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Governments and Media 

within democratic societies 

tell us that the best 

process of Governance is 

one where Public Service 

Agencies, Elected Officials 

and other interested 

parties work together to 

negotiate and enact 

positive change. 

 

In this study we will 

examine an instance where 

that negotiation 

framework was the core 

problem, and that once 

that framework was 

removed – albeit through 

the introduction of a 

benign dictatorship – it 

created a perfect Policy 

Window to implement 

positive reforms. 

ABSTRACT 

 

Bus Fare Subsidies: An Example of a Perfect 

Policy Window 
 

The Governments and Media within modern democratic societies such 

as Australia tell us that the best process of Governance is one where 

elected officials serve limited terms and work with existing Policy 

Networks and Public Service officials. These elected officials generally 

claim to have a mandate from the people, to work for the people. This 

paper examines one such case where a Policy was ignored by this 

democratic, bureaucratic machine but enacted swiftly and successfully 

through a Policy Window created when a coup removed the democratic 

Government in the Republic of Fiji and replaced it with a Military 

Dictator. 

 

The Bus Fare Subsidy scheme is the Policy which is being discussed. The 

scheme itself was based around the concept of ensuring that all children 

within the country could attend school, and therefore education rates 

would rise and hopefully lead to a reduction in the Poverty cycle. 

Although the Policy itself sounds impressive, it had remained on the 

shelf for many years, and been neglected by the elected Governments, 

mostly because it involved working between multiple Agencies 

(Transport and Education), Public/Private partnerships (bus companies 

and unions ran the Public Transport industry, not the Government) and 

so it remained caught in this web of complexity and the tens of 

thousands of children who couldn’t afford bus fares were left walking to 

school, or not going at all. 

 

This condition deteriorated in direct correlation with distance from the main cities in Fiji meaning 

that families living further away from urban centres were poorer, requiring support from family 

members in other areas, and their children were less likely to attend school, and subsequently more 

likely to end up without work and ensuring that the Poverty Cycle in the country continued.  

 

Kingdon argues that ‘… conditions come to be defined as problems, and have a better chance of 

rising on the agenda, when we come to believe that we should do something to change them.’ and 

that ‘…conditions that violate important values are transformed into problems.’ (1995, 198).  

 

So was the case in Fiji. Although there were certainly conditions floating around, such as the lack of 

school attendance by children, little was being done to address it. This was primarily because the 

conditions were accepted as part of the society, and were not seen as particular values in the 

Government, and the complexity required in getting various different Policy Actors to work together 

were preventing any movement. 
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In 2006 however, the lack of action on issues such as this one – virtually any measure designed to 

help the broader population base of the country rather than just living inside in the cities – caused 

the Military commander, Frank Bainimarama, to seize Power of the Government, and have himself 

installed by the President as the Prime Minister of the country. This action led to three elements 

aligning to create a Perfect Policy Window, which allowed the Bus Fare Subsidy scheme to be dusted 

off and enacted within months. 

 

The first element which occurred was that the conditions which existed were now seen by the new 

Government to be a violation of important values. When the new Prime Minister took office, he 

removed a democratically elected Government, and had to replace the key decision makers – 

Cabinet Ministers as well as Department Secretaries at the head of the Public Service – in order to 

remove any discontent among the bureaucracy for his newly installed Dictatorship. Much in the 

same way as a Presidential system permits, he was able to select whoever he liked to fill these roles, 

not being limited to elected officials, and as a Military commander with little policy experience, he 

made the decision of selecting people who had direct interests in the areas concerned. 

 

In relation to the Policy being discussed, the driver was the new Minister for Education. He had 

previously been the head of a TAFE college – having begun his career as a trade teacher, and 

working in that Institute for over 30 years, to finally be promoted to the head of the Training and 

Productivity Association of Fiji – his core values were about educating not only those who wanted 

and were able to be educated, but those who – like him – had been born in a village a large distance 

from the city and had himself not been educated. 

 

The second element was related to the first. For some time, the idea of a “Bus Fare Subsidy” 

programme, which blamed the cause of poor school attendance on the cost of bus fares for children 

being prohibitively expensive for parents, had been discussed. The Policy itself was easy to 

implement – simply provide school children with tickets which were issued from the school to the 

parents – and provide the bus companies the ability to cash in those tickets from the Ministry of 

Education. The policy already existed, had been drawn up, but had lacked a true “Sponsor” whose 

ideals lined up enough to cut through the required procedures. It had been caught in between 

various departments and officials, with nobody pushing the issue onto the Agenda. 
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The third element came from the Political events which had led to the Prime Minister taking office 

himself. As Kingdon notes, ‘Likewise entrepreneurs concerned about a particular problem search for 

solutions in the policy stream to couple to their problem...’ (1995, 202). The Prime Minister had 

another core problem – his Government was not legitimate. It had no mandate from the people. In 

order for him to retain office and claim legitimacy he needed to find policy ideas which impacted the 

largest number of people in fastest way. The Bus Fare Subsidy scheme impacted nearly every family 

– whether it was families with school children, or those who were grandparents or aunties or 

neighbours – the programme provided direct benefit to people which was tangible and immediate. 

So when the Minister for Education combined his passion and ideals for increasing the rate of school 

attendance, with an existing Policy which was formulated and ready to implement, and the Prime 

Minister was able to couple that to his need for mass legitimacy, it created the Perfect Policy 

Window through which the Bus Fare Subsidy programme could be implemented. 

 

The success of the programme, and others like it, can be tied directly to the ability of the Prime 

Minister to remain in power for the last eight years with little direct protest from the public, 

regardless of the fact that there have been no elections. Indeed, the 2010-11 Annual Report (Tokasa, 

Hayes, 2011), which interviewed 1386 direct respondents found that up to 61% of parents reported 

a direct relieving of their financial burden, and nearly 71% of teachers and school principals reported 

an increase in school attendance and performance of students.  

 

In this instance, a condition which had existed within Fiji for nearly three decades, and had been 

shown little support from Policy Decision Makers, was able to rise to the top of the Policy Agenda 

and be considered an active problem through the political events of the coup of 2006. The 

instalment of a new Government, formed not through direct election but by the selection of workers 

with direct experience in their respective fields – in this case a trades teacher with little formal 

education who had risen to become the new Minister for Education – led to this condition being 

turned into a problem as it quickly became a core issue and passion for the new Minister. 

 

This core passion and ideal of getting all children, especially those who lived outside the larger urban 

areas, to school, then combined with the fact that an existing Policy – the Bus Fare Subsidy 

Programme – was well developed and easily implemented. 

 

The final element which provided the Perfect Policy Window through which this Policy could be 

enacted was the lining up of this as a solution to a problem for the Prime Minister of having to 

obtain mass legitimacy quickly. All three of these elements led to the quick and successful 

implementation of this Policy, which had been failed by years of democratic decision making before 

it. 
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