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Madam Speaker, 

It is my honour to rise in Parliament this morning to deliver a ministerial statement on the announcement I made in Nasinu last Tuesday – the change to a new national flag that reflects Fiji’s position in the world as a modern and independent nation state.

As I said then, I chose Nasinu for this historic occasion because I wanted to make the announcement before an audience of ordinary Fijians. Because we intend this to be a truly national exercise – with every person having a say. Consultatory and inclusive, not a job for politicians and professors alone. As the most populous corridor in Fiji, nowhere seemed more appropriate than Nasinu.

But today, it is my pleasure to officially make the announcement in Parliament – to the elected representatives of the people – who will naturally have a very important role to play in this undertaking, including consideration of the final designs. 
I look forward to this process and to all Members engaging in this endeavour in a productive, open-minded manner and patriotic manner. 

Madam Speaker, those who have been following this issue know that I first signaled the need to revamp Fiji’s flag in my New Year’s address at the start of 2013. But, during that period, we were involved in putting in place the many pieces to bring us to where we are today – including a new Constitution and Fiji’s first genuinely democratic election.

Now, with these reforms complete and our new and true democracy installed, it is time to proceed with the program to replace the symbols on our existing flag that are out of date and no longer relevant – symbols tied to a colonial past that is now far behind us as a nation. 

After 45 years, it is time to move beyond these colonial connections and adopt a flag that is more in keeping with our national aspirations in the 21st century. 

As I have said, this is in no way a repudiation of our existing flag, which has served our nation well since Independence in 1970. 

Before this flag, our United Nations peacekeeping troops have fought and sometimes died. Before this flag, our athletes have competed and won many sporting triumphs that we have celebrated together as a nation. And before this flag, generations of school children have stood singing the national anthem with patriotism and pride. 

I pay tribute to its creators– whose design won out over 400 other designs during the original competition in 1970. It was the appropriate flag for that time in our history and anyone who is old enough will remember the huge sense of pride we all felt when the flag was hoisted for the first time in Albert Park, Independence Day, 1970. 

But 45 years later, Madam Speaker, it is time to move on from these honoured symbols of our past to new symbols that represent our nation now and that will also resonate with future generations in the decades and centuries ahead.

We believe that Fijians share an aspiration to have a national symbol that reflects our present state as a nation. That has indigenous and truly Fijian symbols of identity. And that we can honour and defend as an authentic expression of our nation now and into the future. 

Madam Speaker, this is not a decision that we are undertaking lightly. The Members who sit with me on this side of the House – and the wider community of the FijiFirst movement – contested the election under a stylised version of “our noble banner blue.” 

So no one understands better the importance of a flag as a unifying symbol– its ability to draw us together in the common cause of moving our beloved nation forward. 

In other words, Madam Speaker – as I’ve said before – we understand how much flags matter. They are not merely pieces of cloth at the top of a pole. They are expressions of who we are and the values we hold dear as Fijians. 

That’s why it’s time for us to embrace change. It is time to dispense with symbols that speak more about our past than our future – to sever links that are no longer relevant. It is time to have a national symbol that reflects our present and our future state as a nation. 

Madam Speaker, I would like to again thank the British High Commissioner to Fiji for his encouraging and open-minded reaction to our announcement. For acknowledging that this is a matter for the Fijian Government and the Fijian people to decide. 

He knows that our decision to remove British symbols from our flag is separate from the very strong friendship we have with Britain. The British were our friends before, they are our friends now, and they will be our friends long into the future.

But, Madam Speaker, the Union Flag, the British Lion and the Cross of St. George are their symbols, not ours. As an independent nation, we have the right to carve out our own identity in the world. 

So that when our soldiers are on peacekeeping missions, when our diplomats are representing us at the UN, when our athletes are competing on the world stage – they are doing so under a flag that is uniquely and proudly Fijian. That leaves no one in doubt that Fiji has its own destiny – chosen by its own people. 

There has been some criticism from those who would prefer the British symbols to our own. But – overall – I have been very encouraged to see how many Fijians have their eyes on the future, not the past. In particular amongst the younger generations. To see how many believe in the vision of a new flag. 

Every person will naturally have strong feelings about our national flag and what symbols it should include. And I look forward to hearing as many of those opinions as possible during both the submission phase of the competition and during the period of public consultations. 

But, Madam Speaker, I hear comments – some from the Members opposite – that are trying to undermine this important and noble national endeavour. Those who say that there are more important priorities than changing the flag. 
Madam Speaker, thank goodness they are on that side of the House. Because if they think that it’s only possible to do one thing at a time, imagine what would happen to our national development. It would come to a crashing halt. 

Luckily, my Government is not limited by such a restriction. Our record speaks for itself. We are always on the go – firing on all cylinders. We are always looking to see how we can improve our services. How we can embrace innovation to assist our development. How we can develop policies that improve Fijians’ quality of life and boost their ability to make ends meet. And all at the same time.

Policies like our free water initiative that is being rolled out across the country. Our free medicine initiative. Our massive investment in infrastructure and our reform of state-owned enterprises and civil service which are being supported by institutions like the Asian Development Bank, the World Bank, IFC and our bi-lateral partners. 

Policies that have led to an estimated growth of 4.2% in 2014 – as reported in today’s Fiji Sun – and another impressive year ahead. Policies that have already led to five consecutive years of growth. Policies that have kept inflation low and are creating much-needed jobs, especially for our young people. 

Madam Speaker, these are just a few examples we could draw from a long list of achievements in the last few months alone.  
So, no, we do not see the change of our national flag as a distraction. We see it as an inspiration. 

A new flag to reflect how far we have come together.  A new flag that gives every Fijian a symbol we can be even more proud of as we continue to build a stronger and more unified nation and achieve the greatness that we all believe we are capable of. The Fijian nation taller and stronger in the world than ever before.

Madam Speaker, Fiji is not alone in wanting to make the transformation to our national symbol to reflect the changes that have occurred in our society since gaining Independence. Both Australia and New Zealand are debating replacing the Union Flag as well. And in New Zealand, the process is already underway.

In fact, on Waitangi Day last Friday, the New Zealand Prime Minister, John Key, restated his case for changing New Zealand’s national flag. He expressed admiration for what we are doing in Fiji, because he knows that Fiji is leading the way in dropping symbols of an old association and adopting a flag that represents who we are. A proud Pacific island nation and an independent member of the international community. 

Madam Speaker, beyond our immediate neighbours, the world is taking notice of our bold decision. Our plan has been covered by major media outlets around the globe – on five Continents – as far away as India, Russia, Sri Lanka, Ireland, Cuba, Venezuela, and Malaysia. 

Madam Speaker, as I outlined last week, the Fijian Government will conduct a national competition for the design of the new flag after which we will embark on a series of broad consultations across the community on the appropriateness of those designs. 

The process will be inclusive and based on a general consensus. All Fijians, including school children, will be encouraged to enter the competition. 

We will encourage new designs and symbols, including indigenous flora, fauna and art that are unique to Fiji. Designs and symbols that reflect an independent and authentic Fiji. We will encourage an imaginative approach and will have an open mind about the final result. 

At this stage, as I’ve said before, my personal preference would be to keep the unique “Fiji Blue” as the flag’s background – but without the Union Flag and Shield. But I’m excited to see whatever ideas the Fijian people come up with.

The symbols on the new flag should represent the aspirations of every Fijian regardless of who they are, what their background is, or which part of Fiji they come from. I urge all Fijians – young/old, across the genders, abled/disabled, rural/urban, rich/poor – to join our effort to design a symbol that we can all identify with and is instantly recognisable as Fijian the world over.

Madam Speaker, a National Panel of Citizens – chosen from a broad cross section of Fijian society – will be set up by Government to examine the submitted designs. The Panel will begin the process of reviewing the entries in order to determine the final selection. We envisage that during the selection process Fijians will be able to give their views and express their preferences via social media and texting. 

We expect the Panel to be chosen in February and for the competition to also commence in February. I will be writing to the Leader of the Opposition in the next week or so, inviting her to make nominations for the Panel, which we envisage to consist of up to 10 to 15 members from all walks of life. 

Fijians will have two months to create their designs and submit them. A single design may not be the final design, but it might form the basis of a wider design and play an important role in the final outcome.

Madam Speaker, it will naturally take time to make the transition. We will not only have to replace all existing flags, but also change signage and stationery, and issue new flags to Fijian Embassies and High Commissions around the world, as well as to the many international organisations of which Fiji is a member. 
So like the recent changes in our national currency, this transition will not take place overnight. But the whole selection process has been designed so that we will be ready to hoist our new flag on the 45th anniversary of our Independence – October the 10th, 2015. Until then, of course, our current flag will retain its honoured place in our national life. 

Madam Speaker, in the coming weeks, I will announce the selection of the Panel and the details of the competition. But what I want to say at this stage is that it will be an inclusive process and open to all. 

It will certainly mark a strong contrast to the competition that was held in 1970 for the design of our current flag. Information obtained from the National Archives shows that less than a month was allotted for submissions and that only four Ministers were appointed to judge them. 

Madam Speaker, I can assure you that we will seek much broader consultation than this and that the Panel will be made up of people from all walks of life. People who represent a wide cross section of our society, including youth, women, representatives from Fiji’s rural and maritime areas, veterans and the disabled. 

Madam Speaker, by way of clarification, I would like to state that there is no law that governs the usage or design of the Fijian flag. There is a law that governs the use of Fiji’s coat of arms – the Coat of Arms of Fiji (Restriction of Use) Act – but this does not extend to the flag.

Therefore, at the same time we are ready to hoist the new flag, my Government intends to table a law in Parliament that will govern the usage of the flag, including provisions that deal with its desecration, as well as its proper display, usage and care. 

Madam Speaker, I call on all Fijians to join us in this historic undertaking. Everyone has something to contribute and no one with an idea should be afraid of sharing it. 

What’s more, Madam Speaker, all Fijians expect that something so important should be apolitical. So I would ask everyone – including the Members of this House – to participate in this process in that spirit. 

As I said during the announcement last week: We hold our heads high on the world stage – as a strong independent nation. We have an independent foreign policy of being enemies to none and friends to all. Our new flag needs to make us stand even taller and prouder than our existing one. And it will. Because we are genuinely independent and are standing taller and prouder as Fijians than ever before. 

This will be a flag for all Fijians and our new democracy’s most important symbol. The symbol of a modern, independent and strong Fiji. 

Madam Speaker, with those words I conclude my statement. Thank you for giving me the floor and your attention.

Vinaka Vakalevu and Thank You - May God Bless Fiji.
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