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Legal Research and Teaching in the South Pacifi c

Mohammed L Ahmadu

This article examines the cultural diversity of the law students at the 
University of the South Pacifi c and the need to address this diversity in the 
teaching. The article also examines the challenge of providing appropriate 
law reading resources by discussing the importance of undertaking research 
on the various aspects of South Pacifi c law. It concludes by examining 
some of the issues that impact on the quality of legal research and teaching 
in the region and by outlining the future direction to be considered.

The University of the South Pacifi c is a regional institution owned by 12 
countries: the Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, 
Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.  Given 
this composition, the student diversity is an important factor, creating an 
atmosphere conducive to academic teaching, research and optimum social 
contact and understanding. 

The School of Law, based in Port Vila, Vanuatu, was established in 1994. The 
School runs its own electronic journal: Journal of South Pacifi c Law. Most 
of its courses are now online, reaching the remotest locations in the region.  
In addition to the conventional face-to-face teaching method, lectures can 
now be delivered via video and audio broadcasts simultaneously to all the 
countries in the region. 

Teaching 

Given the diversity, the focus on teaching law is to discuss the laws of 
the 12 USP countries. In this context, it is important to review similarities 
and differences. This is no small task, but it is essential because the 
graduates move back to their various countries to practise law.  Law course 
development at USP therefore has to take a dual outlook. First, it needs 
to be as comprehensive a possible, primarily in order to cover the various 
facets that make up a country’s legal system. This means taking cognisance 
of how aspects of the constitution, customary law, received English law and 
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equity play their part. This is in addition to incorporating in the teaching 
process local legislation enacted by Parliament. 

Secondly all these components need to be fi tted into the relevant substantive 
areas of law that are being taught to the students at the different levels of 
their study. The diffi culty inherent in this feat is further compounded when 
one has to do all the teaching in a comparative way. There can be no other 
way to teach when one takes into account the background and the number 
of students in any one class. 

These challenges are not insurmountable. However, in order to succeed in 
this comparative approach, careful planning and long hours of research are 
necessary for any tangible results. 

Research 

Teaching law in the USP context cannot be done without a corresponding 
original research built in. In recent years there has been an upsurge in 
the number of law students. This expansion has to be matched by the 
availability of adequate teaching resources.  

There is a direct correlation between the publication of journal articles 
and books on the one hand and academic research on the other. Proactive 
research activity underpins the development of a good research profi le, 
both at the individual and institutional levels. The absence of articles and 
books on a particular area of the law is an indication of a poor level of 
research.

It soon became clear that due to the dearth of locally published books in all 
areas of the law offered on the law degree programme, research must be 
internally directed in order to develop, within the minimum practical time, 
a core of relevant published materials for use by students and academics 
alike. It was realised from 1994 that to do this would not be an easy task. A 
number of factors need to be taken in account.

First, most available legal resources are found only in the individual 
countries. To source them one has to go there, which is very expensive 
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and time-consuming. Even for the slightly larger jurisdictions like Fiji 
and Samoa, available legal materials might be years in arrears when you 
eventually get them. This affects the quality of research. 

Second, it is very diffi cult to compare and contrast the various laws from 
the different countries. The problem is that the countries do not share a 
comparable level of development. All infrastructure, including the laws, 
are pitched at different levels. Straightforward analytical comparison will 
therefore yield unsatisfactory results. A teacher needs to do more than 
a linear analysis to present any credible piece of work touching on and 
refl ecting the realities of laws in the South Pacifi c.

Having said that, one must now acknowledge the rapid progress technology 
is making toward easing these diffi culties. Perhaps this also explains why, 
as the only Law School for the 12 regional countries, it has pursued and is 
still pursuing a deliberate policy of innovative legal research and teaching 
by using the up-to-date technology. 

The South Pacifi c legal terrain provides a fairly uncharted but challenging 
environment for research and teaching. There is always the academic 
stimulus to embark on researching a new area of the law that hitherto has 
had little or no attention paid to it. To do this one needs to employ the skills 
of an academic and a detective to fully explore the area, as well as to be 
able to fashion or develop a treatise of any comprehensible legal sense. 
This is what makes legal research here both interesting, stimulating and 
challenging. These challenges are the very factors that shape any inquiry 
into the nature and forms of the law.

Conclusion 

The impetus for research now is that, at the touch of a button, substantial 
legal resources can be accessed online by students and members of staff 
doing legal research and study in the region and beyond. There was not 
any doubt in previous years when the Law School was rated favourably 
in research during staff appraisal meetings. With these modest research 
and teaching profi les now set, we are looking forward to making the Law 
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School a centre of excellence in research on South Pacifi c laws, having 
already taken the bold initiative of hosting the Australasian Law Teachers 
Conference (ALTA) 2000 and subsequently many international legal 
conferences. The Law School now permanently hosts the Secretariat for 
PacLII, the Pacifi c Islands Legal Information Institute. 

As regards future pointers, it is perhaps worth canvassing two issues. The 
increasing number of online law students means that the existing teaching 
materials will have to be supplemented by CD and DVD to aid students 
in remote locations. Teaching materials have to be fl exible and oriented 
towards the learning outcomes of on campus and online students.

In respect of research, this will mean embarking on new and advanced 
research to establish a core of legal materials to support postgraduate 
studies. Research in this area has been minimal and restricted to only a few 
members of staff. 

These approaches require careful planning, considerable investment in time 
and money and a systematic understanding of the learning needs of those 
studying online – whether at the undergraduate or postgraduate level.

Finally, international researchers interested in the laws of the South Pacifi c 
may visit the electronic Journal of the South Pacifi c Law at <http://www.
paclii.org/journals/fJSPL/index.shtml> and the Law School web page 
at <http://law.usp.ac.fj/> to see what legal research has so far been done 
and the legal resources available through the School of Law. It will also 
provide an insight into the range of legal expertise available to service the 
development needs of the South Pacifi c region.


