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The sugar museum in Mauritius Mauritius has just
become a high-
income country; Fiji
is less than halfway
there
By Stephen Howes and Sherman Surandiran
29 April 2021

Both Mauritius and Fiji are remotely located islands situated far from global business
centres, both developed as sugar plantation economies, but their economies have taken
drastically different paths over the last half a century. Last year the World Bank reclassified
Mauritius as a high-income country. Its 2019 income (GNI per capita) for the first time
exceeded the US$12,535 threshold for that category. Fiji meanwhile continues to be
classified as an upper-middle-income economy, with its 2019 GNI per capita of US$5,800 at
just 46% of the high-income threshold. While Mauritius may lose the high-income tag
temporarily as a result of COVID-19, we thought its achievement would be a good time to
revisit the topic of Fiji-Mauritius comparisons: Biman Prasad wrote a paper in 2012
explaining why Fiji is not the Mauritius of the Pacific, and Satish Chand blogged on the
subject in 2010.

Fiji (current population of 0.9 million) and Mauritius (current population of 1.3 million)
became independent in 1970 and 1968, respectively. As Figure 1 shows, in the late 1970s
and early 1980s, Fiji was actually richer than Mauritius. Now Mauritius has more than twice
the income of Fiji.

Figure 1: Fiji and Mauritius: GNI per capita (current US$)
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Sources and notes: see notes at the end of the blog for more information on all figures.
Mauritius has grown faster than Fiji every decade from the 1980s (which was disastrous for
Fiji) to the 2000s, as revealed in Figure 2. Fiji did better in the 2010s, but its growth was
slowing even before COVID-19. Even at the rates of the last decade, it will take at least four
decades for Fiji to catch up to Mauritius.

Figure 2: Fiji and Mauritius: average growth (GDP per capita) per decade
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It’s not all about the money. Life expectancy also used to be higher in Fiji. Now the average
Mauritian can expect to live for seven years more than the average Fijian: 74 versus 67.

Figure 3: Fiji and Mauritius: life expectancy at birth
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Interestingly, Fiji has caught up with Mauritius on education, and the countries now have
similarly educated workforces. The real issue for Fiji is getting a higher return on its
education investments.

Figure 4: Fiji and Mauritius: skilled labour force (as % of labour force)

Fiji is famous for being a country of out-migrants. Mauritius used to be as well, but its net
outward migration rate has slowed right down in recent decades, as families have voted
with their feet, and decided to stay. By contrast, migration rates increased in the 1980s in
Fiji, and have been high since.

Figure 5: Fiji and Mauritius: net migration per capita
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Turning to politics, the Polity5 index measures the extent of a country’s adherence to liberal
democratic norms. As shown in the next figure, this index puts Mauritius well above Fiji,
with the former’s democracy strengthening (reaching the highest score possible in 1980 and
staying there) and the latter’s weakening over time. The figure clearly shows the negative
influence of Fiji’s four coups: in 1987 (two), 2000 and 2006.

Figure 6: Fiji and Mauritius: democracy scores
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So, Mauritius has outperformed Fiji economically, socially and politically. The next blog
tries to explain why.

Notes

[1] In Figure 1, to enable better comparability between different countries’ GNI per capita trends, the Atlas method is used
by the World Bank to smooth out short-term exchange rate and price fluctuations.

[2] Source for Figures 2 and 3: World Bank.

[3] To convert data for Figure 2 into 2019 USD terms, the nominal exchange rate was used to first convert from local
currency units to current USD terms. The USD GDP deflator was then used to convert to 2019 USD terms. The PPP
conversion factor stretches back to 1990 only and nominal LCU/USD exchange rates were therefore used as a proxy to
obtain a longer series. The annualised growth rate for each decade is the ratio of the GDP per capita of the last year of the
decade (example: 1989) and the first (example: 1980), raised to the power of 1/9 and subtracted by 1.

[4] Source for Figure 4: UNDP. Due to data limitations, 2010 figures for Mauritius were compared with 2011 figures for
Fiji. The figure shows the percentage of the labour force aged 15 or older with intermediate or advanced education, as
classified by the International Standard Classification of Education.

[5] Source for Figure 5: World Bank. Data points are five-year estimates published by the World Bank. Positive numbers in
the figure imply that emigration exceeded immigration. According to World Bank data, Mauritius had zero net migration in
2017.

[6] Source for Figure 6: Centre for Systemic Peace. Fiji’s polity score in 2000 was actually -88 and its Polity2 score of 6 is
used instead. The score of -88 is a standardised code to indicate a transitional period for a country. According to the
Centre for Systemic Peace manual (p.17), the Polity2 score converts standardised codes such as -88 to the conventional -10
to +10 range.
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Auty (2016) has analysed Mauritius’ growth trajectory in his paper.

This is the first in a two-blog series on #Fiji-Mauritius comparisons. You can find the second
blog here.
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