Fiji1 coups retrospective

1. The media and the coup leader:
Sitiveni Rabuka

ABSTRACT

Brigadier-General Sitiveni Rabuka, the former prime minister of Fiji who
gained notoriety for staging twin coups in 1987, has enjoyed a love-hate
relationship with the Fiji and Pacific media for almost two decades. Uni-
versity of Canberra PhD student, Anthony Mason, interviewed Rabuka in
the course of his research into Australian media coverage of the coups.
He also interviewed the former editor of The Fiji Times, Vijendra Kumar.
Pacific Journalism Review is publishing the transcripts of these interviews,
where both Rabuka and Kumar reflect on the May 1987 coup and its after-
math—helping to put the May 2000 coup into perspective.

IN THE May 1987 coup, did you have any preconceived plans about how to
deal with the international media?

No. In 1987 | had no idea at all about how the media would react. And in
fact if you look back at the first few hours of 1987, you’ll probably realise
that | was very open with the media. | was very frank with them. And person-
ally, I had nothing to hide from them about what | was doing at the time. | was
hoping that by being really open with them and being really frank, they would
quickly see that although what | did was unconstitutional— and illegal—and
internationally unacceptable, they would at least see that there was some rea-
son. Whether it was enough reason or not, it was a reason from our point of
view as indigenous Fijians at that time.

Had you ever done any media training?

No. | had no training at all about how to handle the media. My whole
military career up to that time had been always under a headquarters which
handled media—all the media releases were coming out of my headquarters,
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Sitiveni Rabuka in 1987: ‘Personally, | had nothing to hide from the media.’
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here in Fiji and in Lebanon. There was no direct contact between the field
commanders, the battalion commanders, and the media. The only media we
were exposed to in Lebanon were our own United Nations media, who were
already soldier friendly and UN friendly. The media in Fiji up to that time
were also very RFMF [Royal then Republic Fiji Military Forces] friendly.!

How long did it take you to realise that you had to think about the media
and what they were up to?

As soon as | appointed my military cabinet, which was in the first few
days—and the cabinet was to be disbanded quickly after that to hand over
back to the former Governor General. At that time, the politicians | had brought
into my cabinet advised me, ‘Look, let the Minister for Information handle
the media’. | was still uninformed enough to be open to the media directly,
which could have been embarrassing for my own Minister for Information.
But at that time my perception of a leader was that he had nothing to hide. [I
was] still pretty open with what | said to the media.

But you moved quickly on the local media.

Yes, that’s right. We decided to shut [them] down.? My advice in fact,
from the Minister of Information was to open the media, or to reopen the
newspaper. The military was adamant. The people in the military with me
said, © Look, let’s just shut it down’. The civilians that 1I’d brought into the
military cabinet were the ones who were, as | said, media wise, and said that
they could be manoeuvred so that they became more friendly.

With the international media, particularly, did you feel like you needed to
control them?

No. We really didn’t want to control... | didn’t even try to control the
international media. What | was more concerned about was the very hostile
information facility that was available to the University of the South Pacific
at that time. They were in direct contact with their overseas counterparts
through the university’s channels and continued to use that. It was also used
by the opponents of the military coup, who used that channel to get overseas.
We were getting a lot of very hostile media coverage overseas and that very
quickly changed my attitude towards the media as a whole. | became more
guarded after that.

Did you get to see any of the overseas coverage?

Yes. We had those who were sympathetic to us overseas who sent us
video tapes. They recorded the coverage, news items. We got the newspaper
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cuttings sent to us. We started reading about what they were saying about us,
which was in fact a good thing because | then told my team working with me,
‘Alright let’s use that as a thermometer— to find out whether we’re fine, or
we have a fever or we’re sick or something, and try and adjust accordingly’.

So you never considered kicking the international media out?

There was one fellow, | think he was roughed up a bit and sent away—
Stephen somebody.?

Overall, how did you think the international media treated you? Did
they respect you?

I don’t know whether they had any agenda but a lot of them were going
around with the international feelings about what was going on in Fiji. Whether
they had any political urging from the Fiji Labour Party, the Australian Labor
Party and the New Zealand Labour Party at that time — particularly Australia
and New Zealand, they were Labour governments at that time, and the Fiji
Labour Party was in the coalition—they might have had some more sympa-
thetic considerations which could have influenced, which could have been
put on the media in those areas, in those places, to be more sympathetic to
Labour, the victims of the 1987 coup—that | do not know. But because of that
we felt that the media from Australia and New Zealand were really hostile.
They had a subjective view of the events in Fiji because of their association
with the Fiji Labour Party. Perceived association.

Do you think they had enough background on Fiji?

I think they had enough background on the international standards or the
international expectations of what should be happening in Fiji, of what should
not be happening in Fiji. But my main bone of contention was that it was a
Western type media looking at an indigenous problem in an Asia Pacific area,
that was basically run by Western values, that are now the values of Australia
and New Zealand because of the dominance of the European communities in
those two countries. Because of that | felt that it was a patronising attitude.
Given the treatment of the indigenous Maori and the indigenous Aboriginal
people by the media and the people in the countries themselves, | felt that we
would be subjected to the same sort of prejudice.

Looked down upon?

Yes. If we became more aggressive towards them and became anti-media
in our utterances and our actions, it could be that we felt that they were con-
descending in their attitude. \We were reacting by refusing to be looked down
upon and thereby became aggro in our reactions.
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Did it make a difference to you, how you were portrayed in the interna-
tional media?

Yes, because | felt it was not giving enough coverage to why we did it. It
was only concerned about why we should not have done it.

Do you think the reporting was accurate?

The reporting was accurate. But there was some very, very blatant and
fraudulent reports because the composers of the reports knew they were tell-
ing lies. Those about tanks being used in Fiji. What | did was unethical but |
felt that in the international media was very unethical.

I think it was a New Zealand TV station. And they also used footage of
the ANZ Bank.*

Yes, the ANZ Bank coming down. Yes, the Bank of New Zealand was
being demolished. Yes at that time we felt it was isolated, something that
somebody did for us, against us in Fiji. But when you look at the incidents
now happening in Irag and the allegation against the editor [Piers Morgan,
Daily Mirror] in the United Kingdom who has been sacked. So it is not some-
thing that was done only to Fiji. How many more of these might have been
done to other events around the world. The so-called satellite photographs of
the mobile laboratories in Iraq itself is another example of doctoring and the
use of IT to suit their own political agenda.

Would you have done anything differently in how you dealt with the inter-
national media?

If | had any prior knowledge of how the media could have twisted events
and scenarios, | might have dealt with them a bit better, in the sense that 1°d
be friendly towards them, in the sense of, ‘Look, this is what’s happening
here—you don’t have to manufacture anything’. If you show it the way it is
the international media will probably see and agree that it’s not right but
report it so that our recovery period would be shorter.

Were you surprised how quickly some journalists left Fiji?

Yes. They came in, then out. Something more interesting happened some-
where else. Then they just used their footage over [and over]. The thing is
that the situation might have moved on but they did not cover it. So they used
their same bad pictures of the crowd—it’s the same with lIrag. At that time,
we didn’t have any TV here, so all we were hearing from our relatives abroad
was that these things had come on.

Since 1987, do you think the Australian reporting of Fiji has improved
any or do you still have that same kind of condescending attitude?
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I think they have basically ... well ... There are two sides to a situation
where one feels the other is condescending. One could be the big brother, or
the bigger guy looking down at the smaller guy. The other, I think, is that the
smaller guy just feels intimidated, so he feels the other guy is bigger. So
you’ve got to look at it from both sides. | think the Australian media just
recently understood what has happened in Fiji. [The attempted coup in] 2000
was perhaps an eye-opener for them, that Rabuka was not acting alone, not
trying to invent something. George Speight and the big crowds of 2000 were
doing exactly the same, although the Rabuka movement had ended with the
re-engineering of our constitution, putting down the platform for a more bal-
anced, multiracial society. It showed the indigenous people were still not
prepared to accept things, even when it was championed by the guy who
started 1987.

Do you think the reporting was better in 2000?

Yes, it was better. In fact, at times | felt that Speight was the hero in a lot
of the things that were going on. Maybe it was his visibility, to put his view
across, and the fact that he was more friendly to the media, some of whom
lived in the Parliament with him. Perhaps they felt threatened because they
were closed in and couldn’t just come away with their reports.

Did you deliberately pick and choose who you were going to talk to in the
Australian media?

I didn’t have any personal knowledge of any of the Australian media. The
Minister of Information had a good rapport with this girl from the Solomon
Islands—Mary-Louise O’Callaghan—and there was another one from Can-
berra.® They had known each other from Alliance days and by using them,
they spearheaded the more accurate reporting and assessment of indigenous/
non-indigenous relationship in Fiji.
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