Enterprising Swiss – Enterprising Fijians
Sylvie Matteucci, Ambassador of Switzerland (Suva, 18 June 2003)
Ladies and Gentlemen

I’ve always liked surprises.  I’ll always like surprises.

You can imagine how delighted I was when Daniel Zender called me to announce his intention to establish a Swiss-Fijian Business Association in Suva.  “Great!“ – I exclaimed.

„Thanks“ he continued, and asked me to be godmother to the newborn child.  In a modern world of dinkies – dual income, no kids – partnerships, one does not get many chances to be a godmother.  I accepted eagerly.

So here I am, in my first public and official act after a longish period of absence from my Wellington-based office due to health reasons, welcoming the Association into the world of international business.

Many happy returns, many opportunities, and many successes!  May the pioneering spirit that has presided over its creation always stay with this institution!  May it change, evolve, and prosper together with all its members, because of all its members.

*

It is a great moment to be enterprising, to be prospecting for business opportunities in Fiji and worldwide.  The world has become more dynamic in the last twenty years, and creative destruction has dissolved many old structures and allowed new ones to flourish.

Who would have thought, thirty years ago, that the Pacific Rim would become so dynamic?  Who would have expected China to grow at 8% per year, as it has done in the last few years?  Who would have thought that after the events of 2000, Fiji’s economy would prove so resilient and quickly make good the losses of that year?

After two years of GDP growth at over 4%, the Asian Development Bank forecasts acceleration to 5.7% this year.  Fiji will surf the tourism wave.  Gold mining will remain buoyant.  Construction for needed infrastructure is projected to increase by 9.5%.

This is much better than the average growth rate for the period 1985 to 2002 which was ony 1.5% per year.  This shows that Fiji has potential, that Fiji has confidence, and that Fijians are enterprising.

*

A new buzzword is making the rounds of international development institutions: Global Value Chains (GVC).  The ADB 2003 outlook makes much of it.  This Association is betting its future on them – well before the ADB pointed it in the ‘right‘ direction.

GVC are something very simple – thanks to the internationalisation of the production process firms located in different countries participating in the different stages of the process.  Well, this is what has happened for decades in the textile sector.  The spinning was done in country A, the dyeing in country B, then the weaving, cutting, and stitching being undertaken in different countries.

2.

Now everyone is doing it in every sector.  Everyone limits him/herself to what he/she does best, and leaves the other space to specialise.  Communications allow for the instant establishment of networks.  Specifications can be sent via email.  Bids can be made in real time.  Precursors can be shipped, or components can be assembled quickly and forwarded.

In the beginning these may be one-shot operations: cheap labour assemblies depending on buyers for distribution.  Experience will make the firm into a preferred supplier.  In stages, the firm may acquire an autonomous innovation capability and become a focal and leading player in the network.  It all depends on how enterprising the managerment is, how much it wants to learn and assimilate.

Let’s make no mistakes.  Tails can wag the dog.  In business, everything is possible, and the power relations can change very quickly – if you are enterprising.

You just have to start.

But where?  Learn from those who have done it before.  There is no better teacher than good example - and practical experience shared.

Switzerland is a small country.  It is somewhat more than twice Fiji in size – but then one quarter of the surface is rocks and glaciers.  Landlocked.  If you wanted to get anywhere you had to network.  Switzerland originated when it started networking.  We started ferrying goods across the mountains, south to north.  We moved our own goods, north to south.  We provided services, from hotels to hospitals and banks – which are hotels for money.  We learned our way about, we learned to get around, and this is how people like Daniel Zender ended up in Fiji.

I see much scope for this Association.  It can become a hub for the exchange of offers of supply.  It can facilitate joint ventures, licencing and subcontracting.  This can lead to strategic partnerships, or foreign direct investment.

And don’t make the mistake of thinking that this will all be in one direction:  towards Fiji.  Fiji has many dynamic firms, producing world-class goods and services.  I know for example that in the area of animation, Fiji has the best.  In Switzerland, we need the best.  Only the best will do if you want to stay competitive.

*

Don’t expect this to be easy.  Innovation is 95% perspiration:  the same proportion applies to networking.  One needs much endurance to get results. And you all want results, otherwise you would not be here.

Results don’t depend on you alone though.  This country you live and work in is the stage on which you play your part.  If the stage is dark and dank, you won’t succeed.

The first thing this country has to ensure is stability.  In a globalised world where competition is cut-throat, instability is poison, for it introduces uncertainty.  Business hates uncertainty, for it destroys the best of plans.  Business avoids instability.

I shall not hide from you the fact that instability is the core issue in this country.  Fiji’s future critically depends on being perceived as politically stable and determined to tackle its economic and social problems in a constructive and compassionate framework based on mutual respect and understanding.

3.

Unemployment is a source of instability.  Uncertainty of land tenure is a factor of instability for sure.  Lack of socio-ecnomic infrastructure is a source of instability.  And corruption – together with its twin, bad governance – fosters instability.

Tourism needs stability.  Twice.  First to get the visitors into the country, and secondly to get people to buy property on the resots and thus share the burden of the infrastructure.  Without long-term residents, the larger resorts will not be viable.  Foreigners will buy housing only if they are satisfied that they can come back, year after year, and live here without worries.

No doubt you’ll be ready to agree with me.  But what can you do about it?

Public business is everybody’s business.  With everything you do as businessmen, you foster or reduce instability.

The new SFBA, which I imagine to soon be dynamic, has an important role to play if you believe, as I do, that it can contribute to stability by creating jobs, business opportunities, income and wealth.  I would hope that it would also actively contribute to stability through high quality mangement and civic responsibility.

Enterprising Swiss – enterprising Fijians?  Certainly.

Swiss entrepreneurs have not only built up their firms, but also their country.  I expect you to do no less.

