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Australia honours
USP Alumnus

U

SP Alumnus Professor Brij V. Lal is being
honoured in the Queen’s Birthday Honours
List for 2015 for his life’s work on Pacific
history and culture.

The Queen’s Honours list recognises people who
have made achievements in public life or committed
themselves to serving and helping Britain. These people
would have usually made life better for other people or
be outstanding at what they do.
Professor Brij Lal has been honoured as a Member (AM)
in the General Division of the Order of Australia for his
significant service to education, through the preservation
and teaching of Pacific history, as a scholar, author and
commentator. He is currently a staff of the Australian
National University’s (ANU) School of Culture, History
and Language in the College of Asia and the Pacific.
Originally from Tabia in Labasa, Professor Lal, a
former staff of USP’s School of Social and Economic
Development’s History/Politics Department attributed
his success to being part of the USP family.
“I chose history because I was passionately in love
with it. I would also have done English, but a course
in transformational grammar put me off the subject. My
passion for history started in high school when I gave up
physics and maths in its favour. Many people thought I
was being foolish, but I persisted. And glad I did. Law
was at the back of my mind, but there was no scholarship
for it for Indo-Fijian students,” said Professor Lal. “I
taught at USP in the late 1970s and early 1980s, but
since then I have been working overseas, for ten years
at the University of Hawaii at Manoa and for 25 years
at the Australian National University (ANU), with a stint
at the University of Papua New Guinea. But USP has
always been close to my heart.”
“USP opened new horizons for us. There was a sense
of excitement in the air as our region was decolonising
and we felt we could contribute and make a difference.
Without USP, we children from poor homes would
not have gone on to tertiary education. USP laid the
foundation for our journey. It was the first essential step
in a long and unending quest. It is the source,” he added.
On his reaction to being honoured in the Queen’s list,
Professor Lal said “it is an honour to be recognised
in my new homeland.” ANU Acting Vice-Chancellor
Professor Margaret Harding congratulated him along
with all ANU alumni recognised in the Queen’s Birthday
Honours list. “To be honoured in the Order of Australia
is a magnificent achievement,” Professor Harding said.

President of the Council and Fellows of the Australian
Academy of the Humanities John Fitzgerald said this is
a richly deserved award and one that “acknowledges
the immense effort and rigour that underwrites your
achievements in contemporary Pacific history and
politics.”
Mr Fitzgerald said the Council is always delighted
when a Fellow gets such an award as it recognises
the importance of work in cultural advocacy and
public intellectual engagement which “so often goes
unrewarded – or at least often happens under the radar
– so it is always immensely gratifying to see work in the
nation’s social and cultural domain recognised in this
manner.”
USP Vice-Chancellor Professor Rajesh Chandra
congratulated Professor Lal on “this most significant
award and recognition.”
“This is another feather in the cap for USP producing
outstanding alumni who have gone on to make
outstanding contributions,” Professor Chandra said.
Reflecting on his time at USP, Professor Lal said “my
greatest achievement at USP was meeting my future
wife! I did very well in the subjects I chose to study, winning the Canadian Third Country Scholarship. USP was
a broadening experience for all of us, broke barriers and
boundaries, exposed us to new challenges and realities.
The founding of USP was one of the turning points in
modern Pacific Islands history, making tertiary education available to a large number of people, poor people
who could not go overseas for higher education. Before
USP, tertiary education was the preserve of a very small
number of people.”
Inspired by a relentless quest for excellence, Professor
Lal says that “being an academic is a huge privilege. But
I want to be more than simply an academic. I want to
bear witness to my time and place. I have lived through
some extraordinary times, and I want to bear witness to
that. That really inspires me’.
Professor Lal’s areas of expertise include Asian History,
Government and Politics of Asia and The Pacific, Studies
of Pacific Peoples’ Societies, Studies in Creative Arts
and Writing and Studies in Human Society.
“I retire from the university at the end of this year to do
precisely what, I do not know yet, but I will find something
interesting to keep me occupied. Who knows, I might
be allowed to return to Fiji to do some volunteer work
among our poorer people,” he concluded.
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Barefoot
Culture
Culture and fate brought Australian
Stephen Williams to The University
of the South Pacific in 1982. His
interest in cross-cultural issues was
the driving force behind him wanting
to study at a University outside
Australia. Continued on next page.
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“I was originally looking into attending the University
of Papua New Guinea (UPNG) as I had visited their
campus while on holiday in PNG. However that was
not feasible. In the meantime, a workmate of my dad
who was from Fiji suggested USP. She lent me her
old USP handbook and arranged for me to stay with
her family in Fiji. I am forever grateful to the Barret
family (my dad’s workmate’s family) for taking me in
while I was at USP,” explained Williams.

“Coming to study after having worked for a number
of years and having to deal with a lot of decisions
and managing people, it was very nice that the
main decisions I had to make were which courses
to take and within those which assignments to do.
It exceeded my expectations in terms of crosscultural experience, that is, lots of variety in terms of
students from many different countries and cultural
backgrounds.”

“And the rest is history” he jokes.

In addition to winning the book award and the
Gold Medal, Williams was one of two founding
members for the Lusman Association at USP. “My
most pleasing and lasting legacy was the Lusman
Association which I founded in 1983 with Linus Keps
Dimim’Rina - a UPNG exchange student. Originally
Lusman was created as fake student association for
those of us who did not formally belong to any of
the official student associations, that is, because we
were from outside the region. However, eventually
we legitimised Lusman and it became officially
affiliated with The University of the South Pacific
Student Association (USPSA).

But Williams continues “my interest was in crosscultural issues developed during my work with
remote Aboriginal communities in the North Territory.
When I completed Form Six (Year 12) at high school
in Melbourne, I was accepted by both the Australian
National University (ANU) and Monash University.
However, I needed to work for 2 years in order to
be eligible for the Australian Government tertiary
allowance. So I started working in remote Aboriginal
communities which I did for 4 years and there
developed an interest in cross-cultural issues.”

I was a bit of an anomaly
being a private student from
Australia who chose to come
to study at USP (my parents
and siblings were living in
Australia). I also stood out as
I went barefoot all of the time.
“But after 4 years in the work force I decided I needed
a tertiary education and also wanted to expand my
cross-cultural experience not just in terms of what I
studied but where I studied, that is, to live and study
in a cross-cultural context. I also wanted somewhere
not too big and somewhere with a warm climate.
So The University of the South Pacific and Fiji was
perfect for me,” Williams said.
Choosing to study Sociology and Education at USP,
Williams quickly adapted to life in Suva. In 1983, he
shared the Pacific Publication’s Book Award with
Stanley Houma also a USP Alumnus for “Outstanding
Performance in the course SE221: Contemporary
Pacific Societies and Cultures.” Williams also
received a Gold Medal for Social Sciences when he
graduated in 1984.
It was great at USP, Williams recalls, “I was a bit of
an anomaly being a private student from Australia
who chose to come to study at USP (my parents
and siblings were living in Australia). I also stood
out as I went barefoot all the time. But the campus
was small and friendly and everything was very
accessible and I got to know many of the other
students even though they were not in my courses. I
quickly learned the meaning of kai valagi (Fijian word
for whiteman) too.”

After graduating from USP in 1984, Williams
continued to expand his cross-cultural experience by
taking up a teaching position with Selwyn College in
the Solomon Islands where he taught Social Science
from 1986 – 1989.
According to Williams “Studying at USP gave me
confidence in my abilities and a rich academic
experience which though unusual (for an Australian)
has been most appropriate for the type of career that
I have had. Also having encouraging and supportive
family and friends who provided a solid “life’
foundation also helped. Passionate and committed
colleagues and supporters of the work that I did,
along with knowing the positive outcomes for others
sustained my motivation.”
Continuing with his passion for cross-culturalism,
Williams work for CARE Australia - one of Australia’s
leading humanitarian aid agencies providing
emergency relief and development assistance to
millions in need throughout the third world. “I have
been with CARE Australia for 23 years now and I find
the work rewarding in both long term development
programmes as well as humanitarian emergency
relief operations in the Middle East, Africa, South
East Asia and Pacific. Conducting Cross-cultural
training for Australians (going to work overseas) and
Pacific Islanders working in Australia,” he said.
Attending USP provided me with not only a rich
academic grounding but more importantly a
formative life experience and life-long friendships.
Over the years since I have remained in contact with
a few fellow alumni including: Stanley and Linus
mentioned above, as well as Ilisapeci Movono, Peni
Dakua, and Sau Chee Low amongst others. I also
have other ongoing “family” relationships formed in
whilst I was in Fiji.
“I hope to retire in 10 years’ time and indulge my
interests of travelling the South Pacific,” Williams
concluded.
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Trust for
Hutchinson

B

elieving that “It takes a village to raise a
child,” Tarita Hutchinson has managed
to maintain a balance between being
a wife and mother, a student and a
company executive.

From Avarua, Rarotonga in the Cook Islands,
Hutchinson is modest about her achievements at
the helm of the Southpac Trust since 2012.
As the Executive Director at the SouthPac Trust,
the premiere Offshore Trustee Company providing
trustee, administration and incorporation services
for wealth preservation, asset protection, financial
and estate planning in the Cook Islands, Hutchinson
graduated with a Master in Business Administration
in 2008 and a Postgraduate Diploma in International
Affairs in 2011 from The University of the South
Pacific.
“USP MBA was a natural progression from my
undergraduate degree, which was a Bachelor
of Business in Accounting and Finance from an
Australian university. After graduation I worked for
a Big 4* accounting firm. Then I advanced to a few
management roles before doing my USP MBA,
and later I rounded it out with a PG Diploma in
International Relations because understanding the
international environment is critical when you are
working in a global economy,” Hutchinson said.
Many working professionals like Hutchinson find
value in studying the MBA programme at USP which
is now internationally accredited by the Association
of MBAs (AMBA).
According to USP Cook Islands Campus Director,
Roderick Dixon “MBA is popular everywhere but
prior to 2006 students had to go to Suva, Fiji to
complete the programme. At that stage we had
just 3 MBA graduates in the Cook Islands. With the

* Usually refers to the four largest accounting auditing firms: Price Waterhouse
Coopers, Deloitte Tohmatsu, Ernst & Young and KPMG.
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delivery of the programme in-country, we increased
the MBA graduate number from 3 to 86. The
programme is popular because mature students in
full time employment can do it after work, don’t have
to leave their families or their countries to get their
qualification. Many of the graduates now hold Head
of Ministry positons within government.”
Hutchinson echoed similar sentiments saying “my
USP MBA gave me confidence and self-belief.
Growing up in a tiny Pacific village the big wide
world can seem overwhelming. I had this gradual
understanding that after you strip away race, gender,
age or power we all have a common universal truth
and that is respect. Each one of us deserves to give
and receive it.”
“The best thing about studying at USP was
networking with my cohorts in both the MBA and
Postgrad programmes. Today, many of my closest
friends and associates are from those cohorts, and
they have been a source of great inspiration and
encouragement to me,” continued Hutchinson.
With a background in finance and her “bring
it on” attitude Hutchinson says “I’m loving the
opportunities in my current role at Southpac Trust.
I began here as the Finance Manager and now I run
our global operations from right here in Rarotonga.
We have continued to modernise and re-engineer
processes to make things easier and more efficient
for our clients and team members globally.”
In 10 years’ time, “I pray that I will have my USP
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) in the
bag and I’m expecting that Southpac Trust will be
operating in more jurisdictions with a bigger team
of professionals, and perhaps a call to public office
may be in my future,” Hutchinson concluded.

Vaccine Hope
for
Lung Cancer
Suﬀerers

D

r Sherven Sharma, an alumnus of USP,
graduated in 1983 with a Bachelor of
Science majoring in Physics, Chemistry and
Mathematics. That same year he lost his
mother to pancreatic cancer and decided on a career
investigating the biological characteristics of cancer for
the development of novel therapeutics.
“My mother succumbing to cancer was the deciding
factor for my career path as she said before her death
that she wanted me to help those with cancer,” said Dr.
Sharma.
After completing a Doctorate of Philosophy in
Microbiology from the University of Southern
California’s School of Medicine, he initiated studies on
immunological targeting of cancer in a collaborative
environment at the University of California, Los Angeles
(UCLA). Dr Sharma is currently a Professor at UCLA
and Director of Molecular Medicine at Veterans Affairs
Greater Los Angeles Health Care System.
Cancer is the general name for a group of more than
100 diseases. Although there are many kinds of
cancers, they all start because abnormal cells grow out
of control.
Dr. Sharma together with Dr. Steven Dubinett and a team
of cancer scientists from the United States Veterans
Affairs and University of California, Los Angeles have
conducted scientific studies that show the promise of
therapeutic vaccination against lung cancer.
Through his cutting edge cancer research, Dr. Sharma
and his team have developed a cancer vaccine that
will harness the immune system by mobilising helper T
cells (cytotoxic T lymphocytes) to combat cancer. This
could offer an attractive therapeutic option for longterm immunological protection against this malignancy.
So like soldiers marching to war, the vaccine will fight
the enemy cancer cells, secure the area and ensure
that the enemy doesn’t return.
Dr. Sharma stated that after years of studies on
how the immune system works in cancer, his team
selected this vaccine approach for the relative ease
of preparation and potential for wide applicability in
cancer immunotherapy. Cancer treatment is expensive,
with patients opting for treatment in more cost effective
countries like India.

According to Dr. Sharma, “the next-generation
genetic sequencing technologies enable efficient
identification of activating molecular alterations that
can be personally designed for tumor peptide antigens
against molecular alterations in the coding sequences
of oncogenic genes in a given patient’s tumor. This will
provide broad applicability of the vaccination strategy
for a wide variety of solid tumors. The bone marrow
approach to generate the cellular vaccine can also
serve as an off-the-shelf reagent, MHC-matched for
individual patients. This approach is also amenable
to stimulation with adjuvants for further potentiation
prior to administration. Furthermore, this vaccination
approach will have great utility in developing countries
because of production, delivery and cost.”
“The results of this study are encouraging because
they show that cancer does not need to be a death
sentence,” he continued. Although still in testing
phase, this vaccine with offer an alternative to current
treatments for lung cancer which now include surgery,
radiation therapy, chemotherapy, and targeted therapy.
”As to the value of the therapeutic vaccine, it can only
be answered after clinical trials in patients with cancer.
The therapy can be given in the adjuvant setting prior to
surgery or with chemotherapy to harness the immune
system against cancer. We are currently evaluating
novel combined strategies that stimulate vaccine
mediated immune activation and target mechanisms
of immune suppression to sustain durable immune
responses for long lasting anti-tumor benefit. The
therapy is in the experimental stages but can be given
to patients prior to surgery or to patients with advanced
stage lung cancer who are not surgical candidates and
for whom chemotherapy is not very effective because
of the metastatic load,” said Dr. Sharma
Dr. Sharma’s team has identified mechanisms to further
enhance the value of this vaccination approach.
The article “GITR agonist enhances vaccination
responses in lung cancer” has been published on
Taylor & Francis Online and is available at:
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.4161/216240
2X.2014.992237
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For the love of the ocean
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In the Paciﬁc we rely heavily on coastal ﬁsheries
whether for subsistence or artisanal use, so
managing this resource in a sustainable manner is
crucial for our livelihood.

“I have always had an interest in science since I was
a child (National Geographic and Cousteau series
were big influences) and when I was in high school I
realised being out at sea, in the water, or at the beach
made me happy so I decided to find something that
checked both boxes hence marine science.”
Meet Steven Lee, who graduated in 2013 with a
Bachelor of Science (Marine Science) and was also
awarded a Gold Medal for being the most outstanding
graduate with a major in Marine Science.
“Overall USP was pretty fun; of course it was a bit
stressful and frustrating at times. The student life
was an educational experience in itself; it made
me more independent so for that I am thankful,” he
added.
“Since graduating and joining the work force, what
I’m finding out is that USP itself offers a pretty unique
opportunity; that it is one of the only Universities
offering subjects / programmes like marine studies,
biogeography, and geography in the South Pacific.
So that is an advantage for me because these fields
are now in demand and a lot of investment in these
areas is now moving to the Pacific,” he further
added.
According to Lee “while studying, I found that there
aren’t many opportunities to get good on the job
experience in Fiji and when an opportunity would
present itself it wasn’t easy finding the time during
the semester to take it. So maybe that’s something
can be incorporated into the course! Luckily, a
friend and I did manage to take a week out of class
in October 2013 to attend a Marine Science short
course hosted by Nautilus Minerals in Port Moresby,
Papua New Guinea - a big thank you to the staff
members at the School of Marine Studies for
facilitating my attendance.”
“Soon after graduating, I took up a position with the
World Wide Fund (WWF Pacific) as their Fisheries
Research Assistant where I worked on developing
the Fiji Sustainable Seafood Calendar. Essentially,
this calendar shows which fish are spawning each
month and the size of maturity. The main reason

why I wanted to develop the calendar was so that
restaurant, hotel and resort chefs could use it to
make their menus more sustainable i.e. use fish that
are not spawning. That’s not to say we can’t use the
calendar too.
In the Pacific we rely heavily on coastal fisheries
whether for subsistence or artisanal use, so
managing this resource in a sustainable manner
is crucial for our livelihood. I was inspired by the
practice of traditional marine tenure (qoliqolis / tabu
areas) in Fiji for the calendar and what better way to
educate / remind people to use our fishing grounds
sustainably than with a calendar,” Lee shared.
“From there, I was contracted as a Geographical
Information System (GIS) consultant to WWF Pacific
that felt great because I enjoy working with GIS, had
put in a lot of work to develop my GIS skills and the
project was interesting too.
I had applied for my master’s programme before
starting at the World Wide Fund (WWF). I met with
a friend to talk about how to further my career. After
hearing what interested me he recommended I apply
for the Master programme in International Studies in
Aquatic Tropical Ecology (ISATEC).
The programme is a cooperative enterprise between
Universität Bremen and the Leibniz-Zentrum für
Marine Tropenökologie (ZMT) in Bremen, Germany
who is a partner university with USP. I will be back
in Fiji later this year to conduct fieldwork for my
Master’s thesis as part of a ZMT research group
and I hope to graduate with my Master’s Degree in
November 2016.”
“I am inspired by people who are passionate about
their work, with a lust for life, and even more so
of people with a water lust. Honorable mention
goes to the late Johnson Seeto with his seemingly
encyclopedic knowledge, he is always an inspiration.
In 10 years’ time, I hope to have my PhD in Marine
Ecology, possibly working as a researcher, out on
my boat with my dog and good friends enjoying a
healthier ocean,” he said.
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USP Alumnus
Wins 5 Gold
Medals in Indian
University

T

(Print) Feature category at the Journalism Education
Awards for Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific,”
Mr Singh said.

The 28-year-old Indian Council for Cultural Relations
(ICCR) scholar was awarded the medals by Mysore
University in Karnatak State in India, where she
completed her Master of Arts (MA) in Journalism
and Communication.

Ms Karan viewed her stay at USP as an enjoyable
one. “I enjoyed my study duration at USP for its
learning environment and accessible course work,”
she said.

he University of the South Pacific (USP)
Journalism alumnus, Maneesha Raksha
Karan has achieved a major honour in India
by becoming the first Indian Government
scholarship recipient to receive five gold medals for
academic excellence.

Ms Karan was the recipient of five of seven gold
medals, in awards including The Janmabhoomi
Press Trust gold medal, Dr Masti Venkatesha Iyengar
Gouravartha gold medal and Smt Chandramma
Narasimha Murthy Memorial Trust gold medal for
passing the MA programme examination in the first
attempt and attaining highest total marks in different
departments; the Zee News gold medal for passing
in the television programme production techniques
in the first attempt and securing the highest marks;
and the Star of Mysore Silver Jubilee Endowment
gold medal for attaining the highest overall score in
the entire course.
Originally from Labasa, Ms Karan completed her
Bachelor of Arts in Journalism and Information
Systems from USP.
She worked as a journalist at The Fiji Times for
three years and then as an Information Officer
at Fiji National University’s National Training and
Productivity Centre for six months before departing
for further studies.

“Lecturers also prioritised students’ needs and were
readily available to address concerns.”
Ms Karan especially acknowledged USP’s student
newspaper, Wansolwara by stating that “the best
part about USP Journalism was that the students
were publishing Wansolwara, which was the
department’s student newspaper.”
She also added that “the department was equipped
with technology and lecturers that offered the ideal
learning opportunity.”
Ms Karan has worked at various media organisations
as part of her studies at USP.
“We were also given the opportunity to undertake
internships with media companies, and so during
semester breaks since Semester 1, I worked as an
intern at The Fiji Times, Fiji Sun and Communications
Fiji Limited, until completing my course,” she said.
Dr Kamal Mishra, the director for ICCR and a current
academic at the University of Calcutta, said Ms
Karan’s achievements reflected her dedication.

Ms Karan dedicated her medal award to her parents,
including her late father, who had always inspired
her.

“With five gold medals she is the role model for every
student studying in India on ICCR scholarship,” Dr
Mishra said.

Head of USP Journalism, Mr Shailendra Singh said
Ms Karan was an award-winning student at USP.

Ms Karan has urged her fellow mates to further their
studies because according to her, “knowledge is
that one thing you cannot be robbed of.”

“In 2006 she was highly commended in the Best

8

Mr Singh added that Ms Karan’s award shows that
USP journalism graduates can perform, compete
and excel at an international level.

USP ALUMNI NEWS 2015 | ISSUE 2

ALUMNI NEWS & HIGHLIGHTS

Leading
Journalism
Alumni
Motivate
Students
Ms Rachna Nath, seated far right with journalism forum panel

F

our leading journalism alumni of The
University of the South Pacific’s (USP)
addressed journalism students recently at
a forum hosted by the School of Journalism
on what it takes to overcome gender bias and to
succeed as students and as professionals.
The panel included Fiji Sun Business Editor Ms
Rachna Lal, Fiji TV Senior Business journalist, Ms
Rachna Nath, Pacific Women Shaping Pacific
Development Communications Officer Ms Shazia
Usman and Communications and Research Officer
for Pacific Islands Private Sector Organisation
(PIPSO), Ms Erica Lee.

All speakers had held senior editorial positions
on the USP journalism student training
newspaper, Wansolwara, and won various awards.
They talked about the challenges they faced as
students and what to expect when entering the job
market.
Ms Rachna Nath, who won The Pacific Islands News
Association (PINA) Best Young Television Journalist
Award in 2009 for a series of documentaries on Close
Up, started at Fiji TV straight out of high school,
before enrolling with USP Journalism School.
She said that, “some things one learns in a journalism
school, you do not get a chance to learn in the field,
such as defamation, court reporting, ethics and so on.”
Ms Nath graduated with a Degree in Journalism in
April 2014 and is currently pursuing her Postgraduate
Studies in International Relations and Diplomacy at
USP. Ms Erica Lee, who won the Vice-Chancellor’s
award for the Best In-Depth and Investigative Report
in 2005 and 2006, described herself as an “introvert”
who came out of her shell due to the collegiality and
friendships she formed at USP.
She urged students to take their studies seriously
and also stressed the need to make friends with

fellow students, who will become “friends for life”
and form a valuable USP journalism alumni network.
Ms Rachna Lal, who won the USP Journalism
Student of the Year Award in 2009 said that life as a
journalist can be tough, but satisfying.
“Meeting story deadlines is important and working
extra hours is the norm,” she said.
Ms Shazia Usman won the Newsroom Tanoa Prize
for the Journalism Student of the Year in 2006.
She said that one of the advantages of the journalism
programme is that the intake is comparably small so
students can form strong bonds with each other and
get more time with the lecturers.
Ms Usman reminded students to be goal-oriented
and make the most of their professional attachment
with news organisations as it provides a good
indication of what to expect in a working environment.
She completed her Master’s Thesis (2011) on Print
Media Portrayal of Female Election Candidates
in Fiji. The session convener, journalism Teaching
Assistant Mr Eliki Drugunalevu said that the aim of
the discussion was to showcase leading journalism
alumni to motivate students and make them aware
of what they had as the potential to achieve.
“Judging from the attendance and number of
questions directed at the panelists, it was a very
successful session,” he said.
First year journalism student Ms Vilimaina Naqelevuki
said that listening to the panel was beneficial as
it reinforced the importance of her role as a future
journalist.
Final year student, Duane Mar said that the
discussions gave him great insight into how
journalism is not singularly linked to mainstream press
media, as it also branches out into communications
and public representation.
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I actually love my job
as not only we get to
educate the people of
Tonga and push them
into savings for their
future retirement but we
also serve the elderly
people of Tonga through
our elderly scheme.

Tevita Tonga
Country: Tonga
Programme: Bachelor of Arts
Tevita Tonga graduated in 2009 with a Bachelor of
Arts majoring in Accounting & Financial Management
and Information System. The highlight of his time
at USP was being able to take part in the Hibiscus
Festival. Tevita is currently studying for his Masters
in Professional Accounting at the Victoria University
of Wellington.
“I must admit, in my opinion, I did not choose this
course of study, the course of study chose me. To
elaborate, I believe we are all born with a purpose
and a talent and with that, we have a choice
whether to work that given talent in order to achieve
the ‘purpose’ or be lazy about it and waste time.
This course of study was a ‘bridge’ or a ‘stepping
stone’ that had positively helped me to get started
on building the career, in order to accomplish the
‘purpose’ I was born to achieve.
To me, my ‘undergraduate experience has been the
best time of my life’. I started by boarding for 2 years
then in my last year I was flatting out with my Indian
brothers close to Fatty Shop.
There is no doubt that my greatest achievement was
getting my degree but to be honest, I achieved more
than just a certificate. There are several highlights of
my time in USP that I’m very proud of and will never
ever forget. I gained a lot of experiences in Fiji but
on top of that list would have to be my son, who
currently resides in Fiji with his mother and beautiful
familly. I love him so much and i will always be there

10
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for him to support him and I just wish one day he will
visit me in the Kingdom.
I was very fortunate to be elected by the students
to be part of the students association (USPSA) and
be the cultural chairperson. My responsibility was
to take care of cultural events in school so that the
students were made aware of each other’s cultural
differences, accept them and live peacefully with
each other as brothers and sisters. It was very
interesting having to deal with different people from
different ‘walks of life’ and I did learn a lot from them.
I was managing and also dancing for the ‘Tau’olunga
Pasifika’ dance group where we performed different
cultural dances from Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, Tuvalu and
Banaban. It was definitely time to remember.
I was also given the opportunity to compete (as
Mr. Supreme Fuel) in the Kings Category for the
famous Hibiscus Festival. I was very fortunate to
be representing this company and to work together
with the two owners (Rajesh and Kalpesh) whom
have done so much for the people in Fiji through
their business. This gave me a chance to engage in
various activities in order to raise funds and to give it
back to various non-profit organizations in Fiji such
as the Fiji Blind Society. I must say it was the best
feeling ever knowing that I did lend a hand in giving
back something positive and valuable to those who
need them.
Continued on next page.

ALUMNI DIARY

From previous page.
After graduation, I started working as an accountant
for the Ministry of Finance and National Planning in
Tonga. Then I moved on and helped to establish the
first ever retirement scheme for the private sector
in Tonga known as the National Retirement Benefits
Fund of Tonga. This is my current employer where
I’m working as a Senior Accountant. I actually love
my job as not only do we get to educate the people
of Tonga and push them into saving for their future
retirement but we also serve the elderly people of
Tonga through our elderly scheme.
I’m a firm believer that there is no doubt that I owe
all that I’ve accomplished to God. He is the one who
brought me into this life, gave me my purpose and
has led and guided me all this time. My parents are
my role models. My mum is the best mother ever.
She’s a very hardworking, dedicated, caring, loving
and responsible person. I think I must have got
my traits from her. My father on the other hand is
a serious man. He’s very organized and determined
and he will do anything to ensure his children are
best equipped for life. Lastly, since I first learned
about Martin Luther King in high school, he has
always been a role model for me. I really love his “I
have a dream” speech, in fact I know it by heart and
I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.
On the academic side of life, USP got me my degree
that earned my place as an accountant for Ministry
of Finance in Tonga, I’m grateful for it but it’s more
than that. I grew up to be a man there. I learned how
to be competitive and how to be independent in
life. I learned that through life, nothing comes easy
and if we really need to survive, we need to commit
ourselves and persevere through the obstacles life

has to offer because no matter what, there is always
light at the end of the tunnel.
I am a very career oriented man, and now that I’m
almost satisfied with my professional life, my next
step is to build a family. So, in the next 10 years,
I see myself surrounded by a beautiful and lovely
wife and I definitely want children as well. I want a
daughter to spoil and a son too.
I believe that life is too short to play around. You
should live your life as if it’s your last day. Having said
that I don’t mean that you go crazy, but, you count
every single moment in life and make use of every
opportunity. In school, you do your best and be the
best, earn that degree, which is the ultimate reason
why you are there for. Oh and, don’t be serious all
the time, sometimes it’s good to treat yourself, have
a social life as well, but be in control. At work, you
work hard and make sure that your service is a way
of giving back to your community no matter what it is
you are doing. At home, spend time with your family,
laugh with them, cry with them and do everything
with them as they may not be around forever.
For career paths, in my opinion, its best that one
should (1) look for and do what you are passionate
about, after all, there’s no use doing something that
you do not enjoy doing, (2) Keep in mind that our
work is actually a way to serve and give back to the
community.
In life, it’s always good to try and be a role model to
lead and inspire others to follow and no matter what
happens, always accept the challenges life offers,
believe in yourself at all times and have a dream.”

I learned that through life, nothing comes easy
and if we really need to survive, we need to commit
ourselves and persevere through the obstacles
life has to oﬀer because no matter what, there is
always light at the end of the tunnel.
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Mele Katea Paea
Country: Tonga

Programme: Bachelor of Arts, Economics and
Education (1997)

Why did you choose your ﬁeld of study?

It was my strength at the time but started developing
my capabilities in many ways including my academic
and professional backgrounds which has led to
my current research interests on Pacific/Tongan
leadership in another public service cultural context
Brieﬂy reﬂect on your student life at USP?

It was the beginning of my academic career and
although the nature of academic life in there was
quite different from my current experience in a nonPacific University such as Victoria University of
Wellington (VUW), I cannot deny the fact that the
knowledge and skills I gained out of USP are still
very much part of my academic achievements in
New Zealand.
Greatest achievement[s] as a student

In transformational terms, I can say it’s my ability
to use my knowledge of cultural practices to
challenge the status quo. It’s hard but it only takes
a few courageous souls to be able to do that in a
meaningful way which is why I believe that the
strength I carry with me to any context is embedded
in my upbringing/cultural backgrounds.
Career Highlights since Graduation

My current position as a PhD candidate at VUW
Who/what do you credit your success to? What
inspires you?

My upbringing, I still value the cultural knowledge,
belief systems, spirituality, and practices my parents
have bestowed on me as a Tongan woman.
Describe any challenges you face to reach where
you are today and how you overcame those
challenges?

In my academic development and research
experiences in New Zealand in the field of
Management, I have always had an interest in
searching for alternatives that would utilise my
cultural leadership potential in another cultural
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setting in the area of Pacific Leadership. This belief
was initially prompted when conducting my Master
of Management Studies (MMS) thesis in 2007-08
and led to my current PhD thesis.
Being a full-time PhD student, a mother of four
young children, and a part-time employee is one of
the toughest commitments I have ever experienced.
My research requires commitment, determination,
and a lot of thinking and writing. However, my
family is always available to give me the pastoral
support that I need, and my supervisors at Victoria
give their critical feedback to guide my academic
development.
One of my co-workers at home said to me before I
left in 2005 to do my Masters, that Victoria is one of
the best universities for commerce studies in New
Zealand. This has been proved to me through the
School of Management’s level of commitment to
their research students, including following-up on
progress, which shows that they want to get the
best performance possible out of us.
Where do you see yourself in 10 years (career
and/or personal goals)?
‘Promoting meaningful leadership practices’

What advice would you give to current and future
students of USP?

We, students, hold the keys to unlock our own
worlds. We carry those keys in us but we must
understand and know how to protect that in a given
context. If we don’t, we are nothing!
Please share top three tips that you think are
most important for our current students or recent
graduates that will help them when starting out
on their career paths.
1)

know your game/strength first;

2)

utilise your strength in relation to the context
you are in; and

3)

don’t ever give up, always strive willingly to the
best.

ALUMNI PROFILE

Gary Wong
Country: Fiji (Works and resides in Japan)

Progamme: Bachelor of Arts, Accounting and
Economics (1991)

Why did you choose your ﬁeld of study?

Wished to go into the family business and having an
education in Accounting / economics made sense.
Brieﬂy reﬂect on your student life at USP?

Staying in the library until closing time, having
noodles/lakri to keep studying past midnight
and being together with a diverse student body.
Accounting was easy once you tried to understand
it, rather than remember the concepts.
Greatest achievement[s] as a student

Graduating with a gold medal in Accounting. That
was a surprise!! Even better that there were 2 of us
in 1991.
Career Highlights since Graduation

Obtained an MBA at the International University of
Japan in Niigata, Japan in 1995 and was the first
person from Fiji to attend the university. Since then,
there have been other students from Fiji. Started
working in banking at Lehman Brothers in 1995
and worked through different firms before leaving
banking in 2011. Now run the FP&A group in Finance
for AIG Japan, a major US insurer, looking after
Budgets and Management Reporting on revenues
of US$7bn and expenses of over US$1bn annually.
Who/what do you credit your success to? What
inspires you?
The professors at USP encouraged me to keep
asking questions and dive deeper as well as
Professor Jagdish who introduced me to Lotus
123. I eventually became an expert at lotus before
moving to Excel. My family continues to inspire me
to keep trying harder.
How do you think USP helped you in your career?

Yes. The training in Accounting as well as the
background in Lotus 123 helped me keep ahead
as well as doing Financial modeling. Of all the text
books I bought when I was a USP student, I kept
a single book, “Principles of Corporate Finance”
by Brealey and Myers throughout my life and it
still keeps an honored place on my bookshelf.
Interestingly enough, I used the very same book for
my MBA course.

Describe any challenges you faced to reach
where you are today and how you overcame
those challenges?
Being burnt out from banking, the Lehman shock,
and losing a sense of purpose in what I was doing. I
swallowed my pride, determined where my strengths
and weaknesses were and changed my career by
moving into Insurance. While a different industry,
there is a sense of betterment as your work directly
goes to help people who have suffered losses
through some calamity or natural disaster. What I am
now focusing on is how to better service our policy
holders through “Active Care” which is taking care
of our customers before an incident, rather than only
after an incident. My advice is to keep questioning
what you do and have an open mind. There is more
than one way to peel an apple.
Where do you see yourself in 10 years (career
and/or personal goals)?
Hopefully retired and on a beach somewhere
otherwise as CEO of a large organization.

What advice would you give to current and future
students of USP?
Think outside the box. Do not be constrained by
historical precedence. There is always another way
or a new product – think iPhone.

Please share top three tips that you think are
most important for our current students or recent
graduates that will help them when starting out
on their career paths.

Study hard, think on your feet and keep asking
questions. Be intellectually curious and by all means
use Excel (VBA a plus) and Powerpoint.
What has your involvement been with the
University since you graduated? (if any)
None so far but willing to start up a USP Chapter in
Tokyo.
Any other information you would like to share?

Happily married (of course) with one daughter who
is about to graduate from High School and looking
for Universities.
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WHERE ARE THEY NOW?
In this edition of the Alumni Newsletter, we highlight USP Alumni from 1970 - 1999.
Marjorie Tuainekore
Crocombe
is from the Cook Islands and graduated
in 1971 with a Bachelor of Arts. Mrs.
Crocombe was also awarded a Honorary
Master’s Degree in 2010 by the USP
Council.

is from Tavualevu Village Tavua, Fiji. He
graduated in 1989 with a Bachelor of Science
and now works as the Manager Enrolment
with The University of the South Pacific.

Ajesh Sudhakar

Vilsoni Hereniko

is from Fiji but considers China his home.
He graduated from USP with a Bachelor of
Arts in 1996. Once a teacher by profession,
Ajesh now owns and Operates his own
business Twin Tigers China Direct.

is from Rotuma, Fiji. He received his Ph.D.
from The University of the South Pacific
(USP) in 1991. He moved soon after to the
University of Hawai`i (UHManoa) where
he teaches Pacific literature and film. As a
screenwriter, film director or producer, he has
written and directed or produced five films,
including a narrative feature, “The Land Has
Eyes”, set on his homeland, Rotuma.

Oscar Billings

Mereisi Tavaiqia Kamoe

is originally from Labasa Fiji but now resides
in Australia. A BSc graduate in 1976, Oscar
is proud that the knowledge gained through
his studies at USP prepared him well for
his work at BOC, Australia’s largest gas
company.

is from Viseisevei Vuda Fiji. She first
graduated from USP in 1976 with a Diploma
in Education (Social Science) then moved
on to complete her degree in 1991 and
a Master’s degree from Monash in 1996.
Ms. Kamoe works for USP as an Assistant
Lecturer with the School of Language Arts
and Media

H.E Nikenike Vurobaravu

Professor Rajesh Chandra

is from Amalo Village, South East Malo,
Republic of Vanuatu. He graduated from
USP in 1977 with a Bachelor of Arts
and is the current First Resident High
Commissioner of the Republic of Vanuatu
to the Republic of Fiji.’

graduated from USP with a BA in 1976 and
MA in 1980. He completed his PhD in 1985
in Industrial/Development Geography at
the University of British Columbia under the
Canadian Commonwealth scholarship. Prof.
Chandra is currently the Vice-Chancellor
and President of The University of the South
Pacific.

Dr. Surendra Prasad

Professor Konai Helu
Thaman

is from Ba, Fiji. He graduated from USP
in 1977, Dr. Prasad credits his humble
upbringing as the driving force for his
success. Dr. Prasad now works for USP’s
Properties and Facilities Department.
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Totivi Ratu
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is a Tongan national and has worked at USP
since 1974. She has a BA in Geography
from the University of Auckland, NZ, an
M.A. in International Education from the
University of California at Santa Barbara,
and PhD in Education from the USP.

IN BRIEF

Queen to award Bano-Mow
USP Alumnus and part-time tutor teaching
psychology at The University of the South
Pacific, Alzima Elisha Bano-Mow received an
award from Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II in
recognition of her work through her company
MisMatched.
“I have been recognised for this award through
my small events management business called
the MisMatched Company with a youth
programme called ‘Advocacy through Creative
Techniques’,” Mrs Bano-Mow said.
The award was to have been presented in
London by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II
on 22 June to celebrate the achievements
of young people who are taking the lead
to transform the lives of others and make
a lasting difference in their communities.
Unfortunately, Mrs. Bano-Mow was unable
to attend the Award ceremony due to flight
delays and organisers have made alternative
arrangements for her to recieve the Award.
Mrs. Bano-Mow is one of 60 inspirational
young people who was selected to receive the
Queen’s Young Leaders Award.

ON SALE
USP Alumni

merchandise
Available now at the USP Book
Centre Laucala Campus and online
at http://uspbookcentre.com/store/
merchant.mv?Screen=CTGY&Store_
Code=UBC&Category_Code=ALU

Get yours today!
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For more information, contact the Alumni Office
T: (679) 3232914 E: alumni@usp.ac.fj
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DOWN MEMORY LANE
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Stay Connected
to USP, your

Alma Mater!
Our professional network provides opportunities make new business
contacts, obtain referrals, view professional proﬁles of other alumni and
inform other USP alumni of your professional endeavors.

Register Online: alumni.usp.ac.fj

www.facebook.com/USPAlumniNetwork

Twitter@USPAlumni

www.usp.ac.fj/alumnilinkedin

unisouthpaciﬁc

T: +679 3232914
E: miller_i@usp.ac.fj OR alumni@usp.ac.fj
www.usp.ac.fj/alumni

www.facebook.com/USP.Team
@UniSouthPacific
unisouthpacific
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This September,
come back to USP for our
1970 – 1999 Alumni Reunion
Register now
with the Alumni Oﬃce

T: +679 3232914
E: miller_i@usp.ac.fj or alumni@usp.ac.fj
www.usp.ac.fj/alumni

www.facebook.com/USP.Team
@UniSouthPacific
unisouthpacific

