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The Fijian legend of the Tagimoucia flower

The Tagimoucia (pronounced tahng-ee-mow-theea) is 
the official flower of Fiji and what makes it so unique is 
that it only grows on the island of Taveuni and nowhere 
else in the world! 

Legend says that the flowers were the result of the tears 
shed by a Fijian Princess who ran away into the forests 
after her father arranged her marriage. It is believed that 
she fell asleep while crying and her tears turned into the 
Tagimoucia flower. “Tagi” in the local vernacular means 
to cry while “moce” means sleep.

It can be found flowering between October and January 
on the shores of the Lake Tagimoucia. People come from 
all over the world to see this rare and beautiful flower.

Lake Tagimoucia is an old volcanic crater in the 
mountains that rise above Somosomo and Naqara. It is 
a long hike by foot through dense rainforest to find the 
shores of the lake but well worth the expedition. 



Happy New Year and welcome back!

I hope you had a peaceful break and a wonderful holiday season and are ready to seize the reins of 2023.

At USP, we are working around the clock to enrol as many students as possible for the upcoming academic year 
at the premier regional institution in the Pacific.

While this unfolds in the background, the first issue of The Conch magazine for the year 2023 will feature the 
experiences of students, alumni, and academics whose research has influenced the lives of their communities. 
This issue is themed “Your Ideas Change My World” and will focus on research at USP.

This issue throws light on the research conducted by Pacific people, with an emphasis on Oceania-specific 
regional challenges.

It was a pleasure and an honour to put together this issue, which takes our readers on a journey from 1968, when 
USP was founded primarily as a teaching institution, to the present day, when it is ranked globally for its research 
activity.

In this issue, we look further into the origins of research at USP and how it is addressing regional needs. This issue 
focuses on how the diverse research areas explored by USP students and faculty over the years have contributed 
to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals.

As was remarked by USP’s Deputy Vice-Chancellor Education, Professor Jito Vanualailai, research is now a critical 
component to growing the region’s premier institution, hence, sharing the stories of those that are paving the 
way for unique research in the Pacific is imperative.

Information gathered from researchers featured in this month’s edition all point towards one factor and that is the 
need for Pacific Islanders to take lead in conducting research that is relevant to the region to create new bodies of 
knowledge producing solutions to present issues facing local communities. 

As we raise our sail to begin yet another 12-month journey, we would like you, our dear readers, to join us on an 
epic penning adventure with fun-filled themes and related stories that promise to leave you wanting more.

For now, enjoy the sail to our first destination, Your Ideas Change My World, and we’ll see you on our next adventure 
where we explore the cultures of the Pacific.

Until next time…

Natasha 
Manager Public Relations and Communications
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Current USP 
Vice-Chancellor 
Professor Pal 
Ahluwalia joined 
us in 2019 and 
continued driving 
that initiative, and 
he was critical 
in enhancing 
research activities

USP’s research 
journey through the 
eyes of Professor 
Jito Vanualailai

Creating new spheres of understanding is fundamental to 
education, and the quality of a university’s research can be 
used as a measure of its development and, ultimately, its 
international standing.

These were the remarks of The University of the South Pacific’s 
(USP) Deputy Vice-Chancellor Education, Professor Jito 
Vanualailai, recalling the growth of research at the region’s 
premier institution over the past five decades.

Professor Vanualailai was among the pioneers in the pursuit 
to elevate research at USP, an idea and a dream of previous 
USP leaders, one that began with research for personal 
development in 1968 and picked up momentum in early 
2000.

“USP was established in 1968 and for the next 30 years, it was 
mainly a teaching institution. Graduates back then went on 
to pursue further studies elsewhere, returned with PhDs to 
join USP and started to create an impact in research. But it 
was still undirected research, mainly personal research for 
personal development,” Professor Vanualailai recalled.

He added that in the year 2000, the USP Council wanted 
better-aligned research to boost the status of our regional 
institution leading to USP being re-organised into Faculty-
structure.

“In 2008, Professor Rajesh Chandra was appointed USP 
Vice-Chancellor and was instrumental in ensuring the 
university was institutionally driven towards research and 
the establishing of the Research Office. He also ensured 
that research was better aligned to the needs of the Pacific 
to meet our Sustainable Development Goals,” Professor 
Vanualailai said.

He added that moving forward, “USP was going beyond, 
meeting the threshold of research published over the years 
and maintained a steady growth.”

“Current USP Vice-Chancellor Professor Pal Ahluwalia joined 
us in 2019 and continued driving that initiative, and he was 
critical in enhancing research activities,” he added.

An emotional Professor Vanualailai expressed how this leap 
into research had slowly moved USP from being a teaching 
university to one that is now excelling in research and reached 
a new pinnacle of being ranked consecutively in 2022 and 
2023 in the Times Higher Education (THE).

Feature 
article.

Professor Jito Vanualailai
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“The research on UAVs has opened the way to 
several complex and highly prominent applications 
for both military and civilian markets, including 
rescue missions, firefighting, delivery, health, 
maintenance, surveillance, and transportation,” he 
added.

Professor Vanualailai also clarified that UAVs can 
“help save lives during natural and man-made 
disasters, locate stranded and injured people, and 
assess ongoing threats without risking the safety 
of rescue teams” further minimising the risks 
posed to human life during rescue missions.

He further explains that the advantages of UAVs 
eliminate numerous complications normally 
experienced in dangerous environments.

In one of his contributions to the Novel Lyapunov-
Based Autonomous Controllers for Quadrotors, he 
highlighted that “with climate change affecting 
the low-lying areas and increasing the frequency 
of severe cyclones and bushfires, UAVs will play a 
very crucial role for disaster management teams. 
In addition, UAVs will be very useful in agriculture 
management and surveillance for the protection 
of flora and fauna.”

Professor Vanualailai explained that research as 
such directly impacted the lives of ordinary Pacific 
Islanders and various communities across Oceania 
by addressing certain issues and providing timely 
assessment and assistance following hazards or 
natural disasters.

Professor Vanualailai is a graduate of The University 
of the South Pacific, having graduated in 1987 with 
the Bachelor of Science degree (Mathematics and 
Physics majors), and in 1988, he was awarded a 
Japanese Government scholarship to undertake 
postgraduate studies in Japan and graduated with 
the Master of Engineering specialising in Control 
and Systems Engineering from the University of 
the Ryukyus, Okinawa in 1990.

He was then accepted by Kobe University in Japan 
in 1991 to undertake the PhD programme in 
Mathematical Control Theory which he completed 
in 1993 with the publication of his PhD thesis 
Applications of the Direct Method of Lyapunov to 
Nonlinear Systems and returned to Fiji to join USP 
in 1994.

With the new academic year starting in February, 
the Deputy Vice-Chancellor Education is 
encouraging current and prospective students to 
aim for excellence and contribute to the growth 
of the region’s premier institutions through 
academic excellence.

The Professor explained that THE Rankings 
are the only global performance tables that 
assess universities against the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals with indicators 
carefully calibrated to provide comprehensive and 
balanced comparisons across four broad areas: 
research, stewardship, outreach, and teaching.

The renowned academic said, “An important 
aspect of research at USP is the creation and 
establishment of new knowledge that is 
appropriate, relevant and applicable to the Pacific 
way.”

He added that such an achievement by USP 
captured the interest of regional students and 
made them want to be part of an institute that 
supported the ideas of its students and staff, and 
one ranked among renowned universities in the 
world.

Having grown through the academic ranks 
over decades, the mathematician continues to 
challenge researchers at USP about “what legacy 
will we leave behind for our children?”

He added that as academics and scholars, it was 
critical to contribute to the development of USP 
and capture the interests of upcoming students.

Professor Vanualailai has spent almost three 
decades at USP, joining the region’s premier 
institution as an academic in 1994 as a lecturer in 
Mathematics.

His work in Applied Mathematics and research 
over the years together with his continuous drive 
for academic excellence was recognised in 2017 as 
he was made Professor of Applied Mathematics.

The Fijian mathematician was also the substantial 
Director of Research at USP from 2011 to 2019.

Professor Vanualailai has published extensively 
in his field over the last 27 years as an academic 
and researcher, and his current research interest 
is in the application of the “Direct Method of 
Lyapunov including (i) analysing the behaviour 
of solutions of nonlinear systems including 
Volterra integrodifferential systems, artificial 
neural networks and autonomous robotic 
systems, (ii) controlling the physical movements 
of autonomous robotic agents in two- and 
three-dimensional spaces, and (iii) using Swarm 
Intelligence to coordinate multiple autonomous 
robotic agents.”

Professor Vanualailai’s research in his field of 
Applied Mathematics has greatly contributed 
to the region’s progress in the monitoring of 
illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing 
through the programming of unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAVs).
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Zina Bird fights to 
have the voice of 
her people in the 
Solomon Islands 
heard

Feature 
article.

For small islands, 
our voices and 
number may not 
seem big, but we 
continue to give 
our thoughts and 
ideas addressing 
climate change 
and food security.

Originally from a small province in the Solomon Islands, 
Zina Bird has been and is still dedicated to fighting for her 
people and their way of life through her work and studies 
in the field of Climate Change.

The 34-year-old is currently a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 
in Climate Change student at the Pacific Centre for 
Environment and Sustainable Development (PaCE-SD) at 
The University of the South Pacific (USP). She was also very 
recently recognised for two of her research publications 
that were released in 2020 and 2021. 

“To have your research recognised within such a huge 
regional organisation like USP is very special. I had three 
research publications, two of them were recognised 
and this is mostly based on food sustenance and what 
threatens this for my people back in the Solomon Islands 
and how we can best work to mitigate, adapt and in time 
improve our resilience,” Ms Bird said. 

She added, “Food is something people anywhere in the 
world can talk about and when natural circumstances 
start to affect the very source of food, you work to find 
ways to work around this, my recommendations in the 
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research I hope will be used to better the lives 
of my people and people in the Pacific region.”

Ms Bird who attended school and spent most 
of her life in the urban centres of the Solomon 
Islands knows and has seen over the years the 
changes occurring in the local communities 
and was the main reason she first started to 
pursue studies in climate change.

“I love my home, I love my people, and it is a 
humbling experience to be able to help in any 
way to better the lives of those you love whether 
physically, or through some kind of research that 
can one day implement the change needed to 
sustain our livelihoods and be part of a small 
change that can help our future generations 
and save our food source,” Ms Bird said.

Her contribution to the fight against climate 
change will be through academia. Ms Bird 
completed her master’s research that was 
focused on food security and stressed that food 
security was an important aspect for those 
living in small Pacific Island states. She added 
that climate change was directly impacting 
food security in many nations.

“For small islands, our voices and number may 
not seem big, but we continue to give our 
thoughts and ideas addressing climate change 
and food security,” she added.

Ms Bird has recently released publications on 
food security, climate change and nutrition that 
were based on two communities in the Solomon 
Islands. 

“The purpose of this research is because 
agriculture is one of the main activities and 
means of sustenance for people in my island 
home and this is being greatly impacted by 
climate change and this is also being faced in 
other parts of the Pacific,” she said. 

Ms Bird also said, “While putting together the 
publication, I have tried to collect information 
based on perceptions and based on evidence 
on what the climate has caused on the local 
communities. I have been dedicated to my 
research because I hope all the information put 
together will go back to the communities.” 

“Part of my research is also focused on the 
non-climate stresses that affect the local 
farming communities. This research can help 
organisations that work with people in these 
communities to mitigate and adapt to the 
changes and increase food security in the 
Solomon Islands,” she explained.

Ms Bird is also continuing to help raise the 
concerns of her people on the international 
stage at any chance she gets, as she passionately 
works towards completing her PhD. 

“When I return to the Solomon Islands, I will 
have contributed to the fight against climate 
change in some way, and then when we are on 
the ground to implement that research, another 
journey begins,” she added. 
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Economic researcher 
identifies gaps in 
Niue’s MSME sector

Born and raised in the Kingdom of Tonga, 
Seone Lolesio has had to overcome various 
challenges in his journey beginning from 
limited opportunities during his early years to 
now being an academic at The University of the 
South Pacific (USP).

The Tongan native has served in various 
capacities at USP and is currently working on his 
thesis paper, focusing on Factors contributing to 
the success of the micro and small enterprises 
in Niue.

His passion for economics materialised as 
he moved to look after the USP Niue campus 
in 2018, where he pursued his thesis on the 
economic impact of the sports industry. 

“When I went to Niue, there were not many 
things involved in sports in Niue as we do here 

Feature 
article.

in Fiji. So, I decided to do something about 
businesses,” Mr Lolesio said.

“The reason I chose Micro, Small & Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs) is that in terms of 
economic development, there’s hardly any 
study of MSMEs. I have so far done my literature 
review but there’s hardly any in the Pacific. I 
think this highlights where the focus should be. 
We should know that not everyone can become 
academics or work in government, hence, this 
field is critical as it’s heavily reliant on people’s 
livelihoods SMEs,” he added.

From his observation of Niue, Mr Lolesio said 
there’s not much support provided to the MSME 
sector either from various organisations or from 
the government.

“Talking to MSMEs, they say they want more 
help from their government. They are looking 
for more training and general support in terms 
of subsidies,” he said.

“The biggest challenge though would be the 
location of Niue. It is so isolated and relies on 
New Zealand for everything else and the cost of 
business is very high. Market access is not easy 
either. The procedures we use to get things 
done are not as efficient as they should be in 
Niue and I think those are the main things I have 
observed so far,” Mr Lolesio further explained.

As a USP alumnus, the Tongan native hopes to 
use the knowledge gained from his academic 
journey at the regional institution to assist the 
MSME sector in Niue and find a solution to 
expand the island nation’s exposure in the trade 
market.

Through his observation of the MSME sector in 
Niue, Mr Lolesio plans to dedicate his research 
to also assist small business owners to find 
their niche market and improve the financing 
facility available to boost economic activity and 
eventually help the livelihoods of those on the 
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island.

With his research still ongoing, the academic 
is determined to also provide relevant 
recommendations to the government of Niue 
to be more attentive and supportive in terms of 
training small business owners on accounting 
and keeping financial records.

“Research is an area I want to do more work in 
especially in the development of MSMEs and 
poverty alleviation and the other area is on the 
impact of sports,” he said.

Mr Lolesio also said that “research I must 
emphasise is a critical component of USP as a 
regional institution for us to maintain or improve 
our global ranking and we should challenge 
students and staff of the University to boost our 
institution through innovative and impactful 
research.” 

Mr Lolesio recalls, “Growing up in Tonga back 
then, most of us were never academically 
inclined. I came from an island where the 
main religion is Roman Catholic and as we 
were growing up, we were already groomed to 
become priests.”

“On my island home, there were only four types 
of opportunities that were obvious to us and they 
were teaching, policeman, doctor or becoming 

a priest/nun or a pastor even,” he added.

However, Mr Lolesio’s parents played a pivotal 
role in his life as his father was a teacher who 
encouraged him to pursue his academic 
aspirations beyond the opportunities available 
to them.

After years of academic pursuit, Mr Lolesio 
bagged his degree in Accounting and 
Mathematics in the late 1990s from USP and 
later pursued a Bachelor of Commerce in 
Accounting and Economics where he found his 
niche.

“After serving my bond term in my island home, 
I came back to Fiji not only because it is where 
(jokingly) I met my wife but also because I 
was eager to further my study in economics. I 
managed to finish my postgraduate diploma 
and eventually a master’s in economics,” Mr 
Lolesio said.

The Tongan native says while he is on the verge 
of completing his current thesis paper, he 
has already planned to do further research on 
micro-financing in Fiji and its impact on the 
development of the MSME sector ad provide 
pathways for improvement to positively impact 
Fijian communities.

7The Conch   |   Issue 1   |   January 2023



Andra Whiteside pursues 
inspiring research unique 
to the Pacific

Feature 
article.

Understanding the Pacific Ocean, which supports the economies 
of thousands of people in the region, is essential to human 
survival, and this requires developing new bodies of information, 
investigating current changes to marine ecosystems, and 
examining the distribution of organisms.

The recent Hunga Tonga Hunga Ha’apai volcanic eruption in 
Tonga that sent shockwaves around the world in early 2022 
captured the attention of the global scientific community. 
According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, the “blast was strong enough to send a thick 
layer of volcanic ash into the lower stratosphere, covering islands 
across the Tonga group which comprises an archipelago of 169 
islands, and is home to 105,000 people.” 

It has since been closely studied by renowned scientists 
including one of our very own, Andra Whiteside, who is slowly 
stamping her mark in the research field. 

Ms Whiteside’s research following the natural disaster that 
occurred on January 15, 2022, focused on the Impact of ashes 
from the 2022 Tonga volcanic eruption on satellite ocean colour 
signatures.

The purpose of the study was to observe biological and optical 
oceanic properties using satellite imagery pre and post-eruption, 
explaining the ash material expelled by the volcano which was 
subsequently deposited in the upper ocean. 

Based on literature from previous eruptions around the world, 
Ms Whiteside highlighted the impact of volcanic ash on the 
Tongan archipelago coral reef ecosystems which could have 
led to “deoxygenation (or lack of oxygen) resulting in serious 
implications within the surrounding area including marine life 
mortality.”

Further, the reduction of light penetrated the ocean due to 
ash, during the first period immediately after the eruption 
may have had strong implications on ecological processes and 
biogeochemical cycles in the Tongan waters.

Ms Whiteside recalls “growing up my dad would take me out 
fishing and I would never get bored and now my research 
involves looking at imagery of phytoplankton over a 20-year 
period.”

“One of my greatest hopes is to be able to inspire other Pacific 
Island researchers and students to be able to study the ocean. 
At the end of the day, it’s our Pacific Ocean and who better to 
understand it more than us,” she added.

The aspiring researcher is hoping to inspire the up-and-coming 
generation and continue contributing to the regional institution 
that unites the dreams of students across 12 countries in the 
region. 

One of my greatest 
hopes is to be able 
to inspire other 
Pacific Island 
researchers and 
students to be able 
to study the ocean.
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TCG significantly. Our results enhance the overall 
understanding of the TCG variability and the 
relationship between TCG and SST configurations 
in the Southwest Pacific region,” he added.

The results of this study may support the early 
warning system in the Southwest Pacific region by 
improving seasonal outlooks and quantification 
of the level of TC-related risks for the vulnerable 
Pacific Island communities. 

Mr Moleni believes that being able to support 
communities with this kind of research not only 
gives knowledge to his fellow academic colleagues, 
but it allows students to contribute to the fight 
against climate change and in turn, helps people 
be better prepared for natural disasters.

“For future work, this study may be improved by 
considering atmospheric conditions for TCG in a 
large-scale environment. In addition, including 
other variables in the analysis such as thermocline 
depth, sea level pressure, and vorticity may enhance 
our understanding of how the distribution of SST 
interacts with other TCG drivers. It is anticipated 
that increasing the number of clusters, would 
lessen the least quantisation error (errors between 
the centroids and the means) and may provide 
more accurate results,” Mr Moleni said. 

He also shared that recent studies have shown an 
eastward shift in TC frequency from the Coral Sea 
and eastern coast of Australia to the central Pacific 
in the SWP over the period 1980–2018, which 
may be attributed to anthropogenic climate 
change. The approach in the present study can be 
applied to the same period in these recent studies 
to investigate whether TC frequency density 
distribution and area of maximum TC activities in 
each cluster support the increase in TC frequency 
in the central Pacific and the reduction in the Coral 
Seas and eastern coast of Australia.

One who grows up in the Pacific is aware that it 
is not always sun, sand, and pristine beaches all 
year round, as each year the Pacific Islands can 
anticipate a handful of natural disasters. These 
become increasingly intense each year. 

The University of the South Pacific’s (USP) Climate 
Change student, Moleni Tu’uholoaki in his research 
for his master’s, looks at developing a Tropical 
Cyclone-Induced Coastal Inundation Forecast and 
Warning System for Tonga.

In his research, Mr Moleni explains that “tropical 
cyclones (TCs) as a natural hazard pose a major 
threat and risk to the human population globally. 
This threat is expected to increase in a warming 
climate as the frequency of severe TCs is expected 
to increase.”

“In this study, the influence of different monthly 
sea surface temperature (SST) patterns on the 
locations and frequency of tropical cyclone 
genesis (TCG) in the Southwest Pacific (SWP) 
region is investigated. Our findings show that the 
more prominent El Niño-Southern Oscillation, or 
“ENSO” patterns such as the Modoki El Niño (i.e., 
Modoki I and Modoki II) and Eastern Pacific (EP) 
El Niño impact the frequency and location of 

Tropical Cyclone-
Induced Coastal 
Inundation 
Forecast and 
Warning System 
for Tonga

Feature 
article.
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Research work is a continuous process and research 
professionals at The University of the South Pacific 
(USP) continue to encourage the younger generation, 
especially those who are pursuing their degrees to 
publish journals and venture into this field. 

This was stressed by the USP Head of Agriculture, 
Geography, Environment, Ocean and Natural Sciences 
(SAGEONS), Professor Surendra Prasad who has been 
instrumental in raising the institution’s research 
standards since 2008. 

Professor Prasad said USP had been active in research 
work since 2008 when the former Vice-Chancellor 
Professor Rajesh Chandra took over and that was when 
the institution slowly transformed into becoming a 
study and research honeypot in the region. 

“Back in the day, USP was known as a teaching university 
and things have changed over the past 12 years. The 
research work we had been doing has enabled USP to 
rank highly in the world by the Times Higher Education 
ranking,” he said. 

Professor Prasad and his team of researchers had 
been extensively working in the areas of food sciences, 
environmental chemistry, and analytical chemistry. 

According to Professor Prasad, analytical chemistry has 
been the backbone of environmental chemistry, food 
chemistry and drug discovery. 

He said if a person intends to pursue research work in 
this area, they must identify, recognise, and quantify 
the programme and those contents could be done only 
through the help of analytical chemistry. 

“My team members are working in the field of metho-
development so we developed an analytical method 
that could be applied in different areas such as food 
science area, environmental science and determine 
pollutants, and toxic and hazardous materials. This 
concept can be applied to determine some of the 
species which are very important for the development 
of drugs and medicine,” Professor Prasad added. 

Feature 
article.

Professor Prasad said the research methods and 
outcomes will continue to evolve over the years, 
hence, the input of young researchers with innovative 
ideas and a wealth of knowledge would be critical to 
maintaining USP’s reputation as one of the recognised 
research institutions in this part of the world. 

“We continue to encourage the younger generation to 
publish research work. These people will be recognised 
upon publishing their research work. Those journals 
are read by a lot of people and will raise the research 
standards of the institution. Take away the perspective 
of getting the degree. Always strive to publish. You will 
only be recognised if people publish their work,” he said. 

Professor Prasad also thanked the current Senior 
Management Team, under the leadership of USP’s 
Vice-Chancellor and President, Professor Pal Ahluwalia 
for their foresight in strengthening research at the 
institution.

He stated that such traits of leadership must encourage 
young students to venture into the field of research to 
enhance the University’s standards and rankings.

Professor Prasad plans to strengthen his collaboration 
with researchers at USP and discuss ways to improve 
our research work and standards in the years ahead. 

Research work knows 
no boundaries: 
Professor Prasad
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Bindiya Rashni, who rose to prominence as a freshwater 
ecologist from humble beginnings, is paving the road 
for regional students to increase their knowledge and 
contribute to the development of systems and bodies 
of information that would aid the Pacific’s river systems.

Ms Rashni is currently a PhD candidate at The University 
of the South Pacific (USP) with research interests in 
freshwater ecosystems and hydrobiology.

She recently completed a fellow exchange programme 
with the United States Department of Agriculture Forest 
Service International Institute of Tropical Forestry (the 
Institute, IITF), becoming the first international fellow to 
receive this fellowship.

Growing up in Taveuni, Fiji, with a farming background, 
Ms Rashni had the support of her family throughout 
her academic journey, which began at South Taveuni 
Primary School on the Garden Island of Fiji before 
moving to Fiji’s mainland, Viti Levu, to attend Rishikul 
Sanatan College and later joining USP to pursue a 
Bachelor of Marine Science.

“In Taveuni, my school is near the sea, and I was always 
fascinated with anything to do with aquatic life, whether 
it be in the ocean or the river system. My passion for 
learning about marine organisms and everything that 
dwells in any body of water guided me to where I am 
today,” she said.

Following the completion of her degree programme at 
USP, the enthusiastic Taveuni lass pursued a Master’s 
in Marine Science with a speciality in complete water 
ecology.

During the interview, Ms Rashni reflected on her 
mentors’ significant contributions that helped her 
over the years and saw her through some of her most 
difficult times at university in her pursuit of becoming a 
freshwater scientist.

“The late Professor Bill Aalbersberg once invited me to 
work with some community members at Korolevu-i-
Wai in Sigatoka, Fiji. I was working with the Fiji Locally 
Managed Marine Area (FLMMA) on qoliqoli boundaries 
and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs),” she explained, 
describing her first step toward becoming a freshwater 
ecologist.

Ms Rashni explained that after two years in Marine 
Science, she decided to pursue Freshwater Ecology in 
2010, wading through rivers and collecting data over 
the years.

With a passion to put USP and the Pacific on the global 
map in freshwater ecology, Ms Rashni was determined 
to follow her dreams despite there being “no professor 
of freshwater ecology in Fiji.”

“The only person I had when I ventured into freshwater 
ecology was Alison Haynes, she retired when I joined, 
and I met her when she was 84, and by then she was 
not in physical condition to hit the field with me. I 
became her hands and legs, and she was the only one 
in this field who dedicated her Tuesdays and Thursdays 
to teaching me for free,” Ms Rashni added.

Ms Rashni added that “Haynes was a mother figure to 
me, and she taught me the flora and fauna of the river 
system, from the surface of the water to the bottom 
of the river, how things are dispersed, and how island 
geography theory matters.”

Having completed what Ms Rashni considered a pass-
over process from her greatest mentor in the field of 
freshwater ecology, the enthusiastic Taveuni scientist 
attained her master’s, but unfortunately, her biggest 
cheerleader, Haynes, was no longer around to see this 
momentous occasion.

“When Ms Haynes passed away in 2016, I decided to take 
this up to the PhD level because I realised that someone 
would have to take up the lead to be able to pass over 
the process. I didn’t want to repeat the instance when 
I turn 80 and then someone comes into my field, and I 
won’t be able to hit the field with them,” she remarked 
with a heavy heart.

“If I have to call myself a river scientist, I will say that I 
am a river scientist by training. It is very little that’s been 
published about freshwater research in this region, and 
I hope we can change that in the future,” Ms Rashni 
added.

Being a community person, Ms Rashni explained that 
she must apply what she has learned to help regional 
communities for the greater good.

“I am not a researcher whose work is motivated solely 
by a desire to publish; publication is just as important to 
me as its application. If I am working on something and 
I am giving up my nights, weekends, and other spare 
time, then it better be for the greater good, and I also 
hope that it will bring about a change or a nature-based 
solution or taxonomy that is the basis of management 
of an ecosystem,” she proudly said.

The inspiring scientist is a regional coordinator for 
the Global Earth Network Observation’s Freshwater 
Biodiversity Network and hopes to contribute and put 
the Oceania tag and USP affiliation on a global agenda 
with 95 freshwater scientists.

Feature 
article.

Freshwater scientist creates a 
pathway for future ecologists
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Proud USP 
alumnus, Tevita 
Tuiloa shares his 
success story 

A meaningful life is not about being rich, 
popular, highly educated, or perfect, however, it 
is about being real, humble and being able to 
inspire the lives of others.

This rings true for Mr Tevita Tuiloa, a proud 
alumnus of The University of the South Pacific 
(USP) who has been making waves in Fiji’s 
commercial sector as well as the rugby fraternity 
over the past years up until today. 

Mr Tuiloa was appointed last month as Acting 
Chief Executive Officer for the Fiji Rugby Union 
and said that during the selection process, he 
took a time to reflect on his humble beginnings 
and thanked his parents who taught him the 
true value of education and the drive to make 
them proud. 

A little walk down memory lane, the Yadrana, 
Lakeba, Lau native was born and raised in 
Nadonumai, Suva. His father was the family’s 
sole breadwinner, and his mother was involved 
in domestic duties and looking after Mr Tuiloa 
and his two other siblings. 

He never regretted the values and lessons his 
parents taught him, especially the importance 
of hard work and doing things with passion. Mr 
Tuiloa stated that those values steered the way 
forward for him and his siblings to excel in their 
education and secure decent jobs. 

The 34-year-old attended Queen Victoria School 
in Tailevu from 2002 to 2005 and secured a 
rugby scholarship to the King’s College in New 
Zealand straight after completing his Fiji School 
Leaving Certificate Examination. 

From King’s College, Mr Tuiloa moved to Sydney, 
Australia to continue his rugby career. He returned 
to Fiji in 2008 where his sister encouraged him to 
continue with his studies at USP. 

Feature 
article.

“USP for me was a no-brainer. My sister went to 
USP, and she is also a lecturer for accounting 
and finance at the institution. I came back to 
study in 2008 and after Semester 1, my parents 
were a bit disappointed with me after I failed a 
few of my units. This was despite being on the 
then Fijian Affairs Board scholarship,” he said. 

He realised that peer pressure and poor time 
management were some of the factors that 
affected his studies and concentration in 
Semester 1, 2008.

Mr Tuiloa was not enrolled for Semester 2, and 
he worked at an entity in Suva on a part-time 
basis until the end of 2008. That was when he 
had the motivation and the drive to return to 
USP and continue with his studies and produce 
excellent grades. 

“While working part-time, I continued playing 
rugby because that is the sport, I love. My sister 
told me that if I continued playing and got 
injured, my future will be shattered. She told me 
that I need to earn a degree so I could fall back 
on when and where applicable,” he said. 

Mr Tuiloa returned to USP in 2009 to complete 
his Bachelor of Commerce programme. He said 
that his parents paid for his Semester 1 fee and 
that motivated him to produce good grades so 
he could again secure the Fijian Affairs Board 
scholarship for Semester 2, 2009. 

He passed with meritorious grades in the first 
semester of 2009 and managed to secure 
a scholarship up until he completed the 
programme in 2011. 

“I was part of the April 2012 graduation lot 
and was even surprised to be one of the Vice-
Chancellor’s Gold Medal recipients. I wondered 
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how I managed to scoop the award, but deep 
within me, I believed that it was through God’s 
will alone,” he said. 

After graduating in April, the father of four joined 
the Price Waterhouse Coopers and worked at 
the commercial entity for about four and a half 
years. 

Mr Tuiloa then joined the then Fiji Islands 
Revenue and Customs Authority (now known 
as the Fiji Revenue and Customs Services) as a 
Senior Internal Auditor. 

Two years down the line, he moved to the Audit 
and Compliance department where the core 
role focused on collecting taxes from residents 
and relevant organisations. 

“When I moved to FRCS, I realised that I had a 
higher calling and that was to collect taxes to 
assist with the country’s development projects 
and economic growth. We used to track down 
those who were not tax compliant, particularly 
businesses and organisations,” Mr Tuiloa 
stressed. 

In 2019, I became Principal Auditor and was 
tasked to lead a team of over five officers. He was 
just planning to tender his resignation this year 
so he could establish and operate a business; 
however, God has other plans for him. 

This followed decisions made in January 2023 
that Mr Tuiloa would be the Acting Fiji Rugby 
Union Chief Executive Officer. 

In 2017, he was selected to join the Suva Rugby 
Union committee. Mr Tuiloa said he was a bit 
hesitant in the first place considering his age 
and experience, but that never deterred his 
quest to develop rugby at the grassroots level. 

Mr Tuiloa added that years spent at USP 
presented its fair share of challenges and 
rewarding moments that would be forever 
etched in his heart and mind. 

“I clearly remember those days. Studying 
together with my friends, especially the all-
night studies. I would ask my friends who lived 
in the halls if we could use their rooms to sleep, 
especially towards the end of the semester,” he 
outlined. 

Mr Tuiloa stated that he would want to work 
closely with relevant researchers at USP and 
explore avenues to raise FRU’s operational 
standards and deliverables. He said USP has 
been recognised as a reputable institution 
with quality research work and I would want to 
collaborate with these regional researchers. 

“I believe that this would enable us to review 
how we operate, and these researchers could 
share their insights on how we can boost our 
relationship with relevant sponsors and external 
partners as well,” he said. 

Mr Tuiloa said he would first want to adjust 
well to FRU’s systems and processes, as well as 
attend to backlogs of work that needed to be 
done before finalising his decision to further 
pursue his studies at USP this year. 

His advice to aspiring rugby players would be 
the importance of balancing sports and studies. 
He added that a time will come when these 
players would call it a day from the rugby field 
and these qualifications would assist them to 
tap into other employment opportunities to 
sustain themselves and their families. 

I clearly remember those 
days. Studying together with 
my friends, especially the all-
night studies. I would ask my 
friends who lived in the halls 
if we could use their rooms 
to sleep, especially towards 
the end of the semester.
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Our Alumni.

Komal Ashika Devi

Humans 
of USP.

Devi represents Fiji 
at the 2022 ACU 
Summer School
Komal Ashika Devi, an alumni and former research 
assistant at The University of the South (USP) was 
recently selected from Fiji to participate in the 
Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU) 
Summer School hosted by Leeds Trinity University 
in the United Kingdom.

ACU Summer School 2022 was hosted by Leeds 
Trinity University in the United Kingdom with 
the theme, “Sports and Regeneration: Drive 
Sustainability, Community and Well-Being.”

Ms Devi said she was one of 28 lucky students who 
got selected from 15 countries around the world 
to represent their countries in the summer school.

“I felt so proud to have represented my island 
nation, Fiji; it has helped me to develop my 
professional skills, engage in social events, 
participate in challenging group projects, and 
involve myself in refreshing sporting events,” she 
added.

Ms Devi also highlighted that it was a life-changing 
experience, and she was grateful to ACU and 
Leeds Trinity University!

Coming from a small school in Lautoka City, Ms 
Devi’s only dream was to study at the University of 
the South Pacific.

She stated that being an only child and a girl 
was extremely difficult, adding, “It was extremely 
difficult to convince my parents that I wanted to 
move to another city and pursue my dreams.”

“My parents wanted to give me a better education, 
but they were not willing to let me live far away 
from them,” she added.

Her parents had always wanted her to become 
a teacher, so Ms Devi decided to work hard and 
please her parents, and she soon enrolled in the 
Bachelor of Commerce programme at USP, where 
she was also one of the 600 national toppers from 
the 2015 batch.

Ms Devi then went on to graduate with a Bachelor 
of Commerce together with a Graduate Certificate 
in Education [BcomGcEd], with double majors in 

Accounting and Economics. She also pursued a 
Postgraduate Diploma in Commerce [PDipCom], 
majoring in professional and forensic accounting, 
before completing a Master of Commerce [M.com], 
majoring in professional accounting.

Her first year at USP was a culture shock, but it was 
also a place where she made lifelong memories.

As a student at USP, Ms Devi had been part of 
student associations; she served as treasurer and 
executive member for the School of Accounting 
and Finance Students Association and was also 
part of the Economics Students Association.

Ms Devi then went on to work at USP for three 
years, she started as a student lab assistant and 
later worked as a research assistant for the USP 
Research Office.

Today, she works as a senior Research Officer for 
the Ministry of Sugar Industry.

She said, “After working as a commerce teacher for 
two years, I felt I was not growing into the person 
I always wanted to be. My job as a senior Research 
Officer has given me exposure, confidence, and 
the ability to be proactive.”

“My biggest motivation in life will always be my 
parents because they believed in me and I always 
made them proud,” she added.

Her advice to young people is to try for every 
opportunity that comes their way and build their 
ladder to success.
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Our Staff.

Jane Kanas

Humans 
of USP.

Current Occupation: Student Learning Specialist

Country: Vanuatu

Can you tell us about your time at USP?

I have been with the University of the South 
Pacific in different capacities since 1993. This 
year marks my 30th year as a member of the 
USP family. Working for the institution has been 
my first job since I graduated. I started as a 
foundation course tutor at the Vanuatu Emalus 
campus, and I did that for several years, and then 
I studied for a postgraduate diploma and then a 
master’s. Those two qualifications enabled me to 
apply for other positions within the university, and 
so I transferred to the Laucala campus in 2006 
as an instructional designer with the Center for 
Flexible Learning, and I have been in Suva ever 
since. I resigned as an instructional designer and 
took a few months off, but I couldn’t enjoy my 
little break from the university. And so, I returned 
as a student learning specialist in 2018. My time at 
USP, from being a student to now being a staff, 
has been a continuous learning experience in 
various aspects, which I cherish so much.

Was there anyone you met at USP who had an 
impact on you?

Yes, most certainly. When I was with the Center for 
Flexible Learning, we had different directors, but 
there was this one director who had an impact on 
me because she focused on the strengths of each 
staff member within our department and would 
push us to reach our potential. She would push us 
beyond what we thought was our limit at times, 
and I grew in ways I could not have imagined at the 
time. Under her leadership, I realised my abilities 
and what I was capable of, which influenced me 
and my colleagues to always do our best.

What has been the highlight of your career?

Upon attaining my qualifications from USP, I 
realised the vast opportunities that were available 
to me. One of the most memorable highlights 
is being recognised as a USP graduate, and 
that adds weight when pursuing employment 
opportunities in the region. That made me take 
pride in being a USP graduate and in our regional 
institute. So I’m grateful to be a part of this 
community.

What is your favourite aspect of your current role?

I love helping students because what we’re 
doing is helping them with academic skills, such 
as being able to manage their time and their 
studies, and just by giving them hints and giving 
them advice, we’re equipping them with the skills 
needed to get through a semester successfully. 
Another thing I love about my current occupation 
is introducing new students to university life and 
what they should expect. At the Laucala campus, 
we run a workshop where we get to run some 
activities to allow regional students in Fiji for 
the first time to acclimatise and learn their way 
around the main campus and also get them 
familiarised with the layout of Suva City, the capital 
of Fiji. Most of them are leaving their families and 
entering a new country for the first time, and for 
the majority, it is a complete culture shock. Not 
only is it in the country, but the university as well, 
because this is the biggest of the campuses, and 
so this programme takes them through academic 
skills to learning about Fiji as well.

What advice would you give graduates wanting 
to pursue a similar profession?

My advice would be to keep the learning spirit 
alive, because we’re always learning, and no matter 
what you graduated from, there’s always a lot to 
learn in the world. For me, humility, the learning 
spirit, and the drive to always better myself are 
things that keep me going because, through 
continuous learning, I am improving myself, 
which will eventually allow me to better serve my 
community and country. Never stop learning. The 
other advice is to be yourself in university, manage 
your time wisely, and always stay on top of your 
schoolwork.

Use a phrase to describe USP.

It is the learning hub for academic excellence that 
shapes the leaders of our beloved Pacific.
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11 Law graduates in Tonga 
complete PDLP 

 

Semester Zero a success 
for prospective students

 

2022 JENESYS programme 
launched 

 

The first-ever batch of USP law graduates based in 
Tonga has completed their Professional Diploma in 
Legal Practice (PDLP) which was celebrated earlier 
this month.

Following the successful culmination of the first 
PDLP course offered at the USP Tonga Campus, the 
eleven law graduates were joined by lawyers from the 
Tonga Attorney General’s Office who helped facilitate 
the programme. The Honourable Attorney General, 
Mrs Linda Simiki Folaumoetu’i SC, USP Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor Regional Campuses and Global 
Engagements, Dr Giulio Masasso Tu’ikolongahau 
Paunga and Tonga Campus Director, Dr Robin Havea 
also joined in to celebrate their achievement. 

While students are on break, an online orientation 
programme for incoming university students is a 
terrific method to become acquainted with the 
features of USP and its activities.

These were the sentiments shared by former 
Mahatma Gandhi Memorial High School student, Mr 
Deevnesh Chand who passed his Year 13 examination 
and is on holiday in New Zealand but was able to use 
the Semester Zero orientation programme to his 
advantage while away from home.

The Semester Zero programme continues and ends 
on February 10, 2023.

One hundred and ten regional students are 
expected to depart Fiji next week for Japan under 
the 2022 Japan East-Asia Exchange for Students 
and Youths (JENESYS programme) in collaboration 
with USP.

These students were also briefed during the launch 
of the programme, particularly on what they should 
expect while in Japan and the need to promote our 
culture as well as learn as much as they could about 
the Japanese culture and their way of living daily.

Recap.

Look back 
in History.

Follow us 
on Social 
Media!

The University of the 
South Pacific

The University of the 
South Pacific

The University of the 
South Pacific

www.usp.ac.fj
UniSouthPacific

UniSouthPacific

Pacific Information Centre, USP Library

Focal point members and 
librarians from the Region 
at the Pacific Information 
Centre meeting held at 
the Library, USP, to discuss 
Pacific Island Countries’ aims 
and plans in 1985.

Mark the dates
■ Orientation and  

Academic Advisory Week  
Feb 6 - Feb 10 

■ Lectures commence  
Feb 13 

■ Pacific Market Day  
Feb 21 - Feb 24 

■ International Mother 
Language Day   
Feb 21


