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Introduction
Samoa, nestled in the heart of the South Pacific, has long remained one of the region’s
best-kept secrets—a nation where lush rainforests meet azure reefs, and time seems
to move to the gentle rhythm of waves on the shore. For expats seeking not just a
destination, but a way of life imbued with authenticity and laid-back charm, Samoa
offers a remarkable opportunity. This book, "Living in Samoa: A Guide for Expats," is
your comprehensive companion as you embark on this journey, whether you are
planning a temporary stay, a career move, or calling these islands home for the long
term.

Moving abroad is an exhilarating but complex endeavor, and Samoa’s unique blend of
ancient traditions and modern development presents both captivating possibilities and
distinct challenges. From its dramatic volcanic landscapes to its vibrant markets, and
from the strong communal values of fa’a Samoa to the welcoming smiles of locals in
Apia’s bustling streets, Samoa offers a lifestyle that is refreshingly different from the
conventional expat experience. Yet, this island nation’s idyllic exterior is shaped by
factors every newcomer must understand: the tropical climate, the importance of
family and hierarchy, and a land tenure system rooted in centuries of tradition.

For expats, navigating Samoa requires more than just practical tips—it demands a
curiosity for the culture, patience for the pace of island life, and a willingness to
embrace the unfamiliar. This guide addresses all facets of expat living: immigration
processes, budgeting, healthcare, employment prospects, educational options for
children, and the realities of everyday life. Whether you are keen to immerse yourself
in Samoan community life, explore its natural wonders, or simply relax into the gentle
warmth of the Pacific sun, the advice and insight collected here will help you settle in
with confidence.

At the same time, this book invites you to appreciate the deeper currents that run
through Samoan society. The respect for elders, the power of kinship, and the
enduring force of tradition create a social fabric that is both welcoming and complex.
Understanding these cultural subtleties is not only key to thriving as an expat, but also
to fostering meaningful, lasting connections with your Samoan neighbors and
colleagues.

Inevitably, there will be challenges along the way: limited infrastructure, the
remoteness that affects everything from job options to grocery shopping, and the
adaptation required to cope with new health considerations and natural hazards. But
there are also profound rewards—serene beaches at dusk, communal feasts under the
stars, heartfelt friendships, and the sense of belonging that comes with truly engaging
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in the Samoan way of life.

Whether you are coming to Samoa to work, to retire, to contribute your skills, or to
seek new adventure, "Living in Samoa: A Guide for Expats" is designed to equip you
for every step of the journey. As you turn these pages, may you find not only practical
guidance, but inspiration for the unique path that awaits you on these remarkable
islands.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Samoa: An Overview
Samoa, officially known as the Independent State of Samoa, is an island nation that
embodies the quintessential South Pacific dream. Located east of the International
Date Line and south of the equator, roughly halfway between Hawaii and New
Zealand, it's a place where ancient Polynesian traditions blend seamlessly with a
modern, democratic governance structure. This unique combination makes Samoa a
captivating destination for those looking to experience a different pace of life, deeply
rooted in cultural values and surrounded by breathtaking natural beauty.

At its heart, Samoa is a parliamentary democracy, a system that has been thoughtfully
adapted to incorporate traditional Samoan customs and culture. This means that while
there are familiar elements of a Western political system, such as a Head of State and
a Prime Minister, the underlying framework is profoundly influenced by the fa'amatai
chiefly system. The Head of State, currently His Highness Tuimaleali'ifano Va'aleto'a
Sualauvi II, was sworn in on July 21, 2017. The Prime Minister, the Hon Fiamē Naomi
Mata'afa, made history as Samoa's first female Prime Minister following the April 2021
election.

One of the most distinctive aspects of Samoa's political landscape is that all seats in
the National Legislative Assembly are reserved for matai, individuals who hold chiefly
status within their villages. This tradition highlights the enduring importance of family
and community leadership in Samoan society. While universal suffrage was extended
in 1990, allowing all citizens 21 years and over to vote, the right to stand for election
remains with matai title holders. This blend of modern democratic practices with
traditional governance offers a fascinating glimpse into how Samoa preserves its
cultural heritage while engaging with contemporary political structures.

The legal system in Samoa is a fascinating tapestry woven from both English common
law and customary laws, with the Constitution serving as the supreme law of the land.
This dual system extends to local governance, where village chief councils, known as 
Fono o Matai, play a significant role in addressing civil and criminal matters according
to traditional law. This local-level authority, strengthened by the 1990 Village Fono
Law, underscores the decentralized nature of daily governance and the profound
respect for ancestral practices that permeate Samoan life.

Samoa’s economy, while showing resilience, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19
pandemic, has traditionally relied on a few key pillars. These include development aid,
remittances from Samoans working overseas, tourism, agriculture, and fishing. In
2023, remittances alone accounted for a substantial 28 percent of Samoa's GDP,
demonstrating the vital role of the Samoan diaspora in supporting the home economy.
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The service sector is a dominant force, contributing nearly two-thirds of the GDP and
employing approximately 50 percent of the labor force.

Tourism, in particular, has seen a strong rebound, with visitor numbers in 2023
surpassing pre-pandemic levels. This burgeoning industry is a significant driver of
economic growth and presents opportunities for specialized skills, particularly in
ecotourism. Agriculture, including fishing, also remains crucial, employing a
considerable portion of the workforce and accounting for a large percentage of
Samoa's exports. Exports primarily feature fish, coconut products, and nonu products,
which is a fruit known for its medicinal properties.

The population of Samoa, estimated at around 219,306 people in 2025, is primarily
concentrated on its two main islands, Upolu and Savai'i. Upolu, home to the capital
city of Apia, is the more populous of the two. Apia itself, with a population of
approximately 38,601 residents, serves as the commercial and administrative hub, yet
it remarkably retains a relaxed, village-oriented atmosphere. Savai'i, while larger in
land area, is less populated and offers a more isolated experience, appealing to those
seeking deeper immersion in rural Polynesian culture.

Samoan is the official language, spoken by the vast majority of the population, while
English plays a significant role in administration and business. The vibrant Samoan
culture, often referred to as fa'a Samoa, is central to daily life, emphasizing
community, respect, and warm hospitality. This cultural bedrock influences everything
from social interactions to the pace of business, making it essential for expats to
cultivate patience and an open mind.

The expat community in Samoa is relatively small, which fosters an intimate social
scene and encourages greater cultural immersion. This provides a unique opportunity
for newcomers to genuinely connect with local traditions and build strong relationships
within the community. While challenges like limited infrastructure and geographical
isolation exist, they often lead to a more profound and authentic experience for those
willing to adapt.

Samoa gained its independence from a New Zealand-administered UN trusteeship on
January 1, 1962, making it the first Pacific island country to achieve independence.
This historical milestone is a source of national pride and has shaped the country's
identity as a self-governing nation that values its traditions while embracing its place
in the modern world. The constitutional framework, established in 1962, reflects this
blend, adopting elements of the British Westminster parliamentary system while
carefully integrating Samoan customs.

In essence, Samoa offers a unique and authentic Polynesian experience. It’s a nation
that cherishes its heritage, evident in its governance, social structures, and daily life.
For expats, understanding these foundational elements – the intertwining of tradition
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and modernity, the importance of family and community, and the relaxed rhythm of
island life – is the first crucial step toward a rewarding and enriching stay in this South
Pacific paradise.
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