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INDEPENDENCE, LABOUR AND THE FUTURE IN WESTERN SAMOA 
MYTHS AND REALITIES 

Tate  S M  
Commissioner of Labour, Western Samoa 

'The myth that there is no unemployment in Western Samoa is one 
of the most dangerous contentions to be entertained'. 

Western Samoa's labour and em- 
ployment situation is one surrounded 
with myths of paradisical peace. The 
absence of trade unions save for the 
Public Service Association suggests 
that workers and employers work hap- 
pily together in great harmony. Ex- 
cept for the PSA strike in 1981, there 
have been virtually no major labour 
disputes. I t  can easily be assumed 
that the lot of the Samoan worker is 
a happy one. Should anyone be dis- 
missed from his or her job, he or she 
most probably deserved it. 

In the area of industrial safety, 
there is a popular belief that occupa- 
tional hazards are part of the work 
situation and therefore have to be 
tolerated. The risk of losing one's 
fingers in the cutting and chopping of 
copra in plantation work, or being 
killed by a falling tree in the logging 
operations are integral features of 
these different vocations that one 
must accept. After all, accidents are 
accidents and one should not be held 
responsible for them. 

A widely accepted part of our 
labour myths is the belief that there 
is no unemployment. School leavers 
who fail to find employment in the 
monetized sector are assumed to be 
quickly absorbed into the extended 
family and work in the subsistence 
sector and thus happily engaged in 
some form of economic activity. The 
abundance of uncultivated land is 
often said to bespeak the fact that 
there is much unutilized potential for 
development and employment in the 
land. How can there by unemploy- 
ment? 

These are myths that make one 
wonder why we have a labour depart- 
ment. The reality is quite another 
story. 

The facts 
Increasing out-migration, youth 

unemployment, and stagnating agricul- 
tural production over the past several 
years suggest that all is not well in 
this seeming paradise. 
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In the early sixties the country's 
population totalled 114,000 with less 
than half (40 per cent) being classi- 
fied as economically active, constitut- 
ing the country's workforce. Of this 
workforce 80 per cent worked in the 
primary sector or agriculture, with 23 
per cent in paid employment. The 
rest worked as non-paid family work- 
ers or were self-employed on a subsis- 
tence basis. 

A t  the time, the annual rate of 
increase in population was one of the 
highest in the world at 3.4 per cent, 
which was expected to take the popu- 
lation of the country to almost 
185,000 by the beginning of 1976. 

Five years ago, however, the an- 
nual rate of increase of the population 
declined dramatically to 0.6 per cent 
with the total population increasing by 
only 2000 on average per year over 
twenty years. In 1976, the total 
population was 152,000, some 32,000 
short of the projections made in the 
early sixties by the New Zealand Gov- 
ernment Statistician. By 1981 the 
population had increased to approxi- 
mately 156,000 with 27 per cent cate- 
gorized as being economically active 
or in the workforce and slightly more 
than 12 per cent in paid employment. 
In other words, while the population 
had increased by approximately 37 per 
cent over the twenty years since in- 
dependence, the workforce had dimin- 
ished by almost 13 per cent as a pro- 
portion of the population, and the 
total of those in paid employment had 
decreased by approximately 11 per 
cent. 

The workforce and migration 
The most important factor influ- 

encing the decline in the annual rate 
of growth of population is migration. 
Free migration to New Zealand before 
and immediately after independence 
resulted in some 10,500 people leaving 
the country during the ten-year period 
1957-66. This represented 8 per cent 
of the population. This trend contin- 
ued into the 1970s and the peak per- 
iod of migration between Samoa and 

New Zealand was generally seen as 
the ten years, 1971-81. A slight hic- 
cup in immigration relations between 
Samoa and New Zealand developed in 
1975 when the latter took the view 
that immigration into the country was 
becoming an impediment to economic 
development and a burden on social 
services. The controversial 'over- 
stayers' issue threatened to affect 
continued access by Samoans to New 
Zealand. Despite this minor conflict, 
high out-migration continued from the 
country, so that in 1981 there were 
42,400 Samoans in New Zealand com- 
pared to only 6500 twenty years ear- 
lier. In terms of total migration, 
more people left the country than en- 
tered for a total net out-migration of 
5000 in 1984 alone. 

Today, the effects of high out- 
migration on the country's workforce 
are becoming more and more evident, 
particularly in the rural areas. Within 
the last two years, a commercial plan- 
tation in Savai'i requested permission 
to import plantation workers with lit- 
tle or no skill from overseas because 
of the serious shortage of manpower 
in the country willing to undertake 
that type of work. There is no evi- 
dence of labour shortage in the Apia 
urban area but the persistent and sig- 
nificant component of foreign workers 
in Apia suggests that there is still a 
serious shortage of skilled manpower, 
particularly in senior positions most 
vital in the development planning of 
the country. 

Unemployment 
Acceptance of unemployment not 

only ignores the plight of its victims 
but also suffocates both social and 
economic development directly rooted 
in the ability of people to make a 
living, to survive, and to be produc- 
tive. The problem of unemployment 
has increased dramatically since inde- 
pendence because of a continuing drift 
away from the strictly subsistence way 
of living towards more reliance or 
semi-reliance on money wages. 

Statistically, the census figures 
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for 1971, 1976 and 1981 showed unem- 
ployment numbers to be 8, 88 and 109. 
And while the accuracy of these fig- 
ures is highly debatable, they never- 
theless reflect a growing increase in 
the number of those who considered 
themselves to be unemployed and hav- 
ing no source of income at  the time 
of the census. For the 1976-81 period 
this number indicated an increase of 
about 24 per cent. Each year a total 
of approximately 3000 young people 
are estimated to leave school. Of 
this number, however, only 1000 are 
known to find work or go on to fur- 
ther training or higher education. The 
remaining 66 per cent are either em- 
ployed in subsistence work or join the 
league of the unemployed or underem- 
ployed. 

Employment and development 
The general assumption has been 

that employment tends to be an 'ef- 
fect' more than a 'cause' of develop- 
ment, and it generally improves with 
economic prosperity. Since indepen- 
dence, labour and employment, as a 
component of development, has more 
or less been left to run its own 
course. After twenty-five years of in- 
dependence, the country still has no 
manpower plan to assist it in the uti- 
lization and development of its man- 
power resource. The development of 
training institutes to help upgrade the 
skills of the country's workforce con- 
tinues to be extremely slow. Despite 
continued emphasis on agriculture as 
the backbone of the country's econ- 
omy, nothing is being done to curb the 
shift of workers away from the agri- 
cultural and primary sector through 
out-migration and diversification. 
High out-migration continues to de- 
prive the rural area of much needed 

manpower and it will be difficult to 
expect agricultural production to re- 
main a t  its present levels under these 
circumstances. A t  present, develop- 
ment is being heavily subsidized by 
foreign aid. Remittances from over- 
seas have helped to complement family 
incomes in most local households so 
that a reasonable standard of living is 
maintained. Reliance on external sub- 
sidies, however, not only tends to per- 
petuate the belief that the grass is 
much greener on the other side and 
therefore encourages out-migration; it 
also 'dulls the edge of husbandry' for 
those remaining in the country, re- 
sulting in the stagnation and decline 
in production as seen in recent years. 

The future 
A forecast for the future of 

employment is not bright. Labour 
shortages in the rural areas will 
worsen and will have serious implica- 
tions on agricultural development. 
Unemployment in the urban area will 
also continue to increase and its ad- 
verse effects will most probably be 
reflected in corresponding increases in 
juvenile crime, affecting urban resi- 
dents. 

Some of these problems can be 
alleviated or minimized if we take 
stock now of our manpower resource 
and seriously plan its development in 
line with our general economic devel- 
opment objectives. The archaic as- 
sumption that employment will gener- 
ally improve with the economy should 
not be seriously entertained. Other- 
wise in our preoccupation with bal- 
ancing the books we could well wake 
up too late to find ourselves deprived 
of one of our most important assets: 
our manpower resource. 
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