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Abstract

Fiji has been an historical crossroads for South Pacific Aviation. Tourism grew as a consequence of aviation connections to Pacific Rim markets. Developments in aviation technology saw the airlines of major metropolitan countries overfly Island microstates threatening their small but vital tourism industries. The response was to fly their own flag airlines to gateway airports around the Pacific Rim with varying success. Further developments in aviation technology, such as the B787 Dreamliner, will make it possible to fly non stop sectors such as Nadi (Fiji) to Chicago or Nadi to Rio de Janerio, thereby opening up potential new markets and sixth freedom connections. Implementation of such developments is conditional upon bilateral agreements and political stability in the South Pacific. Fiji’s fourth military coup since 1987 has placed in jeopardy planned domestic tourism developments in Fiji and set back its chances to seize the opportunities of opening new long-haul aviation tourist markets. 
Introduction

Aviation and tourism are closely associated in the South Pacific. Many South Pacific Island Microstates built their tourism industries and grew their economies by capturing the benefits from early trans-Pacific airline operations that needed island waypoints for refueling.
 That was until the advances in aircraft technology extended the range of flights enabling non-stop trans-Pacific services between points around the Pacific Rim. Island economies, faced with prospects of marginalization from metropolitan based carriers over-flying their tourist destinations, were forced to grow the operations of their own flag airlines to connect to the main Pacific Rim gateway airports. 
 ``
The pathway to commercial viability for many of these island owned carriers was fraught with difficulties related to: 
· historically unequal bilateral air service agreements (ASAs) negotiated between island microstates and their dominant metropolitan neighbours, 
· political interference from island government leaders who were more interested in image than profitability or intra-regional airline cooperation between island states, 
· initially poor managerial experience and technical expertise available to island carriers when shorn of expatriates as island governments looked to provide jobs for their own people, 
· small scale of business opportunities, 

· difficulties in meeting bilateral requirements to substantially own and effectively control national flag airlines given the relatively huge cost of entry, 

· lack of aircraft types well suited to the characteristics of the region’s international air routes,

· the consequential high costs of operating inappropriate equipment on relatively thin sectors in competition with neighbouring metropolitan carriers who continued to serve these island destinations, and
· the lack of marketing clout inside key source markets for want of advertising dollars and/or synergistic liaisons with other carriers and institutions with abundant promotional capability.

Some historically famous airlines departed the South Pacific completely when faced with the oil price shocks in the 1970s. Others saw prospects for better returns from deploying their scarce resources on more lucrative sectors elsewhere in their wider networks. Some, such as Pan Am, ceased to exist. By and large USA carriers quit serving South Pacific Island destinations other than on a code-share basis. Even the Australasian carriers, Qantas and Air New Zealand – names synonymous with air services in the sub region – have reduced or eliminated flying their own aircraft on a number of historical routes, opting to code-share with island owned carriers. This has reduced costs for the legacy carriers at the same time as boosting the visibility of the island-based carriers in key markets.
Strategic Location and Aircraft Range

Over time, the technological developments in aircraft capabilities have presented new opportunities and threats to South Pacific Island destinations. The production of aircraft capable of flying non-stop for 6,800 plus nautical miles, with jet engine reliabilities that allow extended twin engine operations (ETOPS) over water, means that the South Pacific Islands can now be reached directly on non-stop services, if commercially attractive, from origin airports as far away as Toronto in Canada, Chicago in the USA, or even Sao Paulo in Brazil. Advances in navigations systems allow air routes to take advantage of following closely great circle headings with less deviation to keep within set distances of en route emergency airports.
It is now possible to contemplate using a strategically positioned South Pacific airport like Nadi in Fiji to link Tokyo with Sao Paulo, or Melbourne with Chicago, or Singapore with points in South America. Whilst it may be some years before carriers like Air Pacific (Fiji) take delivery of their first order of five “Dreamliner” B787s, other major metropolitan carriers might consider negotiating traffic rights to fly via Fiji or other South Pacific Island States. Fiji’s aviation policy would allow such developments if they can be seen to be in the national interest. Airlines like Emirates (EK) and Singapore (SQ) that have quite aggressive global development policies may be candidates. In November 2006, initial talks took place between Fiji and the United Arab Republic (UAR). Singapore is known to want to obtain traffic rights beyond Australia to the USA for its carrier. Conceivably, these major carriers could use Nadi in Fiji as a mini off-shore hub joining services as depicted in Figure 1. 
Both of these major carriers have east bound services into eastern Australia that would have idle time waiting in Sydney because of Sydney’s curfew on night operations if other paying services are not slotted into the gap. Emirates also have, in late 2006, one of its services sitting overnight on the tarmac in Melbourne. Emirates and Singapore Airlines have used the relative proximity of New Zealand, some three hours away, to operate late night trans-Tasman services that leave before the evening curfew to cross to New Zealand and then return as the curfew is lifted in the morning at Sydney. The same philosophy could apply to links to island nations like Fiji. 
An example of how, in 2007, the Singapore Airlines scheduled service to Sydney could be extended to Fiji is given in Figure 2. Instead of the SQ aircraft standing idle in Sydney for over 13 hours, the SIN – SYD service could be extended to Fiji with no change required to the existing SIN-SYD/SYD-SIN schedule timings. If SQ was also encouraged by Fiji to open a direct service between SIN and NAN and beyond to Sao Paulo (GRU) and return, or SIN – NAN – Chicago (ORD) return, as well as extending some of their SIN-SYD services to NAN, they could transfer passengers at NAN and so achieve the Australia-USA service they seek, and the potential for a round-the-world route via Brazil. Better direct links to Singapore would open for Fiji good connections to Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and Asia with India particularly attractive for “visiting friends and relatives” (VFR). One could expect a response from Qantas (QF) as Air Pacific (FJ), the Fijian carrier, works cooperatively with QF. Also, Air New Zealand (NZ) is contemplating its own long-haul route between Auckland and Sao Paulo using its new long range aircraft.
The prerequisite of political stability

The proviso for growth in tourism in the island South Pacific and Fiji in particular is a return to political stability. This part of the world was once renowned for the friendliness of its peoples and warm welcome to foreign investors. In this era of uncertainty, the island air carriers would prefer to let their bigger and financially stronger foreign airline brothers take the risk of pioneering new long-haul routes, perhaps code-sharing with them as a means of entry for their own brand. That assumes the necessary bilateral air service agreements can be negotiated between the home states of those carriers and island states like Fiji. It also presupposes that these airlines see sufficient end-to-end business prospects. That situation could curtail the number of seats sold for stopover traffic in a South Pacific island destination like Fiji.
There is little prospect of spectacular growth in tourism numbers entering the island South Pacific via the reasonably mature traditional Australian, New Zealand, Japanese and North American (West Coast) source markets. New markets need to be developed from further afield such as India, South America and Europe. Deeper penetration of the North American market by direct non-stop flights to the USA’s third largest city, Chicago, is one opportunity that invites investigation. Another possibility is to tap into the rest and recreation (R & R) market for USA military personnel and families who are stationed in the central Pacific territory of Guam. Connections to the South Pacific from Guam are woeful. Skiing holidays beckon in New Zealand as would the en route cultural attractions of Fiji.
Military coups and civil riots

Yet another military coup took place in Fiji in December 2006, the fourth since 1987. It will inevitably be damaging to that tourist based economy and doubtless will require a huge effort, again, including deep discounting of fares and tariffs, if it is to attract and reassure tourists that it is safe to return to enjoy the tourism product on offer. Tourism accommodation was set to expand significantly in Fiji in the 2007 to 2012 period with a clamour from developers for the introduction of more air services to support their ambitions, but uncertainties generated by this latest coup will likely dampen the enthusiasm of developers. 
The civil riots in the Kingdom of Tonga in November 2006 were associated with calls for more democratic representation in parliament and a reduction in the feudal-like powers of the monarchy. Extensive destruction of property took place in the capital, Nuku’alofa, including much infrastructure associated with tourism.  These events are symptomatic of the dilemma faced by investors and managers involved in the tourism industry. How does one retain and build businesses in an environment of political and social turmoil? Indeed, there are few South Pacific island countries that in 2006-7 can boast robust economies and contented indigenous peoples. From French Polynesia in the east to the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea in the west, there is an undercurrent of political instability that blights tourism development and the concomitant expansion of healthy airline services.
Various tourism development plans have promoted and are currently exploring how to expand the tourism industry in the South Pacific island microstates. All see aviation capacity as a crucial element in attracting the numbers. The airlines, however, will not invest readily in additional equipment in advance of some certainty that the passengers will fill their aircraft with load factors better than break even. 
Aircraft are moveable assets. If passenger numbers start to put pressure on airline seat availability, additional aircraft capacity can be leased in and deployed reasonably quickly, that is if aircraft can be sourced. Owning excess aircraft capacity is not a good idea unless any surplus capacity can be off-loaded easily in the global market for leased aircraft. If one’s surplus aircraft are of older and less economical types, quitting them on favourable terms can be problematic. Sometimes, the delay in delivery of new aircraft types, such as the Airbus A380, can see competing airlines scramble to obtain second hand aircraft like the B747 as a temporary stopgap measure. The best laid plans for an orderly succession from older to newer more efficient aircraft can be stymied by a manufacturer’s inability to deliver to negotiated schedules. Air Pacific’s ageing B747s may find new owners in such a climate, but how does an airline like Air Pacific fill the gap between quitting its B747s and acquiring the B787s? Maybe the military coup will have created the situation where the airline can temporarily downsize to advantage immediately, and use smaller aircraft like its B737-400s until the delivery of the new B787s are due, hoping in the meantime that tourism will bounce back and start to grow again.
Liberalization of air service agreements

There is a softening in the international bilateral air service agreement situation between numbers of states who see greater benefits to their economies from a more liberal approach.
 Even government owned airlines, such as Air Pacific in Fiji, cannot assume the high levels of protection from competition once considered the norm. Section 1.0 (iv) of Fiji’s airline policy states that:


“Aviation liberalisation is supported, but at Fiji’s pace.” Fiji does not support an outright Open Skies policy. It believes that Open Skies “would not work in the South Pacific Region where traffic is marginal and routes are long and thin”

Section 2.0 of Fiji’s airline policy deals with Market Access. It states that Fiji will continue to determine traffic rights internationally through bilateral air service agreements – not via plurilateral agreements or Maliats as countries like New Zealand have entered. Such a policy still requires a series of bilateral agreements to mesh sufficiently to enable a range of services between several countries. However, Fiji looks for balanced, fair, and equitable agreements that are in the best interests of the nation. There will always be debate on what constitutes “fair” when contracting states contribute very unequally to generating two-way traffic. In Fiji’s case, it is their tourism product that attracts foreign visitors, but their own nationals may not travel abroad in like numbers being relatively less affluent. 
Fiji is also a significant non-signatory to the proposed Pacific Islands Air Services Agreement (PIASA) that has been promoted within the Forum Secretariat with strong backing from Australia. The goal of PIASA is to allow the airlines of contracting states to fly unfettered within the region in the expectation that airlines will cooperate and provide the type and level of air service the island economies need, particularly for their tourism industries. Fiji, prior to the last military coup, clearly believed it had more to lose than gain from such an arrangement being the dominant player with its well managed national carrier, Air Pacific. 
Fiji will permit designated carriers from other contracting states to fly specified routes before the Fijian carrier takes up its options. That can be seen in the Korean Airlines services as in 2006. It also leaves the door open for other foreign carriers designated in bilateral air service agreements to implement similar services on agreed routes before any Fijian designated carrier reciprocates. Airline designation is on the basis of time honoured criteria – substantial ownership, effective control, and principal place of business guidelines. That means the designated airline for a contracting state must be substantially owned by shareholders in that state and effectively controlled by management located in that state and that state is the principal place of business for that airline.
Section 5.1 of Fiji’s airline policy speaks of priorities: “Fiji places priority on the National economy which includes promoting, not protecting, the economic sustainability of its designated airline(s), as the key vehicle for ensuring Fiji’s sustained participation in the supply of tourism, trade and communications lifelines of the country.”
Integration of International and Domestic Aviation 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) and French Polynesia have extensive domestic airline networks that in turn focus on one main international gateway airport. PNG needs domestic aviation to connect settlements isolated by very difficult terrain that frustrates building roads. French Polynesia has many outer islands too distant for maritime transport to serve with connection times acceptable to international tourists. Fiji has a smaller domestic aviation sector with a major international airport at Nadi and a much smaller international airport serving the Capital, Suva, at Nausouri. 
Domestic aviation is of paramount importance when it comes to spreading tourism from clustering close to the international airport hubs. Like French Polynesia, Fiji has many scattered outer islands for which sea transport is slow and there is little tourism development. But Fiji has three larger islands in relatively close proximity by air services. Viti Levu boasts most of the tourism infrastructure developed on the basis of access through Nadi international airport. The second major island, Vanua Levu, is designated as the primary recipient for expanded tourism away from the traditional areas. The island of Taveuni has a small tourist industry that could expand with better air services. Both Vanua Levu and Taveuni lack airport infrastructure to cater for even Dash-8 type aircraft and that is seen as a minimum if tourism is to expand significantly in those places.

The tourism development plan under development for Fiji prior to the December 2006 coup had as one target: Achieve seamless travel – minimize waiting times for connections between international and domestic air services. This would be achieved if:
· Wait times are kept to under two hours for inbound connection onto domestic flights

· Domestic schedules are applied such that passengers arrive at the gateway hub airport no more than 3 hrs before international flights

· Domestic schedules include primary connectors to/from international flights that are flexible when connecting with inbound international flights. 

· There is sufficient capacity to move groups without splitting parties.

· There is sufficient capacity to assemble/disperse passengers from/to domestic airports within timeframes stated in (a) and (b) above

There are good reasons why seamless travel facilitation is needed. 
· Every change of aircraft, especially involving downsizing (gauge change) acts as a disincentive to travelers especially if it involves idle time waiting

· Indirect routing likewise inhibits geographical penetration. When travelers close in on a destination after long-haul flights, they are keen to conclude the journey and to become established at their chosen destination – not detour via multiple way-points as other passengers are serviced at intermediate locations.

Often, airport management is not too concerned with departing passengers needing to spend considerable time after check-in is completed waiting to board aircraft departing Fiji. It is an opportunity for concession holders at airports to entice the last tourist dollar to be spent before they depart. The excuse of ensuring security is a thin disguise. But if the waiting experience is made enjoyable with plenty of attractions and comfortable surroundings, then impatient travelers will be less likely to complain. Top airports are mini destinations in themselves as they attract specific activity from those who pass through. 

Part of keeping travelers content is ensuring that they remain well-informed of any factors that may be contributing to the delay in their departure. This needs to be honest, accurate, timely, and explanatory beyond cryptic announcements that do little to enlighten the listener, assuming they can actually comprehend the message. 

Fiji needs to be up with the best in the world for speed and efficiency in processing inbound visitors. Key performance criteria should include objectives to have cleared all arrivals through Immigration and Customs within xx minutes of the aircraft opening its doors. Queues of any length and time delay are indicative of lack of processing capacity. Fiji can benchmark itself against the performance achieved by airports in rival destinations. It should be a feature that can be used in promotional marketing in a way that still reassures travelers that the necessary security systems are effective and that Fiji is not an easy door to slip through en route to other places.

Implications from restrictions of domestic flight operations to daylight hours

Fiji has two airports that have night landing facilities, the major international airport at Nadi (NAN) and the secondary regional international airport at Nausori (NSI). The lack of night operational capability at any other domestic airport places severe limitations on access to the locations served by those airports, and on the costs of operations for the domestic level carriers. There is a  limitation to daylight operations for flights from domestic airports because they have to be at a given altitude before “last light” is declared even when they are connecting to either NSI or NAN for a night landing. It means lower productivity in aircraft use, and schedules that are not ideal for connection to outbound international flights that depart in the late evening on trans-Pacific flights. In effect, flights out of places like Taveuni, Labasa and Savusavu, and other outer islands need to be airborne by around 3:30pm in winter months.

Many inbound international flights, because of wider network factors, arrive in Fiji in the hours of darkness, or too late in the afternoon for any domestic connecting flights to uplift passengers traveling to other islands in the Fiji group. That imposes an overnight stay in the vicinity of the international airport through which visitors arrive. Coming and going, that lack of domestic night flying can take two days out of a visitor’s one week holiday.  For many visitors, that is too much “dead time”.

Furthermore, maintaining timetabled schedules is difficult when aircraft are operating out of marginal airports, and are subject to changeable weather conditions. This means visitors are wise not to leave their connections to the last scheduled flight. The uncertainty of access is a major inhibitor for distributing tourism to many potential destinations away from Viti Levu in the Fiji group, even to the second biggest island.
Choice of Aircraft – Frequency of Service

Volume of business and choice of aircraft type and schedule frequency are closely inter-linked. Too few passengers tend to be reflected in infrequent schedules of aircraft of sufficient size to overcome the baggage issues. Use of smaller aircraft that can operate out of limited facility domestic airports, tends to split travel parties and their baggage and may mean a large proportion of travelers must be serviced outside the desirable timeframes for connection with international flights.

The Twin Otter and the Britton Norman Islander aircraft are the main domestic aircraft types currently servicing the small airstrips. The much faster Bandierante aircraft needs longer runways and can only serve the larger domestic strips and then often must be weight restricted (less seats sold). Even the smaller aircraft can be weight restricted because they need to carry sufficient fuel out and back as there is no refueling facility at many airstrips. 

Conclusion
This paper has shown, with emphasis on Fiji, the problems and prospects for civil aviation advances internationally and domestically associated with the needs of the tourism industry. Whilst technological advances in aircraft design have renewed the potential significance of Fiji as a South Pacific crossroads, seizing the opportunities for the benefit of the Fijian economy is now very uncertain. The fourth military coup since the first in 1987 has again plunged this island nation into deep trouble even if no tourists or locals get killed.  Confidence in safety is a prerequisite for tourism.

The planned expansion of tourism away from Viti Levu to spread the benefits requires major capital expenditure on domestic airport infrastructure. The military backed government is not likely to create the climate wherein sufficient investment dollars are going to flow. New tourist accommodation planned to coincide with that expansion is likely to go on hold perhaps long-term unless there is a speedy return to an internationally acceptable elected government under the Fiji constitution. In past coups, able people left Fiji in frustration. That drain on skills weakens local development capability. 
By the time this paper is presented, hopefully a semblance of normality will have returned to this South Pacific gem of a destination. The people are friendly with tourists. They just squabble over who has the power to govern and who is the more corrupt. While that continues, Fiji will not reach its potential as the principal hub for island aviation in the South Pacific, and a destination of first choice for visitors from near and afar.
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Figure 1 Trans-Pacific via Fiji
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Figure 2 Dodging SYD Curfew
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SINGAPORE AIRLINES SIN-SYD-SIN SERVICE

1) SQ231 dep SIN 00:30 arr SYD 09:55 B744

2) SQ219 dep SIN 09:30 arr SYD 18:55 B744

3) SQ221 dep SIN 20:30 arr SYD 05:55 +1 B744

4) SQ220 dep SYD 08:05 arr SIN 14:20 B744

5) SQ232 dep SYD 11:30 arr SIN 17:45 B744

6) SQ222 dep SYD 15:40 arr SIN 21:55 B744

Aircraft Turnaround Ground times 

1 & 5 -1 hr 35 mins 3 & 6 - 9 hrs 45 mins 2 & 4 -13 hrs 10 mins

Possible Extension to Nadi

SQ219 dep SIN 09:30 arr SYD 18:55 B744

dep SYD 20:30 arr NAN 02:15 +1 B744

SQ220 dep NAN 03:50 arr SYD 06:30 B744

dep SYD 08:05 arr SIN 14:20 B744 

