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By Kelera R. Savu
Charge d’Affaires ad interim of Fiji to Japan

On this memorable occasion, it is with great pleasure 
and honor that I extend, on behalf of the President of 
the Republic of Fiji, H.E. Ratu Nai-
qama Tawakecolati Lalabalavu, the 
government and the people of Fiji, 
our warmest greetings to Their Im-
perial Majesties Emperor Naruhito 
and Empress Masako, the members 
of the Imperial Household and the 
government and people of this great 
nation, Japan. I also extend heartfelt 
greetings and “bula vinaka” to all 
Fijians and friends of Fiji residing in 
Japan.

 Fiji and Japan’s bilateral relations 
The government and people of Fiji deeply value the 
special bond that has underpinned our relationship 
with Japan since the establishment of our diplomatic 
ties 55 years ago. Japan remains a vital development 
partner, and over the years, the government of Japan 
has made significant contributions to Fiji’s socio-eco-
nomic progress.

I express our sincere appreciation to Japan for its 
development assistance, which has exceeded $1.6 
billion, since the inception of our bilateral relationship 
in 1970. Through its official development assistance 
program, implemented via the Japan International Co-
operation Agency, Japan has supported the develop-
ment of Fiji’s human and physical resources, including 
by providing humanitarian aid during natural disasters. 
Since 1983, JICA has dispatched 771 volunteers to 
Fiji, strengthening people-to-people connections and 
fostering mutual understanding.

In the present, the 2025 Osaka-Kansai Expo offers 
an excellent opportunity to further deepen Fiji-Japan 
relations. We are confident that this global platform will 
enhance collaboration in trade, investment and peo-
ple-to-people engagement — ensuring mutual benefits 
for both our nations.

Committed to global citizenship 
Fiji’s commitment to global citizenship is reflected in 
its active engagement with the United Nations and its 

leadership across various international forums. Fiji con-
tinues to champion the PALM Process, the aspirations 
of the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent, 
the fight against global warming and the protection of 
ocean health.

We continue to advocate for an “Ocean of Peace” 
— as a pathway to a peaceful Blue Pacific Continent, 
an inclusive and compassionate vision that ensures 
no one is left behind. Fiji’s national development prior-
ities focus on inclusive infrastructure and sustainable 
economic growth. These priorities align with our par-
ticipation in the 2025 Expo, which presents a valuable 
opportunity for trade, investment and business-to-busi-
ness partnerships that serve the shared interests of Fiji 
and Japan.

The 2025 Fiji Day theme, “Peace, Unity and Prog-
ress for All,” commemorates the 55th anniversary of 
Fiji’s independence. These words are deeply inter-
connected, underscoring the importance of national 
unity. As we reflect on our past achievements, we also 

look forward with optimism. Through peace and unity 
among all Fijians, we are inspired to persevere and 
progress as a nation.

 Appreciation 
We extend our sincere appreciation to all our corporate 
sponsors, The Japan News, Fiji’s Honorary Consular 
Corps in Japan, the Japan-Fiji Parliamentary Friend-
ship League, the Fijian community and our friends in 
Japan for their continued support and commitment to 
fostering goodwill between our two nations.

May God bless Fiji-Japan relations.

Kelera R. Savu
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Where happiness comes naturally. (Natadola Beach)
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The address of the Hon. Prime Minister of Fiji at the recently 
concluded 80th U.N. General Assembly in New York
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Can tourism be respectful? Hawaiians have a plan.

Two decades ago, Noah 
Keola Ryan took a job as 
a hiking tour guide with 
a big company on Oahu, 
only to find out it was a 
sham.

The company took photos of water-
falls from another island and touted 
them on its website. He’d have to ex-
plain to disappointed visitors that Oahu 
didn’t actually have many waterfalls, 
but they’d still have a nice time. And 
sometimes, he’d overhear other tour 
guides tell jokes that made fun of the 
Hawaiian language.

“What I saw in the industry was a 
lot of tour operators treated Hawaiian 
culture as a kind of joke, just enter-
tainment … it was conducted solely for 
profit,” Ryan said. “I always told myself 
if I were to do this, I’d make the culture 
the focus.”

Ryan, who is Native Hawaiian, is now 
doing just that. He operates his own 
business, North Shore Eco Tours of 
Oahu, guiding small groups through 
private lands with cultural insights 
from an insider. And he’s finding that’s 
just what certain tourists are seeking.

For the past five years, Ryan and oth-
er Native Hawaiians have led a larger 
movement in Hawaii to correct the ills of 
over-tourism. During the pandemic, the 
state hired a new group of Native Hawai-
ian leaders to oversee some of the biggest 
tourism agencies and marketing budgets.

The idea is “regenerative” tourism. 
It’s a buzzword, but one with real sub-
stance. Creating opportunities for local 
residents to benefit from tourism be-
yond low-wage hotel and airport jobs is 
a priority. So is increasing in-state tour-
ism business ownership and addressing 
the cost-of-living crisis. Visitors are en-
couraged to get more acquainted with 
the culture and, in turn, more invested 
in local communities.

But over the past several months, a 
political scandal in the state’s tourism 
agency, declining visitor numbers and a 
grim economic forecast have been test-
ing the state’s commitment to regener-

ative tourism.
At stake is the state’s $20 billion in-

dustry, its biggest economic driver.

The real hula
On a recent Thursday night on the 

upstairs patio of the Hyatt Regency 
Waikiki, a group of tourists filled their 
plates with sushi and a traditional Ha-
waiian dish called lau lau, a salty pork 
wrapped in taro leaves, while waiting 
for a hula show to begin as the sun set 
over the ocean. This performance was 
different from most, but only a discern-
ing eye would notice.

There were no fast hip-shaking Tahi-
tian dancers. No men spewed fire from 
their mouths. No tourists were asked to 
come onstage to wear a coconut bra.

Instead, dancers from local halau 
performed modern “auana” and tradi-
tional “kahiko” hula to a live local band. 
To one familiar song, the emcee invited 
members of the audience to get up to 
join in and dance hula, which would be 
more common at a local luau.

It’s one example of a program funded 
by the state’s regenerative tourism effort 
known as Kilohana, which is intended 
to introduce more authentic hula into 
the heart of Waikiki.

“You can’t get more authentic than 
this,” said Kuhio Lewis, chief executive 
of the Council for Native Hawaiian Ad-
vancement. “To me, this is regenerative.”

The hotel employs local dancers and 
musicians who share their culture, not 
just entertain. The visitors see Hawaiian 
hula, not Tahitian or Samoan or other 
dancing.

“We’re reclaiming our culture,” Lewis 
said.

Hawaii’s leaders are pushing for a 
new balance between its 9 million an-
nual visitors, which the state depends 
on, and the pressure that those visitors 
put on Hawaii’s infrastructure, environ-
ment and rising cost of living for many 
locals.

In May, Hawaii Gov. Josh Green 
signed a landmark bill into law that en-
acted a new visitor’s “green tax” onto 
all hotel and cruise ships that would go 
to pay for climate, such as protecting 
against another wildfire. Starting next 
year, it’s expected to generate $100 mil-
lion annually, money that can be used 
to help eroding beaches and respond to 
the next climate disaster.

Earlier this year, Ko Olina Resort, on 
Oahu’s west side, announced a partner-
ship with the national council to devote 
nearly 73,000 square meters to “foster-
ing a deeper connection to the heritage 
of Hawaii” for visitors.

In the same area, known for its man-
made lagoons and resort hotels with 
$600 per night rooms, developers plan 
to construct a new Atlantis resort that 
would reportedly cost $2 billion. At-
lantis, which has properties in the Ba-
hamas and Dubai, would be neighbors 
with Disney’s Aulani Resort. Can Dis-
ney, Atlantis and an authentic Native 
Hawaiian experience not only coexist, 
but work together?

“This type of transformation doesn’t 
happen overnight,” said John De Fries, 
the first Native Hawaiian to be selected 
to lead the Hawai’i Tourism Authori-

ty, who spearheaded the regenerative 
tourism effort during the pandemic. He 
has faith in the long view.

“I don’t expect everybody to get it. 
But it starts with leadership. If we mala-
ma [take care of] the environment, the 
environment will malama us.”

Politics hurting tourism
The Native Council, a nonprofit 

group, won a $27 million marketing 
contract in 2023 from the state tourism 
agency. Lewis said the group has used 
the money to advertise local programs 
like the Kilohana luau on Waikiki and 
to promote local businesses, from fruit 
stands to ecotours.

“We spend a little too much time fo-
cusing on the tropical isle destination — 
the sun and surf,” said Tyler Gomes, chief 
administrator for the council. “Now that 
there are much cheaper destinations that 
offer the same things, we have to [home] 
in on what makes us unique.”

And yet, the embrace of regenera-
tive tourism is already being tested by 
economic headwinds. Visitor numbers 
across Hawaii have dipped 5% com-
pared with a year ago, according to a 
September report from state econo-
mists, and international visitors from 
Japan have dropped significantly, with 
the decline of the yen. The report fore-
casts the state falling into a mild re-
cession by the end of 2025, and visitor 
spending is expected to drop by more 
than $600 million.

The tourism industry has been hit 
due to tariffs, a slowdown in global 
travel and political backlash from nor-
mally strong markets such as Canada, 
whose residents aren’t as keen to visit 
the U.S. right now.

The Hawaii Tourism Authority, 
which manages marketing efforts, has 
seen a shakeup following allegations of 
racism, a toxic work environment and 
improper spending among executives 
at the agency. Green, the governor, is 
reshaping the authority with a newly 
appointed advisory board.

That leaves the state’s entire tourism 
strategy, marketing budget and future 
of its regenerative tourism effort up in 
the air.

“Amidst the evolving landscape of 
our tourism authority, let us hope that 
decision-makers continue to champion 
regenerative tourism,” Lewis said. “Go-
ing backwards should not be an option.”

Rebuilding with intention
It’s been two years since the fires dev-

astated Maui. Today, construction trucks 
hum through some of the reopened 
streets of Lahaina, where, for kilometers, 
blocks upon blocks of blackened street-
scape remain gutted where homes, busi-
nesses and hotels once stood. Wooden 
frames of houses are going up, dotting 
the landscape, but progress is slow.

Most of what once was Lahaina town 
is now a collection of flat concrete slabs 
waiting to serve as future structural 
foundations. Some parcels are filled 
with gray rock gravel, evidence that the 
site has been cleared of toxic materials. 
Waves roll over the destroyed harbor in 
the distance.

About 20% of Maui County’s housing 
stock are vacation homes, compared 
with cities like Los Angeles or London, 
which are about 1% or 3%. The county 
council is considering Bill 9, a measure 
that would convert half of the county’s 
13,000 vacation housing units — most-
ly condos originally constructed for 
residents — to become available to rent 
to long-term renters in a phased ap-
proach over several years.

The condo owners, a large majori-
ty of whom live off-island, oppose the 
bill and testified that the change would 
harm their real estate investment. But 
some local residents argue tourism is 
already down, and the status quo means 
fewer residents will be able to serve 
tourists, anyway.

Shannon I’i, who testified before the 
county in June, said she lost her home 
in the fire and that she’s tired of seeing 
family have to move away due to unaf-
fordable housing while Maui’s vacation 
rentals sit empty.

“This bill is not antibusiness,” she 
said. “It’s pro-community.”

To many in Hawaii, the Maui condo 
controversy is the peak example of the 
state’s challenge to find the right bal-
ance between serving tourists and its 

local residents.
“People think we’re an antitourism 

group, we’re not,” said Jordan Ruidas, 
a founder of Lahaina Strong, whose 
group helped successfully lobby Con-
gress for $1.6 billion in disaster recov-
ery funds last year. “We’re pro-quality 
of life for local residents,” she said.

One new idea to emerge from the 
ashes of Lahaina is to create a “cultural 
corridor” downtown that would con-
nect people to Hawaii’s history in a way 
that didn’t exist before the fires.

Local residents have pushed for re-
building the historic Moku‘ula, a small 
island that once served as a royal res-
idence and retreat for King Kame-
hameha III, that was surrounded by 
Mokuhinia, a small pond, and a mau-
soleum for members of the royal fam-
ily. Waters that fed the pond were later 
diverted to irrigate sugar cane planta-
tions. And more recently, the site was 
filled in to become a recreational park.

Keeaumoku Kapu, who leads Na 
‘Aikane o Maui Community Foundation, 
a Native Hawaiian group, lost his build-
ing on Front Street in the fire. It was full 
of cultural artifacts. But now he has a vi-
sion to bring Moku’ula back as the center 
of Lahaina and back to its roots.

He wants a place where tourists can 
learn about the history of Hawaii before 
European contact and its days during 
the kingdom. He envisions the original 
green space where local children can 
engage in an annual makahiki festival of 
traditional Hawaiian games and sports.

“It’s time we start focusing on what’s 
really important, which is the cultural 
tradition, the history because we buried 
this town, literally,” Kapu said. “There’s 
nothing in here that reflected the king-
dom of Hawaii.”

Both the governor and mayor support 
dedicating funds to rebuild Moku’ula, 
but it’s unclear now just how much of 
those funds allocated by Congress can 
actually be spent on the effort, and 
when.

The project has been given approval 
to move ahead. But the first priority for 
the county is to secure and build more 
homes for residents displaced by the 
fire.

By Sara Kehaulani Goo
The Washington Post
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Hula dancers 
perform on a float 
during a festival’s 
cultural parade in 
Honolulu. 


