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MONDAY, 26TH JULY, 2021
The Parliament met at 9.36 a.m. pursuant to adjournment.
HONOURABLE SPEAKER took the Chair and read the Prayer.
PRESENT
All Honourable Members were present, except the Honourable Ratu Tevita N. Niumataiwalu.
MINUTES
HON. LEADER OF THE GOVERNMENT IN PARLIAMENT.- Mr. Speaker, | move:

That the Minutes of the sitting of Parliament held on Friday, 16th July, 2021 as previously
circulated, be taken as read and be confirmed.

HON. A.A. MAHARAJ.- Mr. Speaker, Sir, | beg to second the motion.
Question put.
Motion agreed to.
COMMUNICATIONS FROM THE CHAIR
Welcome
HON. SPEAKER.- I welcome all Honourable Members to today’s sitting - those attending in-
person and those attending virtually. I also welcome all those watching the live proceedings on

television and the internet. Thank you for your continued interest in the workings of your Parliament.

Business Committee Decisions

Honourable Members, at this juncture, | wish to advise all Honourable Members that the
Business Committee, in due consideration of ongoing practice has unanimously approved the
following:

(1) The Shadow Minister for Economy in delivering the response to the Budget Address will
speak for the same time as the Honourable Attorney-General and the Minister for Economy.

(2) Exempt the Honourable Attorney-General and the Minister for Economy from the ordinary
speaking time limitations during his Right of Reply to the Second Reading of the
Appropriation Bill.

(3) Parliament will sit for extended hours and into the late night.

(4) Limited breaks, including lunch at the discretion of the Speaker.

(5) Inthe eventbusiness for any given day is concluded earlier, that business be brought forward
accordingly.
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Vacancy of Seat in Parliament

Honourable Members, for your information, | received a letter from the Supervisor of Elections
on 20th July, 2021. The letter serves as official notice to Parliament that the Honourable Niko
Nawaikula has been removed from the Register of VVoters, pursuant to section 12 of the Electoral
(Registration of VVoters) Act 2012.

Honourable Members, Section 63(1)(d) of the Constitution of the Republic of Fiji expressly
provides that the seat of a Member of Parliament becomes vacant if the Member ceases to have the
right to be nominated as a candidate for election to Parliament under Section 56 of the Constitution.
Furthermore, Section 56(2)(b) of the Constitution provides that a person may be a candidate for
election to Parliament only if the person is registered on the Register of VVoters.

These provisions essentially provide that a seat in Parliament becomes vacant if the Honourable
Member who holds that seat, ceases to have the right to be nominated as a candidate to Parliament,
and the Honourable Member ceases to have that right when he or she is inter alia, not registered on
the Register.

Honourable Members, as a result of the removal of his name by the Supervisor of Elections
from the Register of Voters, Honourable Nawaikula ceases to have the right to be nominated as a
candidate for election to Parliament. Therefore, his seat in Parliament has become vacant under
Section 63(1)(d) of the Constitution, and a written notification of this was provided to him on Friday,
23rd July, 2021.

Honourable Members, pursuant to Section 63(5) of the Constitution, the Honourable
Nawaikula has seven days from Friday, 23rd July, 2021 to make an application to the Court of
Disputed Returns should he seek to question or challenge the validity of his seat becoming vacant.

We will move on to the next item on the Order Paper.
DEBATE ON THE 2021-2022 APPROPRIATION BILL 2021

HON. A. SAYED-KHAIYUM.- Mr. Speaker, Sir, my apologies, | have some small issues, but
I hope you can hear me.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, | move:

That a Bill for an Act to appropriate a sum of Three Billion, Two Hundred and Sixty Six
Million, Six Hundred and Ninety Nine Thousand, Seven Hundred and Twenty Seven Dollars
for the ordinary services of Government for the year ending 31 July, 2022 be read a second
time.

HON. LT. COL. I.B. SERUIRATU.- Mr. Speaker, Sir, | beg to second the motion.

HON. SPEAKER.- | now call on the Attorney-General and Minister for Economy for his
second reading speech, if he has any.

HON. A. SAYED-KHAIYUM.- Thank you, Mr. Speaker, Sir, as per convention, | will not
make any contribution for the second reading but reserve my right to make contributions in my right
of reply.

HON. SPEAKER.- Honourable Members, the floor is now open for debate. We will first hear
the response from the Shadow Minister for Economy, after which we will continue with the order of
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speakers as listed on the Batting Order.

I now call upon the Shadow Minister for Economy and Leader of the Opposition to deliver his
response to the National Budget. You have the floor, Sir.

HON. RATU N.T. LALABALAVU.- Thank you, Mr. Speaker, Sir. Before | make my
response, the Honourable Prime Minister and Honourable Cabinet Ministers, Honourable Members
of this august House, I rise to deliver the Opposition’s response to the National Budget as presented
by the Honourable Minister for Economy on 16th July, 2021. | understand, Sir, that the Honourable
Leader of the National Federation Party will also be giving his response.

Sir, before doing so, | also wish to express our sincere condolences to the families who have
lost their loved ones to the pandemic. | ask that we also think of those currently battling the virus
and all our citizens facing hardship today.

On a lighter note, I also wish our Olympians, Sir, out there in Tokyo the very best in the games,
particularly, to our Sevens heroes who will be playing later this morning. To our Team Fiji, our
blessings and best wishes are with you all.

Sir, at the outset, | also wish to share and reiterate in this august House and to the people of Fiji
my personal gratitude and a heartfelt vinaka vakalevu to our frontline workers who are our heroes
during these trying times, as we are now experiencing the second wave. The Delta variant is,
unfortunately, a more highly transmissible and very deadly virus. Our frontline workers, who are
first respondents have sacrificed and continued to take on the risk, putting the nation first above their
own personal and family interests.

Many have also paid the ultimate sacrifice contracting the virus as well, while a few have lost
their lives. The people of Fiji salute you for your dedication, commitment and courage which deserve
the nation’s deepest gratitude and administration. Our frontline workers include the Permanent
Secretary for Health, Doctor James Fong and his medical team, the Police, Military, Navy,
Corrections Officers, Civil Servants, Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) and volunteers and all
those who are considered frontline workers even including drivers and other support services, Mr.
Speaker, Sir.

Your collective effort dedication and resolve is our nation’s pride. | know that there has been
numerous criticism against our frontline workers from some quarters of the public, Sir, but despite
these negative comments they continue to put the nation first in carrying out their duties diligently.
We can be rest assured that the majority of our people acknowledge and recognise your patriotism
and dedication to the nation. We cannot just put the blame on our frontline workers when things go
wrong.

The Government of the day should take responsibility and be accountable rather than
continuing to play the blame game as usual. More so, | also express our heartfelt thanks for our
generous donors and helping hands from thousands of community workers and individuals who have
contributed in one way or another, Sir.

We would like to acknowledge the timely assistance from Australia, New Zealand, European
Union (EU) and other countries that have provided direct cash grant during this national emergency.
In addition we are thankful to our friends such as India, People’s Republic of China, France, Japan,
South Korea, United States of America and Taiwan for their generous donations either in kind or
cash. Furthermore, I also wish to express my thanks to our Multilateral Development Partners for
their understanding of our circumstances and for giving us timely assistance that we need.
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Sir, 1 now turn to the National Budget Announcement. These announcements are serious
statements made by the Government in every 12 months to inform the country and the people of Fiji
of its intention and plans for the next financial year and the future. The people of Fiji take the
National Budget Announcement very seriously and often wait for hours to listen to it. This year, it
was more urgent due to the pandemic where thousands of affected people were expecting something
for them and especially on support for their daily survival.

The impact of COVID-19 restrictions and loss of jobs has brought misery and pain to virtually
all households and more than half of them are in dreadful circumstances. People are looking to the
Government for direct support survival and hope.

I will turn to COVID-19 pandemic, Sir. The learned Attorney-General and Minister for
Economy spent a quite a fair share of time in his Budget Address as usual boasting and justifying
that the major cost of our problem today is due to the pandemic, to the lives of our people and the
economy as a whole. This is so wrong, Sir, and | will deliberate on the subject later in my response
to show that our economy was also already in crisis long before the virus hit our shores.

As usual it is a norm for the FijiFirst leadership to always put the blame on someone else rather
than taking the full responsibility for their failure. The Honourable Minister for Economy has gone
to the extent of blaming members of the public for the spread and accusing them of double-dipping.

Sir, it is the responsibility of Government to put into place check and balances to minimise the
risks associated with the spread and double-dipping rather than ridiculing members of the public. In
fact, his Ministry should assess why is it happening? Why people need more support rather than
continuously blame the people when the situation is of the Government’s own making.

Sir, the problem lies squarely with the Government in trying to find more and more ways to
reinvent the wheel and totally ignoring existing processes and procedures that have worked so well
in the past particularly in the distribution of rations.

The DISMAC machinery with the whole public service approach supported by NGOs worked
very well, Sir, and for no good reason the distribution modality has been changed to suit the
Honourable Minister for Economy’s ego. There is a saying that applies here, Sir, “If it ain’t broke,
do not fix it”. The Honourable Minister for Economy spent a lot of time in marketing the vaccine as
the only solution to the current crisis facing the nation.

He said that at least 80 percent of the target group of about 587,000 Fijians make up the target
population to be fully vaccinated by 31st October, 2021. The question Sir, is how realistic is this
target taking into account the current trends. In addition, we continue to compare ourselves with
other developed countries like the United States of America, United Kingdom, Israel and Europe and
the rest of the first world where the vaccine has allowed people to move around to justify
Government’s decision not to have a full lockdown.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, how can we compare ourselves with developed countries with different social
structure who have resources readily available at their disposal? Also the capacity and other services
such as health that could be easily mobilised when compared to Fiji.

Today, our limited resources are over stretched and our health facilities are overwhelmed due
to the limited capacity in terms of staffing, equipment such as ventilators and our mortuaries which
are not adequate to deal with the higher daily death rate of both from COVID-19 and those who have
pre-existing conditions, Sir. The truth is that in allowing movement and businesses to re-open, the
Government is saying that the vulnerable population - the aged and the sick - are dispensable.
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As Dr. Fong has reiterated on many occasions when you move, the virus moves with you. The
Government should have taken heed of this very simple message. Since April, Dr. Fong advised us
all to stay home and leave home only for essential reasons, but then the Government decided to open
containment borders and allow non-essential businesses to open. There is so much talk and emphasis
on the people to be vaccinated.

So far Mr. Speaker, Sir, we continue to rely on our development partners to provide us with
the necessary vaccines. You may recall Mr. Speaker, Sir, that the Honourable Minister for Economy
announced five months ago that is on 28" February, 2021 that Government has made available $60
million for the purchase of vaccines. Today, we still rely heavily on the kindness of our development
partners for the required vaccine especially from India, Australia, New Zealand and now the United
States of America.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, I would like to echo the sentiment usually expressed by our former colleague
as was explained earlier, the Honourable Nawaikula or Mr. Nawaikula in this august House and on
many occasions, that this Government has no money. The claim that Government has provided our
frontline workers with all the tools they need to defend our people’s lives and livelihood against the
second wave of the COVID-19 virus, is far from the truth.

It is common knowledge, Sir, and the reality of the matter is that due to the lack of proper
training, awareness programme, limited tools including the personal protective equipment and
enforcement of poor proper protocols, have led to the situation where some of our frontline workers
have become the spreaders of the virus.

It is unfortunate that the Honourable Minister for Economy continues to focus on how the
vaccine will help the nation in his eloquent deliberations but shies away from highlighting key
statistics from the second wave of the virus and its current trend. The statistics to-date, Sir, states
over 21,000 of our people have been infected in the second wave alone and there have been over 179
deaths since 10th April. These are not merely statistics, Sir. They were people with families, who
have been devastated in the untimely and preventable passing of their loved ones and again, | express
my deepest condolences to their families. With the current trend and very little or proactive and
decisive action taken by Government, Sir, the numbers will surely continue to rise.

The Honourable Minister for Economy has failed to carry out a comparative analysis with
countries such as India and the United States of America and others because the result will surely
show that the spread of the virus in Fiji is now uncontrollable. Our infection rate per capita has
exceeded India’s infection rate at the height of their recent second wave of the pandemic. There is a
lot of anxiety in the public domain regarding the Delta variant, Sir.

Questions have been raised on how the variant reached our shores when our borders were
closed. In addition, Sir, the public is anxious to know as to why special preferences are given to a
selected few who are allowed to fly out and return to the country, bypassing proper protocols. Very
little effort has been made to facilitate the return of our citizens after completing their tour of duty
especially for those in the Middle East and Africa who remit funds regularly to Fiji to support their
families.

We urge the Government to consider special measures to support and facilitate their return, if
something could be done in reducing the cost of being in isolation for 14 days at the airport when
they return. This is simply due to the fact because of the high remittances we are now getting from
our people, from abroad. Due to the anxiety of the people and questions raised, we are of the view
that there should be a Commission of Inquiry, Sir, to investigate these pertinent issues. We need to
get to the roots of why things suddenly changed from 14th April, Sir.
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The Government should, at least, strike a balance between the people’s lives and the opening
of borders. The general sentiment of our people is that the FijiFirst Government has lost the plot and
is interested only in the welfare of big businesses who are supporters and major contributors to the
FijiFirst Party’s elections coffers. Another major concern raised by the public is a lack of targeted
strategy in the containment and mitigating measures. The general perception is that the Government
continues to take a reactionary approach with limited dissemination of accurate and timely
information to the public.

Sir, the public has lost confidence and trust in the Government leadership and are relying very
much on the grey media such as the social media and coconut wireless for information. In time of
adversity and crisis, the Government should be more transparent in providing accurate and timely
information to minimise confusion and reassurance to the people. Unfortunately, this is not
happening on a regular basis.

Sir, the most important question that has been raised by the public is whether the Government
has any plan to stop the spread of COVID-19 and the health nightmare that our people are living
through right now. This is not acceptable. Fiji has stayed in the top most place on the incidence of
Non-Communicable Disease, Sir. We are close to number one in the world on cases of diabetes and
are almost near the top end of heart-related diseases, Sir.

The Our World in Data website which collates data from WHO and other reputable resources
clearly reports that Fiji is now counted in the same league with countries such as Haiti, Afghanistan,
Solomon Islands and Somalia in terms of NCDs. As a country, we do not want to be counted in such
a negative list.

It is a shame that the Honourable Prime Minister and the Honourable Attorney-General and
Minister for Economy make public statements, bragging about their achievements and asking
countries such as Australia and New Zealand to learn from Fiji. What a faux pas! It is time we stop
embarrassing ourselves in the community of nations. Our sincere plea to the Government is to stop
the spread of the virus and urgently put in place measures to save lives of our people from the
suffering they are going through right now, Mr. Speaker, Sir.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, after a review of the Budget announcement, | realised that the rationale behind
the Honourable Minister for Economy spending his first share of this time in his address highlighting
the importance of vaccination is simply because, it has a very strong correlation with key measures
to allow people to access assistance that has been announced in the budget.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, we are of the strong view that it is unethical and morally wrong for
Government to use vaccination as a pre-condition for our citizens to have access to any assistance.
The Government has the responsibility to provide the necessary support and assistance across the
board rather than making vaccination a pre-condition. Most of the direct financial support or
assistance to those who need them are subject to vaccination, first no jab, no unemployment benefit.
Having said that, for my part as a traditional leader, | have called on the people of Cakaudrove and
urged all of our citizens to be vaccinated. Again, we plead with the members of the public to consider
vaccination very seriously. However, | would like to reiterate the point made earlier that vaccination
should not be a prerequisite or condition for any assistance to be provided by the Government.

I now turn to the Budget Estimates for the 2021-2022 Financial Year. Mr. Speaker, Sir, allow
me to share my views on the proposed Budget. It is the responsibility of the loyal Opposition to
review and strategically and objectively analyse the proposed budget based on facts from previous
budget trends and the reality on the ground. More importantly to make suggestions and
recommendations and provide practical alternatives to make the budget more realistic and responsive
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to the needs of our people. We are not here just to give a political rhetoric or criticise the proposed
Government for political gain, but the interest of our nation, particularly at this critical time must
always be paramount.

There is no doubt, Mr. Speaker, Sir, that we in Fiji and every other country are living through
extraordinary time. Hard decisions have to be taken and necessary adjustments have to be made to
cushion and minimise the impact of the pandemic to the economy and the citizens alike, particularly
the poor and the most vulnerable in our society. However, we should remind ourselves that making
the necessary adjustments must be based on the needs of our people and our internal capacity and its
relevance, rather than trying to copy other countries. | call it, Sir, adjustment with a human face.

Having said that, there are lessons to learn from other countries’ experience and adjustments
tailor-made to suit our environment rather than the wholesale copying which is a recipe for failure.
This is the very reason our economy has been in crisis since 2017 because when we want to leapfrog
and be on par with Singapore, Australia and New Zealand, we cannot compare ourselves with those
developed countries because of the Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) gap between these countries and
Fiji are so high, and it is not realistic to make any comparison.

While the minimum wage of Fiji is only $2.96 an hour, in Australia it is about FJ$20 an hour,
which basically means that an Australian worker will spend less than half an hour of work to be able
to buy a Big Mac burger while a Fijian will have to work for four hours to buy the same burger.

I now turn to the proposed Budget Estimates, Sir. The Budget Estimates for 2021-2022
Financial Year include:

Revenue of $2.1 billion;
Expenditure of $3.7 million;

Gross deficit of $1.87 billion; and
Net deficit of 16.2 percent of GDP.

Out of the total revenue of $2.1 billion, Sir, it is estimated that $357.2 million will be derived
from direct taxes and $1.4 billion from indirect taxes, $330.3 million will be derived from other
sources and the balance of $157 million will be from investment receipts.

Taking into account the current status of the economy and based on previous revenue trends,
the target is too high and unrealistic, Sir. Given the increased unemployment and depressed demand,
it is unlikely that the target of $357.2 million direct taxes will be realised at all, Sir.

With regard to indirect taxes, the target is too high, since aggregate demand for goods and
services continue to decline, particularly in the VAT collection. It is anticipated that we will receive
$116.3 million in direct aid. How realistic is this in terms of the direct budget support from our
development partners? This is a big question, Sir.

It is also estimated that revenue of around $210.5 million will be generated from the sale of
fixed assets. How realistic is this figure, Sir? The major reason why the deficit continued to increase
in the last five years is because sales anticipated from our assets were not realised. | only hope that
the sale figures are not there just to reflect a lower budget deficit.

On the revenue, Sir, this Budget carries a deficit of 16.2 percent of GDP. This, indeed, is
unprecedented since the 2020-2021 deficit is said to be only 11.2 percent. This deficit will only
escalate the debt burden for our future generations. This is because our economy is not functional
enough to generate revenues by taxes.
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Sir, the prospect of revenue collection remains weak. Even the projections of revenues
indicated in the Budget documents of $2.08 billion seem to be optimistic. | wish to bring the attention
of this august House to some of the inconsistencies projected in this Budget.

Sir, as per the data presented in the Estimates, the revenues projected for 2021-2022 is expected
at 77 percent of the amount realised in the 2019-2020 Financial Year. The amount of $2.08 billion
includes $150 million from sales of assets and an external grant of around $116 million. Sir, while
the grant is free money, sales of assets to raise funds is a bad strategy.

Another doubtful aspect of the projected revenue is the expected tax collection of $1.6 billion
which, in my opinion, is least likely. This amount is 113 percent of the tax realised in the 2020-2021
Financial Year. Sir, this is virtually impossible. The question is, how this tax revenue can be
collected when the Fijian economy has further contracted this year and is likely to remain subdued
throughout this financial year?

Some strange figures for revenues exist, Sir. For instance, in the 2019-2020 Financial Year,
the total Capital Gains Tax collected was around $19 million. The projected revenue for 2021-2022
is stated to be $25 million, or 131 percent of the 2019-2020 Financial Year. Sir, | find this projection
very strange when the real estate market remains extremely subdued.

As per the Reserve Bank of Fiji (RBF), data on real estate activities declined substantially up
to March 2021. It stated that in the year up to March 2021, commercial banks’ new lending
investment purposes declined by 25.8 percent and lending to both, the real estate and building sectors
declined by 31.3 percent and 11.5 percent respectively. Similarly, in 2020, the value of work put in
place fell by 24.8 percent.

Sir, with such declines observed in construction activities and significant loss in economic
confidence in the last three years, how can the projected Capital Gains Tax of $25 million be realised?
I am certain, Sir, this will only add to the shortfall in revenues, leading to further escalation of our
national deficit.

Sir, even the collection of VAT of $544 million is too optimistic. This figure is approximately
87 percent higher than the actuals for the 2019-2020 Financial Year. With more than 20 percent
contraction of the economy since 2019 to 2020, how can this VAT collection be possible? Sir, we
have serious reservations about this tax revenue projection.

I now turn to deficit and the national public debt, Sir. Now, we will come to the core of the
issues. The expenditures as against the revenues. The figures are right here in front of me, Sir, and
this scares me to the bone. Last year, the deficit was shown to be around 20.2 percent. It was huge,
Sir, but we had some consolation of our minds that it was probably one-of and we would soon be
back on the economic track towards recovery.

Sir, the projected budget deficit of 16.2 percent, combined with the domestic debt of $5.2
billion, an external debt of $1.7 billion and the Government Contingent Liabilities of $1.6 billion is
a nightmarish scenario. Simply, it is a nightmare for our future generations.

Our calculation of the actual debt as a ratio of GDP stands at 70 percent. This figure, Sir, is a
conservative estimate of the debt to GDP ratio since the stated nominal GDP in the budget
supplements seems to be inflated. Our hunch, Sir, is that this over-stated nominal GDP is inflated at
least by 10 to 15 percent? If that is true, Sir, then the real GDP to GDP ratio stands at around 82
percent of the GDP.
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If the contingent liabilities are taken into consideration, Sir, then maybe the national public
debt stands at 100 percent of GDP. That is frightening, Sir. The most frightening prospect of this
debt situation is that, if the revenue projections are not realised, as | have said earlier, the debt would
reach a very worrying level and we could spiral into a financial crisis, Sir, even worse than the
experience in Greece, Italy, Ireland and Argentina.

Sir, if we take into consideration the Government Contingent Liabilities debt to GDP ratio, it
stands at 86 percent. This level of debt for a developing country like Fiji is very risky and is
potentially a threat to Government’s liability to perform in the future. What this means is that, our
debt level in 2021 is matching that of advanced economies such as United Kingdom and the United
States of America. It is unsustainable, Sir. Our debt to GDP ratio is already very close to twice
(almost 200 percent) that of the average of the Emerging Markets, Mr. Speaker, Sir.

Sir, we need to be forewarned that the country is decisively moving towards chaos and absolute
disaster. In terms of expenditure mix, around 65 percent is for operating cost and 32 percent for
capital expenditure. The increased percentage in capital expenditure has been inflated because most
of the operating grants have been placed into the capital grant classification, so the capital grant figure
has been artificially inflated. A fair share of the capital expenditure allocation is really for capital
grants to entities like the Fijian Broadcasting Corporation(FBC), Water Authority of Fiji (WAF), Fiji
Roads Authority (FRA) among others, and very little for Government Ministries’ capital works.

It is interesting to note that a total of $713 million has been parked under Head 50, this is an
increase of $171 million compared to the 2020-2021 Budget. Head 50 alone comprises roughly 19
percent of the total budget. This allocation is totally under the control of the Honorable Minister for
Economy. Most of these expenditure allocations should be easily reflected in the Head for each
responsible agency or ministry. If the implementation processes and procedures are not ready, they
could have been placed under requisition (R).

This is a clear indication that the Honourable Minister for Economy is trying to control
everything or he surely knows that revenue will not be realized to finance all expenditure
commitments. While reviewing the budget figures and trends in the last five years, | find the
proposed budget over-optimistic, very ambitious, unrealistic and impractical. In short, the
Honourable Minister for Economy has been gambling with the management of public finances for
the last seven years and is misleading the people of Fiji.

This is a clear sign of lack of transparency, accountability and very, very poor leadership. As
usual, the FijiFirst Government always looks good on paper, sounds very convincing and full of hope
and promises when it is presented, but the truth of the matter is that there is very little to show for, or
achieved, Sir.

As | have said earlier, for the ordinary citizen of this country, the budget expenditure has a
caveat or pre-condition and that they must be vaccinated before they can access any type of
assistance. Sir, the estimated revenue for the 2021-2022 financial year of $2.1 billion is overly
optimistic compared to the average actual revenue collection in the last five years, which hovers
around $1.6 billion annually.

Average actual expenditure for the last five years hovers around $3.1 billion rather than the
$3.7 billion as proposed in the 2021-2022 Budget. There is always a common trend that both revenue
and expenditure are always being overestimated. The shortfall in revenue collection is so substantial
and on average the shortfall in the last five years amounts to $457 million annually and under-
expenditure of $645 million annually.
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The fact of the matter, Sir, is that the estimated revenue and expenditure is over-optimistic and
unrealistic because of the high variation in estimates against actuals. Whilst we agree that there will
be some variation in budgeted and actuals, it is too high and unacceptable. This is a clear indication
of the lack of transparency, accountability in the management of public finance and poor budgeting.
The Budget Address was pure drama, Sir, yet again, the people of Fiji are being given another
matinee.

I now turn to the economic performance, especially on growth rate. Sir, to be able to critically
assess the relevance and practicality of the proposed budget for the 2021-2022 Financial Year, it is
critical to highlight some of the key fundamentals of our economy and the reality on the ground.

The Government continues to mislead this House and most importantly the people of Fiji with
the false claim of “more than 10 years of unprecedented economic growth”. The latest claim made
by my colleague, the Honourable Minister for Commerce, Trade, Tourism and Transport in the
March sitting where he said, and | quote:

“Ten straight years of economic growth that has not been surpassed, unchallenged and
no one has ever done it, so take that to bed”.

The Government should stop these false claims and wake up to reality. The people of Fiji know
the truth and they cannot be misled anymore. It is imperative for the FijiFirst Members of Parliament
to at least take some time and review figures published by the Bureau of Statistics and the Reserve
Bank of Fiji on a regular basis rather than taking the word of the Honourable Minister for Economy
as gospel truth. Figures speak volumes of the misinformation and deception by the Government in
painting a rosy picture that everything is hunky-dory.

In reviewing growth figures for every 10-year period from the early 1970s, the highest growth
rate that was experienced in the country was between 1971 and 1980 which shows we had an average
growth rate of 4.35 percent whilst the average growth rate between 2011 and 2019 period was just
3.24 percent prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. If you look at the average growth rate between 2011
to 2020, it is only 0.75 percent which is much lower than the average growth rate between 1981 to
1990 and 1991 to 2000 which was 2.46 percent and 2.44 percent respectively. | urge the Government
to stop being boastful and tell the people of Fiji the truth and perhaps take that to bed.

Sir, key indicators clearly reflect the low growth rate over the last 10-year period that the
FijiFirst Government boasts about include the following.

We have been experiencing a declining trend in investment. For Fiji to at least achieve an
annual growth rate of 5 percent, which is necessary to support employment and increase in economic
activity, we will need investment at a rate of at least 25 percent of GDP. However, the total average
annual investments rate for the 10-year period (2010-2019) for all sectors of the economy is only
17.7 percent of GDP and, Sir, this is far below the minimum requirement to achieve at least a 5
percent growth rate annually. Sir, this is a clear indication that there is no truth in the claim that there
was unprecedented growth in the last 10 years.

Another clear indicator of our low investment as highlighted earlier is to look at the nation’s
ranking in the World Bank Ease of Doing Business Report. Our ranking fell from 34 in 2006 to 58
in 2012 and currently we are around 110 out of the 190 economies that are ranked, Sir. Basically this
means that the confidence of investors to invest in our country continues to decline.

The decline in investor-confidence in Fiji is basically due to poor governance and lack of
transparency by the FijiFirst Government in areas such as human rights violations, as highlighted in
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the latest annual US State Department Report which clearly indicate human rights violation.

The latest credit rating by Moody’s clearly suggests that investors will play a wait-and-see
game rather than invest in the country particularly at this critical time when we need investments to
create employment opportunities.

Law and order situation in the country continues to deteriorate due to the lack of employment
opportunities which has led to the increase in violence against women and children.

Another clear indication of low economic growth is the increased incidence of poverty. The
latest Bureau of Statistics Household and Income Expenditure Survey (HIES), Sir, conducted just
before the pandemic hit the nation, it revealed that 30 percent (or approximately well over 258,000
people) of our citizens were living below the poverty line. Sir, 20 percent of the 30 percent or 97,000
people live in urban areas and the balance of 41.5 percent (well over 160,000 people) reside in the
rural areas.

In addition to the 30 percent or our total population living in poverty, another 20 percent on the
margins and facing daily hardships. It is known fact that at least more than 120,000 people have lost
their jobs, due to the direct impact of the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic. More job losses are
experienced in this second wave and this will continue.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, based on the figures available today, we can confidently say that almost 60
percent of our total population of well over 530,000 people or 132,000 families with an average size
of a family of four are having great difficulty in putting food on the table.

It is unfortunate, Mr. Speaker, Sir, that there is a lot of anxiety and uncertainty amongst
investors and the people because of the inconsistency of policy mix and ad hoc decisions taken by
the Government with limited or no consultation at all, which led to the inconsistency of decisions.

Despite the claims of unprecedented economic growth in the last 10 years, there is no
improvement in our unemployment rate. Our average unemployment rate continues to hover around
4.8 percent and has increased to 6.0 percent due to COVID-19 pandemic.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, since early 2017, this side of the House continues to remind Government on
advice given by our local experts and development partners that our nation is facing headwinds and
is of the urgency to consolidate government finance to create the necessary fiscal space to cushion
against future shocks. This advice continued to fall on deaf ears. This is the very reason the nation
is facing economic crisis since 2017. In addition, the contribution of key sectors of the economy has
been on the declining trend since 2014.

On the sectoral performance, Mr. Speaker, Sir, the contribution of key sectors of the economy
has been on a declining trend in the last five years, and it will surely continue to decline. Our
agricultural sector contribution to GDP declined from 15 percent in 2006 to 6.3 percent in 2015. (The
Honourable Minister is laughing.) For the 2020-2021 financial year, it further declined to 3 percent.
Based on the current trends, it will continue to decline. | have noticed, Mr. Speaker, Sir, that he has
taken yoga may be to cushion the impact of this decline.

On fisheries and agriculture’s contribution to GDP, it has been fluctuating in the last 10 years.
On average, the sector’s contribution to GDP is hovering around 2.5 percent, despite the opportunities
available in the fisheries and agriculture sector, as a nation surrounded by sea resources, we consider
this sector critical for food security, employment and opportunities for export.
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The contribution of the mining and quarrying sector’s contribution to GDP picked up in 2016
to 16.4 percent of the GDP, however, it declined to 0.4 percent in 2020 and 2021. There are a lot of
lessons to be learnt from the mining sector, especially our experience with the Nawailevu Bauxite in
terms of returns to landowners and impact on the environment.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, mining is a non-renewable resource. Once it is extracted, it is gone forever.
It is also classified as a wasting asset, so the Government must ensure that the necessary legislation
is in place to protect the interests of landowners and our environment. The legislative changes in
this sector have been put on the back burner compared to other laws that have been fast-tracked in
the interests of the selected few.

The manufacturing contribution to GDP was around 16.5 percent in 2015 and it declined to -4
percent in 2020 and was around 4.7 percent in 2021. It is unlikely that the manufacturing sector will
pick up any time soon because of the lack of aggregate demand. More resources should be directed
to this sector to provide employment opportunities and improve the capacity within the sector to meet
future demands. Despite the injection of substantial amount of resources, the contribution of the
social sector to GDP continue to be flat, hovering around 4 percent of GDP.

Sir, taking into account the depressed status of our economic sectors, | would have thought that
more resources should be directed to these sectors, particularly our natural resource-based sectors
because we cannot rely on tourism alone, so we have to look internally for a comparative advantage
within our own economy.

On Budget trend, Sir, to have a better understanding of how realistic the 2021-2022 Budget is,
it is critical to carry out a thorough review of the Government’s budgets in the last six financial years
or so. The review will give us a better understanding of the true status of Government finance and
could easily determine how realistic and practical the Government budget is to implement its
development agenda and its real impact on the livelihoods of the people.

There is no doubt, Sir, and we all agree that there are unknown factors that are beyond our
control and may affect our budget annually. As a small vulnerable nation, we face natural disasters
such as regular cyclones which are more frequent and with very high intensity. Changes in the global
trading environment have also played a major impact on our small economy.

It is unfortunate that the FijiFirst Government fails to take heed of these challenges and
continues on a spending spree without consideration to these predictable but unforeseen events since
2015. Today, we are facing the unprecedented crisis due to the uncontrolled spread of the Delta
variant in this country. The consequence, as we all know, is devastating, and we have very little
room to move despite warnings by local experts and our development partners since 2017, that our
nation is facing headwind, Sir.

The Government should have made the necessary adjustments so that we can have the fiscal
space to cushion against future extraordinary events. Again, | would like to reiterate that warnings
and advice given by experts to the Government that fell on deaf ears or was just totally ignored. In
response, the Honourable Minister for Economy said those urging cautions were small-minded and
fearful.

The Government continues to ignore sound and practical advice from experts with regard to
minimising the risk in the spread of the virus. Human lives have been placed on the backburner at
the cost of opening up the economy rather than instituting a targeted lockdown or a clear action plan
to minimise the risk associated with the Delta Virus.



1942 2021-2022 Appropriation Bill 2021 26th July, 2021

Having said that, Sir, I will now review the Budget trends in the last seven or so years. Interms
of revenue, Sir, the variance or the gap in budgeted revenue and actual revenue collection continues
to increase. In 2014, there was a shortfall in revenue collection of $352 million. In the 2019-2020
Financial Year, the shortfall increased by $853 million. In the 2019-2020 Financial Year, the
shortfall increased to $1 billion and in the 2021-2022 Budget, it is further increased to $2 billion. In
the 2021-2022 Estimate, the deficit is $1.6 billion since revenue has, once again, been inflated.

On the expenditure side, in 2014, the variance under-expenditure was around $160 million, Sir,
and it increased to $383 million in the 2016-2017 Financial Year.

In the 2020-2021 Budget, the shortfall is around $1.5 billion. Basically, the variation in both
the shortfall in revenue collection and under-expenditure are so substantial that we can confidently
say that it is poor budgeting, poor planning and the lack of vision by the Government of the day.

On the increasing shortfall in revenue collection, it clearly shows that the revenue forecast has
been manipulated, unrealistic and basically deceptive. One could also argue that inflating the figures
means that the deficit will be much lower than what is shown in the Budget Estimates.

Today the manipulation of figures has led to net deficit as a percentage increase from 2.0
percent to 20.2 percent in the GDP or GDP in the 2020-2021 Budget and despite the reduction in the
2021-2022 Budget, the revenue forecast is still unrealistic and inflated.

On the expenditure side, the continuing trend of under expenditure from $1.6 billion in the
2018-2019 Budget and at the same level in the 2021-2022 Budget. Sir, this indicates a lack of
capacity, poor planning, total control and shortage of revenue collection and preparedness of
Government in the implementation of its development agenda.

I recall, Sir, before the previous governments used to have an annual Public Sector Investment
Programme (PSIP) which clearly outlined and articulates projects to be implemented. These projects
have gone through a rigorous process of evaluation and at the same time executing agencies are
already well prepared to implement projects in a particular financial year.

Sir, today we can see the lack of planning and capacity in the implementation of key public
sector projects. In most case projects are not implemented because either funds are held up under
RIE or not released in a timely manner to the executing agency.

On public finance, Sir, on many occasions when this side of the House raised its concern on
the precarious state of the public finance or made alternative suggestions in particular on expenditure,
revenue and debt, we were always ridiculed by the Honourable Minister for Economy and accused
of lacking understanding of public finance. This is despite the fact that some of us on this side of the
House have been in the public sector, particularly in the Public Service, managing Government
finance and were fully versed with the Financial Management Act and its associated regulation such
as the Finance Instructions.

We normally followed processes and procedures set out to ensure transparency and
accountability. They are fortunate in the last six or so years that the Auditor-General has regularly
highlighted the lack of transparency and accountability in the use of public funds.

One of the major challenges in Government finance in 2015 is the cooking up or manipulation
of figures which has led to the precarious state of Government finances today. Since 2015 figures
have been manipulated to show a much lower deficit in the budget but the reality of the matter is that
the revenue shortfall is much greater than the expenditure due to the unrealistic and bullish
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forecasting and manipulation of figures by the Honourable Minister for Economy. The variation in
the shortfall of revenue versus expenditure continues to increase substantially and it is unacceptable.
This is a clear indication of poor budgeting.

Sir, the level of shortfall, at least in the last four financial years since 2017 is unacceptable
and it clearly shows that the figures were manipulated to paint a rosy picture, but the reality of the
matter or the truth is that this august House and the people of Fiji have been deceived with
manipulated figures. The shortfall is primarily due to the non-realisation of the anticipated sale of
assets. The Government knows only too well that revenue from the sale of assets will not be
forthcoming.

In addition, Sir, despite the bullish budget by the FijiFirst Government, most of the funds
allocated were not spent since their fair share of the budget allocation were still held under RIE. On
the average at least 40 percent of the total expenditure are normally held under RIE requiring the
approval of the Honourable Minister for Economy before funds are released despite the fact that
provisions were already made available.

Again, in the 2021-2022 Budget, at least, $730 million is allocated under Head 50 and the
release and utilisation of funds will be very much at the mercy of the Honourable Minister for
Economy. Therefore, this implies that very little of this allocation will be released at all. Ministries
are at the mercy of the Honourable Minister for Economy, who is very keen to be in control of
everything.

On reform agenda, there has been a lot of claims, boastfulness and self-praise by the FijiFirst
Government that they alone are the agents of change and have successfully implemented their reform
agenda particularly in the public sector.

Successive Governments since the late 1980s have been implementing public sector reforms
to re-align and integrate Fiji’s economy to the global trading environment supported by international
best practices and to bring efficiency to the public sector as a whole.

The key initiative of the Public Sector reforms is to improve efficiency and the effectiveness
of delivery of goods and services by the Public Service. In addition, commercialisation of
government statutory entities and deregulation of financial and labour markets.

One of the major components of Public Service Reform is for government to concentrate on
its core functions and outsource other activities that can be easily undertaken more efficiently and
effectively by the private sector.

The cautious approach adopted by the successive governments in the past based on a number
of key fundamental principles which include the phasing, the sequencing, harmonizing and
prioritizing processes and procedures, taking into account the capacity within the public sector and
the private sector, and its impact on the labor market.

Through this process Sir, successive governments continued to stream line the public service
through right sizing but not at the expense of employees losing their jobs. Today there is a lot of
confusion because the reforms are undertaken on an ad-hoc basis. Through reactionary and ad-hoc
arrangements employees are either displaced or placed on short term contracts with no job security.

Sir, in the last sitting of Parliament, the Acting Minister for Economy, again, my colleague, the
Honourable Minister for Commerce, Trade, Tourism and Transport claimed that the success of the
Civil Service Reform agenda has led to the increase in the wages and salary allocation from $600
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million in 2006 to over $1 billion today. The number of civil servants has also increased from 28,000
employees in 2006 to 37,000 today. These are not figures to boast about, Sir. The Honourable
Minister and the FijiFirst Government should be ashamed of these increases. Such increase
contradicts and defeats the purpose of the reform agenda in streamlining government activities and
to reduce costs.

Sir, it is unfortunate to note that a bulk of the increase in operating expenditure continues to
be for salary and wages. In 2006 total wages and salary was around $593 million and today it is over
$1.1 billion. This is despite the continuing increase in capital and operating grants for purchase of
goods and services have also increased substantially (more than double in the last ten years) and
outsourced.

The point | am trying to make is that the reform agenda in streamlining government services
to reduce the operating cost through outsourcing Sir, has failed. The generous remuneration packages
given to a selected few has distorted the salary structure in the public sector as whole, including the
hiring of expatriates.

Sir, 1 would like to assure this august House that we are not against the engagement of
expatriates in specialized technical areas, especially in areas where local expertise are not available.
It is unfortunate, that FijiFirst Government fails to recognize and appoint locals who are well
qualified to take up the key positions in the public sector. The sad reality is that most of the
expatriates do not last long and they resign before completing their contract.

Most of them resign because of government interference, that is, the Minister for Economy
in the operations of public sector entities, and the civil service. To make it worse there is no
succession plan for grooming and training of locals to take over positions when expatriates resign or
complete their terms which is a rare occurrence.

In addition, the outsourcing of services to the private sector has not worked well and has
proved very expensive, when there is no or limited competition from service providers, which has
led to nepotism and cronyism. A clear example is the outsourcing of the Laundry, Security and
Cleaning services for our major hospitals. It would be interesting for the Minister for Economy to
tell us the current cost of outsourcing these services to the private sector compared to when services
were carried out internally by the Ministry of Health.

Another interesting observation Sir, is the outsourcing of laundry services in the Central
Division to a company based in Lautoka. The cost of transport alone is quite enormous, taking into
account the distance between Lautoka and the different health facilities in the Central Division. In
addition, despite the reduction of compulsory retirement age and the people terminated after their
contracts expires without good reasons or allowed to appeal, the cost of maintaining the public service
continues to substantially increase, defeating the very purpose of the reform agenda.

Sir, I now turn to the stimulus package. The Honourable Minister for Economy reaffirmed that
the implementation of the stimulus package that was first announced during the COVID-19
Supplementary Budget in March, 2020 and those announced in the 2020-2021 Budget will be
continued and enhanced in the 2021-2022 Financial Year. Sir, | am sorry to say that the stimulus
package has had limited or no impact at all in addressing the urgent needs of our people.

| say this, Sir, because the stimulus package presented was very broad in nature and lacked
vision to target key sectors to ensure that it makes real impact to the need of ordinary citizens. A
thorough review of the stimulus package against specific targeted sectors will reveal the truth. In the
tourism sector, all the incentives and budget support failed miserably because of unrealistic
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anticipation that things will get better soon. This has been a common trend on many occasions, even
before the pandemic hit our shores.

The key initiatives to support the tourism sector which failed include the:

(1) Bula Bubble;

(2) Blue Lane Initiative;

(3) Eliminating the 6 percent Service Turnover Tax;

(4) Reduction of the Environment & Climate Adaptation Levy (ECAL) from 10 percent to 5
percent across the board;

(5) Reducing $100 off the Departure Tax;

(6)  Zero ECAL for mid-sized tourism operators and other businesses like restaurants, rental car
companies and cafes - ECAL is dropping to zero now;

(7)  First 150,000 visitors to receive $400 per passenger to go towards tourism packages
including flights, hotels and meals and beverages; and

(8)  Alcohol Tax was reduced by 50 percent. Tariffs were cut across the board to zero or 5 percent
on over 2,000 tariff lines.

Sir, apart from the large reduction in tourism sector taxes, the 2021-2022 Budget provides
additional incentives for more operators. These include Short Life Investment Package (SLIP), new
hotel investment package offered a five year income tax holiday for capital investment over $250,000
to $1million; a seven-year tax holiday for investments from $1million to $2 million; and a 13-year
tax holiday for capital investment exceeding $2 million.

In addition, to incentivising new investment in hotels, a 20-year tax holiday will be offered for
investments above $40 million. All these initiatives are quite sensible for the long-term but it will
not work in the immediate or short-term. Therefore, Government should be practical in providing
support to the tourism sector just to keep them afloat during these hard times rather than making a
pie in the sky promises.

In addition to this, Sir, the Government has varied the guarantee of $455 million to Fiji Airways
to sustain itself following the closure of borders which has been approved by Parliament. The
guarantee now has no time limitation which means the risk will be carried by Government as a
contingency liability and could be a real problem in the near future. Basically, Fiji Airways has now
put the nation to ransom in perpetuity in terms of risk and this has been confirmed by Moody’s latest
rating.

Sir, the removal of both financial and custom duties of more than 1,600 items has failed. This
is due to the lack of well thought out and much better targeted approach. Most of the goods and
services under this arrangement are white goods and motor vehicles and very little given to basic
food items to meet the needs of the poor.

Although some basic food items and necessities were included generally, the impact was
marginal because the price of these items continued to increase and ordinary Fijians could not afford
them. For example, Mr. Speaker, Sir, the importation of liquid milk. Due to the monopoly by CJ
Patel and Rewa Dairy and the limited supply, we are now importing liquid milk directly from
Australia and New Zealand. Despite the reduction in duty, the price of imported liquid milk has
increased from $2.20 to $2.80 a litre in the last six months.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, I now turn to the allocation of the sectoral classification. Under the General
Administration, major increases are in the Office of the Attorney-General for about $300,000
additional allocation for the review of existing law such as Financial Management Act; $600,000 to
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the Ministry of Defence to spearhead the development of a national human trafficking strategy and a
national action plan.

Whilst we recognise the importance that the laws have to be updated, this could be easily
deferred so that more resources are targeted to more priority areas, particularly at this time. | am
pretty sure that this work will be given out to outside consultants to carry out, which means, a drain
of our already limited resources at this difficult time.

The Ministry of Communication has been allocated an additional $7.2 million for the upgrading
of the IT infrastructure. | believe, the focus should be limited to extending the national connectivity
rather than acquiring new gadgets which our people cannot access due to lack of connectivity and do
not prioritise at this time of hardships and emergency.

The Fijian Elections Office allocation has increased from $22 million. Although it is a normal
allocation, the allocation has been increased only by $12.4 million and additional $14.8 million is
provided under Head 50 for elections. We recognise the important work the Fijian Elections Office
in our preparation for the next election. We must be realistic and re-prioritise expenditure so that
some of these funds could be diverted to the priority areas, particularly in the resource based sector
to generate employment opportunities and economic growth and food security for our people who
have lost their jobs.

I now turn to the social sector, Mr. Speaker, Sir. It is unfortunate that only the Ministry of
Health has been given an additional $9 million, whilst there is an increase of $153.1 million in the
education sector which has been placed in Head 50 to fund TELS and Toppers. There is no increase
in the Ministry of Education’s budget, but a reduction of $7.7 million.

It is interesting to note that an additional $9 million has been allocated to the Ministry of Health,
Mr. Speaker, Sir. Out of this increase, 78 percent or $7 million has been allocated to the construction
of the new Maternity Unit, $2.5 million for the upgrading of the Labasa Hospital and $6 million for
the upgrading and maintenance of medical facilities. | believe this is not adequate to address the out
of control community spread of the Delta variant and which is overwhelming and put a lot of stress
on our existing health facilities and staff, in particular, in the Central Division.

The Ministry has been allocated $7 million for the construction of the new Maternity Unit. The
construction of this new Maternity Unit will take at least two and a half years to complete and will
not help at all in the immediate short term, taking into account that hospitals in the Central Division
are totally overwhelmed. Since our health system is based on a well-established de-centralised
referrals system, it is only practical to have a targeted approach in upgrading existing facilities to
meet the current demand, rather than building a new one, which will take at least two and a half years
to complete.

In addition, Mr. Speaker, Sir, the existing facilities must be sufficiently equipped to meet the
current urgent demand due to COVID-19 outbreak. | have heard many stories about the dilapidated
state of the CWM Hospital where pregnant women ready to give birth have to wait outside on
benches, rather than in the pre-natal ward as usual.

The condition and services in both Divisional and Sub-Divisional Hospitals have deteriorated
so much that people are thinking twice about going to the hospital, Mr. Speaker, Sir. A common
refrain and advice now is not to get sick because hospitals cannot even deal with COVID-19, let
alone non-COVID-19 cases. People are saying that our hospitals are now no longer a valenibula but
rather a valenimate, or to paraphrase, death-causing rather than life-giving.
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With regard to Public-Private Partnership (PPP) for the Ba Hospital, we were informed earlier
that it should have been operational two years ago. In his Budget announcement, the Honourable
Minister for Economy said that the new Ba Hospital will start operations in December 2021. | have
some doubt that the new Ba Hospital will open by the end of this year, Sir.

The Honourable Minister for Economy should explain to the people of Fiji the reasons why the
previous PPP partner, Aspen Medical, has left Fiji. What will be the cost implications of the PPP
arrangement to the public? Basically, it means that the people of Ba will have to pay more for health
services subsidised by Government.

On education, Sir, despite the reduction of $7.7 million for the Ministry of Education, the
Honourable Minister for Economy in his Budget Address said on Friday, 16th July, 2021, and | quote
from page 1932:

“I wish to remind everyone that there was no national commitment in this country for
the education of all young Fijians, girls and boys until we made it so. We began the education
revolution with the introduction of free education for primary and secondary schools,
subsidised transportation and other assistance to students and gave unprecedented access to
tertiary education with the Tertiary Loan Scheme and National Toppers Scheme.”

The Honourable Minister should stop fooling himself and misleading the nation.

Free education, Mr. Speaker, Sir, was initiated by the SVT Government led by Major-General
(Ret’d) Sitiveni Rabuka, and continued by successive Governments through a phased approach.
More so, tertiary education was provided through a scholarship scheme based on the needs of the
nation and ensuring equality of access.

A number of different modalities were in place to ensure that the disadvantaged groups also
have access to higher education. The Tertiary Loans Scheme introduced by the FFP is a failure
because recipients are already in debt, even before they start work.

On the economic sector, Sir, it is unfortunate that the only increase in the economically
productive sector is the sugar industry, whose allocation increased from $53.6 million to $72.2
million, an increase of $18.6 million and the Ministry of Local Government’s allocation has increased
by $2.2 million to cater for small market fees and municipal fees.

Whilst other key sectors, such as agriculture, fisheries, forests and manufacturing have no
increase at all, these sectors are critical in the short-term to support the livelihood and food security
of our people. Sir, on page 13 of today’s Fiji Times, it confirms the importance of agriculture for
export.

I will now turn to the sugar industry, Sir. The sugar industry’s allocation increased from $53.6
million to $72.2 million in the next financial year, an increase of $18 million to subsidise the low
price of sugar on the international market. We have no major problem with the increase in the
allocation.

Despite the substantial increase, there is no improvement in productivity, especially in the
Tonnes of Sugar to Tonnes of Cane (TCTS) ratio, which continues to decline, and the reduction in
the number of active growers. The Government continues to subsidise the industry heavily. The sad
part is that, the allocation for non-sugar agriculture continues to decline.
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According to the 2020 Agricultural Census, there are more than 83,000 farmers representing
70,000 households that relied on non-sugar sector for employment, income and export. Non-sugar
agriculture is a major source of food security for 90 percent of our population, but there is no
increased allocation to this sector.

I now turn to the infrastructure sector. Sir, the establishment of the Fiji Roads Authority (FRA)
is part of the overall FijiFirst Government’s reform agenda on the premise that it would bring about
efficiency, cost-effectiveness and the overall improvement of our roading and associated
infrastructure, such as bridges, jetties and proper drainage, among others. Since its establishment,
the FRA funding continued to increase substantially from the average allocation of just over $200
million prior to 2013.

The allocation increased to as high as $635 million in 2016 and hovered around $550 million
annually until it was further reduced to $349 million in the 2020-2021 Budget. In the 2021-2022
Budget, the allocation is reduced slightly to $272.4 million.

Sir, despite the substantial allocation to FRA from 2013 to 2019, there is very little to show for
it. 1say that, Sir, because the conditions of our roads continue to deteriorate further with more lovo-
pits rather than just potholes due to poor and irregular maintenance.

In addition to the dilapidated state of our roads both, in the urban and rural areas around the
nation, there is very little change or no change at all in the number of sealed roads and newly
constructed roads.

In terms of sealed roads it is around 1,700 kilometres since 2015 without any further
improvements. To make it worse one just has to look at the exponentials increase in the number of
vehicles on our roads today.

The reduction of duty for both new and second-hand vehicles since the 2019-2020 Budget has
given rise to the increased imports of all types of vehicles. We fail to see why Government is
encouraging the import of vehicles particularly during a period of national crisis. In the last six
months, new second-hand vehicles are offloaded at our port of entry almost on a weekly basis.

A review of figures from the Bureau of Statistics shows that in December 2018 more than
120,000 vehicles were registered nationally compared to 81,926, an increase of 68.3 percent, despite
little improvement in our roads infrastructure.

With the current trend of vehicle imports, we can confidently assume that there are more than
130,000 registered vehicles in the country today, an increase of 70 percent compared to 2010, despite
little improvement in our roading infrastructure.

Another interesting observation, Sir, is the increase of both private cars and Government
vehicles respectively. In 2010, there were only around 53,819 private cars and in 2018, it is around
85,842 which is an increase of 63 percent, whilst government vehicles increased from 1,335 in 2010
to 1,988 in 2018, an increase of 68 percent.

Again, Sir, there are a number of fundamental questions that arise, given the substantial
increase in the number of private and government vehicles on our roads. First, why is there a
substantial increase in the number of private vehicles?

The truth, Sir, is that today civil servants and those in the public sector can only invest in
vehicles because of the short term nature of their employment contract, just only three years. They
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cannot invest in homes because banks are reluctant to give loans to those with only three-year
contracts. Therefore the reform agenda of the Government has failed miserable to allow workers to
acquire their own homes.

With regards to the increase in Government vehicles, this means an increase in operating
expenditure and additional operational costs, particularly for fuel, oil and maintenance and topped
up by $27 million annual allocation for vehicle leasing costs. Despite the increase in government
vehicles, service delivery and services provided by the government to the public generally continue
to decline.

On Miscellaneous Services, Sir, as | have said earlier, Head 50 allocation for the 2021-2022
financial year is $713.4 million from $527.2 million, an increase of $186.2 million. The amount
allocated in Head 50 includes:

Unemployment Benefit - about $200 million;
Financial Relief Support - $8.5 million;

Stronger Job Support Scheme - about $5.0 million;
Job for Nature - $4.0 million;

COVID-19 Credit guarantee facility - $13 million;
Fiji Recovery Rebate Package - $40 million;
Electricity Subsidy - $18 million;

Funding for TELS and Toppers - $15.1 million;
Funding for capital construction - $6.1 million;
Capital Purchases - $28.9 million; and

Capital Grants and Transfers - $508.6 million.

Sir, the total expenditure in Head 50 is $713.4 million. When you add the additional capital
expenditure of $543.6 million, the total amount comes to $985.2 million. Can the Honourable
Minister, please, shed some light on the variation of figures?

On the Consequential Bills, Sir, the Honourable Attorney-General has tabled quite a few
Consequential Bills for the 2021-2022 Budget. There are a number of Bills which are necessary as
usual to facilitate the implementation of the Budget. However, most of us on this side of the House
have reservations on the two Bills viz-a-viz the Bill No. 17 and the Financial Management
Amendment Bill.

Sir, the tabling of Bill No. 17 to amend the iTaukei Land Trust Act without consultation, even
with the members of the iTaukei Land Trust Board, much less with the landowning units, and their
members, is of grave concern, Sir. We understand fully, Sir, that the board of the iTLTB already has
powers to administer native land outside native reserve without seeking the landowners’ consent.
We fully understand that, Sir, but it is on the premise of having these encumbrances registered against
the lease that we are so concerned about because it does not allow the beneficiaries especially of
which the board has a fiduciary care and duty for, to look after their interest in ensuring that they are
kept at par with what is happening on their land.

Times have changed, Sir. The very young people in the landowning units now are more
educated, they have travelled and learned a lot. So, the Honourable Prime Minister, we plead if you
could take back to the drawing board and ensure genuine consultations with all relevant stakeholders
are carried out.
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With regard to the amendment to the Financial Management Act, in particular the amendments
that will also amend the Electoral Act, | also express my plea for this Bill to be withdrawn. The
requirement that political parties must now meet a subjective test for their proposals, to be reviewed
by a civil servant, on the efficacy of their electoral campaign promises, is ridiculous.

Politics is primarily a competition of ideas. That is why we have debate, and the people decide
ultimately who is to govern them. It is not for civil servants or the courts to punish the politicians.
This is a draconian proposal and makes a mockery of the “true democracy” that the nation was
promised. My fellow colleagues in the Opposition will deliberate in detail on the consequential Bills.

To conclude, | would like to reiterate the following pertinent points. First is that, this is not a
bold Budget, as claimed by some, but as usual, it is a deceiving, overoptimistic and a very ambitious
Party. It looks good on paper, full of hope and unfulfilled promises and theatrical in its presentation.
It does not take into account the reality on the ground and the need of our people.

I am making this statement with sincerity because the revenue forecasts are overoptimistic
which will lead to further increase in debt level which will be unsustainable and at the cost of our
future generations.

Second, on the revenue side, the most frightening prospect of this Budget is the debt situation.
If the revenue projections are not realized, the debt will reach a very worrying level and could spiral
into a financial crisis even worse than experienced by Greece, Italy, Ireland and Argentina since we
are already facing an economic crisis. Therefore, the country is decisively moving forward towards
chaos and absolute disaster.

Third, Sir, it seems that the Honourable Minister for Economy has been gambling with the
management of our public funds over at least the last seven years and misleading the people. This is
the very reason we are now in a debt-trap.

Fourth, on the expenditure side, very little attention has been given to agencies that need them
to boost their response to the pandemic such as health, education, agriculture, among others. Most
importantly, very little attention has been given to the key sectors that will quickly kick-start or
rejuvenate the economy.

Fifth, Sir, there is no clear plan of action to give the people of Fiji the confidence, comfort and
hope in the middle of a crisis.

Sixth, Sir, despite our poor economic growth performance, the Government continues to
mislead this august House and the people of Fiji with the false claim of more than 10 years of
unprecedented growth. | believe the Government should stop their false claims and wake up to reality.

Seventh is that, based on key indicators of our sectors, they are now on a downward trend due
to low investment, due to the lack of confidence by investors, human rights violations, poor credit
rating and deterioration of law and order in the country are clear indications that this Government
has lost the trust and the hope of the people of Fiji.

Eighth is that, our poverty rate continues to increase due to the slow economic growth which
has been further exacerbated by the uncontrolled spread of the virus and today we already have more
than 21,000 (as | stated above) infections and over 179 deaths as of Saturday, 24th July, 2021. A
more targeted approach in helping those in need should be given priority rather than pouring money
into non-essential priorities.
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Nineth, Sir, on many occasions, we have suggested in this august House that they should
seriously consider the implementation of Cash for Work programme. This programme will involve
large scale implementation of public sector programmes such as improvement of infrastructure and
the construction of affordable housing to provide employment opportunities for those who have lost
their jobs rather than the small token and ad-hoc arrangements with minimum impact. Despite the
suggestion that it has been proven that such arrangements have been implemented successfully during
the crises, and very little attention has been given by Government on this proposal.

Tenth is that, Government continues with its hand-out attitude which does not empower our
people to fend for themselves. This has led to the dependency syndrome which keeps people in the
vicious cycle of generational poverty. It reminds me of the old Chinese saying that ‘it is better to
teach a man to fish rather than giving him fish’.

Eleventh, Sir, on the Consequential Bills, again, | would like to stress that whilst we agree that
by convention, there are certain amendments to be made to implement the changes in the Budget but
the inclusion of the amendments that affect the Elections and native land is unprecedented. | say this
because the two Bills require further consultation and should not be rushed because its impact to the
people of Fiji is far-reaching.

Twelfth and last but not the least, I am concerned about the statement made by the Honourable
Minister for Economy that the Budget will be reviewed in the next six months - this is unprecedented.
This shows that the Government is not certain about its own plans for the next 12 months or the next
six months. This, we know, Sir, that the Government lacks fiscal space to handle the current situation.
This is the reason why the Government should worry about its debt level.

Sir, the Honourable Minister for Economy stated, and | quote:

“... the assistance and support that the Government is announcing in this Budget is
contingent on reaching our vaccine target by October 31. If we fail or fall short, we will have
to revise the Budget to cut back on assistance (that is very important), cut back on assistance
including social welfare, announce major cuts in the Civil Service salaries and reduce our
funding commitments across every arm of Government and every sector of the economy”.

This is a damning indictment of the Government’s lack of confidence in its own plans. The
national budget announcement is supposed to provide confidence to the people. It should mirror the
determination of the Government and provide the people a sense of protection. Sir, the Government
should stop blaming the people and shift the responsibility on the shoulders of others.

I wish to bring to the attention of this House to another statement made by the Honourable
Minister for Economy, and | quote:

“We are acting to protect everyone, not to please everyone and we cannot rely on
fence sitters, lawyers or otherwise, nor can we tolerate the lies of anti-vaxers, most of whom
reside overseas and can hide away behind the comfort of wealth and privilege. We will not
hold our future hostage to their foolishness, opportunism and utter lack of decisive
leadership.”

Mr. Speaker, Sir, whilst we fully support the vaccination wholeheartedly, we should also
understand that the people have their individual rights. We must respect the rights of the people who
do not wish to get jabs. These are the same rights that are experienced by some who do not wish to
vote, even though vote is compulsory. Whether it is their faith, superstitious, doubt or fear, we the
leaders of this country, must respect the individual freedom not to vaccinate. Individual freedom is
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an integral part of democracy, so let us not retract from this inalienable aspect of our freedom, free
society and democracy.

I thank you for giving me this opportunity, Mr. Speaker, Sir, to present the loyal Opposition’s
response to the Budget. May God bless us all and may God bless Fiji. Vinaka vakalevu.

HON. SPEAKER.- Honourable Members, | thank the Leader of the Opposition for his
contribution to the debate on the Budget.

Honourable Members, on that note, we will take a break for half-an-hour, then we will continue
from the Batting Order. You all already know your positions on the Batting Order, so be ready when
I call upon you. We adjourn.

The Parliament adjourned at 11.22 a.m.
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The Parliament resumed at 12.25 p.m.

HON. SPEAKER.- Honourable Members, we will continue with the debate, and | now call
upon the next speaker, the Prime Minister and Minister for iTaukei Affairs, Sugar Industry and
Foreign Affairs. You have the floor, Sir.

HON. J.V. BAINIMARAMA.- Thank you, Mr. Speaker. Sir, | am at home in isolation, after
coming into contact with a positive case. I speak to you today in support of our people’s Budget — a
budget fit for the purpose of guiding us to the end of the pandemic.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, before | begin my response, | would like to congratulate our Team Fiji for
the first win in the Tokyo Olympics. It is still a long way away and it will be a tough week for them
and also for us who are watching. We are counting on our Olympians to fight hard and show the
world what our small country can do. We are all with them in spirit.

Mr. Speaker, after a full year without the virus, we are in a fight of our own against a variant
of COVID-19 that exploits every opportunity it is given, to spread.

We are making great sacrifices to protect ourselves and we are racing to administer life-saving
vaccines. | am vaccinated as you are, Mr. Speaker. In other words, we both have received the two
doses, and more than 70 percent of adults in Fiji have received one or both doses.

Our mission is to fully vaccinate 80 percent of the adults in Fiji by the end of October. Our
people’s health and our economy’s recovery depend on meeting that goal, and we are acting
decisively to reach it, or even exceed it. Anyone keeping a close eye on our daily COVID-19 updates
knows that the worst effects of this virus, severe diseases and death, are among unvaccinated Fijians.

The story, Mr. Speaker, is the same around the world. Overseas, in countries where vaccines
have been available for months, people who refuse the vaccines are dying in hospitals. The stories
are heartbreaking. Moments before they succumb to the virus, these former anti-vaxers are begging
doctors to vaccinate them but by then, it was too late.

We will not meekly accept preventable death in Fiji by needlessly stalling our vaccine
campaign. We have worked with our development partners, like Australia and New Zealand, India
and the United States, to bring these vaccines to Fiji and we will not squander the protection they
provide. We have the chance to save lives, and we will be fools not to take it. That is why employers,
employees and all those receiving Government assistance in Fiji must be vaccinated.

To the bush lawyers who want to litigate that mandate, | ask; do you want us to remain an
island of disease and thus relation in the world that is moving on from the virus? Do you want to let
lies, misinformation and unholy insanity lead people into early days? Do you want to continue to
overload our health care system making it more difficult for people who suffer conditions that are
not preventable to get treatment? Do you want to continue to put our frontline heath workers at risk?
How about our children and the elderly?

The people who are refusing to accept the vaccines threatening to use up the people’s resources
and make their fellow citizens pay for their foolishness. When they become sick, they will beg for
help in an eleventh hour conversion to sanity and sobriety. They will call for an ambulance and cry
to be saved from the virus they dismissed as insignificant and we will do our best for them because
our humanity will outweigh their smart ignorance.

Protection through vaccine is our duty to ourselves. It is our duty to each other. It is our duty
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to the world. When we reach our vaccine goal, our lives can return to normal at least some form of
normal that feels much more familiar then today.

This Budget meets the once in a century challenge upon us with creativity. It lifts the burden
cost for Fijians across every sector of the economy. It keeps taxes low on businesses. It prepares us
for a long awaited recovery. It is the most resourceful Budget we have ever announced and | thank
the Honourable Attorney-General and Minister for Economy for leading the formulation of the
budget and the economic framework it provides for the new normal. 1also wish to thank the members
of his team, several of whom | understand tested positive for the virus, yet they continued to work
from home to help to finalise the Budget.

Mr. Speaker, this Budget did not shy away from tough decisions. Across my portfolios, total
of budgetary allocations have been reduced. The same goes across Government and these cuts to
expenditure come as no surprise. We have to do more with less.

It is said that necessities the mother of all invention. It should also be called the father of
efficiency. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of iTaukei Affairs and the Ministry of Sugar
Industry that | lead, are ready to show by example how fiscal diligence and efficient service delivery
can coexist.

I believe we will be a better government supported by a better and more efficient Civil Service
who are having endured disorderly. 1 for one think we could all do with less cake and other
unnecessary indulgences at government events. That is one cut to my Ministry’s Budget that [ am
happy to make permanent. Even small cuts are important because we are in a situation that simply
cannot tolerate excesses.

Mr. Speaker, our strong friendships around the world have paid off in many important ways
including vaccines and direct budgetary support into our international trust on social safety net. This
did not happened overnight. The support we received builds on years of effective diplomacy to
strengthen our ties and win the respect of the country that are most important to us. The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs will continue our international engagement mainly virtually to uphold Fiji’s proud
place in global affairs.

Our leadership for climate action will continue as we allow advocacy for the ocean, nutrition
security, gender equality, and for the many noble aims that we have fought for years to achieve at
home and for humanity as a whole. Throughout our global engagement we are delivering a simple
message - an unequal recovery from COVID-19 will leave us all more vulnerable to the forces we
fought before this pandemic, like climate change and ocean degradation. By addressing matters at
home on climate, oceans and the environment we are creating good green and blue jobs for our people
through the new jobs for nature and the Fijian stewardship of TIRES Programme. Mr. Speaker, Sir,
that is Fiji the way the world should be, a nation that walks the talk about sustainable development.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, the Ministry of iTaukei Affairs will continue its mission to empower the
iTaukei people through the next financial year. We are continuing our assistance to the landowners
to make productive use of their land, so that they can turn their assets into cash-generating vehicles
and build generational wealth for their communities.

But, Mr. Speaker, Sir, our efforts on behalf of all iTaukei landowners have been aligned and
internationally represented. They have been distorted beyond all recognition by Opposition
politicians who wish to create resentment and ethnic division that they can ride to power.
Unfortunately, Mr. Speaker, Sir, they are riding an old nag, a sway-backed horse that they found in
the darkest corner of Fiji’s history.
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We prefer progress and economic opportunity for all Fijians and that means helping iTaukei
landowners to use their assets to improve their lives and livelihoods and become more prosperous.
Here is a problem that the Bill fixes, Mr. Speaker, Sir, even though someone may have a registered
lease on iTaukei land which means that iTLTB has obtained consent from the landowning unit, the
premium and lease terms and conditions have all been met. They still have an appeal struggle with
bureaucracy to carryout development on that land.

Even if it clearly falls within the terms and conditions of the lease, say you leased three acres
of iTaukei land for your retirement home, but to build your home on that leased land, you will want
to connect the land to water supply or get a better financer to construct the bigger home. Doing so
does not violate the terms of your lease still you have to get approval from the iTLTB. You want
electricity to the land, you have to get approval from the iTLTB. You want to add a new road on the
land or you want to change your financer guess what, it is back to the iTLTB for approval and these
approvals can take months or even years depending on where the land is and which officer you are
dealing with for something as simple as making sure that there is water running when you turn on
the tap.

It is such a bureaucratic legal requirement that has not only made iTaukei land unattractive in
particular for individuals that it gave opportunity to corruption which we cannot tolerate. So, we
proposed an amendment to the iTaukei Land Trust Act that make a simple administrative change, to
remove the iTLTB studious approval process for development on lease land. Cutting these red tapes
make iTaukei lease land more attractive to potential lessees that makes the land more valuable and
that increase in market value will directly increase the incoming landowning units will receive from
lease land, as they are entitled to receive under our Constitution.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, that is what this Amendment does. It helps landowners generate more
income. Unfortunately, we are up against an Opposition that thinks income is a dirty word. They
think development is a dirty word, they think access to water and electricity should be held up by
time-wasting approvals.

Everyday since the Budget Announcement, they have been super-spreaders of lies about the
Amendment. They have been lying to the ordinary iTaukei people. It is pathetic, it is political and
it is a waste of the nation’s time. We should not be focused on beating the pandemic and reviving
the economy through this Budget but their entire Party is built on scarring the iTaukei people into
submission. They cannot stand the idea of masses of well-informed, financially stable and prosperous
iTaukei people because that means an end to their political careers.

Honourable Gavoka is going on about guardianship of the iTLTB. Is that what he calls
months of delays for even the most basic of approvals? There is no need for the iITLTB to weigh into
grant approval for every development-related decision which a bona fide lessee operating under a
registered lease that has the terms and conditions of lease which the landowning unit has agreed to,
IS making.

Mr. Speaker, all of these is confirmed by the CEO of iTLTB, Mr. Tevita Kuruvakadua
yesterday. | urge everyone, watching and listening. Please, read what the CEO of iTLTB has stated
or | suspect, Mr. Speaker, Honourable Gavoka and merry men and women, who are hanging on
tenuously to this self-imploding party called SODELPA, will not back off from their opposition.
They have put themselves in a corner and they do not want, they do not have the humility to admit
the merits of this amendment.

But, no one Mr. Speaker, no one has had the gall to lie more boldly or more often than
Honourable Tabuya about this amendment. Just this morning, Mr. Speaker, someone sent me part
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of her statement last night to say that because the FijiFirst has a majority in Parliament, we can change
the Constitution. | think she should spend more time reading the Constitution than doing TikTok. |
think she was a bit embarrassed after proposing that the Government print more money to put in
people’s FNPF accounts. That is an option that has been tried and discredited time and again, because
it has led to hyperinflation and economic ruin. It has destroyed people’s lives, people’s savings and
stifled productive investment.

I guess she got the message. Maybe someone bought her a history book. Maybe someone
from TikTok Zimbabwe reached out and asked her if she was crazy enough to repeat Zimbabwe’s
experience. Now, instead of advocating these loony ideas that would destroy the Fijian dollar, she
has run back to more familiar turf, lying to the people of Fiji. | fear, Mr. Speaker, that we have a
compulsive liar in our midst. | have some easy to follow advise for those on the front end of all lies
about the Bill. Read it! Read the Bill, read the Constitution, it is on the Parliament website. Read it!
When you read it, you will see how simple it really is.

With this amendment, the landowners still set the terms and conditions on the basis on which
they will lease their land, as is their right. It is their land and it is their decision and this amendment
does not change the process, nor does it in any way disenfranchise the landowners. It simply does
away with needless approvals from the iTLTB. By doing so, investors would be more interested in
iTaukei land. That raises the value of all iTaukei land in Fiji. As a direct result, our landowners will
have more money in their pockets, not because we are printing it as Honourable Tabuya suggested
but because we are taking practical administrative measures to bring the value of the land up and
increase lease income.

Mr. Speaker, we the iTaukei people own 91 percent of the land in Fiji. We are the biggest
landlords in Fiji. We should act like it. We should act with economic foresight by making our land
attractive and available with secure market tenure. We should stop listening to politicians who want
us to live in fear, who want us to be caught in a time warp and not realise our true potential because
when more iTaukei land is developed, the economy grows. When the economy grows, of course more
jobs are created, that is more money in circulation, and Fiji overall becomes more prosperous.

Honourable Ratu Naigama said that time has changed. Time has certainly changed. It was
the Bainimarama-led Government that substantially removed and administered the bridge that iTLTB
used to deduct from leased monies. The iTLTB used to clear 25 percent of lease income of
administrative cost. Now, that figure is down to 10 percent - less waste, less bureaucracy, more
money for landowners. Time has certainly changed. Thanks to the Bainimarama-led Government
and now FijiFirst Government commitment to equality the money from lease payment is distributed
equally amongst the members of the landowning unit.

We even have trust account set up for children from landowning units, in some instances, they
will be extremely wealthy, | understand, be millionaires by the time they access their funds at the age
of 18. Time has certainly changed, Honourable Ratu Naigama Lalabalavu. | want the i Taukei who
are young, the women, those who are about to turn 18 and the too often marginalised members of the
landowning units to remember, that the equal share your are currently enjoying or about to access,
was all opposed by the SODELPA leadership and Members and the NFP which never opened and
supported equal distribution.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, we do these things because we are a Government that looks out for the
economic well-being of the iTaukei and all other Fijians. We do not lie to people, we serve the
people. Past governments gave away iTaukei land under the justification of economic development.
We have never struck that bad deal and we never will, because we believe community held land has
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an intrinsic and inter-generational value that must be protected. We believe we can have economic
development without giving up iTaukei land permanently.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, the work of the Ministry of the Sugar Industry has protected cane farmers
from the pandemic price rift for cane because we have maintained a stable guaranteed price floor of
$85 per tonne. That promise from Government has kept food on the table in cane farmers’ homes.
As announced in the Budget, we are guaranteeing $85 a tonne for two seasons.

Mr. Speaker, Sir you may recall that there was an effort to organise a protest by cane farmers
against the Government. It fell flat on its face and why? It failed because cane farmers know manure
when they smell it. Our Government has been straight to the cane farmers. We have worked in their
interest, they know that, and they trust this Government to do what we say we will do. We always
have and we always will, and we thank them for delivering cane that is being crushed as we gather
here today.

Mr. Speaker, Sir, imagine if cane farmers had listened to the politicians who wanted them to
protest and withhold their cane; imagine that the mills had sat quite; imagine that no cane was
exported and no money was paid and imagine that our cane growers had to endure this crisis with no
money in their pockets at all. That, Mr. Speaker, Sir shows a quality of the selfish, power obsessed
people we are up against, wannabe politicians who are desperate for power and so bereft of ideas that
they are willing to leave the cane farmers destitute, just to elevate themselves.

I want to thank our farmers for choosing their livelihoods over the lies being told by these demo
gods. You will always find your Government in your corner. Through the next year, with the election
on the horizon, we will see the same so called leaders go to great lengths, yet again, to use you to
help themselves. In the same way, you will see SODELPA and those political parties allied with
them create fear about losing ownership of land, even knowing that the law guarantees the iTaukei
land ownership. These cheap politicians will always try to use you, do not let them. Cast them aside
and let us