Food and cultural practices of the Fijian community
in Australia: a community resource
Food is central to the cultural and religious practices of most communities. For this reason, understanding and appreciating
the food and food practices of another culture is part of building your own cultural competence. What people eat is also
important to their long-term health. When people migrate to Australia, changes to the food they eat and reductions in
physical activity often result in poorer health in the long term. Common health problems include nutrition-related chronic
diseases like type 2 diabetes and heart disease.
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This resource provides information about the food and food practices of Indigenous Fijian people settled in Queensland,
Australia. It also provides general information on traditional greetings and etiquette, a general background on their country
and their health profile in Australia. For readers who are involved in nutrition education, there is also a selection on culturally
appropriate ways to approach this.
It is important to note that Fiji is an ethnically diverse country with great variations in food preferences and food practices. This profile
relates to the Indigenous Fijian community. The information in this section should be read with these points in mind.
For information about the Fiji Indian community please refer to the Fiji Indian Food and Cultural profile.

1. Traditional greetings and etiquette
• Greet the person in their language. Most Fijian people will appreciate hearing the
greeting “Bula”, which means “Hello”.
• Show appropriate respect towards older persons, as they are held in very high esteem
in the family and the Fijian community.
• Acknowledge every person present in the room, even if you just want to speak with
an individual.
• Remove your shoes at the door when entering a community member’s home.

English

Fijian

Pronunciation

Hello

Bula

Boola

Thank you

Vinaka

Vee-nah-kah

Goodbye
Moce
Moh-theh
Fijian customs demand that visitors be treated with the utmost courtesy and respect.
There are ceremonies for every occasion, which may include the presentation of tabua
(whale’s teeth); food or other gifts; or, more commonly, the drinking of yaqona/yagona (kava). If you are a visitor, it is important to take part in
these ceremonies to show respect, even if you don’t enjoy the taste of kava.

This information is to be used as a guide and is not intended to describe all members of the community. There will be cultural differences between people belonging to different regions, religions
and social groups, as well as between individuals within any culture.

2. Cultural information and migration history
Ethnicity

Fijian people have a diverse range of ethnic backgrounds. The 2007 Fijian Census estimated the population to
be 837,300.1 This included Fijians (57%), Indians (38%), part-Europeans (1.3%), Europeans (0.4%), Rotumans (1.2%),
Chinese (0.6%) and other Pacific Islanders (1.8%).1

Religion

The Fijian population predominantly practises Christianity, with the largest groups identifying with the Methodist
Church, followed by the Catholic, Assemblies of God and Seventh Day Adventist Churches.2

Language

The majority of Fijian families speak English in the household. 3
In the 2011 Australian Census, Fiji-born people reported that the main languages spoken at home by Fiji-born
people in Australia were English and Fijian. 3
Of the Fiji-born people living in Australia who spoke a language other than English at home (77% of the
population), 95% spoke English ‘very well’ or ‘well’, and 5% spoke English ‘not well’ or ‘not at all’. 3
(It is important to note that census data for Fiji-born people living in Australia include non-indigenous
Fijians.)

Migration history

Fiji-born people have been in Australia since the late 1800s. 3
Migration from Fiji to Australia became significant in the late 1960s and accelerated after Fiji gained independence
from Great Britain in 1970, with Fijians attracted by Australia’s employment, economic opportunities and welfare
services.3
In the 2011 Census, the top ancestry responses recorded by Fiji-born people were: Indian (39% of the population),
Fijian (20%), Fiji Indian (18%) and English (5%). 3

Gender roles

In Fijian culture, there is often a division of gender roles between ‘men’s and women’s business’. Traditionally,
it is a woman’s role to maintain the household and provide care for the family, while the responsibility for
decision‑making is given to the man. This is a reflection of both cultural and religious practices.

Population in
Australia

The 2011 Census recorded 56,979 Fiji-born people in Australia, an increase of 18% from the 2006 Census. 3
At the time of the Census, 57% of Fiji-born people were recorded as being in New South Wales, 20% in
Queensland, 17% in Victoria and 2% in South Australia. 3

3. Health profile in Australia
Life expectancy

In 20154, the life expectancy in Fiji was 70.1 years (67.2 years for males and 73.2 years for females), compared to
82.3 years (80.4 years for males and 84.5 years for females) for Australia. 5 There are currently no reliable data for
Fijian life expectancy in Australia.
(Please note that the above life expectancy data are combined for all Fiji-born migrants, not just for
Indigenous Fijians.)

New arrivals

The 2011 Census reported that 66% of the Fiji-born population in Australia arrived prior to 2001, 17% arriving
between 2001 and 2006, and 13% between 2007 and 2011.3 These figures are similar to the total overseas-born
population, where 62% of people arrived prior to 2001.1

Chronic diseases

The burden of chronic diseases such as diabetes and coronary heart disease is high in the Indigenous Fijian
community.6
For July 2006–June 2008, the Queensland standardised hospital separation rate for coronary heart disease in
the Fijian-born population was more than double the rate for all Queenslanders.6 There was no difference in the
standardised separation rates for diabetes; however, the rate of diabetes complications was double that experienced
by all Queenslanders.6
Fijian people tend not to engage in preventative health care, demonstrate reluctance to seek medical assistance,
and generally prioritise health in later stages of disease progression.6
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3. Health profile in Australia –continued
Oral health

In Fiji, the water is fluoridated and good dental hygiene and oral health practices exist.7,8 The costs associated
with oral health services in Australia tend to be higher than those in Fiji.8 Community reports indicate that this
may result in many Fijian people choosing not to use oral health services or opting to delay dental treatment
until they return to Fiji.

Social determinants
of health

Income: Fijian migrants in Queensland tend to be represented in the middle-income bracket. The median
individual weekly income for a Fiji-born person working in Australia in 2011 was $699, compared to $538 for
all overseas-born and $597 for all Australia-born people. 3
Employment: The participation rate of Fiji-born people in the Australian-based labour force in 2011 was 73%,
with the unemployment rate at 7%. 3 The corresponding rates in the total Australian population were 65% and
6%, respectively.3
Of the Fiji-born population who were employed in Australia in 2011, 47% were employed in a skilled managerial,
professional or trade occupation. 3
Community reports indicate that Fijian migrants often take up extra employment to earn an income sufficient to
provide for their families. It is not uncommon for Fijian people to have a second job such as cleaning or driving.
Education: The 2011 Census reported that 61% of the Fiji-born community in Australia had some form of higher
non-school qualification (compared to 60% of the Australian population). 3 Of the Fiji-born community aged
15 years and over, 6% were still attending an educational institution (compared to 9% of the total Australian
population). 3
(Please note that the above statistics for income, employment and education are for all Fiji-born migrants,
not just Indigenous Fijians.)

4. Traditional food and food practices
Religious and cultural influences
Fijians celebrate a large number of community and family events, accompanied by food. These include weddings and funerals (including
several significant dates after death, e.g. five days and 100 days since burial, and revealing of the headstone), first birthday, first haircut,
male circumcision, female’s first menstrual cycle, visiting village/family for the first time, taking wife/husband to village/family for the first
time, Independence Day, and religious holidays such as Easter and Christmas.
Breakfast

A traditional breakfast may include:
• seasonal tropical fruits such as pawpaw, mango, banana and pineapple
• tea, with or without milk (powdered milk is often used in Fijian households)
• bread with butter and/or spreads, including jams and peanut butter
• breakfast crackers.

Main and other
meals

Rice is preferred at most main meals. Tavioka (cassava) and dalo (taro) are common in many traditional dishes.
There is a heavy Indian influence in Fijian cooking, so roti and curry dishes have been adopted and are included
in many Fijian meals.

Fruit and
vegetables

Seasonal tropical fruits include pawpaw, mango, banana, guava, mandarin, ripe plantain (vudi) and pineapple.

Snacks

Bread and fruit.

Beverages

Tea, juice and water.

Common vegetables include rourou (taro leaf), bele, Chinese vegetables such as bok choy, cabbage, carrot,
tavioka (cassava), dalo (taro), yam, unripe plantain (vudi), tomato, eggplant and potato.

Please note that yaqona/yagona (kava) is used for cultural/traditional ceremonies.

Food and cultural practices of the Fijian community in Australia – a community resource

3

This information is to be used as a guide and is not intended to describe all members of the community. There will be cultural differences between people belonging to different regions, religions
and social groups, as well as between individuals within any culture.

4. Traditional food and food practices –continued
Celebration foods
and religious food
practices

Celebrations will generally be commemorated by performing a yaqona/yagona
(kava) ceremony and by cooking a lovo (a meal cooked in an underground oven).
Yaqona/yagona is a traditional drink made from the root of the Piper methysticum
plant.9 Certain protocols are followed at these ceremonies, with the order of
serving depending on the status of those present.9 If taken in small doses, kava
produces muscle relaxation, sleepiness and feelings of wellbeing; however,
the long-term use of kava can lead to a range of health problems, including
malnutrition, weight loss and apathy.10

Common traditional foods
Lovo (underground oven cooking
of meat and vegetables).

Depending on the occasion, a lovo may be used to cook
a whole pig, fish or chicken. Cassava, taro, plantain,
breadfruit, sweet potato and palusami are also added
to the lovo.

Fish vakalolo, made from fried fish
(typically mahi mahi/mahimahi
(dolphinfish) or snapper, served with
a sauce (coconut milk with fresh lemons,
chilli and salt) and spinach or cabbage.

This dish can be found in every Indigenous Fijian’s home,
in restaurants, and even as takeaway food. It will almost
always be present at large gatherings, birthdays and
holidays, but may be eaten at any time. It is consumed
most often for lunch or dinner, and if there is a shortage
of food, leftovers may be served for breakfast.

Roti and curry

Roti and curry is mainly eaten for dinner and is a common
meal throughout Fiji.

• R
 oti are made from flour, water and
salt, and then cooked on a hot plate
with butter.
• Curries are made with lamb, goat, beef,
chicken, seafood, eggplant or mince.

Eggplant curry is a common vegetarian meal. It is also
a cheaper option when meat is too expensive.

Kokoda, made from raw mahi mahi
(dolphinfish) marinated in coconut
cream and lime, and served with
onions and tomatoes.

This raw fish salad is a Fijian delicacy. It can be eaten as an
appetiser or side dish and is a staple food in Fiji.

Duruka is an asparagus-like vegetable
that is often boiled for a short time with
coconut milk, onions and ginger. This
dish can also include fish.

Duruka is a popular seasonal vegetable and is eaten
frequently during the short time it is available. It is mainly
cooked as a Sunday meal after church and is served with
dalo (taro), tavioka (cassava) or vudi (plantain).
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Common traditional foods – continued
Palusami, made from the leaves of the
dalo (taro) mixed with coconut milk,
onions and chilli. It is traditionally
cooked in a lovo, or in a pot on the stove.
Meat, such as beef or tuna, can also be
added to the palusami and rolled up
into a small parcel.

Palusami is an essential part of the lovo. It will always be
present in a typical Fijian feast but may be eaten at any
time. In Fiji’s rural areas it may be eaten four times a week,
whereas in urban areas like Suva it will usually be eaten
as a Sunday meal.

5. Food habits in Australia
Food practices

Eating is a communal and family affair. If an unannounced guest turns up, they are welcomed and fed even if the
guest says “no”. Saying “no” is considered the polite thing to do; however, it is seen as rude not to eat the food.

Adaptations to diet
in Australia

Many Fijian people living in Australia have adopted a modern Australian diet due to the high cost of traditional
seafood and meats, as well as difficulty in sourcing traditional fruits and vegetables. Many Fijian families still
prepare traditional meals and lovos when they can, or for special occasions or family gatherings.
Tavioka (cassava) and dalo (taro) are common in many traditional dishes but are eaten less often in Queensland
Fijian households because they are not readily available.
Traditionally, vegetables are commonly consumed in Fijian households; however, migration to Australia has seen
a decrease in vegetable consumption and an increase in the amount and types of meat and processed foods
consumed.
Fijian families in Australia also cook many stir-fries, stews and soups. Leftovers are often utilised for lunch the
next day. Fish and seafood are Fijian family staples; however, the cost of seafood in Queensland can limit intake.

Substitute foods

Most foods can be found in Queensland, particularly in areas where there is a large Maori and Pacific Islander
population, such as Cairns or the Logan area. Where traditional foods are more expensive, they will be used
only for special occasions. Creating traditional dishes in Australia often necessitates using commonly available
processed foods as substitutes for fresh, unprocessed foods; for example, canned coconut milk or cream is
used instead of fresh coconut milk.
Most traditional foods are available in urban Australian areas; however, they can be hard to source and/or costly.
Local markets and Asian grocers often stock the fruit and vegetables commonly seen in traditional Fijian meals.
Dalo/taro leaves may be replaced with bele (another traditional green-leaf vegetable), spinach, or even silverbeet
in Australia. Potato or sweet potato may replace tavioka (cassava) and dalo (taro); but for some special occasions
or feasts, dalo or tavioka must be used.
In Australia, yaqona/yagona is still regularly drunk for ceremonial purposes and also at more casual social gatherings;
however, it is not consumed as frequently as alcohol, due to its limited availability and the need for it to be conserved
for ceremonial use. Nevertheless, it is often obtained from family and friends travelling from Fiji, unless it becomes
too expensive due to cyclones damaging crops.

Cooking methods

Stewing, stir-frying, currying and baking are common cooking methods. Deep-frying is not a common cooking
method in Fijian households.

Shopping/meal
preparation

Women are generally responsible for shopping and meal preparation for the family and special gatherings. They are
also responsible for cleaning up afterwards, but men may assist.
Men are responsible for preparing the lovo and its ingredients, such as whole pig, chicken, fish, dalo (taro) and
tavioka (cassava). The palusami is generally prepared by the women. Children assist when required (from a young
age): the girls in the kitchen with the women, and the boys outside with the men preparing the lovo. Children also
run errands for the elders. When it is time to eat, the men, children and elderly eat first, with women eating last.
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5. Food habits in Australia –continued
Food in pregnancy

Expectant mothers are often influenced by their mothers and grandmothers regarding what is best to eat during
pregnancy. Increased consumption of soups (meat and vegetables), fish and yams is encouraged amongst pregnant
Fijian women.

Breastfeeding and
first foods

Postnatally, many mothers are encouraged to drink the juice of boiled yams, as this is believed to increase the
production of breastmilk. Breastfeeding is viewed as essential, and important for the growth and development of
the baby. Mothers who are not able to breastfeed are often not viewed well within the community. Common first
foods are cooked, unprocessed foods (e.g. meat, seafood, vegetables and fruits) mashed together.

6. Working with Fijian community members
Using an
interpreter

Ask Fijian community members whether they would prefer or would benefit from having an interpreter present
rather than asking if they speak English.
Elders and new Fijian migrants may need an interpreter; however, it is common for family members who do not
speak English fluently to take a family member to appointments to translate for them.
It is important that a trained and registered interpreter be used when required. The use of children, other family
members or friends is not advisable. Health and other services must consider the potential legal consequences
of adverse outcomes when using unaccredited people to ‘interpret’ if an accredited interpreter is available.
If you have limited experience working with an interpreter, it is recommended that you improve these skills prior
to meeting community members. There are many online orientation courses available, and Queensland Health
has produced guidelines (available here) for working with interpreters.

Literacy levels

In Fiji, literacy levels are generally high, with 93% of Fijian adults (aged 15 to 24) reading-literate and 99% writing‑literate.11
Currently, no data exist to ascertain the literacy levels of the Fijian community in Australia; however, community reports
indicate that Fijian elders may need assistance.

Be aware that . . .

Religious and family values are of the utmost importance to many Fijian families.
Family needs (such as the death of a family member) can impact on a Fijian individual’s ability to commit to
appointments.
A Fijian community member may have a different perception of time. Being late for an appointment, event or
meeting does not indicate that the activity is perceived as unimportant. Be aware of this when planning community
events or appointments.

Motivating factors
for a healthy
lifestyle

Motivating factors for many Fijian people revolve around quality-of-life factors, including a person’s ability to look
after their family (particularly their children), but also to avoid being a burden on family members if they fall ill.

Communication
style

When communicating with Fijians it is important to:

Fijian families are less likely to send elderly or ill family members to a facility to be cared for. They will care for their
loved one until they are no longer able to do so in the family home.

• be relaxed and friendly while maintaining formality
• speak in a conversational manner
• maintain eye contact, but avoid staring
• consider both cultural and religious values when communicating.
Fijian individuals and families are more likely to use culturally tailored resources that employ Fijian-friendly
imagery and simple messages.

Health beliefs

6

It is common for Fijian people to have a casual attitude towards health and to prioritise health at much later stages
of disease progression.
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Additional resources
• Working with Interpreters: Guidelines (http://www.health.qld.gov.au/multicultural/interpreters/guidelines_int.pdf)
• To find out more about multicultural health, Queensland Health’s Multicultural Health page has information for the public and for health
workers, including the Multicultural health framework. Go to http://www.health.qld.gov.au/multicultural/default.asp
• For Metro South Health telephone interpreter services, go to http://paweb.sth.health.qld.gov.au/pasupport/administration/
interpreters/booking.asp

References
1. Fiji Bureau of Statistics. Population and demography [Internet]. Suva: Fiji Bureau of Statistics; 2007 [cited 2016 Sep]. Available from: http://
www.statsfiji.gov.fj/statistics/social-statistics/population-and-demographic-indicators
2. Fiji Bureau of Statistics. Religion [Internet]. Suva: Fiji Bureau of Statistics; 2007 [cited 2017 May]. Available from: http://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/
statistics/social-statistics/religion
3. Department of Immigration and Citizenship (AU). Community information summary: Fiji born. Canberra: Australian Government; 2011.
Available from: https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/02_2014/fiji.pdf
4. The World Bank. Life expectancy at birth, total (years) [Internet]. [Place unknown]: World Bank Group; publication date unknown [updated
2016; cited 2016 Sep]. Available from: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.LE00.IN?locations=FJ
5. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AU). Supplementary data for life expectancy. Canberra: Australian Government; 2016. Available
from: http://www.aihw.gov.au/deaths/life-expectancy/
6. Queensland Health (AU). The health of Queensland’s Fijian population. Brisbane: State of Queensland (Queensland Health); 2011. Available
from: https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/388513/health-data-fijian.pdf
7. Water Authority of Fiji. Water treatment process [Internet]. Fiji: Water Authority of Fiji; 2016 [cited 2017 May]. Available from: http://www.
waterauthority.com.fj/en/water-treatment-process/
8. Ministry of Health and Medical Services. Oral Health [Internet]. Fiji: Ministry of Health and Medical Services; 2015 [cited 2017 May]. Available
from: http://www.health.gov.fj/?page_id=3281#5
9. Department of Health and Ageing (AU). Fijian culture profile. Brisbane: Diversicare; 2006. Available from: http://www.diversicare.com.au/
wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Fijian.pdf
10. Better Health Channel. Kava. Victorian State Government (n.d.) Available from: https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/
kava
11. Education for All 2015 National Review. Fiji EFA progress report for 2000–2015 [Internet]. United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization; 2017 [cited May 2017]. Available from: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002314/231487e.pdf

Food and cultural practices of the Fijian community in Australia – a community resource

7

This information is to be used as a guide and is not intended to describe all members of the community. There will be cultural differences between people belonging to different regions, religions
and social groups, as well as between individuals within any culture.

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank members of the Fijian community for generously sharing information on their food and cultural practices, especially
Valami Qoro, Samantha Mitchell and the Korovakaturaga family for sharing their knowledge with us.

Project partners
This resource was developed by staff of the Good Start Program, Children’s Health Queensland; and the Access & Capacity-building Team,
Metro South Health.

For more information contact:
Good Start Program
Phone: 07 3310 7800
Email: goodstart@health.qld.gov.au
Web: www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/community-health/gsp/
© State of Queensland (Queensland Health) 2017

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/au/deed.en
Please note: The web links in this document were current as at June 2017. Use of search engines is recommended if the page is not found.

8

Food and cultural practices of the Fijian community in Australia – a community resource

This information is to be used as a guide and is not intended to describe all members of the community. There will be cultural differences between people belonging to different regions, religions
and social groups, as well as between individuals within any culture.

