Fiji Islands
Location
Known as the hub of the South Pacific, the Fiji Islands are located between latitude 15 and 22 degrees south and longitude 177 west to 175 east. About 2100 kilometers north of Auckland, New Zealand, Fiji is part of the Melanesia cultural region. With a total land area of approximately 18,376 square kilometers, the archipelago's 332 islands are spread over 3,000,000 square kilometers of ocean. Only 100 of these islands are inhabited.  
Geography
The two main islands are Viti Levu, which is the location of the capital Suva and Vanua Levu in the North. Other major islands include Taveuni, which is known locally as the Garden Island, Kadavu, and Ovalau. The two large groups of islands off Viti Levu's West Coast, the Mamanuca Group to the south and the Yasawa Group to the north are where many of Fiji's island resorts are located. There is also a major cluster of islands on the Eastern boundaries called the Lau Group. The Polynesian island of Rotuma, north of Vanua Levu, is also part of the Fiji group. 
 
Fiji is one of the few places on earth where the 180 degree prime meridian cuts across parts of dry land - passing through the tip of Vanua Levu (Udu Point) and the islands of Rabi and Taveuni. In early days, however, this meant that there were two time zones for Fiji. The International Dateline was adjusted accordingly and today Fiji is 12 hours ahead of Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). 

Climate
The weather in Fiji varies considerably from region to region. Rainfall is highly variable and mainly orographic (influenced by the island topography). The south-east trade winds, saturated with moisture, cause clouds to build up over any high land mass. On Fiji's largest islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu therefore, there are pronounced dry and wet zones due to these south-east trade winds. The smaller islands and coral atolls on the other hand, receive little rain and lots of sunshine.   
             The wet season begins early in December and lasts until April. During this time it is hot and humid with almost daily late afternoon downpours on the larger islands. The small offshore islands generally miss these downpours altogether. As the heat accumulates over the Pacific Ocean during this season, depressions can form bringing with them torrential rain, strong winds and the occasional tropical cyclone. This 'wet season' is a good time to come to experience the lush vibrancy of the rainforest - rivers are full, waterfalls gushing and the hills of the larger islands become refreshingly green. The downside is the high humidity and mosquitoes, although on most of the small island resorts this is rarely a problem due to the refreshing sea breeze. 
                Once the rains ease off around the end of April, most regions experience a more moderate climate. Temperatures become pleasantly cool at night, and in the mountains a jumper becomes necessary in the evenings and early morning. By midwinter (July), most parts of the country welcome rain - the hills have turned brown, the towns are dusty and the rivers have all but dried up. However, on the wet leeward (eastern sides) of the large islands, particularly Suva, around Savusavu and on Taveuni, the rainclouds seem to stick over the mountains for weeks on end. In these regions, rainfall is never far away, keeping the air clear and scenery green.
History
Legend has it that the first Fijians, led by the Chief Lutunasobasoba, landed at Vuda Point, north of Nadi, after traveling for months across the Pacific on large canoes. Whether this is just myth or truth, no one knows. But historians do agree that Fiji was first settled about 3,500 years ago by voyagers sailing from Melanesia. European discovery of the islands was to come much later. 
              Dutch navigator, Abel Tasman was the first European to discover the Fiji Islands in 1643 when he passed through Vanua Levu and the North Taveuni group. Another famous explorer - Englishman Captain James Cook - sailed through the Lau Group of islands in 1774. It was Cook's fellow countryman - Captain William Bligh - who is credited with the first charting of the islands. He passed through Fiji in 1789 after being set adrift in a small boat following the infamous Mutiny on the Bounty. He returned three years later in the HMS Providence to further explore the islands. 

Fifteen years later, the discovery of sandalwood on the southwestern coast of Vanua Levu led to an increase of Western trading ships visiting Fiji. Up until then, European contact with the Fijians had been limited to the occasional trading ship or shipwrecked sailor. 
Sandalwood was highly valued in China where it sold for a high price. Many beachcombers sailed from Australian ports in the hopes of making their fortune. A sandalwood rush began in the first few years but it dried up when supplies dropped between 1810-1814. 
               By 1820, the traders were back - this time for beche-de-mer or sea cucumber - considered a real delicacy in the East. The sandalwood and beche-de-mer trade attracted many people to Fiji during the early trading period including "manilamen". 'Manilamen' was a general term applied to Chinese seamen from outside of the Chinese Empire. 
                The trading period led to the rise in power of some Fijian chiefs. The tiny island of Bau, off the coast of Viti Levu, and its chief Cakobau was one such example. Cakobau later proclaimed himself the King of Fiji and was instrumental in Fiji's being ceded to Great Britain. 
                 The first Christian missionaries arrived in Fiji in 1830. They were Tahitian. Five years later, the first European Methodist missionaries arrived. They were David Cargill and William Cross. By the 1850s, the missionaries had gained influence over native Fijians and it wasn't long before most of the chiefs and people of Fiji had been converted to Christianity. 
                 The period between 1860 and 1870 saw an influx of European settlers into Fiji, with many making Levuka their home. Many were here to make their fortune in cotton following the world wide cotton boom. On October 10 1874 the Fiji Islands were ceded to England's Queen Victoria. The islands were colonized by Britain after this time. 
               The colonial government, under Fiji's first Governor Sir Arthur Gordon, brought in indentured laborers from India to work on sugar and cotton plantations from 1879. The indenture system ended in 1920. Today, almost half of the Indo-Fijian populations are descendants of the early girmitya. Fiji's capital then was Levuka on the island of Ovalau. The Colonial administration eventually shifted the capital to Suva on Viti Levu in 1877. 
Ninety-six years after the Deed of Cession was signed in Levuka, Fiji gained its independence on October 10, 1970. The current President Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara became Fiji's first Prime Minister and his Alliance party held power until the 1987 elections when it was defeated by an NFP/FLP coalition. 
                Sitiveni Rabuka staged a bloodless military coup on May 14, 1987 overthrowing Prime Minister Timoci Bavadra's government. He staged a second coup in September after which Fiji was declared a republic and ties were severed with the British Monarchy. 
                A new constitution was promulgated by the then President Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau in 1990. It was seen as racially discriminatory. Rabuka later became Prime Minister in 1992 holding power till May that year. 
                On July 25, 1997, a new amended constitution was promulgated by the President. About two months later, Fiji re-entered the Commonwealth on September 30. The amended constitution came into effect on July 25, 1998. 
                Elections in 1999, conducted under the new constitution and a new system of voting, saw Mahendra Chaudry become Fiji's first democratically elected Indian Prime Minister. 
 
On 19 May 2000, the government was held hostage in Suva for 52 days by rebel leader George Speight who wanted to see Fiji governed by indigenous Fijians. He was later arrested for treason and a new interim government was formed, with Laisenia Qarase as Fiji's caretaker Prime Minister. In September 2001, a democratic election was held and Laisenia Qarase is now Fiji's current (2004) Prime Minister.
Important Dates


Important dates on the Fiji calendar are; New Years Day on January 1, National Youth Day Friday on February 18, Good Friday on April 21, Easter on April 22, Easter on April 24, Ratu Lala Sakuna Day on May 29, Queens Birthday on June 12, Prophet Mohammed's Birthday on June 19, Constitution Day on July 24, Fiji Day on October 9, Diwali on October 27, Christmas Day on December 25 Boxing Day on December 26. 
Population
Fiji is a multi-racial country - rich in culture and diversity. There are, however, two distinct races and cultures in Fiji - the indigenous Fijians and the Indo-Fijians. Although classified as Melanesians, indigenous Fijians are a mixture of both Melanesian and Polynesian characteristics - the result of frequent contact with their Polynesian neighbors. 
According to the 1996 Census, indigenous Fijians made up 51 percent of the total population of 775,077. Indo-Fijians comprised 44 percent while the remaining five per cent were made up of Rotumans, Chinese, Part-Europeans, Europeans, and other Pacific Islanders. 
            At present (2004), there are approximately 850,000 people, 48 percent of which are indigenous Fijians, 45 percent of Indo-Fijian origin and the remaining seven percent are of Melanesian, Polynesian, Asian and Western origin. 

Currency


The national currency is the Fiji dollar, which is divided into 100 cents and trades independently on the foreign-exchange markets. Overseas currency is widely accepted in the form of cash or travelers cheques. Most international credit cards are also accepted at resorts and major shops. The exchange rate as of 6-30-98 was approximately 0.50 cents.
Education

In theory, all government-funded schools are mixed-race. However, Fijian schools are often of one race only in rural areas where the population is unbalanced. A contrast also arises from the differences between the countryside and town. In the villages, it is a subsistence life and the school is often a single room with just one teacher doing his or her best with 20 pupils of varying levels. In the towns, classes become increasingly bigger and the teacher may have to cope with 50 children at a time. The country has 700 primary schools and almost 150 secondary schools.
                 There are a dozen or so private boarding schools around the islands, mostly on the east coast of Viti Levu around Suva and on the island of Ovalau. All are for boys except for Adi Cakabau School about half an hour inland from Suva. Two "International” schools have recently been established in the country - one in Suva which takes children up to the age of 16, the other in Nadi taking children to the age of 14. Fees for these schools start from F$1000 a term which is affordable by only a few locals and expatriate families.
                  There are four schools of higher education in Fiji. The Fiji based University of the South Pacific has its campus in Suva and is financed by the 12 countries of the region. Approximately 2,500 full-time pupils attend USP, with double this number studying by extension through local centers in the various neighboring countries. Other institutes include the Fiji School of Medicine, the Fiji Institute of Technology, all based in Suva, and the Teachers College based in Lautoka on the western side of Viti Levu.

Language
Almost everyone in Fiji speaks English - as it is the official language, but the Fijian language is preserved and widely spoken in many different dialects. Other languages commonly spoken include Fijian, Hindi and Rotuman, Gibertese and Chinese.  Most everyone is bilingual and many Fijian terms are included in everyday English usage. Fijian pronunciation is similar to English, but with a few changes to the phonetic alphabet.

Religion


The main religions in Fiji are Christianity, Hinduism and Islam. The majority of indigenous Fijians are Methodists. Other Christian denominations include: Anglican, Apostolic Church, Assembly of God, Baptist, Church of Latter Day Saints, Jehovah's Witness, Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Seventh Day Adventist.
Agriculture

Almost half of The Fiji Islands' total area remains in forest, while dry grasslands are found in western areas of the large islands. Only 16 percent of The Fiji Islands' land mass is suitable for agriculture and are found mainly along the coastal plains, river deltas, and valleys. Coconut palms are common in coastal areas, and almost all tropical fruits and vegetables can be grown. Much of the shoreline is composed of reefs and rocks, while mangrove swamps are found on eastern coasts. 
Of the 882 islands of Fiji, only about half of them are inhabited.  On most of those islands, food is grown.  The main food is sugarcane.  The Fijians also grow cacao, corn, coffee, coconut, ginger, pumpkin, sweet potatoes, kava, taro, beans, pineapple, tobacco, bananas, rice, and copra dyers. They also catch tuna and raise pigs, goats and cows.

Most animals, including pigs, dogs, cattle, and a few horses, are domesticated. Mongooses, introduced to prey on snakes and rats, are often seen. The Fiji Islands also has a notable rare reptile, the Crested Iguana. The Island of Vatulele is famous for its red prawns and Taveuni known as the Garden Island of the Fiji Islands boasts the country's unique flower, the legendary 'Tagimoucia'. 

Trade


Fiji, endowed with forest, mineral, and fish resources, is one of the most developed of the Pacific island economies, though still with a large subsistence sector. Sugar exports and a growing tourist industry - with 300,000 to 400,000 tourists annually - are the major sources of foreign exchange. Sugar processing makes up one-third of industrial activity. Long-term problems include low investment, uncertain land ownership rights, and the government's ability to manage its budget.

Fiji annually exports $37 million in sugar, garments, gold, timber and fish.  In return, Fiji annually imports $653 million in manufactured goods, machinery and transport equipment and petroleum.
Food

There are four basic types of cuisine in Fiji that are served in homes or restaurants: `local' or Fijian, European, Chinese, and Indian. Fijian fare is more or less the same as in the rest of the South Pacific--fish, shellfish, breadfruit, dalo (taro), tavioka (cassava), pork, beef, chicken, yams, rice, lolo (coconut milk), tropical fruits such as bananas, and various greens such as taro leaves or ferns. Seasoning is mostly limited to salt, lemon juice, or hot chilies, and typically is applied after the dish is served. 
Among the local dishes are kakoda, a dish consisting of marinated local fish steamed in coconut cream and lime; kassaua, tapioca which has been boiled, baked or grated and cooked in coconut cream with sugar and mashed bananas. Other popular local delicacies include rourou which is a taro leaf dish, and duruka. Duruka is an unusual asparagus-like vegetable which is found in season during April and May. A large number of restaurants also serve the Fijian lovo feast which consists of meats, fish, vegetables and fruit which has been cooked in covered pits.
             On the drink side of things, Fiji also has a number of delights to offer. The two principal local beers are Carlton, which is brewed in Suva, and Fiji Bitter which is brewed in Lautoka. Meridan Moselle and Suvanna Moselle are among the more popular local wines. Local distilleries also produce Bounty Fiji Golden Rum, Old Club Whiskey, Booth’s Gin and Cossack Vodka. Another popular wine is, yagona which is pronounced yanggona. It is made from the root of the pepper plant.  Traditionally, this was prepared by virgins who chewed the root into a soft pulpy mass before adding water. 
Landmarks


 Suva is interesting as the country's political and administrative centre, as well as its major port. Suva and its surrounds are home to half of Fiji's urban population, and it is one of the South Pacific's largest and most sophisticated cities, housing the University of the South Pacific, the fascinating Fiji Museum and many interesting colonial-era buildings. It's a multicultural city with many mosques, temples, churches and cultural centers. The Roman Catholic Cathedral (1902) is one of the city's most prominent landmarks.  The waterfront area is very interesting, and the Suva Municipal Market is full of exotic fruits and vegetables, kava, seafood, and spices. 

The Mamanucas are a bunch of tiny islands just off the western coast of Viti Levu, and they are easily accessible by boat from Nadi.  The islands are popular with divers, snorkelers, surfers and people who just want to lay about on open stretches of white-sand beach. The lovely reefs and colorful fish make snorkeling around these islands a highlight for many travelers. Only a few of the islands, like Monu and Monuriki, have significant areas of native forest left. These places are home to many birds and reptiles. 

Fiji's third-biggest town is set against a mountainous backdrop on the west coast of Viti Levu. The Sri Siva Subramaniya Swami Temple at the southern end of the main street is interesting.  There's a good market offering the usual eclectic mix of Melanesian, Chinese and Indian produce. The main strip is littered with restaurants and shops selling clothes, souvenirs and duty-free goods.

Due east from Nadi, in the interior of the Viti Levu island, are the fantastic landscapes and remote villages of the Nausori Highlands. The village of Navala is perhaps the most picturesque in all Fiji. While most Fijian villages now have a preference for prefab concrete and corrugated iron, almost all of Navala's homes and buildings are traditional bure arranged around avenues with a central promenade leading down to a river.
Sigatoka is a small town on the southern coast of Viti Levu, 61km (38mi) south of Nadi and 127km (79mi) west of Suva on the banks of Fiji's second-largest river. It's principally a farming community, but acts also as a service town for the Coral Coast resorts. There's a produce market, a large mosque and a few cheap places to stay and eat. The most striking thing about the town is the sight of the weird fantasy-style mansion on the hill behind the town. Sigatoka is a good base for exploring the huge Sigatoka sand dunes nearby, the southern coast, and the Sigatoka Valley. The Sigatoka Valley is a highly fertile strip containing almost 200 cultural and archaeological sites, including the Tavuni Hill Fort, a series of defensive earth works built by the Tongan chief Maile Latemai in the 18th century. The valley is also home to some of Fiji's best potters.
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