Presentation by the President of Fiji, His Excellency Ratu Epili Nailatikau

It is indeed a great pleasure for me to be here this morning on this auspicious
occasion of the launching of the South Pacific Engineers Association here. The
countries in our region like countries in other regions are very much at the mercy of
the wrath of the forces of nature in its various forms like earthquakes, tsunamis,
hurricanes, drought and sea level rise.
Our very survival depends on us having the means to resist the forces of nature and
protect the safety of our people, our homes and the systems we depend on for our
food and our livelihood. All too often countries, and particularly those in our region,
are faced with major damage to be remediated. As we all are familiarly aware of,
much of that have to be repaired or completely rebuilt. This is expensive and
consumes the resources we would prefer to be able to use for advancing the
standards of living of our people.
Good quality engineering is one of the primary means to resist the forces of nature.
Well-engineered structures resist high winds so less rebuilding is needed. Well
engineered transport systems suffer little damage and enable us at will, to move
people and resources to places where they want to go or where they are most needed.
Well engineered water supply and sanitation systems are vital just for ordinary
everyday living and these are critical issues in post forces of nature times of relieving
human misery. Well engineered power supply and telecommunications will also
survive much better and will enable a quick recovery.

However, I am reliably informed that good quality engineering is hard to achieve in a
small nation in that the population size of the nation really matters. It follows,
therefore, that we cannot train all the people we need in our own countries, and have
to rely on those trained by other countries. To add to the complication we are
vulnerably open to and subject to headhunting and, therefore, we struggle to retain
our skilled people against the pull to more lucrative offers from developed or
prosperous countries.
We also know too well that sometimes when we have received aid from bitter
experience, it is excruciatingly tied by the donor. Donors will diplomatically point out
that it is their right to tie aid. But often in the past, the donor has ignored or failed to
see the development of a local skill base to continue to maintain and operate the
asset as an important part of the project and this makes it hard to receive the full
potential benefits of aid programmes. But is it only the fault of the donors? I think not.
It is not only the fault of the donors – the fault often lies with us because we accept
aid so readily that we do not closely scrutinize the smaller print or take the time and
care and argue for an improvement in the smaller print.
The South Pacific Engineers Association gives the one thing our nations lack
individually – size and the potential to grow. With its size, and we anticipate its
greater ability to influence, it is easy to see that the Association has the potential to
make a very real difference in our region.
I cannot speak for the other nations involved in this initiative but I can see how it can
benefit Fiji.
I can envisage success for this initiative as the achievement of consistent application
of good engineering standards in both our publicly owned infrastructures and also in
our private assets. Let us consider the possible benefits:
Damage after a cyclone/hurricane, we hope will largely be restricted to crops and
trees. Where there is damage to utilities like power lines, it can be quickly repaired by
locals. Homes would need only modest repairs. The reservoirs and water tanks would
not be damaged.
Our major buildings would remain fully useable after a major earthquake.
The damage to coastal property, roads and community amenities after a modest
tsunami would be modest – our ports would still work well.
I could go on. This is not to say that many of the things I have discussed are not well
done sometimes. What we want to ensure is that they are always well done.
In the size of country we cannot operate by having very detailed written technical
standards and a large number of inspectors to enforce them. Rather, we need to
identify our competent engineers, and then support them to consistently apply good
standards using their professional judgment. The South Pacific Engineers Association
forms part of that support work.

The Association has the potential to help us here in Fiji to get our Engineers
Registration Act operational – we can learn about how to assess engineers to
international best practice. It can help us by linking the engineering academics at our
tertiary institutions to colleagues in Australia or New Zealand. Eventually, we might
have our qualifications benchmarked to the international standards we can only
aspire to now. Remember in case you have not noticed, or like some who choose to
determinably ignore it, this Government is all about attaining and maintaining
standards and accountability to name but to essential standards.
Imagine a professional development course on earthquake engineering delivered
here in Suva, or in Port Moresby, or in Apia by a New Zealand expert working with our
best local talent.
The Association could also have an important role as an advisor to governments – we
need the wisdom and expertise of engineers to ensure that our public financial capital
is well applied, and to ensure that where we do receive aid, it is applied in the most
valuable way.
It is vitally important that the Association is ours to lead. We thank the New Zealand
and Australian engineering organizations, but more particularly IPENZ from New
Zealand for helping to get this initiative underway. We thank them for recognizing
that their role is to support, trusting us to provide the leadership. You have put
considerable effort and money into getting us to this stage – we thank you for that.
To those who have committed to the Association here today – our colleagues from
the first six national chapters in Tonga, the Cook Islands, Samoa, Vanuatu and Papua
New Guinea, and also our own Fijian body, I wish you well in developing this
Association. To the new elected President Leiataua Tom Tinai, we acknowledge your
important role in ensuring that SPEA is enduring and makes a growing contribution to
our region.
Without further ado, I wish to formally launch the South Pacific Engineers Association.

