-

I ﬁ"rﬁhunufhmmmm
|m'.pdmtn;mﬂ: hﬁd,lng{ﬂﬂm

- lliw-'-—‘-ltf.

B i H-rl-c.n
R il - - B
i | < pili— il

——————

BLACKBIRDING IN

THE SOUTH PACIFIC

' nthe 18th and early 20th centuries,
the Zouth Pacific became the

backdrop for a dark chapter
in colonial  history known a8z
blackbirding.

This term refars to the coercive and
often violent recruitment of Pacific
Islanders to work as Indemtured
labourers an plantations across the
region.

some were lured with promises of
employment, many were forcibly
taken from  their homelands,
leading to a legacy of exploitation
and resilience that continues to
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resonate today. For Fiji, blackbirding
left & particulary lasting mark,
ghaping the demographic and
cultural landscape of the nation.

The Origins of Blackbirding

The practice of blackbirding began
in eamest in the 1860s. Plantation
owners in Queensland, Australia,
Fiji, and other colonial territories
sought cheap labour to work on
sugar and cotton plantations. With
a shortage of European workers
willing to endure harsh tropical
conditions, recrulters turmed to the
Pacific |slands. Between 1863 and

A Legacy of
exploitation and
resilience in Fiji

1904, tens of thousands of Pacific
Iglanders were taken from their
homelands, including the Solomon
Islands, Vanuatu, and even as far as
Mew Caledonla, to work in Fiji and
Australia,

Recruitment methods varied. Some
Islanders were deceived with falze
promises  of employment, while
others were autright kidnapped.

The term “blackbirding” itsalf is
believed to have originated fram the
practice of capturing individuals,
much like birds, and transporting
them against their will,



EBlackbirding in Fiji

While Australia is often the focus
of blackbirding discussions, Fiji
became a central destination
for mamy blackbirded labourers.
Flantation owners on Fiji's sugar
estates, particularly in the 18th
century, recruited large numbers
of Pacific Islanders to supplement
local labour,

Tragically, most of these men and
women never returned to their
homelands, creating permanent
diaspora communities in Fiji. Today,
their descendants form part of Fiji's
diverse  Melanesian  population,
which includes people of Solomon
lsland, Vanuatu, and Kanak [Mew

Pacific islanders, victims of black
birding pictured on a farm in Caims;
Bustralia. -lmage creglt - Musegm of |
Austrafia.

i
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Caledonian}ancestry.

These communities have bacome
fully integrated into Fijian society,
contributing to itz cultural and
social fabric,

Life on the Plantations

Upon arrival in Fijl, many Islanders
faced grueling conditions. They
were often housed in substandard
accommodations and subjected
to dong hours of labour under the
tropical sum,

Fay was minimal, and In many cases,
it wag withheld or paid in company
tokens that could only be used at
company-ownad stores,

Thiz system kept workers Indabted
and tied to the plantations,
effectively trapping them in & cvcle
of exploitation.

The  mortality rate  smong
blackbirded labourers was high,
Dizeases such as malara and
dysentery, combined with poor living
conditions, led to significant loss of
ife. The graves of these warkers,
often unmaerked, remain scattered
across Fiji e silent witnesses to
their suffering.

Legislative Responses and
Resistance

Az awareness of the inhumane
treatment of Paciflc Islanders grew,
colonial and British  authorities
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Descencants of labarers taken by
force from Vanuatu during the black
birding era. ~imoge credit = ba 1 n I
Daily Posat

attempled to regulate the practice.
The Pacific islanders Protection Act
of 187 required recruiters to obtain
licenses and adhere to certain
standards.

Despite these efforts, blackbirding
persisted in Fiji and elsewhere,
driven by the demand for cheap
labour.

FPacific Islanders resisted their
circumstances [y]
ways—some attempted to escape,
while others maintained cultural
traditions, storytelling, and
communal networks as acts of
deflance.

Aumearous

Their resilience kald the foundation
for future generations to presarve
their heritage and assert their place
in Fijlan society.

34 |l=sue 15 2025 :PACIFIC IMSIDE

Legacy and Recognition

The descendants of blackbirded
labourers have become an integral
part of Fijis multicultural society.
While Initially marginalized, these
communities now celebrate their
mixed Melanesian heritage, which
encompasses  Solomon  Islander,
Vanuaty, and Kanak ancestry.

Their presence iz a living reminder
of the historical injustices of
blackbirding, as well as the strength
and adaptability of those who
survived L.

Recognition and education remain
Impartant. By acknowladging the
history of blackbirding in Fiji, the
nation can honor the contributions
and sacrifices of these Pacific
Islander ensuring
that their stories are preserved for
future generations,

cammunities,

Blackbirding in the South Pacific
was a chapter marked by coercion
sulfering. and resilience.

In Fiji, it reshaped the demagraphic
landscape and left a lasting legacy
through the descendants of
those forcibly brought to work on
plantations.

Thelr stories remind us of both the
human cost of exploitation and the
enduring strength of Pacific slander
communitiss,

Understanding this history is crucial
nat only for honoring the past but
aiso for reinforcing Fiji's diverse and
regilient cultural identity.



Bula Vinaka and welcome to thiz
izsue of Facific Ingide Magazine.

In thiz edition, we shine a spotlight
on Cope Construction, one of Fiji's
mast respected building companies.
Proudly led by Suman Sekran, Cope is
celebrating 30 vears in business — &
major milestons,

Sekran, whose journey  in o Fiji's
building sector started decades ago
with her husband, Satya Sekran,
holds a key position and more 5o, ong
that breaks barriers, given she is a
woman excelling in a man's domaln.

[ver the years, the company has
played a key role in shaping Fiji's
modern  landscape,  contributing
to ewverything from commercial
developments Lo residential projects,
It continues to be a strong example
of local leadership and innovation in
our dynamic construction sactor,
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We also explore a range of stories
that matter to our region — from the
growing dnpg crisis in the Pacific
to the lasting impact of the black-
birding slave trade and how its legacy
iz still fieft in cowntries such & Fiji

There's alzo & look st how large-scale
music events, such as the recent
Homecoming concert in Madi, are
halping to drive economic racovery
im the post-pandemic =ra. We taks
a clazer look at the seriouws threat of
nen-communicable diseases (WCDs),
which continus to affect the haslth
and future of our people across the
Facific

Alongside these fealures, weve
included sports and lifestyle stories
to inform and inspire.

We hope you enjoy this issue, and as
ahways, thank you for being part of the
Pacific Inside journay.

Ishwar Marayan
PUBLISHER

SCAN HERE

ONLINE MAGAZINE
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