The journey of the Fiji Enterprise Engine

Micro, small and medium enterprises
(MSME) make up almost 90 per cent of all
Fijian businesses and contribute 18 per cent
of GDP. Employing close to 60 per cent of

Fiji's labour force, MSMEs are integral to Fiji's
economy. MSMEs require services and solutions
that encourage innovation, support market
entry and foster growth. MDF has promoted
enterprise solutions for MSMEs since 2011,
most notably the Fiji Enterprise Engine (FEE),
the first private sector-led accelerator in Fiji.

The support environment for Fijian MSMEs

S ince the late 1990s it has been
recognised that business
development services (BDS)

for MSMEs lacked efficacy and
sustainability, because they were
supply-driven and overly reliant
on aid funding.* Fiji mirrors this
international experience, with
services funded by short-term

government and donor programs,
and often delivered by external
consultants.

Furthermore, because enterprise
support was typically free, MSMEs
did not value services and the
private sector was discouraged
from offering services to small firms.

Commercial enterprise services
were predominantly provided by
the ‘Big Four’ professional service
firms (such as Ernest & Young,
PriceWaterhouseCoopers, and
KPMG) and unsuited to or too
expensive for MSMEs.

Building from Phase 1 — MDF’s entry with MFEE

D uring Phase 1 (2011-2015)

of MDF in Fiji, MDF's efforts
to work with small- and medium-
sized firms were hampered by
weak business management,

such as basic bookkeeping, cash
flow management, planning and
marketing. Consequently, in Phase
2 of the program, MDF saw an
opportunity to develop a more
effective enterprise support system
and set out to pilot an MSME

business accelerator,® the MDF Fiji
Enterprise Engine (MFEE).

MFEE pioneered an accelerator
model tailored to the Fijian context,
incorporating classroom learning
and one-on-one mentoring
sessions by local business coaches.
MDF enlisted an international
master trainer to train the

local coaches, deliver specific
segments of classroom sessions,

accompany the coaches during
mentoring sessions, and oversee
implementation of MFEE. The
pilot ran from November 2016

to May 2018, with a cohort of 12
MSMEs, culminating in the cohort's
graduation in June 2018.

4 The Donor Committee for Enterprise Development (DCED) “Guiding Principles for Donor Intervention in Business Development Services” (2001)

5 Time-bound programmes that provide cohorts, or “classes”, of early-stage enterprises with training and mentorship to help them scale and secure
investment — Landscape Assessment for Accelerators & Incubators.
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Partnering with FCEF to develop FEE

stablished in 1960, the Fiji
Commerce and Employers
Federation (FCEF) is Fiji's largest
representative body for employers.
It provides advocacy, research,
training and policy advice for Fijian
businesses. FCEF was seeking
new ways to increase its MSME
membership by adding enterprise
support as a member service. MDF
saw that FCEF had potential to
house Fiji's first private sector-led
accelerator service, building on
its extensive business networks.
MDF partnered with FCEF in
2018. Lessons from the MFEE
pilot were used to develop a new
tailored curriculum that included

new subject areas on business
compliance, entrepreneurship and
industrial relations for cohorts of
up to 15 MSME participants over a
six-month timeframe.

MDF engaged a Business
Accelerator Manager to develop
FEE's business model, selection
criteria for MSMEs and coaches,
and the curriculum outline. As
with MFEE, MDF supported FEE
to engage an international master
trainer and four local coaches. The
master trainer trained the coaches,
and with them and the accelerator
manager designed the curriculum.
MDF funded these roles from

2018 to 2022, after which FCEF
continued the funding.

FEE gained recognition and
confidence within FCEF and

its members and with other
stakeholders during the COVID-19
pandemic. With MDF support,

it delivered a series of webinars
that incorporated counselling and
coaching for over 300 businesses.
Despite disruptions in 2021, an
abridged three-month course was
delivered using the same digital
platform employed for the initial
COVID-19 response.

FEE resources inform design of accelerators post-pandemic

fter the pandemic the

enterprise support market
became increasingly crowded with
government and donor-funded
initiatives. The local coaches
began offering MSME services
outside FEE for other programs,
leveraging networks built through
FEE. Recognised for FEE's
support during the pandemic,
the manager and coaches were
engaged to inform design and
delivery of initiatives like the

International Labour Organisation’s
(ILO) incubator for the creative
industry, the Global Green Growth
Initiative (GGGI) entrepreneurship
programs for Fiji and the Pacific,
and the agribusiness incubator
for youth at the Seremaia Bai
Rugby Academy. Donor-funded
programs, such as those of the
UN Development Programme and
YGAP, used insights from the FEE
model to influence the design

of their incubator or accelerator

models. Later in 2022, MDF
engaged the FEE manager and
coaches to advise on developing
an accelerator in Tonga and train
local coaches.

The financial sector also began

to recognise the value of offering
enterprise support. Bank South
Pacific partnered with the Australian
Volunteers Programme in 2023

to deliver Thrive Fiji for its MSME
clients, using the FEE model.
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Pathway to sustainability

ith increasing buy-in for the

FEE model from FCEF and
other stakeholders, MDF began
to exit, enabling FCEF to operate
FEE independently and sustainably.
To this end, MDF supported FCEF
to engage new management
expertise and increase its coaching
pool. MDF helped establish a
scholarship and sponsorship fund
to enable FCEF to secure more
private sector funding. MDF also
connected FCEF to accreditation
bodies, such as the Asia Institute
for Mentors (AIM), for mentorship
and coaching to enable FCEF to
work towards accrediting local
business coaches and other FCEF
members. FCEF signed an MOU
with AIM in 2022.

FEE has consistently revised its
curriculum to meet the needs of
its cohorts, including courses such
as 'Greening Your Business,” ‘Biz-
Tech,” and product development.
In 2024, FEE partnered with
Hummingbird META, an Australian

online learning platform that helps
entrepreneurs develop business
skills. The pilot integration of this
platform into the FEE curriculum
was a resounding success and
plans are in place to continue this.

In 2024, FCEF rebranded its Young
Entrepreneurs Council as the
‘MSME Council” and appointed
the FEE manager as secretariat

to the Council. The manager and
coaches also played a pivotal

role in forming the Association of
BDS Providers in 2023, reflecting
FCEF and FEE's growing profile as
representatives of MSMEs in Fiji.

Government support for FEE

is increasing. The Ministry for
Trade, Cooperatives, SMEs and
Communications (MTCSMEC)
provided scholarships for FEE
participants in 2019 and 2022,
as part of the MDF-supported
scholarship fund. The ministry’s
support evolved from funding
scholarships into overall funding

of FEE in 2023 and 2024, which
included allocations to deliver

a cohort in Nadi for west-based
MSMEs. Following the success of
this western cohort, FEE plans to
expand further in the west and in
the north.

FEE contributed to the Reserve
Bank of Fiji's (RBF) Financial
Inclusion Strategy (FIS) 2022-2030
and secured RBF funding in 2023
and 2024.

Partners such as the ILO,
MTCMSMEC, iTaukei Trust
Fund Board, RBF, Capital
Insurance and 25 FEE MSME

alumni have collectively
provided approximately
FJD320,000 (AUD217,631)
in funding from 2022

to 2024.

By entrepreneurs, for entrepreneurs: Impact to date

CEF's FEE has grown

significantly since its inception
in 2019. It now hires local
business coaches who are also
entrepreneurs, leading to FEE's
new tagline, “By entrepreneurs,
for entrepreneurs” a unique
characteristic in Fiji. It has delivered
six cohorts, supporting 81 Fijian
MSMEs. These entrepreneurs
have initiated ventures that
include BioEnergy Insight Pacific,
a renewable energy firm, and
Extraordinaires Fiji, a women-led
service provider established by the
FEE manager, a local coach and
two FEE alumni. Extraordinaires Fiji
delivered the Climate Launchpad,
a global competition supporting
green initiatives, in 2024. A FEE
local coach and an alumnus set up
the Williamson Business Centre,
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targeting FEE's cohort with more
affordable and conveniently
located office space in the central
business district. MSMEs such as
Hoo-sear (South Pacific) Enterprise,
Muanivatu Trails, Crazy Bites,
Bia-i-cake Women'’s Co-operative,
Dynasty Tours and Shop Pasifika
have successfully launched new
products and business lines
through FEE, leveraging FCEF
and FEE networks and publicity to
market their products.

Over five years, the FEE
accelerator and COVID
webinars have provided BDS

to over 200 women.

Field visits report that 40 per cent
of these women have used the
learnings to expand their current
business models and create

new business lines, generating

an additional USD420,000
(AUD630,000) in revenue. As well
as helping these entrepreneurs’
access to new opportunities, it
has increased their agency. The
women noted that interacting
with industry mentors, other
MSMEs and attending FEE events
supported them to become more
confident public speakers, explore
new business and professional
development avenues, and
increase their credibility in the
business community.



The future

Government's growing recognition
of MSMEs' contribution to the
economy is reflected in the
prioritisation of the MSME segment
of the National Development Plan
2025-2029 and Vision 2050. The
RBF's FIS aims to remove barriers
to MSME finance and increase

use of digital financial services. In
2025, the government will provide
funding to FEE to deliver an
incubator program in partnership
with the Fiji Tertiary Scholarships

& Loan Services Office, targeting
young graduates and offering

a FJD5,000 (AUD3,500) startup
grant upon graduation. As new
financing becomes available, FEE
will help MSMEs to access and

make best use of these funds.
FEE's recognition as a potential
pipeline for finance by investors
such as Good Return, the Asia
Development Bank and Fiji
Investment Corporation Limited is
a testament to this.

In 2024, RBF and MDF
commissioned a study on Fiji's
accelerator and incubator
landscape. This found that the
entrepreneurship environment

in Fiji is still in its nascent stages
and has considerable scope for
further development. The study
highlighted FEE's user-paid model,
competitive selection criteria and
ability to tailor curricula based on

cohort performance as key factors
contributing to its success.

The Minister for MTCSMEC
acknowledged FEE's contribution
to the entrepreneurial ecosystem
during a congratulatory lunch for
the 2024 FEE cohort, stating:

MSMEs play a pivotal role
in driving Fiji's economic
growth, and | would like

to commend the Fiji
Enterprise Engine for
empowering future leaders
to take bold steps in
business.
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