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Policy Networks can 

provide critical advice and 

support in decision making 

practices, but in this study 

we examine an instance 

where the network was an 

effective agent against 

positive change; where an 

incoming Government 

which circumvented these 

existing networks, through 

the replacement of existing 

Public Service heads with 

newer, energetic leaders 

and the replacement of a 

small, untrained group of 

advisors with industry 

experts – were able to 

effect positive change 

quickly and effectively. 

ABSTRACT 

 

Forward Movement: How bypassing Policy 

Networks through strong Government can 

implement lasting reforms 
 

While Policy Networks can provide critical advice and support of 

government decision making practices, and exist in virtually every 

modern democracy in one form or another, these networks can work 

against change and in extreme cases can deliberately set about 

preventing policy reform and enforcing the status quo. Such was the 

case in the dairy industry of the Pacific Island nation of Fiji prior to 2006. 

 

The Fijian dairy industry, along with many other key farming groups, 

were not able to produce anywhere near the amount of food needed for 

the country. The result a growing financial deficit, but more alarmingly a 

complete lack of food security for the one million inhabitants of the 

islands.  

 

One of the key reasons for the failure of the industry can be linked 

directly to the peak body responsible for both the production as well as 

the processing and sale of products. This body represented an effective 

policy network which was small, closed and incredibly influential. This, 

combined with an ineffective government, let to years of unsuccessful 

reforms and a continued lack of increase of production to meet demand. 

 

This paper examines the reasons why the dairy industry within Fiji was 

so crippled and unable to reform itself, as well as looking at how an 

incoming government – the one led by military dictator Frank Bainimarama – was able to engineer 

significant policy reform in the industry, and ensure that the reforms were publicly supported and 

ultimately successful. 

 

In the immediate period leading up to 2006 Fiji had a relatively stable democratic Government, large 

tracts of farm land, a largely educated population and a traditional British engineered system of 

public service agencies working together with the Government and external agencies to both set as 

well as administer and implement policy. Even so, this Island nation in the South Pacific was 

struggling to grow and one of the biggest areas of difficulty was in their inability to achieve a viable 

level of domestic agriculture.  
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Areas such as vegetable farming, domestic meat production virtually all other staples of countries in 

the same region as Fiji were struggling, but none more than the dairy industry. Fiji, a modernised 

country whose people understand the value of dairy seemed unable to produce it effectively. 

Agritrade International reported that Fiji’s domestic production of dairy was in the vicinity of around 

11 million litres, whereas the consumption was greater than 77 litres – leaving Fiji with an estimated 

85% shortfall in their production (25 March 2013). 

 

There are several reasons given for the failures of the dairy industry prior to 2006, ranging from a 

lack of investment into education and new techniques and failure on Government tariffs on imports, 

but the one which has proven most decisive was the industry itself. The Fiji Sun notes that ‘The Dairy 

industry had a questionable past…’ (31 August 2013). This “questionable past” refers to the single, 

autonomous industry co-operative known as the “Rewa Dairy” which was in charge of both the 

purchasing of milk and support for farmers, as well as the processing and delivery of milk for sale. 

The Rewa Dairy represented an effective monopoly on the industry in the form of an autonomous 

non-Government, supposedly non-for-profit co-operative. 

 

Börzel notes that ‘In politics, private organizations dispose of important resources and have 

therefore become increasingly relevant for the formulation and implementation of public policies.’ 

(1998, 260). In this instance, the Rewa Dairy Limited represented a strong, small and entirely 

influential policy network. As with other policy networks, the Rewa dairy represented the interests 

of the largest, richest, most resourceful dairy producers, whose interests were not served by 

investments into an industry and the increase of production. Significantly, the funding of the 

organisation came from the largest producers, and the largest producers were often locally farmed 

but foreign owned companies whose parents were the very ones filling the shortfall created by the 

failing domestic industry. 

 

This policy network, like many others, had an overwhelming interest in the status quo, was 

supported by the very organisations which were resistant to change, and as Béland asserts ‘… the 

mobilization of major constituencies such as business organisations … jeopardize reform attempts’ 

(2009, 708).  

 

The existence of the policy network alone however is not explanation enough for the lack of policy 

reform in an area of such great difficulty. Although Fiji’s Government was relatively stable in the 

period concerned leading up to 2006, that stability was built on the back of a coalition of small, 

minority parties which like so many other multi-party coalitions were ineffective as vehicles for 

change. Such a weakened government, with low reform capabilities, when faced with a strong policy 

network with large resources was never going to be able to implement change and enforce losses on 

those who controlled it. 
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Similarly, the public service of Fiji, although entirely based around similar models found in other 

British colonial democracies such as Australia and New Zealand, struggled with an ageing leadership 

and a lack of energy. The Ministry of Agriculture, who at the time was directly responsible for the 

oversight of the dairy industry, had failed to meet demand targets year on year and was yet still 

unwilling to support or provoke change. It could also be argued that even if the Ministry had wanted 

to see improvements flow through the dairy industry, they would have struggled due to the strength 

of the policy network and the legal monopoly which had been created by the Government of the day 

to support it. 

 

The failure of the dairy industry, the failure of the Government to implement policy reform, and the 

strength of the dairy industry’s policy network through Rewa Dairy was a story which was mirrored 

across several industries in Fiji. This breakdown in the ability of the Government to govern and to 

move the country forward was a major reason given by the Military commander, Frank 

Bainimarama, for his 2006 coup which seized power from the democratic Government and elected 

himself as Prime Minister.  

 

Over the course of the initial period of time between the coup in 2006 and 2010 Bainimarama set 

about changing the Government. Apart from the obvious instatement of himself as a military 

dictator, he hand-picked a new cabinet filled with industry experts, rather than politicians, and 

instituted reforms such as the retirement act which ensured that secretaries over the age of 55 

within the public service were forced to retire – and their replacements selected by the cabinet and 

Bainimarama himself. 

 

These sweeping reforms represented a strong political change, but this process of replacement of an 

ineffectual and divided democratic government has been repeated time over and rarely leads to 

(positive) lasting change in the countries where it occurs. In the case of Fiji, and specifically in the 

case of the dairy industry, this change did occur though and has been positive. 

 

Although not democratically elected, the path which Bainimarama took represents that of another 

strong conservative leader of a British colonial power, Margaret Thatcher. Similar to Fiji in 2006, 

Britain prior to Thatcher was, as Richardson asserts, stuck in the same trap of policy community 

politics, which was only really changed by Thatcher’s succession of Conservative Governments and 

the new policy style which she introduced (2000, 1009). 

 

The first key to understanding the implementation of policy reform in the dairy industry in Fiji is to 

examine the steps which Bainimarama initially took to move control of policy making back from the 

strong policy networks which had been effectively running the country for their own benefits and 

returning to a strong, centralised Government.  
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Richardson also notes about Thatcher that she ‘… and her leading ministers had their own ideas, 

policy frames and policy preferences.’ (2000, 2010). Similarly, Bainimarama was not alone in his 

efforts to re-assert policy making within Fiji. He appointed secretaries to the public service which 

strong knowledge of their industries, many from outside Fiji, and his cabinet ministers had ideas and 

knowledge of their own. Together this group made a strong, bold new team ready to take on the 

policy networks which existed. 

 

The second element of the implementation of policy reform in the dairy industry in Fiji was changing 

the policy venue. Previously, the Ministry of Agriculture had been responsible for the oversight of 

the industry, but the single monopoly of the Rewa dairy was immune to change. By order of the 

dairy industry decree of 2010, Rewa dairy was disbanded, and two entities created, one charged 

with supporting farmers and increasing growth, and the other responsible for the production and 

sale of the milk. This act alone helped further create an effective policy window for change, now 

with the change of Government and public service actors at the top, and the policy venue being 

changed to a fresh set of organisations, breaking up the existing policy network, combined with the 

already present knowledge that the gap between domestic supply and demand was widening, 

enabled the government to begin implementing lasting reforms.  

 

A final element which can help to understand the dairy industry policy reforms within Fiji represents 

an ironic paradigm in public perception. While it is entirely true that none of the new Prime Minister, 

his cabinet, newly appointed secretaries nor even the new organisations created to oversee the 

dairy industry were the result of any democratically elected governments actions, in the eyes of vast 

amounts of the Fijian public, their actions were transparent and indeed more democratic than the 

closed policy networks which had been preventing policy reform for so long before them. 

 

As Börzel notes ‘… Policy networks are often not exposed to democratic control and therefore suffer 

from a lack of legitimacy.’ (1998, 263). This was certainly the case for the Rewa dairy monopoly in 

Fiji, whose primary decision making was done behind closed doors in conjunction with the biggest 

farmers and dairy producers in the country, many of which were co-owned by foreign interests who 

were also responsible for the importing of the shortfall in milk to make up for the lack of domestic 

supply. 

 

This policy window created by the three decisive actions of changing the Government from a weak 

multi-party coalition supported by an ageing and disengaged public service, changing the policy 

venue by breaking up the policy networks and moving control from an ineffective government 

department to a focused set of independent organisations, and the demand generated by the public 

becoming increasingly frustrated with the closed decision making circles which previously existed 

works to explain the fact that policy reform was possible within the dairy industry in Fiji. The next 

question this paper will examine is the choice of policy instruments made by the government. 
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When deciding on a method of reform implementation, the Prime Minister had several factors 

weighing into his decision making. Firstly, the Ministry of Agriculture had been completely 

ineffectual in implementing change within the industry. This can mostly be explained by the fact that 

they were working from “the outside in”. The existence of a single monopoly organisation 

responsible for both the commercial sale of milk products, including those imported, as well as for 

the production domestically, meant that any techniques of persuasion such as advertising campaigns 

or education would simply fall on deaf ears. 

 

In addition to the lack of power from the top down, there was also no bottom up support from 

farming unions as there were in other countries in the region. The labour movement in Fiji was 

relatively strong, but within the dairy industry the farmers were unorganised and unsupported. This 

further removed the ability of the Government to use any form of advice to enact change. 

 

When looking at other potential instruments, such as subsidies, the existence of the central, single 

production company proved to be a blocking element again. Any subsidies to farmers would have 

only sought to allow the Rewa dairy group to justify lower buying prices with the farmers and would 

have negated any increased profits to the farmers which would have enabled them to invest in 

increasing production. 

 

This left one clear choice remaining the Government when looking at the type of policy reform – that 

of an organisation based approach – and given the weakened state of the authority and oversight 

bodies, the choice was made to create two new bodies, one completely focused on the support of 

the farmers and the industry itself – whose targets and measures (and ultimate funding and profit) 

were based wholly on the increase in production, and a second, separated organisation who would 

be responsible for the processing and sale of the dairy products. In both cases the Government took 

a majority shareholding, instated their own senior management, and effectively took control of the 

industry to directly enact the reforms which were required. 

 

The result was successful policy reform. The initial break-up of the Rewa dairy group and the 

creation of the two bodies occurred in 2010, and within three years the industry’s growth has been 

significant, and public support for the reforms enacted is high. The Fiji Sun reports that ‘With 

expanding services by the Fiji Co-operative Dairy Company Limited, there has been a marked increase 

in premium milk produced by its farmers.’ (31 August 2013) 

 

Similarly, Fiji Sun highlights that ‘[The dairy reforms enacted ensure] all farmers through the Decree, 

big or small get a fair go…’ (31 August 2013). Where prior to the reforms the smaller farmers in Fiji 

struggled, they are now being given quality support to produce better quality products and more of 

them, and being rewarded with higher prices in return, which gives them the ability to increase their 

production capabilities. 
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Another overwhelming indication of the success of the reforms is where they have ended up. In 

modern democracies, Governments’ focus is primarily on becoming smaller and less involved in the 

market. Examples such as the creation of the National Broadband Network (NBN) in Australia are 

rare, and often as is the case of the NBN, scaled back prior to completion of their mandate. This 

action taken by the Fijian Government of creating two new co-operatives and taking the primary 

shareholding was a significant intervention, but within three years, the Government has been able to 

get both bodies operating to a point of profit, and ultimately selling their shareholding to a private 

third party.  

 

Agritrade International reports that ‘The government’s aim in undertaking the privatisation process 

was to build upon the restructuring that began in 2010… the government hopes the privatisation 

process will provide a basis for overcoming past problems… mismanagement, corruption, 

inefficiency and outdated infrastructure and technology.’ (25 March 2013). The reforms have been 

successful, and more significantly the Government has recognised that its best role is not to provide 

the services but to regulate the market, hence why the co-operative has been handed back to the 

people who produce the products themselves, and once again the Ministry of Agriculture has been 

given the role of oversight, but with a significantly changed, improved body to be responsible for. 

 

It is clear in the case of the dairy industry in Fiji that the existence of a strong Policy Network was a 

key reason for the lack of positive reform. This lack of reform was holding the country back from 

growth, and if left unchecked could have led to significant food shortages and greater problems in 

the future. While not all policy networks are so directly invested in lack of change, most are resistant 

to change, especially when (as is often the case) the change will impose losses on their supporters 

and on their power base. 

 

In Fiji, policy making was further divested to the policy network because of the weakened ability of 

the government to effectively govern. In a multi-party coalition such as that which existed in Fiji 

prior to the Military coup, the different parties – although agreeing to work together to form 

government – often struggle to agree and work together on meaningful change.  

 

In this example though, strong decisive action – firstly by increasing the power base of the 

government through both the removal of ineffectual government divisions (by creating a 

dictatorship) but also the increase in the knowledge and experience of the key decision makers, and 

then the breaking up of the policy network, enabled meaningful reforms to be implemented.  

 

These decisions, combined with the choice of policy instruments – in this case direct action through 

the creation of organisations to effectively take over control of the dairy industry – led to an 

overwhelming success in both the increase in supply of dairy products, and thus the strengthening of 

the food security of the country, but also the rapid privatisation of the government organisations 

created ensures that effective control of the now improved industry has returned to the market 

where it ultimately belongs, leaving the government to focus on other key areas of policy reform in 

the lead-up to the return of the country to democracy in 2014.  
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