adequately,
having reduced the double-digit inflation of the early
1990s to low single-digit inflation in the late 1990s
while maintaining the liquidity the economy requires
to grow.

Sectoral Review: Agriculture,
Forestry & Fishing

Agriculture, including forestry and fisheries,
is the largest sector of the economy.  According to
AusAID in 1992 it contributed 40 percent of GDP, 60
percent of employment and 80 percent of export
earnings.  According to the IMF, in 1994 subsistence
farming (primarily taro, coconuts and bananas) made
up 24 percent of GDP as compared with a 13 percent
share for both domestic and export markets.  Export
crops include coconuts, cocoa, banana and some other
root crops and vegetables.  Total loss to agriculture
from the early 1990s cyclones was estimated at 200
million tala, 57 percent of GDP, and it was not until
1995 that coconut production began to return to pre-
hurricane levels.

Fluctuations in production and world com-

modity prices have also affected export earnings.
Complicating matters is low productivity and the
need for more effective insect and disease control
measures. The sharing of customary land for produc-
tion makes for other kinds of problems, where a clear
demarcation of risk and reward is impractical and
wage rates do not necessarily reflect productivity
gains.  Instead they reflect the need to make some
contribution to the extended family system.

GWS is aware of these problems and is
focusing on the development of commercial agricul-
ture to implement techniques of pest and disease
control and to take advantage of larger tracts of land
and thus make possible economies of scale by mecha-
nization.  GWS is also aware of the need for credit
and access to land if farming is to grow.  Attention is
being directed to improved livestock production and
distribution practices.

Forestry has suffered severely from cyclones,
illegal cutting and the clearing of land for farming.
Some damage has been termed irreparable by GWS,
and it further contends that self-sufficiency in timber
is unlikely ever to be achieved.  The government’s
new strategy calls for preserving certain forests and
for developing plantation forestry, a long-term
proposition not likely to produce immediate results.
The government’s concern about soil erosion and
other environmental damage is timely.  As is the case
throughout the Pacific Island economies, the major
resource for both domestic production and tourist
facilities is a fragile environment.

Fisheries contribute only 2 percent of GDP
according to GWS. The islanders make a million

In Siufaga Village on Savaii
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fishing trips a year, but 75 percent of the catch is for
subsistence consumption only.  GWS is making
efforts to expand fishing and fisheries production, but
the near future is unlikely to see a major change in
this sector’s commercial contribution to the economy.
Trade data for 1996 give fresh fish exports at $2.3
million, but this is thought to be less than actual
value sold.

Tourism

In 1992 tourism was 4 percent of GDP (value
added) according to AusAID.  In first-half 1996, gross
earnings attributed to tourism were 41 million tala
according to ANU.  At annual rates, tourism’s
contribution of 82 million tala in 1996 would amount
to 19 percent of an estimated 428 million tala GDP.
If this projection is fulfilled it will indicate that
tourism plays a much greater role in the economy than
previously understood.

Samoa’s main attractions are its scenic
landscape, many white sand beaches and the feeling of
authentic tropical experience sought by those tourists
who go to the more remote Pacific islands.  All these
attributes notwithstanding, the further development of
tourism into a large source of income requires ad-
equate air lift and suitable infrastructure on the
ground—hotels, restaurants, sports facilities, cultural
exhibits and other forms of entertainment that add to
the experience of a vacation trip.  Also of critical
importance is the hospitality tourists receive.  The
more popular and lucrative destinations are those that
can attract repeat visitors.

With Polynesian Airlines’ financial problems
resolved, the carrier and the Western Samoa Visitor
Bureau can now focus on marketing Western Samoa,
both as a destination and as a place where overseas
investors will find a receptive market to invest in
commercial facilities.  Air New Zealand, with weekly
links to both North America and Europe, also serves
Apia, and some of the area’s smaller airlines connect
Western Samoa to other markets in the area such as
Fiji.  It is possible that the expansion of tourism
elsewhere in the region (the French territories, for
instance) will lead to a travel network in which tourist
bookings are shared and multi-country visits are
promoted, enlarging the Australian and New Zealand
markets and opening new ones in Asia, North

America and Europe in the years ahead.
GWS’s restructuring of Polynesian is evi-

dence of its commitment to keeping air lift adequate
and, therefore, to expanding tourism as a source of
income. But while it is true that lift capacity is
improving, the best lift capacity is of little economic
advantage if there is a lack of facilities on the ground
to make a visit an economic good that tourists are
willing to pay for. The next step at this stage of
tourism development in Western Samoa is to provide
suitable facilities on the ground.

Apia’s two hotels of moderate size are
considered to be of regionally competitive quality, and
there are a few other small ones.  Where Western
Samoa goes from here is an issue under discussion in
the villages as well as in Apia.  Forces for change,
people who want tourism to grow and create jobs, and
forces of tradition, those who believe that mass
tourism is detrimental to the traditional culture, are
implicitly at an impasse.  Sixty rooms have been
added to the hotel inventory since the cyclone rebuild-
ing was completed in 1994–95; no new hotel infra-
structure is currently being considered.  Nearly a
decade of tourism development discussion and an
elaborate national tourism development plan adopted
in 1991 notwithstanding, without grass roots support
the future of tourism in the islands remains uncertain.

The dilemma of how the country is to create
income sources is addressed frankly in GWS’s
Statement of Economic Strategy, 1996–97. According
to the GWS report, 29 percent of 15–24 year old
Samoans are neither fully employed nor in school full-
time.  The problem is most obvious in Apia but there
is little doubt that it exists in the rural areas as well.
Crime is rising and there is a correlation between
crime and youth unemployment, especially in Apia
where the traditional discipline is not as strong as in
the villages.  Foreign influences through television and
travel give rise to material aspirations which cannot
easily be met at home by legitimate means.  Drug
abuse and suicide especially among the youth are
becoming more serious problems.

These are only some of the problems GWS
wants to address by generating more robust economic
growth through indigenous resources.  Can tourism do
for Western Samoa what Western Samoa needs?
Tourism growth will not solve all the country’s
economic and social problems, rooted as some are in
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complex cultural and historical phenomena.  How-
ever, this is a small Pacific Island market in which
alternative sources of income are limited.  In this
market, where people depend heavily on subsistence
agriculture and emigration as economic mainstays,
tourism can create work at a scale and of a variety
that does solve some unemployment problems
effectively and rapidly.

Regardless of how much education they have
had, most Western Samoan youth no longer see
subsistence living as the means to achieving satisfac-
tion in their lives.  The influences of the outside world
can no longer be ignored in an age when technological
change outpaces growth in general employment.
Access to television and other media that connect
once-remote economies to the rest of the world is
rising, not falling.  The Internet is in fact a potential
source of highly effective and inexpensive advertising
for the very industry under consideration—a visit to
the shores of Savaii on the Net may be the most
effective advertising for the country’s tourism sector.

The question really is whether Western Samoa
can create jobs at a rate to employ those who choose
to stay at home, and the answer partially lies in
tourism.  However, this is not to suggest that other
areas of the economy should be ignored.  In fact,
tourism growth itself gives rise to a host of areas of
production and distribution that normally do not
develop without a major pull from some core eco-
nomic activity.  With a vibrant tourism industry
comes the demand for locally produced
food.  Other secondary demands include
travel, banking, catering, laundry services,
ground transportation, entertainment
services, water sports and cultural events.
Outside the range of services specific to
tourism are increased demands for financial
and other business services that use both
highly- and moderately-skilled persons.

Is Western Samoa the type of
destination that can accommodate a larger
tourism sector and thereby solve some of
its economic and social problems through
developing tourism and related work?  The
answer is yes according to both the GWS
and the Western Samoa Visitor Bureau.
GWS is committed to providing the proper
investment climate, making land easily

available to developers, providing infrastructure,
promoting public awareness and underwriting the
vigorous promotion of Western Samoa as a desirable
destination.

In 1995 visitor arrivals to Western Samoa
totaled 67,800, up 74.5 percent from 1991.  These
included overseas Western Samoans visiting home,
business travelers and others.  Of the total, 17,700 or
26 percent were identified as holiday tourists.  Total
hotel inventory in Samoa increased from 489 rooms in
1992 to 690 in 1996.  About 65 percent of all rooms
were located in the Apia area.  Although occupancy
rates are not available, many observers believe the
overall occupancy rate averages 50 percent or less for
the entire inventory.  Savaii’s total inventory was up
to 100 rooms in 1995, and most of these rooms are
considered of less than regionally competitive quality.
Of the country’s total hotel inventory of 690, less than
40 percent is considered suitable for the upper-scale
traveler.

Based on projections made in 1995, the
Visitor Bureau’s Tourism Development Plan called
for growth in the of holiday travelers (those who go to
Samoa as their primary vacation destination) from
17,700 in 1995 to 77,600 by 2004. For such a 300+
percent increase to materialize, the existing hotel
inventory of 690 must triple or more, depending on
what mix of tourists Samoa wants to attract.  Most of
the existing inventory is not suitable for more afflu-
ent visitors, whose length of stay and spending will

make the largest economic impact.
Ecotourism, or environmentally

sensitive tourism, has become a major
consideration in recent discussions.  While
the concept of ecotourism is evolving in
Western Samoa and elsewhere, the reality
is that most tourism development of any
scale must be sensitive to the fragile ecosys-
tems of the Pacific Islands.  And ecotourism
notwithstanding, a hotel inventory of only
small, less than regionally-competitive
facilities will not do the job.  As far as
economic benefits are concerned, small
markets like Western Samoa need a mini-
mum mass of upper-scale visitor plant to get
established and to achieve the goals of job
creation while observing environmentally
responsible management of the ecosystem.

International Visitor
Arrivals to

Western Samoa
Arrivals

1984 40,440
1985 43,919
1986 49,710
1987 48,665
1988 49,088
1989 53,994
1990 48,094
1991 38,890
1992 36,450
1993 45,210
1994 50,150
1995 67,860

Sources: Western Samoa
Visitors Bureau and
Central Bank of Samoa
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The country has the land mass and the aesthetic
appeal to develop tourism in steps consistent with the
Tourism Development Plan and market realities.  The
optimal quality tourist plant at this stage appears to
be somewhere between 1,000 and 1,500 hotel rooms.

Apia can absorb one or two world class
hotels of 250–300 rooms, and other locations on
Upolu also offer locations suitable for development.
But there is more varied potential on the larger island
of Savaii, whose physical attributes make it particu-
larly attractive as a destination.  The lack of infra-
structure on the island limits what can be built and
marketed now, but Savaii affords Western Samoa the
luxury of making long-term plans to make the island
a larger market than Upolu in the years ahead.

The demand for travel to high quality destina-
tions in the Pacific is rising because economies are
strengthening and incomes are growing once again on
the Pacific Rim, from North America to the East
Asian industrial economies and Australia and New
Zealand.  With both the United States and Japan
having recovered from their economic problems of the
early 1990s, these markets will expand again more
rapidly in the next 5–10 years.  Closer to home, both
Australia and New Zealand have recovered from
declining or low economic growth rates in the early
1990s.  As these markets expand, each of the Pacific
Island destinations can raise its share of the tourist
pool.

Some observers argue that low occupancy in
existing inventory is a signal that the demand for

travel to the islands is weak.  This appears to be true
for facilities that do not meet certain standards.  Also,
in some markets room inventory especially at the
lower end has risen more rapidly than demand.   For
tourists who travel to the Pacific Islands either from
Australia and New Zealand or North America and
Japan, facilities are not always satisfactory and visitor
satisfaction surveys often make this point.  Tourists to
isolated destinations in the Pacific, especially those
who travel long distances, are normally in the upper-
middle to high income brackets, people who are
seeking unique experiences and at the same time are
accustomed to sophisticated accommodations.  West-
ern Samoa is undoubtedly a desirable destination if it
can match its tropical beauty with complementary
facilities and amenities.

Manufacturing

Manufacturing is a small portion of the
economy and is focused on exports.  Before Yazaki
Western Samoa came to Apia in 1991, manufacturing
was limited to agricultural commodity and food
processing.  With Yazaki, which employs as many as
3,200 workers, manufacturing has become an impor-
tant source of both income and foreign exchange.
Yazaki is a good example of an alternative income
source.  It produces automotive looms for American-
and Japanese-made vehicles assembled in Australia.
Managers are Japanese or Australians, but most
employees are Samoan.  The firm has worked hard to
adapt an assembly facility to a culture that had no
previous manufacturing history, work force or assem-
bly line work discipline.

The most serious problems Yazaki Samoa has
had so far have been absenteeism and poor work
discipline, but given that industrial mass production is
new to Samoa, the results so far have been better than
expected.  Management and workers moved from a
rough start to a steady work environment and to
increased productivity that has now convinced the
parent company that expansion of the facility may be
an attractive option.  The Western Samoa government
gave Yazaki significant incentives to locate in Apia
and as a result brought to the country an economic
activity that otherwise might never have gone to an
isolated island in the middle of the vast Pacific Ocean.

From the start of this cooperative project,

Projections of Visitor Arrivals
1995–2004

Visitor Arrivals Extra Room
Business Rooms Starts

Holiday & Other Total Required Required

1995 17,700 30,100 47,800 0 86
1996 21,800 31,300 53,100 86 102
1997 26,400 33,600 60,000 102 109
1998 32,300 35,000 67,300 109 106
1999 38,200 36,600 74,800 106 116
2000 44,800 38,100 82,900 116 127
2001 52,200 39,400 91,600 127 140
2002 60,600 40,400 101,000 140 153
2003 68,600 42,300 110,900 153 170
2004 77,600 44,200 121,800 170 215
Totals 1,109 1,324

Source: Western Samoa Visitors Bureau, Tourism Investment Study, 1995
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Yazaki and GWS were determined to make it work.
Managers in both Australia and Japan knew that a
modern assembly facility in Western Samoa would be
a challenge to operate but that it would be profitable
once established because a low-cost labor force was in
place.  Convincing young Western Samoans to adapt
to industrial work discipline takes time, but the result
is a textbook example of how to turn a comparative
economic advantage, in this case low-cost labor, into a
source of income and prosperity in a setting that is
dramatically different from the norm.

What Lies Ahead

The April 1996 election gave the ruling
Human Rights Protection Party a solid majority and a
5-year term to act.  GWS has indicated its willingness
to undertake the institutional and market reforms that
will make the country a more dynamic economy.
However, much needs to be done and much requires
capital, time and expertise that Western Samoa does
not  have.  Apart from the physical isolation that
imposes extra costs on the economy, the country’s
infrastructure from airport to hotels and the roads and
sewer systems in between also require expansion and
improvement.  This effort alone is going to be a major
continuing project.  At the same time, all economic
development objectives must fit into an environmen-
tally sensitive strategy since the country’s fragile
ecosystem is its most valuable asset.

In the words of its trade minister, Western
Samoa’s biggest export is its people, and this is
expected to continue to be the case.  But because this
is particularly true for skilled Western Samoans
whose ranks are shrinking each year, the export of
skilled people is a diminishing asset.  While GWS is
advancing an ambitious agenda for economic change,
it has done little to change the flow of emigration
because of two resulting benefits: (1) emigration has
reduced the country’s natural population growth of
2.4 percent to a 0.5–0.6 percent annual rate of change,
(2) remittances from overseas are a major source of
foreign exchange in an economy that earns insignifi-
cant amounts in world markets from high-value
exports.

At the same time, the people of Western
Samoa’s villages do not always want tourists in their
vicinity, while Apia offers little to the regular tourist

in the way of diversion.  The traditional system still
is strong, and Western Samoa is in the true sense a
consensus-driven economy.  GWS cannot advance its
ambitious agenda without the support of its people,
and the participation of the villagers is critical to the
success of any strategy for economic change.

While Western-educated Western Samoans
are often advocates of the government’s agenda,
traditional leadership prefers slow and gradual
change.   Some observers in Apia consider GWS’s
agenda too ambitious, especially in light of the social
and physical infrastructure in place.  Yet the pressure
to create jobs and income continues to rise, even as
emigration reduces the country’s population growth
rate.

Some observers contend that the steps GWS
has taken are not bold enough to create a dynamic
market economy because Western Samoan institutions
are grounded in a communal system that has proven
resistant to foreign influences for centuries.  The fact
that the Samoan way of life discourages self-interest
and the pursuit of individual gain is constantly cited
as a major impediment to change.  A weak savings
culture exacerbates the problem of economic growth.
GWS’s own record of financial management of its
resources remains a concern.  Some world organiza-
tions such as the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund have demanded more stringent
adherence to management rules.

All of these and other impediments undoubt-
edly slow economic development.  However, the need
for a higher standard of living can no longer be
ignored.  This objective singularly shapes the underly-
ing debate on how to proceed.   Whether the Western
Samoan government will deliver is of interest to
observers in both Apia and elsewhere.  Australia and
New Zealand in particular remain engaged in Western
Samoa more than do other major economies.  Consid-
ering all realities affecting current and future trends,
the Western Samoan economy will grow modestly in
the next 5–10 years given present infrastructure and
economic plans.  If an economic growth rate of 5-plus
percent is to be maintained for a period long enough
to make a difference (5-plus years), there is need for
a more aggressive expansion and diversification
program.
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