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Preface

Th�s collect�on or�g�nates �n a one-day conference organ�sed jo�ntly by 
the State Soc�ety and Governance �n Melanes�a (SSGM) Program and the 
Pac�f�c Centre at the Austral�an Nat�onal Un�vers�ty on 5 May 2006. The 
conference—Solomon Islands, Where to Now?—was held shortly after 
ser�ous d�sturbances �n the Solomon Islands cap�tal, Hon�ara, �n Apr�l 2006. 
Th�s was a t�mely opportun�ty to reflect on these events and what they meant 
for Solomon Islands, as well as for the substant�al Austral�an-led Reg�onal 
Ass�stance M�ss�on to Solomon Islands (RAMSI). As well as Austral�an-based 
scholars, several colleagues from Solomon Islands and other parts of the 
reg�on accepted our �nv�tat�on to contr�bute the�r observat�ons and analys�s 
of developments �n Hon�ara.

The cr�s�s that gr�pped Solomon Islands �n Apr�l 2006 started when 
newly elected parl�amentar�ans chose Snyder R�n� as pr�me m�n�ster-elect. 
People expressed outrage, peacefully at f�rst but then �n a r�ot that destroyed 
Ch�nese-owned stores �n the cap�tal. Austral�a, New Zealand and F�j� sent 
troops and pol�ce to jo�n those already there under the reg�onal m�ss�on. 
RAMSI was deployed �n�t�ally �n m�d-2003 at the request of the Solomon 
Islands government. Law and order was restored qu�ckly and peacefully 
after four deb�l�tat�ng years of ‘ethn�c tens�ons’, endem�c lawlessness, 
econom�c decl�ne, and a progress�ve paralys�s of the central government. 
The d�sturbances �n Apr�l caused extens�ve damage to Hon�ara’s Ch�natown 
d�str�ct—though fortunately no fatal�t�es occurred—and caught most 
observers completely off-guard. Wh�le these events d�d not dera�l the 
reg�onal m�ss�on, they �nev�tably ra�sed quest�ons about some of the earl�er 
assessments. Before they occurred, many experts were ha�l�ng RAMSI as an 
unqual�f�ed success. Some saw �t as a model for ‘cooperat�ve �ntervent�on’ �n 
‘fa�l�ng states’ worldw�de. In l�ght of Apr�l’s developments, RAMSI’s success 
appeared less certa�n and �ts model more problemat�c.

Shortly after the d�sturbances, a new government was establ�shed �n 
Solomon Islands under the leadersh�p of Manasseh Sogavare. In the follow�ng 
f�fteen months relat�ons between the governments of Solomon Islands and 
Austral�a deter�orated dramat�cally as they struggled over the control and 
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d�rect�on of the reg�onal m�ss�on. Wh�le some of the contr�but�ons, notably 
the �ntroductory chapter, allude to these subsequent developments, most 
are focused on the events surround�ng the Apr�l d�sturbances. Wh�le by no 
means a def�n�t�ve account, th�s book explores a s�gn�f�cant cr�s�s moment 
�n recent Solomon Islands h�story. Contr�butors exam�ne what happened 
when unrest engulfed the cap�tal of the small Melanes�an country �n 2006, 
the role of members of the local As�an commun�ty �n bus�ness and pol�t�cs, 
and why the cr�s�s �s best understood �n the context of the country’s un�que 
blend of trad�t�onal and modern pol�t�cs.

Chapter One s�tuates RAMSI �n the sett�ng of �nternat�onal state 
bu�ld�ng and the part�cular soc�al and h�stor�cal context of state bu�ld�ng �n 
Solomon Islands. Chapters Two and Three look at the pol�t�cs underly�ng 
the d�sturbances and the As�an �nvolvement �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs 
and econom�cs. Chapters Four, F�ve and S�x exam�ne the work�ngs of the 
formal pol�t�cal and electoral process and, �n part�cular, the 2006 elect�on 
and process of government format�on. Some of the challenges fac�ng the 
reg�onal ass�stance m�ss�on are exam�ned �n Chapter Seven. Wh�le most 
contr�butors focus on developments �n the nat�onal cap�tal, Chapters E�ght 
and N�ne offer some d�fferent perspect�ves from the prov�nces. Chapter Ten 
prov�des some broader reflect�ons on the challenges fac�ng Solomon Islands 
�n the years ahead. Append�x 1 �s an Austral�an government perspect�ve on 
the events �n Hon�ara �n Apr�l 2006, wh�le the terms of reference for the 
Solomon Islands government Comm�ss�on of Inqu�ry �nto these events are 
reproduced �n Append�x 2. Append�x 3 conta�ns the terms of reference 
for the subsequent Pac�f�c Islands Forum Rev�ew of RAMSI. Chapters F�ve 
and N�ne are reproduced w�th perm�ss�on from the 2007 Spec�al Issue on 
Solomon Islands of the Journal of Pac�f�c H�story.

We would l�ke to acknowledge the support of the State, Soc�ety and 
Governance �n Melanes�a Project of the Austral�an Nat�onal Un�vers�ty, �n 
part�cular Ms Sue R�der, and the Pac�f�c Centre at the Austral�an Nat�onal 
Un�vers�ty �n help�ng organ�se the conference �n May 2006, as well as AusAID 
for the�r f�nanc�al ass�stance. S�ncere thanks to all our pat�ent contr�butors 
and, last but by no means least, to Debra Grogan and her team at the As�a 
Pac�f�c Press.

S�ncla�r D�nnen and Stewart F�rth 
Canberra, February 2008
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Chapter 1
D�lemmas of �ntervent�on and the 
bu�ld�ng of state and nat�on

Sinclair Dinnen

Even by the momentous standards of recent t�mes, 2006 was an eventful 
year �n Solomon Islands. The f�rst general elect�ons s�nce the deployment 
of the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) were 
held at the beg�nn�ng of the year. In v�ew of RAMSI’s early ach�evements �n 
restor�ng secur�ty and stab�l�s�ng the economy, voters had h�gh expectat�ons 
of cont�nu�ng progress. The elect�ons led, �n turn, to the f�rst change of 
government s�nce 2001. Desp�te �ts unpopular�ty, the outgo�ng government 
of S�r Allan Kemakeza (2001–06) was the f�rst s�nce �ndependence to surv�ve 
a full term �n off�ce. July 2006 also marked RAMSI’s th�rd ann�versary.

The events most w�dely reported were not, however, the pass�ng of these 
m�lestones but the publ�c d�sturbances �n Hon�ara after the announcement 
of Snyder R�n� as pr�me m�n�ster-elect and the subsequent deter�orat�on �n 
relat�ons between Solomon Islands and Austral�a under the new Sogavare 
government. Two days of r�ot�ng and opportun�st�c loot�ng on 18 and 19 
Apr�l 2006 reduced much of Hon�ara’s Ch�natown d�str�ct to ashes, and 
overseas m�l�tary and pol�ce re�nforcements were needed to restore order 
�n the nat�onal cap�tal. For most observers, the unrest came as a complete 
surpr�se, not least because of the success of the reg�onal m�ss�on �n the 
prev�ous three years. What lay beh�nd the Apr�l d�sturbances and the sour�ng 
�n b�lateral relat�ons, and what d�d they s�gn�fy �n terms of Solomon Islands’ 
post-confl�ct recovery? 

After the d�sturbances, R�n� qu�ckly lost support among members of 
the new parl�ament and res�gned after fa�l�ng to secure the votes needed to 
surv�ve a vote of no-conf�dence. In h�s place, Manasseh Sogavare became 
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the new pr�me m�n�ster. In contrast w�th the compl�ant role adopted 
by S�r Allan Kemakeza �n h�s deal�ngs w�th RAMSI and the Austral�an 
government, Sogavare began to openly challenge var�ous aspects of the 
m�ss�on. Many of h�s fellow c�t�zens and Austral�an off�c�als have v�ewed h�s 
more combat�ve stance—undertaken �n the name of reassert�ng Solomon 
Islands’ sovere�gnty—as a brazen and cyn�cal attempt to underm�ne reform 
efforts and protect corrupt pol�t�cal and bus�ness �nterests. The second half 
of 2006 w�tnessed an �ncreas�ngly �ntense and acerb�c struggle between the 
governments of Solomon Islands and Austral�a over the control, shape and 
future of the reg�onal ass�stance m�ss�on. 

Th�s chapter locates recent developments �n Solomon Islands �n the 
larger context of state and nat�on bu�ld�ng. At the core of RAMSI �s an 
amb�t�ous state-bu�ld�ng exerc�se. Although some of the recent d�ff�cult�es 
�n Solomon Islands ar�se from the part�cular�t�es of local c�rcumstances 
and pol�t�cal culture, others are shared w�th state-bu�ld�ng �ntervent�ons �n 
other parts of the world. Th�s chapter exam�nes the contemporary sett�ng of 
�nternat�onal state bu�ld�ng and the part�cular challenges presented �n many 
post-colon�al sett�ngs, as well as exam�n�ng some of the common d�ff�cult�es 
fac�ng �nternat�onal �ntervent�ons and the processes of �nst�tut�onal transfer 
enta�led. The character of RAMSI and �ts recept�on �n Solomon Islands �s 
analysed before the d�scuss�on returns to the events of Apr�l 2006 and the 
ensu�ng struggle for the control of the m�ss�on. 

Contemporary �nternat�onal state-bu�ld�ng �ntervent�ons
Bu�ld�ng or rebu�ld�ng funct�on�ng states capable of prov�d�ng the�r c�t�zens 
w�th a guaranteed level of phys�cal and econom�c secur�ty has become 
one of the most press�ng pol�cy challenges �n �nternat�onal relat�ons today 
(Chesterman et al. 2005). The frequency and �ntens�ty of state-bu�ld�ng 
�ntervent�ons—usually, though not solely, �n post-confl�ct s�tuat�ons—have 
�ncreased exponent�ally s�nce the end of the Cold War. Internal tens�ons 
and d�v�s�ons that were effect�vely suppressed dur�ng that era resurfaced 
after �ts dem�se, as demonstrated �n grow�ng levels of, �n part�cular, 
�ntra-state confl�ct and �nternal �nstab�l�ty �n d�fferent parts of the world 
(Kaldor 1999). The attacks aga�nst the Un�ted States on 11 September 
2001 and the ascendancy of the ‘war on terror’ have g�ven r�se to powerful, 
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though contested, arguments l�nk�ng �ssues of secur�ty w�th those of state 
capab�l�t�es. In the process, they have �mbued today’s external state-bu�ld�ng 
efforts w�th a sense of urgency and pronounced concern for secur�ty. 

Whereas the �nternat�onal commun�ty once v�ewed state fa�lure after 
�nternal confl�ct pr�mar�ly �n human�tar�an terms, the war on terror embarked 
on by the Un�ted States and �ts ‘coal�t�on of the w�ll�ng’ has recast th�s 
phenomenon as a major threat to secur�ty. Moreover, th�s threat �s not conf�ned 
to the unfortunate c�t�zens of the state �n quest�on but extends to those �n 
ne�ghbour�ng states and, �ndeed, the broader reg�on. Bu�ld�ng effect�ve states 
�s now v�ewed as the necessary ant�dote to real and potent�al fa�lure and �ts 
contag�ous effects (H�ppler 2004). Western governments contend that the 
pr�nc�pal threat to �nternat�onal peace and stab�l�ty comes not from powerful 
and aggress�ve states but from fa�led and fa�l�ng ones w�th l�m�ted capab�l�t�es.1  
The result, as Franc�s Fukuyama puts �t, �s that ‘[s]uddenly the ab�l�ty to shore 
up or create from whole cloth m�ss�ng state capab�l�t�es and �nst�tut�ons has 
r�sen to the top of the global agenda’ (2004:x�). 

The l�m�ted capab�l�t�es of the small �ndependent Melanes�an states of 
the southwest Pac�f�c, �nclud�ng Solomon Islands, have been apparent for 
many years, not least to Pac�f�c �slanders themselves. They have man�fested 
themselves �n the d�ff�cult�es exper�enced �n fulf�ll�ng the most bas�c tasks 
of modern statehood, �nclud�ng the ma�ntenance of �nternal secur�ty, 
the prov�s�on of essent�al serv�ces (such as health, educat�on, transport 
and commun�cat�on) and prudent econom�c management. Internat�onal 
development ass�stance from Austral�a and other donors has been d�rected 
at a w�de range of capac�ty-bu�ld�ng act�v�t�es w�th Pac�f�c �sland states 
throughout most of the post-�ndependence per�od. Desp�te substant�al 
amounts of a�d, donors have been d�sappo�nted w�th the l�m�ted �mpact of 
trad�t�onal approaches to development ass�stance �n strengthen�ng weak 
rec�p�ent �nst�tut�ons and �mprov�ng l�v�ng standards. As well as reflect�ng 
changes �n the �nternat�onal strateg�c env�ronment, Austral�a’s more robust 
engagement w�th �ts Pac�f�c ne�ghbours �n recent years has been dr�ven by the 
need to real�se more tang�ble outcomes �n transform�ng the capab�l�t�es of 
these states. One feature of th�s more hands-on approach has been the d�rect 
�nsert�on of Austral�an personnel—�nclud�ng pol�ce and seconded publ�c 
servants—�nto ‘l�ne’, as well as adv�sory, pos�t�ons w�th key government 
agenc�es and departments �n rec�p�ent countr�es. In add�t�on to Solomon 
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Islands, th�s approach �s ev�dent, albe�t on a lesser scale, �n Austral�a’s efforts 
to strengthen Nauru and �n the Enhanced Cooperat�on Program (ECP) 
�n Papua New Gu�nea under wh�ch Austral�an off�c�als—�nclud�ng, for a 
short t�me, Austral�an pol�ce—have been deployed to bu�ld the capac�ty of 
rec�p�ent government agenc�es. 

The �nfluent�al report on Solomon Islands by the Austral�an Strateg�c 
Pol�cy Inst�tute, Our Failing Neighbour, offers an early art�culat�on of the 
strateg�c th�nk�ng beh�nd Canberra’s chang�ng pol�cy. Publ�shed several 
weeks before RAMSI’s deployment �n July 2003, the report labelled Solomon 
Islands a fa�l�ng state and warned of the d�re secur�ty and human�tar�an 
consequences �f v�gorous and prompt remed�al act�on was not taken. It 
proposed a ‘susta�ned and comprehens�ve mult�nat�onal effort’ to undertake 
rehab�l�tat�on work w�th the consent of Solomon Islands. The restorat�on 
of law and order would prov�de the �n�t�al focus, followed by a long-term 
state-bu�ld�ng exerc�se des�gned to ‘bu�ld new pol�t�cal structures and 
secur�ty �nst�tut�ons and address underly�ng soc�al and econom�c problems’ 
(Austral�an Strateg�c Pol�cy Inst�tute 2003:39).  

Wh�le the prospect of Solomon Islands becom�ng an �ncubator for 
terror�sm and transnat�onal cr�me �s, to say the least, remote (Greener-
Barcham and Barcham 2006), pos�t�on�ng the troubled arch�pelago w�th�n 
th�s larger strateg�c framework bolstered the �n�t�al case for �ntervent�on, 
part�cularly among a domest�c Austral�an aud�ence w�th l�ttle fam�l�ar�ty or 
�nterest �n the trava�ls of Pac�f�c �sland m�cro-states. Beyond the emot�ve 
rhetor�c of fa�led states and terror�st threats, RAMSI has focused on �ssues 
of governance and, �n part�cular, strengthen�ng the capac�t�es of key state 
�nst�tut�ons. The �ntervent�on has also prov�ded an �mportant source of 
learn�ng for further engagements, notably �n the larger and more challeng�ng 
context of Papua New Gu�nea. Austral�an Pr�me M�n�ster, John Howard, 
revealed another strand �nform�ng Canberra’s change �n pol�cy �n h�s 
reference to Austral�a’s spec�al respons�b�l�t�es towards the struggl�ng states 
�n ‘our patch’ (Sydney Morn�ng Herald 2003b). Not only was Austral�a 
expected to prov�de leadersh�p as the major reg�onal power, there was the 
r�sk that others, w�th Ch�na and Ta�wan already act�ve �n the Pac�f�c, m�ght 
adopt a more prom�nent role �f Canberra d�d not.

Although broad agreement ex�sts about the potent�al consequences of 
lack of state capab�l�t�es, there �s less certa�nty about how to bu�ld effect�ve 
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states �n d�v�ded soc�et�es. As Payne (2006:606) states, ‘The d�rty l�ttle secret 
of nat�on bu�ld�ng �s that no one knows how to do it.’ In the l�terature generated 
by recent �ntervent�ons, the terms ‘state bu�ld�ng’ and ‘nat�on bu�ld�ng’ are 
often used �nterchangeably. Th�s has confused d�fferent, though related, 
processes of pol�t�cal development. Most �ntervent�ons �n the name of 
nat�on bu�ld�ng have focused on strengthen�ng state �nst�tut�ons, or, �n some 
cases, are a�med at ach�ev�ng pol�t�cal goals of reg�me change or trans�t�on to 
democrat�c government. They have relat�vely l�ttle to do w�th nat�on bu�ld�ng 
�n the l�teral sense of develop�ng a shared sense of �dent�ty or commun�ty 
among the populat�on of a g�ven state. Us�ng these terms �nterchangeably 
has also obscured the h�ghly cont�ngent relat�onsh�p between nat�on and state 
�n h�stor�cal processes of state format�on and consol�dat�on. These processes 
have complex, d�verse and lengthy h�stor�es �n d�fferent parts of the world, 
dat�ng back, at least, to the emergence of the f�rst European nat�on-states.

Post-colon�al state bu�ld�ng
Although �t �s unw�se to general�se g�ven the w�de var�at�ons across t�me and 
space, bu�ld�ng the modern nat�on-state �n Europe was d�fferent to the more 
recent exper�ences �n much of the so-called develop�ng world, �nclud�ng 
the Melanes�an states of the southwest Pac�f�c. In the former case, processes 
of state format�on often took place over centur�es rather than years, they 
were not the outcome of well-�ntent�oned �nternat�onal �ntervent�ons and 
they frequently enta�led extens�ve confl�ct as the forces of central�sat�on 
confronted and overcame r�val sources of power at local and reg�onal levels 
(T�lly 1992; Cohen et al. 1981). In add�t�on nat�onal�sm, constructed around 
the symbols and �deals of shared commun�ty and �dent�ty, was a major force 
�n the development of many European states (Gu�bernau 1996). Nat�onal�sm, 
�n th�s broad sense, often preceded the establ�shment of states. For example, 
�t contr�buted to the un�f�cat�on of Italy �n 1861 and Germany �n 1871, as 
well as to the subsequent break-up of Austr�a–Hungary �n 1918. The two 
most w�dely c�ted cases of successful �nternat�onal nat�on bu�ld�ng �n the 
twent�eth century were the reconstruct�on of West Germany and Japan by 
the Un�ted States and �ts all�es after World War II (Dobb�ns et al. 2003). 
Both countr�es, however, had long trad�t�ons of nat�onal�sm and strong state 
�nst�tut�ons. They were already ethn�c and cultural commun�t�es, as well as 
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pol�t�cal states, and �ntervent�on was pr�mar�ly about the re-leg�t�mat�on 
of the�r states on a democrat�c bas�s.

Wh�le the exper�ence of a select few European powers cont�nues to 
shape much Western th�nk�ng about states, the establ�shment of states �n 
other parts of the world has followed a very d�fferent h�stor�cal trajectory. 
Many develop�ng states have the�r or�g�ns �n the era of colon�al expans�on 
by major European powers dur�ng the e�ghteenth, n�neteenth and the f�rst 
half of the twent�eth centur�es. In the process of annex�ng large swathes of 
terr�tory around the world, colon�al powers created arb�trary borders and 
�mposed external systems of governance w�th l�ttle, �f any, cons�derat�on 
as to the�r f�t w�th ex�st�ng pol�t�es and other forms of �nd�genous soc�al 
organ�sat�on. Colon�al states were external creat�ons w�th (�n�t�ally, at any 
rate) an �nherently non-democrat�c character.

The bu�ld�ng of elaborate state structures and soc�al �nfrastructure often 
d�d not take place unt�l very late �n many colon�al projects. Before the 
accelerated �nst�tut�onal modern�sat�on that typ�cally preceded �ndependence, 
local part�c�pat�on �n formal pol�t�cal processes was l�m�ted and any h�nt of 
emerg�ng nat�onal�sm was v�ewed as a threat to the ma�ntenance of colon�al 
order. Where nat�onal�st movements arose, they were often ant�-colon�al �n 
character, provoked by oppos�t�on to �ntervent�on rather than �ts eng�neered 
outcome. Many former colon�es were �ll prepared for the challenges of 
�ndependent statehood that arr�ved �n the second half of the twent�eth century. 
In Solomon Islands and Papua New Gu�nea, the t�m�ng of �ndependence was 
almost as abrupt and un�lateral as the or�g�nal acts of colon�al annexat�on a 
century before. Modern state �nst�tut�ons began to be assembled only well after 
World War II, w�th, as a result, shallow foundat�ons �n the local env�ronments 
they were grafted on to. Th�s lack of embeddedness was man�fested not only 
�n l�m�ted capab�l�t�es as modern states, �t was obv�ous �n the low levels of 
leg�t�macy accorded them by many of the�r new ‘c�t�zens’. Many post-colon�al 
states were not only weak �n an �nst�tut�onal sense, they were �ncomplete—
what some scholars have termed quas� states (Jackson 1990)—w�th a l�m�ted 
presence �n parts of the�r terr�tor�es and �ncapable of del�ver�ng bas�c serv�ces, 
such as educat�on, to all el�g�ble c�t�zens (Nelson 2006). Colon�al borders 
were reta�ned; formal econom�es rema�ned skewed towards the �nterests of 
metropol�tan powers and the �nfrastructure and human resources requ�red to 
operate a complex bureaucrat�c state were often �n scarce supply. For example, 
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�n Solomon Islands, there were only about a dozen un�vers�ty graduates at the 
t�me of �ndependence �n 1978 (Bennett 2002:7). 

There was l�ttle sense of shared pol�t�cal commun�ty, beyond a t�ny urban 
él�te, capable of un�t�ng the c�t�zens of the new state of Solomon Islands. For 
such c�t�zens, l�v�ng predom�nantly �n rural commun�t�es, bonds of k�nsh�p, 
shared language and t�es to ancestral land, along w�th Chr�st�an�ty, were more 
l�kely to const�tute the bas�s for �nd�v�dual �dent�t�es and alleg�ance than 
abstract not�ons of c�t�zensh�p or membersh�p of the modern state. Local�sm 
preva�led over nat�onal�sm �n v�rtually every sphere of soc�al, econom�c 
and, s�gn�f�cantly, pol�t�cal l�fe. In the absence of a s�zeable and un�fy�ng 
ant�-colon�al movement, formal �ndependence �n Solomon Islands—as �n 
many parts of Afr�ca, As�a and the Pac�f�c—created what was, �n effect, a 
state w�thout a nat�on. Nat�ons, l�ke states, have to be made; they do not 
ex�st naturally. Nat�on bu�ld�ng �n a country such as Solomon Islands �s 
compl�cated by the sheer scale of �ts �nternal d�vers�ty (w�th more than 84 
languages spoken) and �ts fragmented topography as an arch�pelago of about 
1,000 �slands. Jourdan (1995) �dent�f�es the most l�kely ‘stepp�ng stones to 
nat�onal consc�ousness’ as the educat�on system; P�j�n, the l�ngua franca; and 
the growth and spread of an urban-centred popular culture.

The absence of a sense of shared �dent�ty makes �t hard to fash�on the 
cohes�ve nat�onal commun�ty needed for the development of effect�ve and 
durable state �nst�tut�ons. Accord�ng to Borgerhoff (2006:104), the ‘double 
task’ of state and nat�on bu�ld�ng asp�res ‘to un�fy the nat�onal commun�ty 
w�th�n the state conta�ner, w�th the object�ve of pol�t�cal stab�l�ty’. As �n 
many other post-colon�al sett�ngs, �n Solomon Islands, processes of state and 
nat�on bu�ld�ng have had to be undertaken s�multaneously. Unfortunately, 
they have often worked aga�nst each other �n pract�ce, thereby contr�but�ng 
to a grow�ng cr�s�s of state leg�t�macy and the weaken�ng of state �nst�tut�ons 
�n the post-�ndependence per�od.

Pract�cal d�ff�cult�es of �nternat�onal state bu�ld�ng

Desp�te the complex h�stor�cal reasons beh�nd var�at�ons �n state capab�l�t�es, 
the latest wave of �nternat�onal state bu�ld�ng has been undertaken pr�mar�ly 
as a techn�cal and problem-solv�ng exerc�se. There �s scant ev�dence of 
learn�ng from the long and d�verse h�story of state mak�ng �n d�fferent 
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parts of the world. The scale and urgency of today’s �ntervent�ons �nev�tably 
d�vert attent�on away from the need for a sound analyt�cal understand�ng 
of the processes �nvolved and the part�cular ways �n wh�ch local and global 
forces have shaped the capab�l�t�es of �nd�v�dual states. Yet, unless we know 
someth�ng of the ex�st�ng state, we are go�ng to have an extremely tough 
t�me try�ng to �mprove �t. Much of the pol�cy d�scourse has an ah�stor�cal 
and formula�c flavour, approach�ng state bu�ld�ng �n much the same way 
one m�ght approach the repa�r of a faulty object. There �s l�ttle quest�on�ng 
of what state fa�lure or frag�l�ty really means and how �t has come about 
�n the country concerned. An unquest�on�ng bel�ef �n the un�versal�ty 
of state structures and the technology of �nst�tut�onal transfer underl�es 
the conf�dence among �nternat�onal state bu�lders that even the most 
troublesome state can be rendered effect�ve. The poss�b�l�ty that such a 
noble goal m�ght not be poss�ble through external �ntervent�on, or that such 
�ntervent�on m�ght end up do�ng more harm than good, �s rarely cons�dered. 
A boom�ng global �ndustry of techn�cal experts devotes �ts t�me and energy 
to the construct�on of new states and the repa�r of faulty ones.  

In h�s cr�t�que of �nternat�onal state bu�ld�ng, Chandler (2006) argues 
that �t const�tutes a form of ‘emp�re �n den�al’, allow�ng Western powers to 
surrept�t�ously create what are, �n effect, ‘phantom states’ that depend on 
�nternat�onal superv�s�on and lack the capac�ty for self-government. He notes 
‘the h�ghly depol�t�c�sed nature of the d�scuss�ons of state-capac�ty bu�ld�ng, 
where concerns of stab�l�ty and regulat�on are d�scussed �n a narrow techn�cal 
and funct�onal�st framework’ (Chandler 2006:5–6). Deep-seated pol�t�cal 
and developmental problems �n post-confl�ct and otherw�se frag�le nat�onal 
sett�ngs have �ncreas�ngly been recast as techn�cal and adm�n�strat�ve challenges. 
Inst�tut�onal solut�ons are almost always der�ved from donor countr�es. The 
current enterpr�se of state bu�ld�ng �s founded on the assumed mer�ts and 
feas�b�l�ty of one-way processes of �nst�tut�onal transfer from (strong) donor 
to (weak) rec�p�ent countr�es. Earl�er cr�t�ques of modern�sat�on theory and, 
�n part�cular, �ts underly�ng prem�se as to the �nexorable and l�near d�rect�on 
of h�stor�cal progress, have been forgotten. Today’s cadre of �nternat�onal state 
bu�lders appears �ntent on modern�s�ng �n �ts own �mage. 

There are many pract�cal d�ff�cult�es attach�ng to these processes of 
�nst�tut�onal transfer. These �nclude the task of manag�ng processes of 
transfer, as well as more profound quest�ons relat�ng to the appropr�ateness 
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and susta�nab�l�ty of the �nst�tut�ons be�ng transferred. Another �s how 
the �ntervent�ons that prov�de the context for these transfers can be 
reconc�led—�n theory and pract�ce—w�th trad�t�onal not�ons of nat�onal 
sovere�gnty. As �s borne out by Austral�a’s recent exper�ence �n Solomon 
Islands, one of the b�ggest d�lemmas �s how to manage successfully relat�ons 
between external adm�n�strat�ons and elected domest�c governments.

Although �ncreas�ng resources have been devoted to �nternat�onal state 
bu�ld�ng, the results of these efforts have been patchy at best (Pe� and Kasper 
2003). Even �n cases v�ewed as successful (as �n T�mor-Leste and Solomon 
Islands) subsequent set-backs, such as the d�sturbances that occurred �n both 
these countr�es �n Apr�l 2006, have led to the qual�fy�ng of earl�er opt�m�sm. 
Desp�te th�s record, the �nternat�onal response cont�nues to be demands 
for more of the same: more �ntervent�ons, more �nst�tut�onal transfer and 
bu�ld�ng and more fore�gn personnel. Franc�s Fukuyama (2004) recently 
outl�ned some of the most common d�ff�cult�es w�th �nst�tut�onal transfers 
�n current state-bu�ld�ng �ntervent�ons. Most of these are ev�dent �n vary�ng 
degrees �n the Solomon Islands case. 

A major �ssue relates to the f�t (or lack thereof) between �ntroduced 
�nst�tut�ons and the local cond�t�ons preva�l�ng �n rec�p�ent countr�es. Just 
as human rec�p�ents can reject donated organs, rec�p�ent countr�es can 
reject �nst�tut�onal transplants. Generally speak�ng, the greater the soc�al 
and econom�c d�spar�t�es between donor and rec�p�ent soc�et�es, the less 
l�kely �t �s that such transplants w�ll succeed. Important matters here relate 
to �nst�tut�onal des�gn and the appropr�ateness of external models to local 
c�rcumstances. Quest�ons about the apparent lack of f�t between �nd�genous 
and Western �nst�tut�ons of governance have long been a source of content�on 
�n Solomon Islands, as they have �n many parts of the Pac�f�c, and are one 
of the regularly �dent�f�ed root causes underly�ng the recent cr�s�s (Morgan 
and McLeod 2006). Whether these are genu�ne sources of d�scontent or 
s�mply a pretext for mob�l�s�ng oppos�t�on to �ntervent�on, �t �s d�ff�cult for 
�nternat�onal state bu�lders to do other than promote the�r own �nst�tut�onal 
solut�ons, part�cularly when most have no prev�ous local exper�ence or 
knowledge and are deployed for relat�vely short per�ods. Th�s tendency to 
be gu�ded by ‘home’ exper�ence �s l�kely to be accentuated further by the 
dom�nance of fore�gn personnel and s�zeable numbers of publ�c servants 
seconded from overseas government agenc�es and departments.
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A second and related set of d�ff�cult�es concerns �ssues of ownersh�p 
and the mechan�sms of transfer. As development pract�t�oners have 
long been aware, local ownersh�p �s cr�t�cal for successful �nst�tut�onal 
transfer. How do �nternat�onal actors generate local demand for reform? 
Th�s �ssue cont�nues to perplex development spec�al�sts who have 
trad�t�onally been more concerned w�th supply�ng solut�ons than w�th 
st�mulat�ng local demand for them. There �s also the very real d�lemma 
of how donors can engage �n state bu�ld�ng �n frag�le env�ronments 
w�thout s�multaneously ‘crowd�ng out’ or marg�nal�s�ng local actors 
who ult�mately w�ll have to take respons�b�l�ty for runn�ng the state. 
Th�s �s an obv�ous challenge �n s�tuat�ons where there has been, �n 
effect, no funct�on�ng government and where large numbers of fore�gn 
off�c�als work�ng to often unreal�st�c t�me frames and schooled �n 
fore�gn operat�ng systems feel as though they have to perform many of 
the funct�ons themselves �f the job �s to be done. Early �n the Solomon 
Islands �ntervent�on, Kabutaulaka (2004) warned that the dom�nance 
of RAMSI �n dec�s�on mak�ng could lead to a deb�l�tat�ng dependency 
or a percept�on of fore�gn occupat�on. In a later paper (Kabutaulaka 
2006), he referred to post-confl�ct Solomon Islands as a ‘crowded stage’, 
compr�s�ng a bew�lder�ng array of �nternat�onal actors w�th mult�ple, 
somet�mes confl�ct�ng, agendas and w�th relat�vely l�ttle space left for 
local players. The capac�ty-bu�ld�ng paradox �s that the more substant�al 
the �ntervent�on �s, the greater �s the r�sk that �t ends up suck�ng out 
local capac�ty rather than bu�ld�ng �t (Ignat�eff 2003). 

A th�rd set of �ssues relates to the challenges external �nterveners face 
�n chart�ng a course through the unfam�l�ar and troubled local pol�t�cal 
contexts where these engagements typ�cally occur. Desp�te the techn�cal 
and depol�t�c�sed self-�mage of �nternat�onal state bu�ld�ng, the �ntrus�ve and 
unsettl�ng character of such �ntervent�ons reveals them as profoundly pol�t�cal 
enterpr�ses that del�berately seek to challenge and transform ex�st�ng power 
relat�ons. Just as there were w�nners and losers �n the confl�ct that gave r�se to 
the �ntervent�on (D�nnen 2002), there w�ll be those who stand to ga�n from 
the �ntervent�on and those who stand to lose. In th�s respect, no �ntervent�on 
can be pol�t�cally neutral. The much longer h�story of �nteract�on between 
Solomon Islanders and success�ve waves of �nterveners (enta�l�ng alternat�ng 
patterns of accommodat�on and res�stance) �s, �n many respects, echoed 



 D�lemmas of �ntervent�on and the bu�ld�ng of state and nat�on 11

�n current relat�ons between Solomon Islands’ pol�t�cal leadersh�p and the 
reg�onal ass�stance m�ss�on (and �ts Austral�an sponsors). 

The focus on restor�ng law and order �s shared by all of today’s post-confl�ct 
�ntervent�ons and �s man�fested �n the grow�ng prom�nence of �ssues of pol�c�ng 
and cr�m�nal just�ce. Rebu�ld�ng the secur�ty apparatus of weak or fa�led states 
through strengthen�ng the rule of law reflects �nternat�onal th�nk�ng about the 
�mportance of �nternal secur�ty as a prerequ�s�te for all other aspects of state 
bu�ld�ng and development. Internat�onal systems fa�l to acknowledge, however, 
the h�ghly contested character of h�stor�cal processes of state consol�dat�on and 
tend to respond to any s�gn of confl�ct as a lapse from the normal cond�t�on 
of peace. In ask�ng today’s frag�le states to consol�date w�thout confl�ct, they 
are expect�ng those states to do someth�ng never asked of the�r European 
forerunners. Concentrat�ng on suppress�ng the man�festat�ons of confl�ct can 
also mean neglect�ng the�r underly�ng causes. Internat�onal �ns�stence on rule-
of-law solut�ons �n post-confl�ct sett�ngs such as Solomon Islands regularly 
attracts cr�t�c�sm that the root causes are not be�ng addressed. In add�t�on, 
the state-centr�c character of �nternat�onal concept�ons of the rule of law can 
obscure the �mportant role of non-state �nst�tut�ons �n the ma�ntenance (and 
not just the d�srupt�on) of order, as well as the resolut�on of local confl�cts, 
�n countr�es such as Solomon Islands.

The Solomon Islands cr�s�s and the reg�onal �ntervent�on 
RAMSI was deployed �n July 2003 �n response to a plea for help from the 
Solomon Islands government. In the preced�ng f�ve years, the country had 
been gr�pped by a progress�vely deb�l�tat�ng �nternal cr�s�s that man�fested 
�tself �n ser�ous lawlessness �n some areas, the breakdown of essent�al 
government serv�ces, closure of major commerc�al enterpr�ses and 
�mpend�ng nat�onal bankruptcy (Fraenkel 2004; Moore 2004). What began 
as tens�ons between the �nd�genous �nhab�tants of Guadalcanal and settlers 
from the adjacent �sland of Mala�ta, developed �nto a low-level armed confl�ct 
between oppos�ng ethn�c m�l�t�as and, �n �ts later stages, �nto a process of 
‘�nstrumental�sat�on of d�sorder’ whereby cr�m�nal�ty became a key pol�t�cal 
�nstrument (Chabal and Daloz 1999). The latter culm�nated �n the effect�ve 
capture and ransack�ng of the state by a relat�vely small cohort of corrupt 
leaders, ex-m�l�tants and renegade pol�ce off�cers. 
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The pol�ce fractured along ethn�c l�nes. Rogue off�cers, �n collaborat�on 
w�th Mala�tan m�l�tants, ra�ded armour�es �n Auk� and Hon�ara and mounted 
a de facto coup �n June 2000. After the Austral�an and New Zealand-brokered 
Townsv�lle Peace Agreement (TPA) �n October 2000, wh�ch helped avert 
an all-out c�v�l war, the Guadalcanal m�l�tants—who had forc�bly d�splaced 
about 30,000, ma�nly Mala�tan, settlers from rural Guadalcanal—turned 
�n on themselves �n a ser�es of v�olent �nternec�ne struggles. The most 
ser�ous bloodshed occurred �n the southern Weather Coast and �nvolved the 
notor�ous m�l�t�a leader Harold Keke. By early 2003, �t was clear that the 
beleaguered and heav�ly comprom�sed government of S�r Allan Kemakeza 
was �ncapable on �ts own of halt�ng the deter�orat�ng s�tuat�on.

Hav�ng decl�ned prev�ous requests for �ntervent�on on the grounds 
that the cr�s�s was an �nternal matter to be resolved by Solomon Islands 
author�t�es, the Austral�an government agreed to lead a reg�onal ass�stance 
m�ss�on. Although leadersh�p and most of the resources were prov�ded 
by Austral�a, the �ntervent�on was undertaken on a reg�onal rather than 
b�lateral bas�s, largely to enhance �ts leg�t�macy. After agreement among 
Pac�f�c �sland fore�gn m�n�sters, �t was mob�l�sed under the ausp�ces of the 
Pac�f�c Islands Forum and, spec�f�cally, the B�ketawa Declarat�on on Mutual 
Ass�stance of 2000. RAMSI marked the beg�nn�ng of Austral�a’s new robust 
model of reg�onal engagement. Labelled as ‘cooperat�ve �ntervent�on’ by 
the Austral�an Fore�gn M�n�ster, Alexander Downer (2003), RAMSI has 
been descr�bed as hav�ng ‘a un�que k�nd of author�ty �n the world of state 
bu�ld�ng—�t has substant�al pract�cal �nfluence but works w�th and �ns�de the 
Solomon Islands Government, wh�ch rema�ns the repos�tory of execut�ve, 
leg�slat�ve and jud�c�al author�ty’ (Full�love 2006b:33).

The m�ss�on’s des�gn drew on prev�ous Austral�an and �nternat�onal 
peace-keep�ng and post-confl�ct reconstruct�on exper�ences—such as �n 
Kosovo and, �n part�cular, East T�mor—but added some new features. W�th 
a large m�l�tary cont�ngent as back-up, the �ntervent�on was led �n�t�ally 
by pol�ce. Approx�mately 330 pol�ce made up the Part�c�pat�ng Pol�ce 
Force (PPF) and were drawn ma�nly from the Austral�an Federal Pol�ce 
(AFP), but �ncluded smaller cont�ngents from Austral�an state forces, 
New Zealand and other forum member states.2 Secur�ty was restored 
qu�ckly and w�thout bloodshed �n Hon�ara and a pol�ce presence was 
extended to other parts of the country. Key m�l�t�a leaders were arrested 
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and large numbers of weapons and ammun�t�on were removed from the 
commun�ty. By February 2004, more than 50 pol�ce off�cers (�nclud�ng two 
deputy comm�ss�oners) had been arrested and charged w�th 285 offences 
(D�nnen et al. 2006:99). More than 400 off�cers (approx�mately 25 per 
cent of the total pol�ce force) were removed from the force (D�nnen et al. 
2006). Deployed or�g�nally �n an execut�ve capac�ty, the PPF has sw�tched 
progress�vely �nto an adv�sory and capac�ty-bu�ld�ng role, although �t 
rema�ns act�ve �n certa�n operat�onal areas. 

The pol�ce-bu�ld�ng component was always �ntended as a gateway to a 
more amb�t�ous exerc�se a�med at reconstruct�ng the Solomon Islands State 
(Peake and Brown 2005). As former RAMSI Spec�al Coord�nator James Batley 
(2005) noted, ‘[a]t �ts core, RAMSI �s a state-bu�ld�ng exerc�se.’ Substant�al 
Austral�an resources have been comm�tted to rebu�ld�ng the pol�ce force, 
strengthen�ng the law and just�ce sector, �mplement�ng a range of governance 
programs, �mprov�ng f�nanc�al management and undertak�ng econom�c 
reform. In add�t�on to pol�ce personnel, RAMSI �ncludes seconded Austral�an 
publ�c servants and pr�vate consultants �n key departments and agenc�es of the 
Solomon Islands government. Overall coord�nat�on �s exerc�sed by a Spec�al 
Coord�nator’s Off�ce �n Hon�ara, headed by a sen�or Austral�an d�plomat, and 
through a h�gh-level �nter-departmental comm�ttee �n Canberra. 

The speed and peaceful manner �n wh�ch RAMSI restored law and 
order and essent�al serv�ces and stab�l�sed government f�nances attracted 
cons�derable pra�se (Full�love 2006a). These �mpress�ve ach�evements 
prov�ded a welcome contrast w�th the generally d�sappo�nt�ng results from 
other �nternat�onal �ntervent�ons. RAMSI was commended as ‘a model for 
future deployments’ (Watson 2005:37). The d�sturbances �n Apr�l 2006, 
however, and the subsequent deter�orat�on �n relat�ons between Austral�a 
and Solomon Islands h�ghl�ghted the premature character of �n�t�al appra�sals. 
Even before the Apr�l unrest there had been set-backs. An early example was 
the fatal shoot�ng of a young Austral�an Protect�ve Serv�ces off�cer, Adam 
Dunn�ng, wh�le on patrol �n Hon�ara �n December 2004. The secur�ty clamp-
down that followed led to compla�nts of heavy-handed pol�c�ng tact�cs, and 
gave r�se to the f�rst court act�on to test the const�tut�onal�ty of the �mmun�ty 
prov�s�ons prov�ded to fore�gn pol�ce personnel under the Fac�l�tat�on 
of Internat�onal Ass�stance Act. Although th�s and another const�tut�onal 
challenge were ult�mately unsuccessful, they generated anx�ety among sen�or 
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RAMSI off�c�als. Austral�an pol�ce serv�ng �n Papua New Gu�nea under the 
ECP had to be w�thdrawn after a successful challenge �n the Supreme Court 
�n May 2005 (D�nnen et al. 2006:103).

Wh�le there have undoubtedly been accompl�shments (see O’Callaghan, 
th�s volume), the progress of capac�ty development has been slow and 
uneven. Desp�te �ts prom�nence �n the work of post-confl�ct reconstruct�on, 
capac�ty development rema�ns an �mprec�se and long-term undertak�ng. 
Almost three years after RAMSI’s �n�t�al deployment, the Austral�an 
Comm�ss�oner of the Solomon Islands Pol�ce Force (SIPF) acknowledged 
that h�s force rema�ned ‘�nadequately prepared and �s st�ll not properly 
equ�pped to perform the vast major�ty of pol�c�ng funct�ons throughout the 
Solomon Islands’.3 Internat�onal pol�ce-bu�ld�ng exper�ence conf�rms the 
uncerta�nt�es and slowness of th�s k�nd of work (Bayley 2006). 

The major�ty of Solomon Islanders have been support�ve of the 
�ntervent�on throughout the past four years. Memor�es of the �nsecur�ty and 
paralys�s of government that preceded RAMSI’s deployment rema�n fresh 
and many fear the consequences of a premature departure. Cr�t�c�sms have 
nevertheless been made and many of these are heard �n other �ntervent�ons. 
Most have called for adaptat�on of the m�ss�on rather than �ts total w�thdrawal. 
Wh�le some concerns have been addressed, others are tr�ck�er to deal w�th. 
Outr�ght oppos�t�on has been conf�ned to a relat�vely small number of 
people, such as the ex-m�l�tants and separat�sts �n North Mala�ta who have 
accused the m�ss�on of ant�-Mala�ta b�as (see Allen, th�s volume). Although 
these v�ews are not shared w�dely, �nd�genous sovere�gnty movements w�th 
a strong ant�pathy towards fore�gn �nterference (real or perce�ved) have long 
h�stor�es �n parts of the country (see T�mmer, th�s volume).

The sheer scale of RAMSI �n such a small country has pred�ctably 
g�ven r�se to concerns about the dom�nance of fore�gn personnel �n key 
government agenc�es and the r�sk that Solomon Islands off�c�als could 
become marg�nal�sed. Th�s was the g�st of the plea by the Solomon 
Islands Chr�st�an Assoc�at�on (SICA) that RAMSI should respect the need 
for �nd�genous leadersh�p and res�st the temptat�on to prov�de all the 
answers.4 Enhanc�ng Solomon Islander part�c�pat�on, part�cularly �n the 
early stages of the m�ss�on, proved d�ff�cult for many reasons, not least 
ow�ng to the shortage of su�tably qual�f�ed local personnel to take up 
sen�or pos�t�ons. 
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Concerns about Austral�an dom�nance reflect the fact that Austral�a 
has prov�ded the bulk of personnel and resources for the m�ss�on. Other 
part�c�pat�ng countr�es have not been �n a pos�t�on to make substant�al 
contr�but�ons. A shortage of relevant sk�lls �n Pac�f�c �sland countr�es 
has been a s�gn�f�cant factor. Indeed, relat�vely few spec�al�sed personnel 
(from any source country) can cla�m to be experts �n Solomon Islands 
cultures and languages. RAMSI off�c�als have become �ncreas�ngly aware 
of these d�ff�cult�es and have tr�ed to broaden the reg�onal m�x of m�ss�on 
personnel w�th�n these pract�cal constra�nts, wh�le try�ng to develop 
more appropr�ate tra�n�ng for Austral�an personnel. Concerns about the 
cons�derable d�spar�t�es �n pay and cond�t�ons between fore�gn and local 
personnel have been a source of resentment �n some quarters, as they are 
�n all �nternat�onal engagements. 

The early focus by m�ss�on pol�ce on the perpetrators of v�olence dur�ng 
the so-called tens�ons prompted cr�t�c�sm that RAMSI was less r�gorous �n �ts 
pursu�t of more �nfluent�al f�gures, the so-called 'b�g-f�sh', w�dely suspected 
of hav�ng man�pulated the confl�ct for the�r own pol�t�cal and econom�c 
advantage.5 Desp�te a ser�es of h�gh-prof�le arrests and prosecut�ons dur�ng 
the f�rst two years, �nclud�ng f�ve former cab�net m�n�sters,6 th�s sent�ment 
cont�nued well �nto 2006 and contr�buted to the anger after R�n�’s elect�on as 
pr�me m�n�ster. Indeed, wh�le ant�-RAMSI sent�ments were not a s�gn�f�cant 
cause of the Apr�l unrest, negat�ve feel�ngs were ev�dent �n the del�berate 
target�ng of PPF veh�cles, as well as �n some of the graff�t� left beh�nd �n the 
ru�ns of Ch�natown (Allen 2006 and th�s volume). 

As �n other cases where �nterveners are forced to work closely w�th 
unpopular domest�c governments, a major challenge has been try�ng to 
balance the need for pol�t�cal stab�l�ty, on the one hand, w�th the appearance 
of �mpart�al law enforcement, on the other. Th�s was part�cularly so dur�ng 
the Kemakeza adm�n�strat�on, g�ven that many of �ts members (�nclud�ng 
the pr�me m�n�ster h�mself) were w�dely bel�eved to have been �nvolved �n 
corrupt�on and tens�on-related wrongdo�ng. Had all the allegat�ons been 
acted on, there would have been few leaders left to run the government. 
Interveners such as RAMSI run the unavo�dable r�sk of becom�ng ta�nted 
�n the publ�c eye through the�r assoc�at�on w�th d�scred�ted governments 
and leaders. Th�s was ev�dent �n respect of the m�ss�on’s relat�onsh�p w�th 
Kemakeza and h�s short-l�ved successor, R�n�. 
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Ow�ng to �ts h�gh v�s�b�l�ty and coerc�ve role, the pol�c�ng component of 
RAMSI has attracted more than �ts fa�r share of cr�t�c�sm. For example, �n 
early 2005, Terry Brown, the outspoken Angl�can B�shop of Mala�ta, ra�sed 
a number of concerns about the m�ss�on’s pol�c�ng and secur�ty act�v�t�es 
(Brown 2005). These �ncluded the alleged fa�lure to deal w�th m�nor cr�me 
�n the prov�nces; the Hon�ara-centred focus; the h�gh turnover of RAMSI 
personnel; understaff�ng of prov�nc�al pol�ce stat�ons; detachment from 
local people; lack of commun�cat�on w�th cr�me v�ct�ms; and the shortage 
of mag�strates and consequent delays �n court hear�ngs. He warned that 
w�thout �mprov�ng �ts relat�ons w�th ord�nary Solomon Islanders, RAMSI 
r�sked be�ng seen as an occupy�ng army.

Although v�ewed popularly as a un�tary ent�ty, RAMSI �s a mult�-faceted 
exerc�se, compr�s�ng many d�fferent agenc�es and actors. It �s also a dynam�c 
m�ss�on that has undergone var�ous phases, rang�ng from �n�t�al peace-
keep�ng and stab�l�sat�on to longer-term capac�ty development w�th a broad 
array of local �nst�tut�ons and stakeholders. Its complex�ty and evolv�ng 
character are often d�ff�cult to d�scern, let alone fathom, by those outs�de 
�ts �nnermost c�rcles. In the absence of a well-understood mandate, �t �s easy 
for m�sunderstand�ngs to ar�se. The m�ss�on �s also suscept�ble to del�berate 
m�srepresentat�on by opponents. Off�c�als regularly po�nt out that certa�n 
�ssues fall beyond the m�ss�on’s mandate and can be addressed only by local 
stakeholders. These �nclude the sens�t�ve matter of reconc�l�at�on �n confl�ct-
affected areas, wh�ch, accord�ng to m�ss�on off�c�als, �s the respons�b�l�ty of 
commun�ty leaders w�th the necessary local knowledge and stand�ng. The 
substant�al resources ava�lable to the m�ss�on, espec�ally when compared 
w�th those of the Solomon Islands government, have he�ghtened local 
expectat�ons about �ts ab�l�ty to tackle all manner of outstand�ng problems. 
Declarat�ons that certa�n matters fall w�th�n the rem�t of domest�c author�t�es 
can be �nterpreted (or m�srepresented) as e�ther a fa�lure to apprec�ate the�r 
s�gn�f�cance and/or a del�berate unw�ll�ngness to help.  

H�gh popular expectat�ons have also contr�buted to feel�ngs among some 
cr�t�cs that RAMSI has fa�led to go beyond the man�festat�ons of confl�ct to the 
deeper sources of stress that have underm�ned the pol�t�cal and soc�al fabr�c 
of Solomon Islands �n recent years. These are often referred to cumulat�vely 
as the ‘root causes’ of the confl�ct and, although they �nclude the ethn�c 
tens�ons between Guadalcanal and Mala�ta, they cover a myr�ad other factors, 
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�nclud�ng the poor pol�c�es of success�ve governments; corrupt�on; reg�onal 
d�spar�t�es �n resources and �ncome; the poor f�t between �nd�genous and 
�ntroduced �nst�tut�ons; land explo�tat�on; unresolved h�stor�cal gr�evances; 
and long-stand�ng d�ssat�sfact�on w�th the central�sat�on of pol�t�cal power 
�n Hon�ara and neglect of the �sland prov�nces and rural areas where most 
Solomon Islanders l�ve (Morgan and McLeod 2006:416). 

An Em�nent Persons’ Group from the Pac�f�c Islands Forum (2005) echoed 
many of these concerns �n �ts f�nd�ngs of a rev�ew of the m�ss�on �n 2005. 
Acknowledg�ng RAMSI’s cons�derable ach�evements, the rev�ew also made a 
number of recommendat�ons concern�ng �ts future operat�on. These �ncluded 
the need to adopt a more development-or�ented approach w�th Solomon 
Islands as an equal partner; �ncreas�ng Pac�f�c �sland representat�on �n the 
m�ss�on’s pol�c�ng and c�v�l�an components; develop�ng a clearer strategy for 
ut�l�s�ng local counterparts; address�ng the underly�ng causes of the confl�ct; 
mak�ng greater efforts �n the areas of reconc�l�at�on and rehab�l�tat�on; us�ng 
local ch�efs �n confl�ct resolut�on; �mprov�ng consultat�on between central 
and prov�nc�al governments, as well as w�th non-government organ�sat�ons; 
and �mplement�ng more effect�ve donor coord�nat�on (Pac�f�c Islands Forum 
2005). RAMSI off�c�als have subsequently tr�ed to address, w�th�n ex�st�ng 
constra�nts, most of these recommendat�ons.

The Apr�l unrest and subsequent developments
The angry response to the announcement of the pr�me m�n�ster-elect on 
18 Apr�l 2006 �nd�cated, among other th�ngs, the deep-seated frustrat�on 
felt by many Solomon Islanders w�th the work�ngs of the formal pol�t�cal 
process. Popular expectat�ons of a dec�s�ve break w�th d�scred�ted pol�t�cs and 
leaders were h�gh. Two days of r�ot�ng and loot�ng �njured about 50 pol�ce 
personnel and unknown numbers of c�v�l�ans, as well as caus�ng extens�ve 
damage to Hon�ara’s commerc�al centre (Hawes 2006). 

D�sappo�ntment w�th the nam�ng of the pr�me m�n�ster-elect prov�ded the 
�mmed�ate sett�ng for the d�sorderly scenes outs�de the nat�onal parl�ament, 
but there were many other factors �nvolved. In Solomon Islands, as �n Papua 
New Gu�nea and Vanuatu, members of the new parl�ament elect a pr�me 
m�n�ster �n what �s, �n effect, a second elect�on from wh�ch the ord�nary voter 
�s excluded. Successful cand�dates do not requ�re a command�ng major�ty or 
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�ndeed any support. In the absence of strong party aff�l�at�ons or s�gn�f�cant 
pol�cy d�fferences, loose blocs of members coalesce around �nd�v�dual leaders 
rather than �deology. There �s usually frenet�c manoeuvr�ng by smaller groups 
seek�ng to t�lt the balance �n favour of a part�cular bloc. The common goal 
among new members �s to secure a place on the government benches and, 
preferably, a m�n�ster�al portfol�o. As several elect�ons have demonstrated, 
the ease w�th wh�ch parl�amentar�ans can change alleg�ances has meant that 
pr�me m�n�sters are part�cularly vulnerable to outs�de �nfluences on the�r 
colleagues, �nclud�ng overt br�bery. F�nanc�al and other �nducements prov�ded 
by As�an bus�ness �nterests are bel�eved to have fuelled the format�on of new 
governments �n recent years (see Moore, th�s volume). G�ven �ts patently 
non-transparent and unpred�ctable character, th�s process �nvar�ably generates 
�ntense levels of popular speculat�on and rumour. The elect�on of R�n�—deputy 
pr�me m�n�ster �n the prev�ous government and d�scred�ted �n the eyes of 
many—came as a shock to voters and was also taken as ev�dence of the h�dden 
hand of As�an-backed ‘money pol�t�cs’, hence the target�ng of Ch�natown.  

The SIPF and �ts mentors �n the PPF were clearly caught off-guard by 
the scale and �ntens�ty of the d�sturbances. Publ�c order was restored only 
after m�l�tary and pol�ce re�nforcements were flown �n from Austral�a, New 
Zealand and F�j�. Several former sen�or SIPF off�cers contested cla�ms by the 
Austral�an comm�ss�oner that there had been no pr�or �ntell�gence �nd�cat�ng 
trouble, po�nt�ng out that the announcement of a new pr�me m�n�ster 
should rout�nely mer�t spec�al pol�c�ng measures and that Ch�natown 
was espec�ally vulnerable �n the case of unrest �n the cap�tal.7 The speaker 
cr�t�c�sed m�ss�on pol�ce for exacerbat�ng the s�tuat�on by us�ng tear-gas 
outs�de parl�ament (ABC 2006a). Many others v�ewed the d�sturbances and 
lack of pol�ce preparedness as ev�dence of more fundamental shortcom�ngs 
w�th the reg�onal m�ss�on, �nclud�ng the large commun�cat�on gap between 
�ts personnel and the Solomon Islands populat�on.8 Wh�le most external 
commentar�es and med�a reports appl�ed a law-enforcement lens (for 
example, the role of the pol�ce and other actors �n foment�ng or respond�ng 
to the d�sturbances), the broader s�gn�f�cance of the unrest and what 
followed lay �n the chang�ng pol�t�cal dynam�cs �n Solomon Islands and the�r 
�mpl�cat�ons for the future of the reg�onal m�ss�on.

The Apr�l unrest tarn�shed the aura of �nv�olab�l�ty that had grown up 
around RAMSI’s early ach�evements (see Allen, th�s volume). In do�ng so, �t 
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bolstered the conf�dence of local cr�t�cs of the m�ss�on, wh�le probably add�ng 
to the�r ranks. The ransack�ng and destruct�on of a large part of the nat�onal 
cap�tal seem�ngly under the helpless gaze of the SIPF and �ts reg�onal adv�sers 
also ra�sed quest�ons about the substant�al pol�ce-bu�ld�ng component of 
the m�ss�on. In add�t�on to spontaneous express�ons of anger, there were 
rumours of del�berate man�pulat�on of the d�sorder by certa�n leaders and 
pol�t�cal �nterests. These susp�c�ons appeared to be conf�rmed when two MPs 
were arrested and charged w�th �nc�t�ng the r�ots. The�r detent�on, however, 
led to R�n�’s pol�t�cal opponents accus�ng m�ss�on pol�ce of part�sansh�p by 
depr�v�ng them of two cr�t�cal votes �n the proposed vote of no-conf�dence 
aga�nst R�n� (see ABC 2006b). These percept�ons, refuted v�gorously by 
the pol�ce, were accentuated by the fact that the SIPF comm�ss�oner was 
a seconded member of the AFP. As long-t�me Solomon Islands observer 
and current RAMSI employee Mary-Lou�se O’Callaghan remarked, ‘when 
you’ve got an Austral�an Federal pol�ceman as the Pol�ce Comm�ss�oner of 
the local pol�ce, �t’s much eas�er for those accusat�ons to be made.’9 

The �mmed�ate pol�t�cal cr�s�s after R�n�’s elect�on receded when he fa�led to 
secure the numbers needed to surv�ve the vote of no-conf�dence and res�gned. 
He was replaced by Manasseh Sogavare, who had sh�fted to the oppos�t�on 
camp on the eve of the vote �n return for an agreement to nom�nate h�m as 
pr�me m�n�ster (see Alas�a, th�s volume). V�ewed by many Solomon Islanders 
as the lesser of two ev�ls, Sogavare’s assumpt�on of power was a source of 
d�squ�et among RAMSI off�c�als and the Austral�an government. A leaked 
ema�l wr�tten by a sen�or RAMSI off�c�al descr�bed the cho�ce between R�n� 
and Sogavare as pr�me m�n�ster as ‘depress�ng’.10 Sogavare, who had served 
as pr�me m�n�ster after the 2000 coup, was well known for h�s cr�t�cal stance 
towards the reg�onal m�ss�on.11 H�s �n�t�al assumpt�on of off�ce �n 2000 had 
been fac�l�tated through h�s close assoc�at�on w�th elements of the Mala�tan 
Eagle Force (MEF) and �nfluent�al power-brokers, �nclud�ng Charles Dausabea. 
Desp�te ha�l�ng from Cho�seul �n Western Prov�nce, Sogavare was seen as 
be�ng closer to the Mala�tan s�de of the tens�ons, and appeared to share the 
ant�pathy towards RAMSI held by many former Mala�tan m�l�tants (Allen 
2006). Conversely, many Guadalcanal people v�ewed h�m w�th susp�c�on.

Shortly after be�ng sworn �n, Sogavare called for a rev�ew of the m�ss�on, a 
clear ex�t strategy and �ncreased part�c�pat�on of Solomon Islanders �n cr�t�cal 
dec�s�on mak�ng (see ABC 2006c). H�s most controvers�al act, however, 
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was to announce the appo�ntment of two deta�ned parl�amentar�ans, both 
members of the pr�me m�n�ster’s pol�t�cal fact�on, as members of h�s new 
cab�net. Dausabea was g�ven the sens�t�ve pol�ce and nat�onal secur�ty 
portfol�o, wh�le h�s fellow accused, Nelson Ne’e, was appo�nted M�n�ster 
for Tour�sm and Culture (The Canberra T�mes 2006). Austral�an Fore�gn 
M�n�ster, Alexander Downer, expressed h�s government’s deep concern, 
prov�d�ng the open�ng salvo �n the �ncreas�ngly acr�mon�ous exchanges 
between the two leaders �n the months to come (ABC 2006d). 

Hav�ng been deployed at the request of the Solomon Islands government, 
RAMSI �s dependent on the acqu�escence and cooperat�on of whatever 
government �s �n power (see Butler, th�s volume); th�s leaves �t espec�ally 
vulnerable to sh�ft�ng local pol�t�cal alleg�ances (Wa�nwr�ght 2005:5). Events 
s�nce Apr�l 2006 have demonstrated the extent of th�s vulnerab�l�ty. Former 
Pr�me M�n�ster S�r Allan Kemakeza had gone out of h�s way to accommodate 
the presence and demands of the reg�onal m�ss�on and �ts pr�nc�pal sponsors, 
apprec�at�ng, no doubt, that RAMSI prov�ded h�s adm�n�strat�on w�th a 
leg�t�macy that �t patently lacked among ord�nary Solomon Islanders. Indeed, 
the tac�t support of RAMSI was a cr�t�cal factor �n the unprecedented longev�ty 
of the Kemakeza adm�n�strat�on (see Fraenkel, th�s volume). Sogavare, on 
the other hand, had s�gnalled well �n advance that he would adopt a very 
d�fferent approach. Cloak�ng h�mself �n the mantle of defender of Solomon 
Islands sovere�gnty, he adopted an openly combat�ve approach, advocat�ng 
greater local control of the m�ss�on and the reduct�on of Austral�an dom�nance. 
Underly�ng h�s personal style has been an unusual degree of susp�c�on about 
the poss�b�l�ty of external man�pulat�on of Solomon Islands affa�rs. Speak�ng 
on nat�onal rad�o on 8 May, he stated that

Austral�a seemed to have used the prov�s�ons of the current partnersh�p as 
a l�cence to �nf�ltrate almost all sect�ons of the publ�c sector. By the�r h�gh-
level engagement �n sen�or posts w�th�n the government we have a s�tuat�on 
where fore�gn nat�onals have d�rect and unrestr�cted access to the nerve 
centre of Solomon Islands publ�c adm�n�strat�on, secur�ty and leadersh�p. 
Th�s �s an unhealthy s�tuat�on (reported �n the Green Left Weekly 2006). 

Sogavare’s rhetor�c m�ght have struck a chord w�th those who felt threatened 
or otherw�se marg�nal�sed by RAMSI’s dom�nant presence �n most sectors of 
government; however, �t also caused alarm among many of h�s fellow c�t�zens 
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about the pract�cal consequences of a d�m�n�shed m�ss�on or premature 
w�thdrawal. For h�s cr�t�cs, Sogavare’s assert�ons of sovere�gnty concealed 
a less ben�gn personal agenda a�med at underm�n�ng RAMSI’s efforts to 
strengthen the rule of law and the accountab�l�ty of state �nst�tut�ons that 
had been eroded after years of corrupt and �ncompetent leadersh�p. 

The pr�me m�n�ster’s proposal to rev�se aspects of the m�ss�on, �nclud�ng 
areas of f�nanc�al management, met w�th v�gorous oppos�t�on from Austral�a, 
New Zealand and others, who saw �t as a way for pol�t�c�ans to rega�n 
unfettered control of publ�c funds and, as such, a rec�pe for �nst�tut�onal�sed 
corrupt�on. Downer argued that the m�ss�on was an �ntegrated package 
that could not be cherry-p�cked by the Solomon Islands government (see 
Append�x 1).12 Relat�ons deter�orated further after Sogavare announced 
the sett�ng up of a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto the Apr�l d�sturbances (see 
Append�x 2). The terms of reference �ncluded d�rect�ons to evaluate the pol�ce 
response, �nvest�gate the role of MPs and, most controvers�ally, to exam�ne 
the c�rcumstances surround�ng the detent�on of the two MPs charged w�th 
�nc�t�ng the r�ots, �n order to establ�sh whether th�s ‘was reasonably just�f�ed 
and not pol�t�cally mot�vated’ (Solomon Islands Government 2006). Wh�le 
the last term was later dropped, �t was v�ewed by many as a crude attempt 
to underm�ne the case pend�ng aga�nst Sogavare’s two pol�t�cal all�es and 
d�vert attent�on on to the pol�ce response to the r�ots.13 These v�ews appeared 
to be v�nd�cated when the local med�a publ�shed damn�ng extracts from a 
leaked cab�net memo. In the document, Sogavare stated that the cr�m�nal 
proceed�ngs aga�nst the two MPs were l�kely to be dropped once the �nqu�ry 
started (ABC 2006f).

Pr�mo Afeau, the attorney-general, cla�med that the �nqu�ry amounted 
to an ‘outrageous case of pol�t�cal �nterference �n the legal process’ and 
�nst�tuted legal proceed�ngs challeng�ng the controvers�al terms of reference. 
Sogavare responded by accus�ng Afeau of act�ng under Austral�an �nfluence 
and quest�oned h�s su�tab�l�ty for off�ce (Rad�o New Zealand Internat�onal 
2006a). In the meant�me, the pr�me m�n�ster’s nom�nee to cha�r the �nqu�ry, 
ret�red Austral�an judge Marcus E�nfeld, was exper�enc�ng legal d�ff�cult�es 
of h�s own after allegedly ly�ng about a speed�ng offence �n Sydney. In an 
atmosphere of grow�ng parano�a, Sogavare and h�s closest assoc�ates saw the 
t�m�ng of E�nfeld’s troubles as a del�berate attempt to d�scred�t the former 
judge and underm�ne the �nqu�ry. 
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B�lateral relat�ons h�t a new low �n early September when the Austral�an 
H�gh Comm�ss�oner, Patr�ck Cole, was declared persona non grata by the 
Solomon Islands government for allegedly �nterfer�ng �n local pol�t�cs. The 
g�st of the allegat�ons was that Cole had been talk�ng w�th the parl�amentary 
oppos�t�on, presumably encourag�ng �t to mount a vote of no-conf�dence, 
and had been try�ng to block fund�ng for the �nqu�ry (Rad�o New Zealand 
Internat�onal 2006b). Downer condemned the d�plomat’s de facto expuls�on 
as outrageous14 and retal�ated by �mpos�ng v�sa restr�ct�ons on Solomon 
Islands pol�t�c�ans seek�ng entry to Austral�a (Internat�onal Herald Tr�bune 
2006). Sogavare responded by accus�ng Canberra of meddl�ng �n Solomon 
Islands pol�t�cs. He told reporters that ‘the Government and the people of 
Solomon Islands are concerned about the manner �n wh�ch the Howard 
Government has cont�nued to subtly d�ctate over sovere�gn �ssues that are 
beyond the jur�sd�ct�on of Canberra.’

The next, and most b�zarre, tw�st came when �t was announced that the 
pr�me m�n�ster was cons�der�ng replac�ng the �ncumbent attorney-general 
w�th a controvers�al Austral�an lawyer, Jul�an Mot� (Solomon Star 2006b). 
Mot� had been an assoc�ate of Sogavare for many years and was bel�eved to 
have had a hand �n draft�ng the terms of reference for the �nqu�ry. He had 
also faced ch�ld sex charges �n Vanuatu 10 years earl�er. Accord�ng to med�a 
reports, Mot� was comm�tted to stand tr�al �n Vanuatu’s Supreme Court �n 
1998; however, the Court of Appeal d�sm�ssed the case before proceed�ng 
to tr�al on techn�cal grounds. The case was returned to be heard before 
another mag�strate, but was aga�n d�sm�ssed am�d rumours that Mot� had 
pa�d off the mag�strate (The Austral�an 2006). After Mot� was l�nked w�th 
the attorney-general’s pos�t�on �n Solomon Islands, �t emerged that he was 
wanted for quest�on�ng by the AFP regard�ng h�s earl�er act�v�t�es �n Vanuatu 
and would be arrested when the opportun�ty arose. The c�rcumstances 
and t�m�ng of the AFP �nvest�gat�on conf�rmed Sogavare’s susp�c�ons that 
Austral�an author�t�es were prepared to use every means poss�ble to block 
h�s chosen cand�date for attorney-general. Mot� was subsequently arrested 
wh�le �n trans�t �n Papua New Gu�nea at the request of Austral�an author�t�es 
seek�ng h�s extrad�t�on (ABC 2006g). 

After fa�l�ng to turn up to h�s scheduled court hear�ng, Mot� was 
granted refuge at the Solomon Islands H�gh Comm�ss�on �n Port Moresby, 
spark�ng further angry exchanges between Hon�ara and Canberra. Sogavare 
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denounced Mot�’s arrest as a ser�ous v�olat�on of Solomon Islands’ sovere�gnty, 
wh�le Austral�an leaders den�ed accusat�ons that the arrest was pol�t�cally 
mot�vated (ABC 2006h). The b�lateral d�spute now drew �n PNG author�t�es 
and, �n part�cular, Pr�me M�n�ster S�r M�chael Somare, a veteran of many 
acr�mon�ous exchanges w�th h�s southern ne�ghbour.15 Somare accused 
Austral�a of bungl�ng the extrad�t�on and caus�ng d�plomat�c embarrassment 
to Papua New Gu�nea (ABC 2006�). Mot� was then secretly flown to 
Solomon Islands �n a PNG Defence Force a�rcraft, where he was arrested 
(Sydney Morn�ng Herald 2006a). Austral�an off�c�als expressed outrage at 
Mot�’s ‘escape’ from Papua New Gu�nea, d�rected �n equal measure at the 
governments of Solomon Islands and Papua New Gu�nea, who had clearly 
collaborated on th�s matter.16 Although Mot� was suspended as attorney-
general, Sogavare threatened to end Austral�a’s role �n the reg�onal m�ss�on �f 
the extrad�t�on proceeded (ABC 2006j). Comment�ng on the tenor of these 
exchanges between the leaders of Papua New Gu�nea, Solomon Islands and 
Austral�a, strateg�c analyst Hugh Wh�te lamented the revers�on to a ‘puer�le, 
�mmature d�plomacy’ (Sydney Morn�ng Herald 2006b).

Pol�ce �nvest�gat�ons �nto how Mot� got back �nto the country, apparently 
w�thout a passport, led to the arrest of the m�n�ster for �mm�grat�on. The 
Solomon Islands government responded by threaten�ng to w�thhold the salary 
of the Austral�an comm�ss�oner. Shortly after Sogavare left to attend a Pac�f�c 
Islands Forum meet�ng �n F�j�, pol�ce ra�ded the pr�me m�n�ster’s off�ce �n 
relat�on to the same �nvest�gat�on, prompt�ng angry protests from leaders �n 
Solomon Islands, Papua New Gu�nea and Vanuatu (ABC 2006l). Attempts to 
rally forum support to Sogavare’s s�de �n the stand-off w�th Austral�a fa�led and 
served to h�ghl�ght d�fferences between the Melanes�an and non-Melanes�an 
member states. A f�ve-po�nt plan presented by Sogavare to overhaul RAMSI 
and reduce Austral�an �nvolvement was rejected. The forum nevertheless 
agreed to rev�ew the operat�ons of the m�ss�on and establ�sh a new consultat�ve 
mechan�sm compr�s�ng representat�ves of Solomon Islands and RAMSI, and 
the leaders of Papua New Gu�nea, F�j� and Tonga (see Append�x 3). 

As 2006 drew to a close, the Sogavare government aga�n upped the stakes 
by abruptly declar�ng the Austral�an SIPF Comm�ss�oner, Shane Castles, an 
‘undes�rable �mm�grant’ wh�le he was on leave �n Austral�a. Th�s had the 
effect of prevent�ng Castles, who had 20 months of h�s contract st�ll to 
run, return�ng to Solomon Islands to resume h�s dut�es. Fore�gn M�n�ster, 
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Patteson Ot�, stated that Castles’ cont�nued presence was cons�dered 
prejud�c�al to the peace, defence, publ�c safety, publ�c order, publ�c moral�ty, 
secur�ty and good government of Solomon Islands (Solomon Star 2007a). 
The Austral�an government and Solomon Islands oppos�t�on �mmed�ately 
condemned Castles’ sack�ng. Castles told journal�sts that he bel�eved h�s 
d�sm�ssal was related to SIPF corrupt�on �nvest�gat�ons and the cont�nu�ng 
Mot� affa�r (Post-Cour�er 2007). Austral�an Just�ce M�n�ster, Chr�s Ell�son, 
compla�ned of the pol�t�cs that were cont�nually �nterfer�ng w�th Austral�a’s 
pol�c�ng efforts �n the Pac�f�c (The Austral�an 2007a).

Sogavare took another sw�pe at the reg�onal m�ss�on �n h�s 2006 
Chr�stmas message to h�s fellow c�t�zens. As well as compla�n�ng about the 
lengthy delays fac�ng deta�nees awa�t�ng tr�al for tens�ons-related offences, 
Sogavare quest�oned the retr�but�ve foundat�ons of RAMSI’s approach to 
those �mpl�cated �n the earl�er confl�ct. 

It �s worry�ng that the strategy so far has been very heav�ly focused on 
pun�sh�ng those who have been forced by the env�ronment created dur�ng 
the cr�s�s to comm�t cr�me. Th�s �s a backward look to address�ng our 
problems. In fact one �s fully just�f�ed to ask whether the huge �nvestment 
�n th�s program, that w�ll only f�nanc�ally benef�t fore�gn compan�es that 
run our pr�sons, w�ll address the deep rooted problems of th�s country 
(Solomon Star 2006c).

In m�d January, Austral�a’s dec�s�on to expel F�j�’s m�l�tary cont�ngent 
from part�c�pat�on �n RAMSI after that country’s December coup was 
cr�t�c�sed by fore�gn m�n�sters from the Melanes�an Spearhead Group, 
reveal�ng the grow�ng an�mos�ty among Melanes�an leaders towards 
Austral�a’s reg�onal act�v�sm. M�n�ster Ot� lambasted Austral�a’s ‘d�ctator�al 
leadersh�p’ of RAMSI (Solomon Star 2007b). Further acr�mony ensued after 
�t was revealed that Sogavare was plann�ng to re-arm members of the SIPF 
un�t ass�gned to guard h�m. Outr�ght oppos�t�on to any re-arm�ng of the 
Solomon Islands pol�ce was vo�ced by Austral�an and RAMSI leaders, as well 
as by the oppos�t�on and c�v�l soc�ety groups �n Solomon Islands. Sogavare 
accused Austral�a of �nterfer�ng �n local pol�t�cs by persuad�ng Ta�wan to 
drop the f�rearms tra�n�ng component �n a proposed tra�n�ng scheme w�th 
the Solomon Islands pol�ce force. He also accused RAMSI of retal�at�ng by 
w�thdraw�ng the m�ss�on pol�ce ass�gned to protect h�m. 
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Sogavare added to Canberra’s frustrat�ons by repeatedly delay�ng attempts 
by the newly appo�nted Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�oner to Solomon Islands 
(Patr�ck Cole’s replacement) to present h�s credent�als (The Austral�an 
2007b). Unsubstant�ated allegat�ons were also made of RAMSI �nvolvement 
�n prost�tut�on and ser�ous traff�c acc�dents. Another tw�st �n the �ncreas�ngly 
surreal tussle between the two governments came w�th the arrest of a long-
t�me Austral�an res�dent, apparently on the bas�s of a conversat�on overheard 
�n a local hostelry. He was charged w�th consp�r�ng to assass�nate Sogavare, 
but the charge was subsequently dropped after be�ng w�dely cr�t�c�sed, 
�nclud�ng by the d�rector of publ�c prosecut�ons, as blatant �nterference �n 
the cr�m�nal just�ce system. Med�a reports at the t�me nevertheless �ncluded 
the unattr�buted cla�m that a bounty had been pa�d to Austral�an sources 
to assass�nate the Solomon Islands pr�me m�n�ster (Mercer 2007)! Shortly 
thereafter, a v�s�t�ng Amer�can off�c�al urged all part�es to ‘get away from 
th�s k�nd of box�ng match’ (Solomon Star 2007c).

In a remarkable departure from normal protocol, an exasperated 
Alexander Downer sought to go around the government and appeal d�rectly 
to the Solomon Islands people �n a letter publ�shed �n the Solomon Star �n early 
February 2007. In �t, he l�sted and berated var�ous attempts by Sogavare to 
allegedly underm�ne the reg�onal m�ss�on and appealed to Solomon Islanders 
‘to go out of your way to encourage your leaders to l�sten to you, the�r 
people, and make w�se dec�s�ons for the future of your country’ (Solomon 
Star 2007d). In a subsequent �nterv�ew, Downer cla�med that the Solomon 
Islands pr�me m�n�ster wanted ‘to get r�d of RAMSI and to go back to the 
s�tuat�on where the country was bas�cally run by the Mala�ta Eagle Force 
and people l�ke that’ (ABC 2007a). 

Parts of the western Solomons were devastated by a tsunam� and a ser�es 
of tremors �n early Apr�l, draw�ng attent�on away from the b�lateral cr�s�s. 
These events and Austral�a’s prompt human�tar�an response contr�buted to 
some thaw�ng �n relat�ons (New Zealand Herald 2007); however, th�s turned 
out to be a temporary repr�eve and the ‘box�ng match’ soon resumed. The 
Defence Force Board of Inqu�ry �n Port Moresby �nvest�gat�ng Mot�’s fl�ght 
from Papua New Gu�nea was uncover�ng mount�ng ev�dence of pol�t�cal 
�nvolvement at the h�ghest levels �n the dec�s�on to fac�l�tate Mot�’s escape. 
An �ncreas�ngly petulant Somare sought to have the �nqu�ry d�sbanded. 
He also sacked h�s defence m�n�ster and named h�mself as replacement, 



26 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

thereby ensur�ng that the report ended up on h�s desk. Desp�te Somare’s 
attempts to suppress the publ�cat�on of the report, The Australian newspaper 
obta�ned a leaked copy. The report po�nted the f�nger squarely at Somare 
and recommended that he and several of h�s c�v�l�an and m�l�tary adv�sers 
be �nvest�gated for a range of poss�ble offences (The Austral�an 2007d). 

The announcement that a F�j�an pol�ce off�cer, Jah�r Khan, had been 
sworn �n as the new comm�ss�oner of the SIPF �n May prompted protests 
from the Publ�c Serv�ce Comm�ss�on about �rregular�t�es �n the appo�ntment 
process (Rad�o New Zealand Internat�onal 2007). It was also opposed by 
local groups who saw �t as another attempt by Sogavare to place a compl�ant 
person �n a cr�t�cal nat�onal post. Khan’s appo�ntment was seen as a way 
of underm�n�ng the legal system and the ant�-corrupt�on efforts of RAMSI 
and the pol�ce. Groups that had been protest�ng aga�nst the appo�ntment of 
Mot� as attorney-general now added the new comm�ss�oner to the�r l�st of 
gr�evances (ABC 2007b). Unease about th�s appo�ntment was he�ghtened 
when Khan announced that he had subm�tted a supplementary budget to 
the government seek�ng US$2.6 m�ll�on to re-arm elements of the SIPF 
(SIBC 2007). Mot� was formally sworn �n as attorney-general on 10 July 
2007, desp�te str�dent oppos�t�on from the Solomon Islands Publ�c Serv�ce 
Comm�ss�on, the legal fratern�ty, parl�amentary oppos�t�on and c�v�l soc�ety 
groups, as well as the governments of Austral�a and New Zealand (ABC 
2007c). Meanwh�le, the comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto the Apr�l 2006 r�ots, 
cha�red by former PNG judge Br�an Brunton, had f�nally begun �n Hon�ara. 
As RAMSI marked �ts fourth ann�versary �n July 2007, the comm�ss�on 
released an �nter�m report (Solomon Islands Government 2007). Among 
�ts prel�m�nary f�nd�ngs were that the r�ots had been pol�t�cally mot�vated 
and that RAMSI pol�ce had fallen short �n the�r preparat�on for and response 
to the d�sturbances. 

Conclus�ons
Desp�te the mount�ng d�ff�cult�es fac�ng RAMSI �n the wake of the Apr�l 2006 
d�sturbances, �t would be premature to pred�ct �ts �mpend�ng fa�lure, just as 
�t was to procla�m �ts success after �ts early accompl�shments. The �mpact of 
the �ntervent�on w�ll be measured ult�mately by what �t leaves beh�nd. As well 
as set-backs, there have been successes that have been largely overshadowed 
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by the d�sturbances and deter�orat�on �n b�lateral relat�ons. These have 
�ncluded changes to the taxat�on system, wh�ch have seen Solomons Island 
government revenue �ncreas�ng by 170 per cent �n RAMSI’s f�rst three years, 
and other reforms that have contr�buted to growth �n the economy and 
employment opportun�t�es for Solomon Islanders (The Austral�an 2007c). 
Wh�le fall�ng well short of levels requ�red by the fast-grow�ng populat�on, 
they nevertheless represent a s�gn�f�cant ach�evement g�ven the d�sastrous 
econom�c s�tuat�on that ex�sted �n m�d 2003. L�kew�se, as O’Callaghan 
po�nts out �n th�s volume, beneath the h�gh-level joust�ng between pol�t�cal 
leaders �n Hon�ara and Canberra, relat�ons between many RAMSI personnel 
and the�r Solomon Islander counterparts are very effect�ve. Moreover, 
reta�n�ng overwhelm�ng popular support four years after deployment �s 
unusual among contemporary state-bu�ld�ng �ntervent�on and rema�ns the 
m�ss�on’s pr�nc�pal strength.  

That sa�d, the fundamental challenges of �mplement�ng and susta�n�ng 
�ts reform agenda rema�n form�dable. RAMSI was always much more than 
a techn�cal and pol�t�cally neutral exerc�se. The protracted struggle over 
�ts control should serve to d�spel doubts about the �nherently pol�t�cal 
character of �nternat�onal state bu�ld�ng. Appeals to sovere�gnty and 
nat�onal�st sent�ments w�ll cont�nue to prov�de the rat�onale for strateg�es of 
obstruct�on and res�stance by those who stand to lose most from the m�ss�on’s 
far-reach�ng governance and econom�c reforms. Alexander Downer’s 
pers�stent object�ons show no s�gn of wear�ng down the res�stance. Recent 
events also demonstrate just how suscept�ble the language and conceptual 
framework of �nterven�ng author�t�es are to appropr�at�on by local actors for 
the�r just�f�catory value and then to redeployment aga�nst the �nterveners. 
Th�s can be seen �n Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare’s object�ons to the ‘�njust�ces’ 
perpetrated aga�nst large numbers of Solomon Islanders awa�t�ng tr�al �n 
Rove Pr�son. In a s�m�lar ve�n, others have sought to just�fy Commodore 
Ba�n�marama’s �llegal assumpt�on of power �n F�j� �n December 2006 by 
recast�ng �t as the ‘good governance’ coup. In each case, one vers�on of 
just�ce and good governance competes w�th another. 

The doma�n of law enforcement �llustrates the near �mposs�b�l�ty of 
try�ng to ma�nta�n an �mpart�al �mage �n such a pol�t�cally charged context. 
AFP Comm�ss�oner, M�ck Keelty, acknowledged recently the cons�derable 
d�ff�cult�es of work�ng �n ‘the morally amb�guous’ and ‘pol�t�cally challeng�ng’ 
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env�ronments of ‘�mperfectly governed democrac�es’ (Keelty 2006). Hav�ng 
been cr�t�c�sed earl�er for neglect�ng the b�g f�sh, pol�ce and other legal 
agenc�es have �ncreased the�r vulnerab�l�ty to pol�t�cal attacks by sw�tch�ng 
focus onto corrupt off�c�als and leaders. Sogavare’s successful efforts to �nsert 
h�s personal appo�ntees �nto the key posts of attorney-general and pol�ce 
comm�ss�oner not only threaten the �ntegr�ty of the legal system, they drag 
those who �ns�st on str�ct adherence to the rule of law �nto messy pol�t�cal 
struggles. Appeals to the techn�cal �mperat�ves of neutral and depol�t�c�sed 
law enforcement are unl�kely to d�splace percept�ons of underly�ng power 
plays, whether real or �mag�ned.

Shane Castles’ sack�ng �n December 2006 demonstrates the �ncompat�ble 
nature of a freely elected government and �ts relat�onsh�p w�th an external 
�nterven�ng force. Wh�le the �ntervent�on makes poss�ble the leg�t�macy of 
the government, �t cannot ensure or control �ts behav�our. Th�s goes to the 
heart of RAMSI’s current d�ff�cult�es. The reforms �t seeks to �mplement 
demand robust pol�t�cal responses but the nature of �ts legal foundat�ons—
‘cooperat�ve �ntervent�on’—severely constra�ns the extent to wh�ch �t can 
engage pol�t�cally w�th a res�stant government �n Hon�ara. The �mperat�ve of 
cooperat�on l�m�ts the m�ss�on’s ab�l�ty to push for deeper pol�t�cal reforms 
wh�le s�multaneously mak�ng �t more suscept�ble to entanglement �n local 
pol�t�cs, as �llustrated �n the Mot� affa�r and many of the other developments 
d�scussed �n th�s volume.

The narrow, techn�cal or�entat�on of the m�ss�on’s approach to state 
bu�ld�ng and capac�ty development obscures the soc�al and pol�t�cal dynam�cs 
that have contr�buted to the dysfunct�onal�ty of the post-colon�al state �n 
Solomon Islands. Th�s �s not s�mply the result of a lack of �nst�tut�onal capac�ty 
to be remed�ed by carefully targeted techn�cal ass�stance. Rather �t reflects 
the part�cular h�story and pol�t�cs of the post-colon�al state and the manner 
�n wh�ch �t has been shaped by local and global forces. The Solomon Islands 
state, l�ke all other states, does not stand apart from soc�ety as some k�nd of 
d�screte ent�ty that can be worked on �n �solat�on. Hame�r� (2007) has shown 
how the l�terature on fa�led states sets up a d�chotomous conceptual�sat�on 
of state and soc�ety by def�n�ng �nst�tut�ons pr�mar�ly �n terms of the�r 
pol�cy capac�ty. As a result, ‘soc�al and pol�t�cal relat�onsh�ps are not seen as 
�ntr�ns�c to �nst�tut�ons but only as constra�nts or obstacles to performance’ 
(Hame�r� 2007:414). The �deal�sed �nst�tut�ons the �nterveners are seek�ng to 
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(re-)bu�ld are to be devo�d of pol�t�cs and the pern�c�ous �nfluence of soc�al 
relat�ons. Desp�te these noble asp�rat�ons, �nst�tut�ons cannot be separated 
from what Leftw�ch (2000:9) calls ‘the raw processes and pract�ces of 
pol�t�cs’ that gave r�se to them �n the f�rst place and that have shaped the�r 
evolut�on ever s�nce. The h�story of post-colon�al states such as Solomon 
Islands attests to the central�ty of pol�t�cs �n the�r development.  

Internat�onal state bu�lders evaluate the�r subjects �n terms of the 
extent to wh�ch they fall short of the �deals of a modern state. The def�c�ts 
so �dent�f�ed—for example, the absence of good governance, lack of 
accountab�l�ty and transparency, corrupt�on and nepot�sm, unfavourable 
�nvestment reg�mes and �neff�c�ent taxat�on systems—establ�sh the 
parameters for the remed�al work of �nst�tut�on bu�ld�ng and capac�ty 
development. The �mperat�ves of address�ng these ‘self-ev�dent def�c�enc�es’, 
often �n absurdly short t�me frames, affords l�ttle opportun�ty to reflect on 
why these �nst�tut�ons and the �nd�v�duals that const�tute them behave �n the 
part�cular ways they do. That would requ�re a much deeper understand�ng 
of the complex �nterplay between h�story, culture, pol�t�cs and mater�al 
change that have shaped them. It would enta�l a search for the rat�onal�ty 
�n pol�t�cal and �nst�tut�onal behav�our rather than s�mply d�sm�ss�ng �t as 
�nherently �rrat�onal or patholog�cal (Chabal and Daloz 1999). 

Wh�le the Hon�ara r�ots �nvolved man�pulat�on by some part�es, and 
wh�le Sogavare has embarked on a personal m�ss�on to frustrate �mportant 
aspects of the reg�onal m�ss�on’s work, the trava�ls of Solomon Islands 
�n recent decades and the present d�ff�cult�es faced by RAMSI cannot be 
reduced s�mply to the �ncompetence or mendac�ty of post-�ndependence 
governments and a handful of pol�t�cal leaders. Wh�le these factors have 
undoubtedly contr�buted, they are not �n themselves suff�c�ent to expla�n 
the profound d�ff�cult�es of bu�ld�ng state and nat�on �n Solomon Islands. 
Governments and the�r leaders are s�gn�f�cant players w�th�n a larger pol�t�cal 
economy whose roots extend deep �nto Solomon Islands soc�ety and the 
manner of �ts engagement w�th the global economy. The pecul�ar�t�es of 
Solomon Islands’ electoral pol�t�cs, process of government format�on and 
volat�le system of coal�t�on government cannot be understood �n �solat�on 
from the�r encompass�ng pol�t�cal culture. Nor can they be v�ewed apart 
from the mutually transformat�ve character of state–soc�ety relat�ons 
that have conf�gured the pol�t�cal landscape �n the past three decades. The 
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relat�ve absence �n Solomon Islands of the �nst�tut�onal�sat�on and funct�onal 
d�fferent�at�on between state and soc�ety on wh�ch Weber�an state bu�ld�ng 
�s prem�sed, �s a reflect�on of powerful h�stor�cal and soc�al forces rather 
than the product of �nd�v�dual or collect�ve pathology.  

The entanglement of pre-colon�al and colon�al pasts rema�ns deeply 
�mpl�cated �n the d�ff�cult�es of the post-colon�al present �n Solomon Islands. 
Rather than nurtur�ng shared commun�ty, ‘the raw processes and pract�ces 
of pol�t�cs’ �n the post-�ndependence per�od have accentuated local�sm and 
d�v�s�ons w�th�n the arch�pelago. An �mportant message for the �nterveners 
�s the need for a much stronger apprec�at�on of the �mportance of nat�on 
bu�ld�ng, �n �ts l�teral sense, and the need for a s�gn�f�cant broaden�ng of 
the narrow, techn�cal state-bu�ld�ng perspect�ve. In part a consequence 
of �ts mandate, RAMSI’s state-bu�ld�ng efforts have not been embedded 
�n the larger and cr�t�cal project of nat�on mak�ng, leav�ng �t w�th l�ttle 
scope to address the deeper causes of the recent cr�s�s. On th�s po�nt, �t 
�s worth conclud�ng that the d�sturbances �n Apr�l 2006—v�ewed w�dely 
as a man�festat�on of state-bu�ld�ng fa�lure—m�ght be �nterpreted more 
pos�t�vely. Is �t not conce�vable that the spontaneous anger of many 
ord�nary Solomon Islanders at the lack of openness and transparency of 
the�r government system was �tself an example of nat�on bu�ld�ng �n the 
face of state fa�lure? L�kew�se, an un�ntended consequence of the months of 
b�tter and deb�l�tat�ng wrangl�ng between Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare and h�s 
Austral�an nemeses m�ght be the translat�on of grow�ng popular concern �nto 
a he�ghtened scrut�ny of the act�ons of the�r own government and leadersh�p. 
Th�s �llustrates the earl�er po�nt that the bu�ld�ng of pol�t�cal commun�t�es 
�s often a messy and contested process. It also demonstrates how nat�on 
bu�ld�ng �s as l�kely to occur by default as by des�gn.
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Notes
1 In 2002, the Un�ted States redef�ned �ts Nat�onal Secur�ty Strategy to warn that ‘Amer�ca 

�s now threatened less by conquer�ng states than we are by fa�l�ng ones’ (Un�ted States 
Government 2002).

2 The PPF �ncludes cont�ngents from Austral�a, New Zealand, F�j�, Cook Islands, K�r�bat�, 
Nauru, Papua New Gu�nea, Samoa, Tonga, Marshall Islands, Federated States of 
M�crones�a, Palau, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.

3 Shane Castles quoted �n the Solomon Star (2006a).
4 Solomon Star 2005a. See also Roughan 2005.
5 See, for example, Solomon Star 2005b.
6 These �ncluded the conv�ct�on and �mpr�sonment of a former m�n�ster of commun�cat�on 

�n February 2004 for, among other th�ngs, demand�ng money w�th menace; the arrest 
of the former fore�gn m�n�ster �n September 2004 on a charge of demand�ng money 
w�th menace; the arrest of the m�n�ster for prov�nc�al government and const�tuency 
development on corrupt�on-related charges �n January 2005; the arrest for theft of the 
m�n�ster for pol�ce, nat�onal secur�ty and just�ce �n February 2005; the arrest of two 
prom�nent lawyers, �nclud�ng the former MEF spokesperson, �n February 2005 �n relat�on 
to the m�sappropr�at�on of compensat�on funds; and the arrest on corrupt�on charges of 
the former f�nance m�n�ster �n Apr�l 2005.

7 See the art�cles by M�ke Wheatley (2006), former Ass�stant Comm�ss�oner, RSIP, and 
Frank Short (2006), former Comm�ss�oner, RSIP.

8 See, for example, Roughan 2006.
9 Quote from O’Callaghan 2006. 
10 Th�s ema�l was a source of embarrassment to RAMSI and the Austral�an government. 

It also descr�bed extens�ve beh�nd-the-scenes lobby�ng aga�nst R�n� by Patr�ck Cole, the 
Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�oner (see The Age 2006a). 

11 Sogavare was one of the only pol�t�cal leaders to speak aga�nst the reg�onal m�ss�on dur�ng the 
debates �n the Solomon Islands Parl�ament that preceded �ts deployment. He warned then 
that such a m�ss�on m�ght lead to ‘re-colon�sat�on’. See Sydney Morn�ng Herald 2003a. 

12 See also ABC 2006e. 
13 See The Age 2006b. Concerns were also expressed by New Zealand and the European 

Un�on.
14 See The Age 2006b.
15 Th�s �ncluded the d�plomat�c stoush between Papua New Gu�nea and Austral�a after the 

so-called ‘shoe �nc�dent’ at Br�sbane a�rport �n March 2005. A�rport secur�ty off�c�als 
�ns�sted that S�r M�chael remove h�s shoes as part of a rout�ne secur�ty check. Th�s �nc�dent 
led to publ�c demonstrat�ons �n several PNG towns. Somare has been an open cr�t�c of 
Austral�a’s new �ntervent�on�sm and has taken great offence to the labell�ng of Papua New 
Gu�nea as a weak or fa�l�ng state.

16 Alexander Downer subsequently announced a ban on m�n�ster�al v�s�ts from Papua New 
Gu�nea to Austral�a (see ABC 2006k). The collaborat�on between the two governments 
was later conf�rmed �n the leaked report from the PNG Defence Board of Inqu�ry. 
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Chapter 2
Pol�t�cs of d�sorder:  
the soc�al unrest �n Hon�ara

Matthew Allen

The r�ot�ng and loot�ng that broke out �n Hon�ara, the cap�tal of Solomon 
Islands, �mmed�ately after the parl�amentary elect�on of the new pr�me m�n�ster 
�n Apr�l 2006, and the nat�onal elect�on two weeks earl�er, h�ghl�ght the deep-
seated structural �ssues that cont�nue to plague th�s fledgl�ng �ndependent South 
Pac�f�c nat�on. The pr�me m�n�ster-elect, Snyder R�n�, res�gned a week after 
he was elected �n the face of a parl�amentary vote of no conf�dence and was 
succeeded �n the nat�on’s top pos�t�on by Manasseh Sogavare. Two Members 
of Parl�ament were arrested on charges relat�ng to the r�ots, parl�amentary 
s�tt�ngs were ‘locked down’ by the comm�ss�oner of pol�ce, parl�amentar�ans 
travelled to and from Parl�ament House under heav�ly armed Austral�an and 
New Zealand pol�ce and m�l�tary escorts and the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on 
to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) and the Solomon Islands Pol�ce Force (SIPF) 
were cr�t�c�sed by MPs for �nterfer�ng w�th the pol�t�cal system. 

Th�s chapter exam�nes the 2006 nat�onal elect�on and seeks to offer 
some explanat�on for the soc�al unrest that saw the loot�ng and destruct�on 
of numerous Ch�nese-owned bus�nesses �n Hon�ara. The elect�on, wh�ch 
was declared fa�r and free by �nternat�onal observers, exh�b�ted all of the 
elements that have come to character�se elect�ons �n the �ndependent 
Melanes�an countr�es. It was contested by a large number of cand�dates, 
mean�ng that seats were won w�th very small ‘major�t�es’, and by a large 
number of part�es and �ndependents w�th weak or �ncoherent pol�cy 
platforms. There were allegat�ons of vote buy�ng (or ‘bag r�ce’ pol�t�cs) and 
the bankroll�ng of electoral campa�gns by local and fore�gn �nterests. There 
were also reports of corrupt�on among electoral off�cers and problems w�th 
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the electoral roll. Moreover, although a record number of women cand�dates 
contested, none were elected. 

After the elect�on, we saw the �nev�table ‘numbers game’ �n the lead 
up to the format�on of a new government and the parl�amentary ballot 
for the pr�me m�n�ster�al pos�t�on. Part�es and �ndependents coalesced to 
form r�val pol�t�cal camps based �n the cap�tal’s lead�ng hotels and v�ed to 
lure one another’s members. As has been the case �n prev�ous elect�ons, 
there were w�despread allegat�ons that local bus�ness �nterests, part�cularly 
As�an bus�nessmen, were closely �nvolved �n th�s pol�t�cal manoeuvr�ng. 
And, as �n the past, there was a sharp d�sjuncture between the pol�t�cs of 
campa�gn�ng at the local level and the character of the government that 
ult�mately assumed power.

Th�s last process �s perhaps the greatest cause of frustrat�on for the 
electorate �n Solomon Islands and, �ndeed, for voters elsewhere �n �ndependent 
Melanes�a. In the context of an extremely weak party system, elect�on 
outcomes are essent�ally �ndeterm�nable from the voter’s perspect�ve. Th�s, 
perhaps more than any other factor, was the pr�mary cause of the ostens�bly 
spontaneous r�ots that broke out after the announcement of the outcome 
of the parl�amentary ballot for the pr�me m�n�ster, part�cularly as the same 
coal�t�on that had held the prev�ous government of S�r Allan Kemakeza was 
returned to power. The electorate had become exasperated w�th the Kemakeza 
adm�n�strat�on and the �nab�l�ty or unw�ll�ngness of RAMSI to arrest the so-
called ‘b�g f�sh’ w�th�n that government, �nclud�ng Kemakeza h�mself. 

The r�ots can also be located �n the long-stand�ng trad�t�on of Solomon 
Islanders’ res�stance to ‘al�en’ and central�sed author�ty (Kees�ng 1992; 
Ak�n 1999). In two prev�ous ep�sodes of r�ot�ng and loot�ng �n Hon�ara, �n 
1989 and 1996, the r�oters were Mala�tans seek�ng compensat�on from the 
central government for acts of swear�ng comm�tted by Bellonese (�n the 1989 
�nc�dent) and Reef Islanders (�n 1996). These ult�mately successful cla�ms 
saw the �nvocat�on of Mala�tan kastom, part�cularly the ‘trad�t�onal’ pract�ce 
of compensat�on, as a form of symbol�c res�stance to the government. There 
�s some ev�dence to suggest that former members of the Mala�ta Eagle Force 
(MEF), d�sgruntled about hav�ng never rece�ved the rehab�l�tat�on prov�ded 
for them under the Townsv�lle Peace Agreement (TPA) and later prom�sed 
to them by the Kemakeza government, del�berately targeted Ch�natown as 
a way of ‘lodg�ng a cla�m aga�nst the government’ (Str�tecky 2001:230). The 
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apparent target�ng of RAMSI dur�ng the r�ots could also be understood �n 
the context of res�stance to perce�ved fore�gn hegemony.

Other elements contr�but�ng to the soc�al unrest �nclude latent ant�-
Ch�nese sent�ments �n the context of deepen�ng soc�oeconom�c �nequal�t�es 
and the grow�ng numbers of unemployed young men �n Hon�ara; grow�ng 
oppos�t�on to, and frustrat�on w�th, RAMSI; alleged m�smanagement of 
the s�tuat�on by pol�ce, part�cularly the m�ss�on’s Part�c�pat�ng Pol�ce Force 
(PPF); the part�cular dynam�cs of the crowd �n Melanes�a; and suspected 
attempts by MPs to �nc�te soc�al d�sorder for pol�t�cal ends. Th�s last element 
resonates, somewhat alarm�ngly, w�th the s�tuat�on at the beg�nn�ng of the 
so-called ‘ethn�c tens�on’ �n 1998–99, when �t was argued by then Pr�me 
M�n�ster, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu (deposed �n the coup of June 2000) that 
the parl�amentary oppos�t�on was st�rr�ng up ethn�c v�olence del�berately 
�n order to destab�l�se h�s government. In that case, the alleged ethn�c 
man�pulat�on drew on long-stand�ng structural gr�evances to p�t Guales 
aga�nst Mala�tans, wh�le �n the present case �t �s the As�an bus�ness commun�ty 
that has fallen v�ct�m to the rac�al card. 

The events �n Hon�ara �n 2006 would therefore appear to be another 
example of a process of �nstrumental�sat�on of d�sorder, wh�ch has been used 
to descr�be cont�nu�ng pol�t�cal and soc�al �nstab�l�ty �n parts of Afr�ca (Chabal 
and Daloz 1999) and wh�ch has been adopted by some commentators to 
expla�n the v�olence and lawlessness that plagued Solomon Islands between 
1998 and 2003 (D�nnen 2002; Fraenkel 2004). Moreover, as has been 
the case s�nce the early 1990s, and �n sp�te of the best efforts of RAMSI’s 
econom�c governance and the mach�nery of government programs, the 
drama of pol�t�cs �n Hon�ara cont�nues to unfold aga�nst a backdrop of 
system�c corrupt�on �n the key export sectors of forestry and f�sher�es. It �s 
these lucrat�ve but non-renewable resources that cont�nue to prov�de the 
bulk of spo�ls of the pol�t�cs of d�sorder �n Solomon Islands.

The 2006 nat�onal elect�on and the format�on of government
The nat�onal elect�on of 5 Apr�l 2006, and the subsequent format�on of 
government, exh�b�ted many of the character�st�c elements of elect�ons 
and nat�onal pol�t�cs �n the post-colon�al Westm�nster-style democrac�es of 
Melanes�a, part�cularly Papua New Gu�nea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu 
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(for a summary of these character�st�cs, see Re�lly 2004 and Morgan 
2005). A record 453 cand�dates, �nclud�ng 26 women, contested the 50 
parl�amentary seats, mak�ng an average of about n�ne cand�dates for each 
const�tuency. As a consequence, seats were won w�th small major�t�es: an 
average of about 31 per cent of the vote, w�th more than half of all elected 
MPs poll�ng less than 30 per cent of the vote. As observed by Jon Fraenkel, 
a factor contr�but�ng to the unprecedented number of cand�dates was the 
�ncreas�ng use of dummy cand�dates, who were engaged by cand�dates to 
spl�t r�vals’ supporters (Solomon Star 2006g).1

A record 12 pol�t�cal part�es also contested the elect�on, although of 
the 50 elected MPs only 16 had subm�tted a party aff�l�at�on w�th the�r 
nom�nat�ons (Solomon Star 2006g). There was a h�gh turnover of MPs, w�th 
only 50 per cent of �ncumbents hold�ng the�r seats. No women cand�dates 
were successful. The turnover rate var�ed across the country: �t was lowest �n 
Western and Cho�seul prov�nces and h�ghest �n Hon�ara and Isabel Prov�nce 
(Solomon Star 2006g). As �n prev�ous elect�ons, and as �s frequently the 
case �n Melanes�a, party pol�cy platforms were weak or non-ex�stent and 
campa�gns were focused mostly on spec�f�c local �ssues. Throughout the 
elect�on campa�gn, the local med�a reported allegat�ons of cand�dates 
prov�d�ng ‘g�fts’ to const�tuents and the bankroll�ng of electoral campa�gns 
by local and overseas �nterests, part�cularly local As�an bus�nessmen and the 
Republ�c of Ch�na (Ta�wan).

Wh�le the elect�on was declared free and fa�r by �nternat�onal observers, 
domest�c observers, cand�dates and voters reported a number of problems. 
Domest�c observers �n the three Hon�ara const�tuenc�es compla�ned about 
problems w�th the voter reg�strat�on l�sts, whereby s�gn�f�cant numbers of 
voters who had cla�med to be reg�stered correctly were unable to f�nd the�r 
names on the l�sts and were turned away from poll�ng booths (Solomon 
Star 2006b). It was also reported that some voters were able to remove 
the so-called �ndel�ble �nk that was placed on voters’ f�ngers to prevent 
them from vot�ng more than once. In the Central Kwara’ae const�tuency 
(Mala�ta Prov�nce), compla�nts were made �n relat�on to the poor pr�nt�ng 
and layout of ballot papers, wh�ch made �t d�ff�cult for �ll�terate voters to 
assoc�ate cand�dates’ names w�th the�r symbols (Solomon Star 2006c). In the 
Gela const�tuency (Central Prov�nce), �t was alleged that some cand�dates’ 
symbols were not present on the ballot papers (Solomon Star 2006d). 
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Perhaps the most ser�ous allegat�ons relate to the r�gg�ng of electoral rolls 
and �nterference by cand�dates �n the select�on and appo�ntment of electoral 
off�c�als. Compla�nts were made about the r�gg�ng of electoral rolls �n the 
Gela and Central Hon�ara const�tuenc�es (Solomon Star 2006d, 2006f) 
and �n Gela �t was also alleged that the w�nn�ng cand�date had hand-p�cked 
the electoral off�cers (Solomon Star 2006d). On a more pos�t�ve note, the 
move from a mult�ple to a s�ngle ballot-box vot�ng system was reported 
w�dely as hav�ng s�mpl�f�ed the vot�ng process and very few �nval�d votes 
were recorded.

Events after the nat�onal elect�on exempl�fy the flu�d�ty of party pol�t�cs 
�n Solomon Islands. A week after the elect�on, three camps had formed 
and were vy�ng to woo one another’s members (Solomon Star 2006e). A 
coal�t�on compr�s�ng the Nat�onal Party, L�beral Party, Solomon Islands Soc�al 
Cred�t Party (Socred), Solomon Islands Party for Rural Advancement and a 
number of �ndependents were camped at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. The 
Assoc�at�on of Independent Members of Parl�ament (AIMP) was camped 
at the Hon�ara Hotel, wh�ch was owned by the assoc�at�on’s pres�dent, S�r 
Thomas Chan. The th�rd group�ng—compr�s�ng the People’s All�ance Party 
of caretaker Pr�me M�n�ster, S�r Allan Kemakeza, and h�s prev�ous coal�t�on 
partner, Lafar�—were based at the pr�me m�n�ster’s res�dence at Vavaya 
R�dge. F�ve days later, on the eve of the parl�amentary elect�on for the new 
pr�me m�n�ster, the People’s All�ance Party had jo�ned the AIMP camp at 
the Hon�ara Hotel, wh�le Sogavare’s Socred Party had left the Iron Bottom 
Sound Hotel camp to form a new coal�t�on w�th the One Nat�on Party and 
members of the Lafar� Party, bas�ng themselves at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, 
reportedly w�th the back�ng of local bus�nessman Bobo Dettke (Solomon 
Star 2006f). There were w�despread rumours c�rculat�ng �n Hon�ara that 
vested �nterests, part�cularly local As�an bus�nessmen, were offer�ng br�bes 
and �nducements to MPs �n relat�on to the format�on of coal�t�ons �n the 
lead up to the elect�on of the new pr�me m�n�ster. 

Three cand�dates went �nto the parl�amentary vote for the pr�me 
m�n�ster’s post on the morn�ng of Tuesday 18 Apr�l, a day now referred 
to locally as ‘Black Tuesday’. Job Dudley Taus�nga, MP for North New 
Georg�a and leader of the Solomon Islands Party for Rural Advancement, 
represented the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel camp; Manasseh Sogavare, MP 
for East Cho�seul, represented the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel camp; and Snyder 
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R�n�, MP for Marovo and leader of AIMP, represented the Hon�ara Hotel 
camp. Sogavare was el�m�nated �n the f�rst round of vot�ng and R�n� defeated 
Taus�nga �n the second round and was declared the new pr�me m�n�ster.

Black Tuesday: the aftermath of the parl�amentary ballot
The crowd that had gathered outs�de Parl�ament House greeted the 
announcement of the new pr�me m�n�ster, made about m�dday, w�th anger. 
Pr�me M�n�ster R�n�’s statement to the crowd was met w�th �nsults, jeers and 
shouts of ‘As�an money, As�an money’ (ABC 2006). The events that followed 
rema�n unclear. Accord�ng to some eyew�tness accounts, the crowd had 
started to calm down after addresses made by a number of leaders, �nclud�ng 
Job Dudley Taus�nga, S�r Peter Ken�lorea and Bartholomew Ulufa’alu. It 
�s cla�med that PPF off�cers then dec�ded to use tear-gas to d�sperse the 
crowd aga�nst the adv�ce of Solomon Islander pol�ce off�cers (Conf�dent�al 
sources, Hon�ara). Accord�ng to other sources, tear-gas was used after stones 
had been thrown at the pol�ce and a pol�ce veh�cle had been sprayed w�th 
petrol and set al�ght. The use of tear-gas angered the crowd and seems to 
have �mmed�ately contr�buted to the r�ots, wh�ch resulted �n the loot�ng and 
burn�ng of Ch�nese-owned reta�l stores �n Ch�natown and the Po�nt Cruz 
and Ranand� areas, and the torch�ng of several pol�ce veh�cles. 

The r�ot�ng and loot�ng cont�nued �nto the next day when the Pac�f�c 
Cas�no Hotel (owned by bus�nessman Patr�ck Leong) was burnt down and 
more pol�ce veh�cles were destroyed. It was announced that m�l�tary and 
pol�ce re�nforcements were en route from Austral�a and New Zealand and that 
the governor-general had declared a curfew under the Preservat�on of Publ�c 
Secur�ty Act. A pet�t�on was presented to the governor-general demand�ng 
the res�gnat�on of the pr�me m�n�ster. The pet�t�on was passed onto R�n�, 
who promptly rejected �t (SIBC 2006b). The s�tuat�on had started to stab�l�se 
by Wednesday after the arr�val of 120 sold�ers and 30 pol�ce from Austral�a 
and a further 30 sold�ers from New Zealand and 20 from F�j�. There were 
st�ll, however, small pockets of unrest �n the Kukum and Ranand� areas of 
Hon�ara (SIBC 2006c). Dur�ng the two days of v�olence, 17 PPF off�cers 
and an unknown number of Ch�nese people, �nclud�ng ch�ldren, susta�ned 
�njur�es. On Thursday, �t was reported that 14 people had been arrested �n 
the Mala�tan townsh�p of Auk� on susp�c�on of attempt�ng to cause unrest 



 Pol�t�cs of d�sorder 45

there on the Tuesday even�ng (SIBC 2006c). Apart from th�s �nc�dent, the 
r�ots had been conf�ned ent�rely to Hon�ara. 

R�n� was off�c�ally sworn �n as pr�me m�n�ster on Thursday 20 Apr�l and, 
by the weekend, S�r Peter Ken�lorea had been renom�nated, unopposed, 
for the pos�t�on of Speaker of Parl�ament. On the Sunday n�ght, Pol�ce 
Comm�ss�oner, Shane Castles, announced that the next day’s parl�amentary 
s�tt�ng to elect the deputy speaker—wh�ch was be�ng contested by S�r 
Allan Kemakeza as the government’s cand�date and Patteson Ot� for the 
oppos�t�on—was to be closed to the publ�c. Sunday also saw the arrest of 
the Member for Central Hon�ara, Nelson Ne’e, on charges related to the 
r�ots. Another MP was arrested for break�ng the curfew and was released 
on ba�l. Pol�ce were also seek�ng a th�rd MP (Member for East Hon�ara, 
Charles Dausabea) for charges related to the r�ots, after they fa�led to 
capture h�m dur�ng a ra�d on h�s room at the Mendana Hotel on Sunday 
n�ght (Solomon Star 2006g).

The pol�t�cal drama �ntens�f�ed as parl�ament resumed s�tt�ng on Monday 
under lock-down and a heav�ly armed pol�ce and m�l�tary presence. 
Oppos�t�on spokesman and cand�date for the deputy speaker’s pos�t�on, 
Patteson Ot�, requested that the vote for the deputy speaker be postponed, 
argu�ng that the oppos�t�on was d�sadvantaged by the absence of one of �ts 
members, who was �n pol�ce custody (Nelson Ne’e). Ot� also challenged the 
closure of Parl�ament House as unconst�tut�onal. There was also d�scuss�on 
�n parl�ament of a vote of no conf�dence to be moved �n the com�ng days. 
Immed�ately after the swear�ng �n of MPs, members of the oppos�t�on 
absented themselves. Dausabea attended the parl�amentary s�tt�ng but was 
arrested by pla�n-clothed detect�ves as he was leav�ng the house and charged 
w�th offences relat�ng to the r�ots (SIBC 2006d; Solomon Star 2006h). Ne’e 
had h�s ba�l appl�cat�on rejected at the Mag�strates Court.

Parl�ament resumed s�tt�ng the next morn�ng under lock-down. 
Parl�amentar�ans arr�ved under heav�ly armed pol�ce and m�l�tary escorts. 
Overn�ght, the m�n�ster for pol�ce and nat�onal secur�ty, the pol�ce 
comm�ss�oner and the pr�me m�n�ster had all made statements reject�ng 
cla�ms by the parl�amentary oppos�t�on that the arrest and cont�nu�ng 
detent�on of two of �ts members were pol�t�cally mot�vated (SIBC 2006h; 
Rad�o New Zealand 2006b). Ot� once aga�n objected to the lock-down of 
parl�ament, but the speaker upheld the s�tuat�on, c�t�ng the separat�on of 
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powers under the const�tut�on. The speaker also �ns�sted that parl�ament 
proceed w�th the elect�on of the deputy speaker. Ulufa’alu then led an 
oppos�t�on walk-out from parl�ament, appeal�ng to any MP ‘w�th an ounce 
of Solomon Islands blood �n h�m’ to walk out w�th h�m (SIBC 2006e). 
Kemakeza was elected deputy speaker �n the absence of the oppos�t�on. 
Dausabea had h�s ba�l appl�cat�on refused at the Mag�strates Court under 
t�ght secur�ty.

The pol�t�cal s�tuat�on reached a cl�max on Wednesday. F�ve members 
of the government (�nclud�ng four m�n�sters), led by Sogavare, crossed the 
floor, g�v�ng the oppos�t�on a 28–20 major�ty. Before tabl�ng the vote of 
no conf�dence, Ot� demanded that the pr�me m�n�ster ‘do the honourable 
th�ng’ and res�gn. Parl�ament was adjourned for 15 m�nutes and, when 
�t resumed about 10.15am, R�n� announced h�s res�gnat�on. There was 
�mmed�ate jub�lat�on on the streets of Hon�ara as tax�s, buses and pr�vate 
veh�cles sounded the�r horns and a large crowd made �ts way down to the 
Iron Bottom Sound Hotel to congratulate the oppos�t�on on �ts v�ctory. There 
was a general feel�ng of rel�ef �n Hon�ara that e�ght days of �ntense pol�t�cal 
and soc�al �nstab�l�ty had come to an end, at least for the t�me be�ng.

What went wrong �n Hon�ara?
Some of the causes of the r�ot�ng and loot�ng that broke out after the 
elect�on of the new pr�me m�n�ster rema�n obscure. The sequence of events 
that occurred at Parl�ament House on the afternoon of Black Tuesday �s 
contested, as are some of the bas�c facts relat�ng to those events. The extent 
to wh�ch the outbreak of v�olence was premed�tated also rema�ns unclear. 
It �s poss�ble, however, to �dent�fy some factors that arguably contr�buted 
to the soc�al unrest. These are now cons�dered.

Frustrat�on w�th the elect�on outcome and the electorate’s �nab�l�ty to 
�nfluence electoral outcomes

The 2006 nat�onal elect�on, and the subsequent format�on of government 
and the second elect�on for the new pr�me m�n�ster, clearly caused a 
great deal of frustrat�on among the electorate. As �n prev�ous elect�ons �n 
Solomon Islands, and elsewhere �n Melanes�a, the f�nal outcome was ent�rely 
unpred�ctable from the voter’s perspect�ve. In the context of an extremely 
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weak party and pol�cy env�ronment, campa�gns were fought on a paroch�al 
bas�s and had l�ttle or no bear�ng on the f�nal compos�t�on of the government. 
There was no way for voters to know whether elected cand�dates would 
stay w�th the�r part�es, who would form the government and who would 
be pr�me m�n�ster. Moreover, the electorate was part�cularly cyn�cal about 
the c�rcus-l�ke dynam�cs of pol�t�cal camp format�on and reformat�on. The 
alleged sponsor�ng of th�s process by prom�nent local bus�nessmen of As�an 
or�g�n fuelled a w�despread bel�ef that those vested �nterests had a strong 
�nfluence on the f�nal outcome of the elect�on. 

These underly�ng frustrat�ons were exacerbated by the outcome of 
the parl�amentary ballot for pr�me m�n�ster, wh�ch essent�ally returned 
to power the same coal�t�on that had const�tuted the former Kemakeza 
government, w�th Kemakeza’s deputy, Snyder R�n�, the new pr�me m�n�ster. 
The Kemakeza government was extremely unpopular w�th the publ�c from 
the moment �t came to power after the 2001 elect�on. Indeed, Kemakeza 
had been thrown out of the prev�ous (caretaker) government of Sogavare 
(2000–01) for m�slead�ng cab�net and allegedly m�sappropr�at�ng funds 
�n relat�on to the d�sbursement of a US$25 m�ll�on loan from a Ta�wanese 
bank, for wh�ch he assumed overall respons�b�l�ty at the t�me as m�n�ster for 
nat�onal un�ty, reconc�l�at�on and peace (D�nnen 2002; Moore 2004). 

Moreover, although the 2001 elect�on had been declared free and fa�r 
by �nternat�onal observers, there �s ample ev�dence to suggest otherw�se. 
The country was st�ll m�l�tar�sed w�th the ‘jo�nt operat�on’ f�ght�ng Harold 
Keke on the Weather Coast. Hon�ara was controlled by ex-MEF m�l�tants 
and other parts of the country, such as North Mala�ta and Western Prov�nce, 
cont�nued to exper�ence v�olence and lawlessness. It was also reported that 
voters were �nt�m�dated at gunpo�nt �n a number of const�tuenc�es �n Mala�ta 
Prov�nce and �n Rennell/Bellona. The publ�c response to the announcement 
of Kemakeza’s v�ctory �n the 2001 elect�on was negat�ve. ‘There was a less 
than enthus�ast�c react�on from the crowd that had gathered outs�de the 
Parl�ament to hear the results. Nobody cheered when the governor-general 
made the announcement’ (Rad�o Austral�a c�ted �n Moore 2004:173). 

S�nce the arr�val of RAMSI �n Solomon Islands �n July 2003, there have 
been regular appeals �n the letters to the ed�tor and ed�tor�al sect�ons of the 
local newspapers to arrest the b�g f�sh, �nclud�ng Kemakeza h�mself. These 
appeals �ntens�f�ed after the publ�cat�on �n late 2004 of an aud�tor-general’s 
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report �nto the d�sbursement of the loan ment�oned above (Aud�tor-General 
2004) and the subsequent arrest of Luc�en K�’� (Kemakeza’s permanent 
secretary at the t�me) on corrupt�on charges relat�ng to the d�sbursement. 
The return to power of the same rul�ng coal�t�on—headed by Kemakeza’s 
he�r apparent—was, for many people �n Solomon Islands, the f�nal fatal act 
�n a process of mass pol�t�cal d�sempowerment.

Lodg�ng a cla�m aga�nst the government

Anthropolog�sts Dav�d Ak�n (1999) and Roger Kees�ng (1992) have 
demonstrated that, s�nce the early colon�al per�od, Mala�tan kastom �deolog�es 
have had a strong ant�-government emphas�s. Ak�n (1999:38) descr�bes how 
compensat�on has ‘long been a key symbol w�th�n Mala�tan �dent�ty and 
res�stance �deolog�es’. He locates the r�ots of 1989 and 1996 w�th�n th�s long-
stand�ng trad�t�on of Mala�tan, and part�cularly Kwa�o, compensat�on cla�ms 
aga�nst the government. Ak�n (1999:58) argues that wh�le many factors were 
�nvolved �n the r�ots, �nclud�ng �ncreas�ng urban unemployment and a grow�ng 
‘rascal’ subculture, all were underscored by ‘endur�ng Mala�tan d�scontent 
w�th government behav�our’. Draw�ng on Ak�n’s work, Jolene Str�tecky 
argued that the upshot of the 1989 and 1996 demonstrat�ons �n Hon�ara ‘was 
that comm�tt�ng v�olence aga�nst persons not assoc�ated w�th the government, 
espec�ally Ch�nese store owners, became par for the course �n the Mala�tan 
strategy for lodg�ng a cla�m aga�nst the government’ (2001:230). 

Some former MEF m�l�tants whom I spoke to on Mala�ta about s�x weeks 
after the 2006 r�ots cla�med that the r�ots were caused by Kemakeza’s fa�lure 
to pay ‘rehab�l�tat�on to all the boys’, as he had prom�sed to (Conf�dent�al 
�nterv�ews). Th�s sent�ment �s related to a broader and w�dely held bel�ef 
among former MEF m�l�tants that the Sogavare and Kemakeza governments 
should have compensated them adequately for the�r role �n secur�ng Hon�ara, 
protect�ng the government and ‘sav�ng’ the nat�on dur�ng the ethn�c tens�on 
(Conf�dent�al �nterv�ews). They are also angry about never hav�ng rece�ved the 
rehab�l�tat�on prov�ded for them under the prov�s�ons of the TPA of October 
2000 and later prom�sed to them by the Kemakeza government.2 Seen �n the 
h�stor�cal context of Mala�tan cla�ms aga�nst the government, the �nvolvement 
of d�sgruntled ex-MEF �n the 2006 r�ots �s h�ghly plaus�ble, part�cularly as the 
elect�on effect�vely restored Kemakeza’s coal�t�on to power.
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Latent ant�-Ch�nese sent�ments

Hon�ara has a large underclass of d�saffected unemployed young men, 
many of whom or�g�nate from the densely populated and h�stor�cally 
underdeveloped �sland of Mala�ta. These men, known colloqu�ally as masta 
liu, harbour latent resentment of the local Ch�nese bus�ness commun�ty, 
wh�ch to some extent �s shared by the populace at large. Dur�ng 
campa�gn�ng for the nat�onal elect�on, cand�dates for seats �n the East 
Hon�ara const�tuency, �nclud�ng Charles Dausabea, expressed concerns 
about the growth of the Ch�nese bus�ness commun�ty at a publ�c forum 
held �n Hon�ara, cla�m�ng that Ch�nese people were dom�nat�ng local 
bus�ness and commerce and thereby d�sadvantag�ng �nd�genous Solomon 
Islanders (Solomon Star 2006a). A few months before the elect�on, a 
Solomon Islander recounted to me a conversat�on he had recently had 
w�th an �nd�genous F�j�an fr�end who was v�s�t�ng from F�j�. H�s fr�end 
warned h�m that ethn�c confl�ct could ar�se between Ch�nese m�grants and 
�nd�genous people �n Solomon Islands as �t had �n F�j� between �nd�genous 
F�j�ans and Indo-F�j�ans. H�s response to h�s fr�end’s warn�ng was that 
‘we already have an ethn�c confl�ct w�th the wakus [Solomons P�j�n for 
Ch�nese people]’.

D�scuss�ons w�th Solomon Islanders reveal that people d�st�ngu�sh 
between the long-stand�ng Ch�nese fam�l�es (many of whom have been 
�n the country for several generat�ons) and the newly arr�ved m�grants, 
most of whom have come from Guangdong Prov�nce �n southern Ch�na 
(see Moore th�s volume). The latter group, referred to frequently as the 
‘overn�ght passports’, came �nto the country �n �ncreas�ng numbers dur�ng 
the soc�al unrest of 1998–2003, allegedly under �llegal or �mproper 
�mm�grat�on arrangements. Ind�genous Solomon Islanders regard them as 
be�ng poorly �ntegrated w�th local soc�ety, and they are often stereotyped 
as be�ng money-hungry, rude and arrogant. It would appear that �t was the 
newly arr�ved Ch�nese m�grants who were part�cularly targeted dur�ng the 
r�ots and loot�ng. Indeed, �t �s rumoured that the r�oters were follow�ng 
a predeterm�ned l�st of bus�nesses that were to be targeted. The fact that 
some bus�nesses owned by long-stand�ng Ch�nese fam�l�es such as the QQQ 
store �n the m�ddle of Ch�natown were spared, �nd�cates that some sort of 
select�ve target�ng could �ndeed have taken place.
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Grow�ng oppos�t�on to, and frustrat�on w�th, RAMSI3

S�nce �ts �ncept�on �n July 2003, RAMSI has been subject to �ncreas�ng levels 
of cr�t�c�sm from certa�n sectors of Solomon Islands state and soc�ety, �n 
part�cular the publ�c serv�ce, parl�amentar�ans and former assoc�ates of 
m�l�tant groups, espec�ally the MEF. In late 2005, former MEF spokesman 
and prom�nent local lawyer Andrew Nor� launched a H�gh Court challenge 
to the legal�ty of RAMSI, argu�ng that the legal �nstrument under wh�ch 
RAMSI operates—the Fac�l�tat�on of Internat�onal Ass�stance Act 2003 (the 
‘Fac�l�tat�on Act’)—was unconst�tut�onal. The ch�ef just�ce struck the case 
down �n a lengthy judgement (H�gh Court of Solomon Islands 2006). 

Before h�s arrest, Dausabea, who also had close connect�ons w�th the MEF, 
cr�t�c�sed aspects of RAMSI dur�ng an �nterv�ew w�th Rad�o New Zealand 
(2006a). He stated that, as a newly elected MP, he was plann�ng to scrut�n�se 
aspects of the Fac�l�tat�on Act, part�cularly the �mmun�ty clauses, wh�ch granted 
RAMSI off�cers �mmun�ty from prosecut�on under the laws of Solomon Islands. 
It had been reported earl�er �n the local med�a that Dausabea wanted to ‘get 
r�d of RAMSI’ (SIBC 2006a) and �t was rumoured that he campa�gned on an 
ant�-RAMSI platform �n the lead up to the 5 Apr�l nat�onal elect�on. 

An anthropolog�st who spent three months on North Mala�ta conduct�ng 
research on the ‘lost tr�bes of Israel’ rel�g�ous cult reports of pervas�ve ant�-
RAMSI sent�ments among the local populace (see Jaap T�mmer th�s volume). 
The deployment of RAMSI to North Mala�ta �n 2003 was �nterpreted locally as 
an �nvas�on of the �sland by fore�gn m�l�tary forces. Moreover, �n the teach�ngs 
of the ‘lost tr�bes’ movement—currently enjoy�ng cons�derable support �n 
parts of North Mala�ta—RAMSI �s descr�bed as the ant�-Chr�st.

There �s also ev�dence of grow�ng d�saffect�on w�th RAMSI among the 
publ�c serv�ce, part�cularly w�th�n the M�n�stry of F�nance, wh�ch �s the focus 
of RAMSI’s econom�c governance program. Before the nat�onal elect�on, 
Ulufa’alu sa�d that wh�le there was st�ll unan�mous support for RAMSI 
among MPs, there was grow�ng d�ssent �n the publ�c serv�ce (Ulufa’alu, 
personal commun�cat�on, 26 February 2006). Concerns revolve around the 
fact that RAMSI adv�sers are perce�ved by local bureaucrats as contractors 
who are essent�ally work�ng for pr�vate-sector �nterests, rather than for the 
publ�c serv�ce. Furthermore, �t would appear that the publ�c-sector �ndustr�al 
d�spute was fuelled by grow�ng ag�tat�on among local M�n�stry of F�nance 
employees concern�ng the great d�spar�ty between local and expatr�ate 
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terms and cond�t�ons of employment. In h�s v�ctory speech, R�n�—who had 
been openly cr�t�cal of the outgo�ng M�n�ster for F�nance, Peter Boyers, �n 
meet�ngs of the prev�ous cab�net—cr�t�c�sed RAMSI for not do�ng enough to 
bu�ld the capac�ty of local staff w�th�n the M�n�stry of F�nance (ABC 2006). 
Concerns about capac�ty bu�ld�ng and counterpart�ng �n the M�n�stry of 
F�nance were also h�ghl�ghted �n a Pac�f�c Islands Forum Secretar�at soc�al 
�mpact assessment conducted �n October 2003: ‘[a] repeat�ng concern has 
been ra�sed about the effect�veness of current counter-part�ng arrangements 
between RAMSI personnel and local DOF [Department of F�nance] staff. 
Local staff members feel excluded and RAMSI personnel are not coach�ng/
mentor�ng or transferr�ng sk�lls to nat�onal counterparts’ (Pac�f�c Islands 
Forum 2004:19).

Another factor that arguably contr�buted to the r�ots �s the gradual 
eros�on, over t�me, of RAMSI’s author�ty. The ‘shock and awe’ generated 
by the �n�t�al deployment of RAMSI has well and truly worn off. People are 
keenly aware of challenges to RAMSI’s �nfall�b�l�ty, notably the fatal shoot�ng 
of Adam Dunn�ng �n late 2004, wh�ch demonstrated that RAMSI d�d not, 
after all, have mach�nes that would f�nd all of the guns that hadn’t been 
surrendered. Accord�ng to an ex-m�l�tant and former follower of Harold 
Keke whom I spoke to on the Weather Coast of Guadalcanal, ‘people are 
no longer afra�d of RAMSI’ (Conf�dent�al �nterv�ew).

As ment�oned above, the general publ�c has vo�ced cons�derable 
frustrat�on w�th RAMSI’s �nab�l�ty or unw�ll�ngness to arrest the b�g f�sh �n 
relat�on to cr�mes comm�tted dur�ng the tens�on. Wh�le a number of h�gh-
prof�le parl�amentar�ans have been arrested and charged w�th tens�on-related 
offences—notably Benjam�n Una and Alex Bartlett—there are w�despread 
feel�ngs that RAMSI has not gone far enough. RAMSI has also been cr�t�c�sed 
locally for pr�v�leg�ng a Western-style law and order approach at the 
expense of a Melanes�an-style peace and reconc�l�at�on process (see Moore 
2004:215–19). Calls for RAMSI to g�ve greater support to Melanes�an 
forms of peace bu�ld�ng have come from elements of soc�ety as d�verse as 
ex-combatants, ch�efs, church leaders, publ�c servants and judges, �nclud�ng 
the ch�ef just�ce. The rev�ew of RAMSI conducted by the Pac�f�c Islands 
Forum Em�nent Persons’ Group �n June 2005 recommended that a pol�cy 
paper be prepared to �dent�fy su�table models for a truth and reconc�l�at�on 
comm�ss�on (Pac�f�c Islands Forum 2005:paras 14, 63, 90[x��]). 
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The arrest of the two MPs and the lock-down of parl�ament attracted 
susta�ned cr�t�c�sm from MPs; wh�le the allegat�ons that the PPF fa�led to 
prevent (and even contr�buted to) the r�ots have been the subject of much 
publ�c debate. There can be no doubt that the r�ots were d�sastrous for 
RAMSI’s publ�c �mage, w�th members of the publ�c remark�ng cyn�cally 
that the m�l�tary and pol�ce re�nforcements were too late, just as the 
or�g�nal deployment of RAMSI came long after the open armed confl�ct �n 
Solomon Islands was over. A further publ�c�ty n�ghtmare for RAMSI was 
the leak�ng of a conf�dent�al ema�l wr�tten by an Austral�an off�c�al work�ng 
�n the Solomon Islands M�n�stry of F�nance and subsequently sent back to 
Canberra (Sydney Morn�ng Herald 2006). The ema�l cla�med that on the 
eve of the parl�amentary vote for the new pr�me m�n�ster, Austral�an H�gh 
Comm�ss�oner, Patr�ck Cole, spoke w�th S�r Thomas Chan express�ng h�s 
concern about the su�tab�l�ty of R�n� as a cand�date for pr�me m�n�ster. 
The ema�l went on to cr�t�c�se both cand�dates for the pr�me m�n�stersh�p, 
descr�b�ng the next day’s parl�amentary poll as ‘a depress�ng cho�ce…e�ther 
way th�ngs do not look good for the future of RAMSI or the future good 
governance of SI’.

Just as the r�ots of Apr�l 2006 could be seen partly �n terms of the Mala�tan 
trad�t�on of ‘lodg�ng a cla�m’ aga�nst the government, they can also be seen 
�n the context of long-stand�ng Mala�tan res�stance to al�en author�ty. V�ewed 
�n th�s l�ght, RAMSI �s the latest ‘al�en’ to attract the symbol�c oppos�t�on of 
Mala�tan kastom. In my d�scuss�ons w�th Mala�tan ex-m�l�tants, kastom was 
evoked frequently as a challenge to the m�ss�on, part�cularly �ts pol�c�ng 
act�v�t�es. They po�nt to �nc�dents such as trespass�ng on tr�bal lands, break�ng 
�nto houses w�thout perm�ss�on and general cultural �nsens�t�v�ty �n the way 
�n wh�ch RAMSI pol�ce, and Austral�an pol�ce �n part�cular, have conducted 
the�r operat�ons on Mala�ta. Indeed, many people on Mala�ta regard the 
use of large numbers of armed sold�ers and pol�ce �n a number of fa�led 
attempts to capture fug�t�ve Edmond Sae as excess�ve and tantamount to 
an �nvas�on of Mala�ta.

The Mala�ta Ma’as�na Forum also h�ghl�ghts these and other �nc�dents �n �ts 
denunc�at�on of RAMSI.4 The forum execut�ve argues that Mala�tans perce�ve 
the �ntervent�on as an exerc�se �n recolon�sat�on and Austral�an occupat�on �n 
the context of broader ‘Austral�an hegemony �n the Pac�f�c’ (Mala�ta Ma’as�na 
Forum Execut�ve 2005:21–9). It �s further argued that as well as percept�ons, 
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there have been some real �ssues (the types of �nc�dents referred to above) 
that have g�ven r�se to grow�ng Mala�tan oppos�t�on to RAMSI. These �ssues 
are ult�mately grouped under the rubr�c of culture: ‘There are many cultural 
�ssues that for s�mpl�c�ty purposes could be labelled as �nsens�t�ve to the culture 
of the people because of d�ssat�sfact�on w�th the Austral�an-led �ntervent�on’ 
(Mala�ta Ma’as�na Forum Execut�ve 2005:21–9).

It �s not my �ntent�on to engage here �n a deta�led d�scuss�on of local 
d�scourses surround�ng RAMSI.5 It �s �nformat�ve, however, to reflect on 
statements made by the Mala�ta Ma’as�na Forum Execut�ve (2005:27), 
wh�ch now appear somewhat prophet�c. The forum execut�ve warned 
that the ‘long-term phys�cal presence’ of RAMSI �n the Solomon Islands 
would ‘create an env�ronment for resentment and subsequent resistance’ (my 
emphas�s). It stated further that �t was predom�nantly fore�gners who were 
�n favour of a long-term occupat�on and that ‘[t]h�s too w�ll create res�stance 
�n due course and �t �s adv�sable that good �ntent�ons should not lead to 
violence’ (my emphas�s) (Mala�ta Ma’as�na Forum Execut�ve 2005:27).

M�smanagement of the s�tuat�on by the pol�ce, part�cularly the PPF

The extent to wh�ch PPF off�cers contr�buted to the r�ots by f�r�ng tear-gas 
at the crowd outs�de Parl�ament House on Black Tuesday �s the subject of 
controversy. Former New Zealand parl�amentar�an and frequent v�s�tor to 
Solomon Islands R�chard Prebble cla�med that AFP off�cers had erred by 
f�r�ng tear-gas at a peaceful demonstrat�on, stat�ng that the ‘[c]rowd was 
outraged and the r�ot spontaneous’ (Solomon Star 2006j). The New Zealand 
Defence M�n�ster, Ph�l Goff, rejected Prebble’s comments dur�ng a press 
conference �n Hon�ara. Goff stated that tear-gas was f�red only after a pol�ce 
veh�cle had been sprayed w�th petrol and set al�ght and stones had been 
thrown at pol�ce, some of whom susta�ned �njur�es (SIBC 2006f). 

The publ�c debate about the role of the PPF has ra�sed broader �ssues 
concern�ng the cultural appropr�ateness of the RAMSI approach. For 
example, a Solomon Islander wr�t�ng �n the ‘Pr�vate V�ew’ sect�on of the 
Solomon Star stated

I bel�eve the s�tuat�on could have been cool down [sic] �f only RAMSI 
off�cers stopped us�ng teargas and let S�r Peter Ken�lorea [the speaker] 
address h�s own people [Solomon Islanders] on what he has accord�ng 
to the med�at�on process and restorat�ve just�ce, wh�ch are deemed 
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appropr�ate to [the] Melanes�an s�tuat�on…Therefore let me adv�se the 
RAMSI off�cers and m�l�tary un�ts, �f…any d�sagreement ar�ses between 
the leaders and �nd�genous people of th�s country [Solomon Islands] please 
allow Melanes�ans themselves to take the f�rst approach to try and solve 
the�r own �nternal matters and affa�rs (Solomon Star 2006j).

The dynam�cs of the crowd �n Melanes�a: cr�m�nals or voyeurs?

The r�ot�ng and loot�ng �n Hon�ara demonstrated aspects of the part�cular 
dynam�cs of crowd s�tuat�ons �n Melanes�a. In Papua New Gu�nea, for 
example, organ�sed events �nvolv�ng large numbers of people, such as cultural 
shows and rugby league games, frequently end �n v�olence and the use of 
tear-gas. It would appear that Melanes�an crowds can become ag�tated qu�ckly 
and w�thout warn�ng. Another element of th�s crowd dynam�c �s that after the 
outbreak of any sort of d�sturbance, even someth�ng as apparently mundane 
as a lone drunk pass�ng out on the footpath, people w�ll stop whatever they 
are do�ng to observe the event. It would appear that many of the so-called 
r�oters and looters �n Hon�ara were law-ab�d�ng c�t�zens who had essent�ally 
voyeur�st�c rather than cr�m�nal mot�ves. Accord�ng to people who w�tnessed 
the events, these voyeurs—�nclud�ng many women and ch�ldren—took the 
opportun�ty, as everyone else d�d, of help�ng themselves to some of the goods 
that were be�ng looted from the Ch�nese-owned reta�l stores.

The role of MPs �n �nc�t�ng the r�ot: the pol�t�cs of d�sorder

Two MPs were arrested �n relat�on to the r�ots: Charles Dausabea, Member 
for Eastern Hon�ara, and Nelson Ne’e, Member for Central Hon�ara. 
Both men were members of the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel camp �n the 
lead up to the parl�amentary ballot for the new pr�me m�n�ster and, after 
the ballot, became members of the parl�amentary oppos�t�on. Dausabea 
faced charges of �nc�t�ng v�olence, threaten�ng v�olence and �nt�m�dat�on, 
wh�le Ne’e was charged w�th two counts of �nt�m�dat�on and one count 
of manag�ng an unlawful soc�ety. Both suspects had the�r ba�l appl�cat�ons 
rejected �n the Mag�strates Court and the H�gh Court. Dur�ng Ne’e’s H�gh 
Court ba�l appl�cat�on, the government prosecutor alleged that he had 
urged r�oters to blow up Parl�ament House on Black Tuesday, call�ng out 
‘dynamitim parliament’ (Solomon Star 2006j). S�m�larly, prosecutors alleged 
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that Dausabea had sa�d to the crowd outs�de Parl�ament House, ‘[m]i fala lose 
nao, iu fala doim what nao iu fala likim [we have lost, you do what you want]’ 
(Solomon Star 2006�). It �s alleged further that Dausabea had dr�ven through 
the streets of Ch�natown on the even�ng of Black Tuesday urg�ng r�oters to 
cont�nue loot�ng. Accord�ng to a w�tness statement, he told the crowd to 
‘Go ahead, go ahead, go ahead’ (Solomon Star 2006j). 

Rumours c�rculated �n Hon�ara that on Easter Sunday, just days before the 
parl�amentary vote for pr�me m�n�ster, Dausabea organ�sed and sponsored 
a party at Ten Dollar Beach on the outsk�rts of town. It �s alleged that he 
pl�ed h�s guests, predom�nantly young men, w�th alcohol and told them that 
‘�f th�ngs don’t go our way on Tuesday, th�s �s what you’re go�ng to do’. It 
certa�nly appears that the r�ots were a m�x of premed�tat�on, spontane�ty, 
cr�m�nal opportun�sm and, as noted above, voyeur�sm. The fact that petrol 
spray dev�ces were used to torch pol�ce veh�cles at Parl�ament House po�nts 
to premed�tat�on, as do the reports that r�oters had a predeterm�ned l�st of 
bus�nesses that were to be targeted. 

It �s not the f�rst t�me that Solomon Islands MPs have been accused of 
st�rr�ng up soc�al unrest for expl�c�tly pol�t�cal purposes.6 It has been argued 
by some that the outbreak of ethn�c v�olence on Guadalcanal �n late 1998 was 
prec�p�tated del�berately by members of the parl�amentary oppos�t�on (led 
at that t�me by Solomon Mamalon�) who were seek�ng to reassert control of 
the state, wh�ch had prov�ded them w�th the lucrat�ve proceeds of corrupt�on 
�n the logg�ng �ndustry dur�ng the late 1980s and 1990s. Accord�ng to the 
so-called ‘oppos�t�on consp�racy thes�s’, the reform�st Solomon Islands All�ance 
for Change (SIAC) government, wh�ch came to power �n 1997 and was led by 
Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, presented an unacceptable challenge to a powerful 
coal�t�on of vested �nterests, �nclud�ng pol�t�c�ans, publ�c servants and As�an 
logg�ng compan�es. Unable to obta�n numbers for a parl�amentary vote of no 
conf�dence, these vested �nterests sought to st�r up trouble on Guadalcanal �n 
order to destab�l�se the government. Accord�ng to Ulufa’alu, the ‘m�l�tancy 
opt�on’ had been �n place s�nce the early 1990s, and would have been used 
to depose then pr�me m�n�ster B�lly H�lly �n 1994 had he not been forced to 
res�gn as a consequence of a number of defect�ons from h�s cab�net.7 From 
Ulufa’alu’s perspect�ve, m�l�tancy has for some t�me been regarded by some 
elements w�th�n Solomon Islands state and soc�ety as a ‘reserve opt�on when 
democrat�c processes fa�l’.8 
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There would appear to be some mer�t to th�s argument, at least as �t 
relates to the coup. Greg Fry (2000:302), reflect�ng on s�m�lar�t�es between 
the coups �n F�j� and Solomon Islands, states: ‘[�]n both coups we note the 
�mportance of the m�ddle class bus�nessmen and pol�t�c�ans whose personal 
wealth and status are t�ed up w�th who controls the state…In the Solomon 
Islands, as �n F�j�, the Ulufa’alu Government was �ntroduc�ng ant�-corrupt�on 
regulat�ons wh�ch would upset establ�shed bus�ness connect�ons.’ Indeed, 
the SIAC government’s Pol�cy and Structural Reform Program—a m�x 
of home-grown and donor-�nsp�red �n�t�at�ves—went much further than 
tackl�ng corrupt�on (Bennett 2000:360, 379–383). The government reduced 
the number of government m�n�str�es, down-s�zed the publ�c serv�ce by 10 
per cent and �mplemented s�gn�f�cant reforms �n the long-suffer�ng forestry 
sector, �nclud�ng the draft�ng of a new Forestry Act and the establ�shment 
of a Forestry Board and a Forestry Trust. These reforms ‘would have not 
only reduced the logg�ng quota to a more susta�nable level, but also would 
have seen much more regulat�on of the �ndustry’ (Bennett 2002:10). The 
‘oppos�t�onal consp�racy’ theory holds cred�b�l�ty for some long-term 
observers of Solomon Islands pol�t�cs (Herl�hy 2003; Tony Jansen, personal 
commun�cat�on, September 2004).

Although the m�l�tary-style confl�ct ended after the TPA, band�try, 
corrupt�on, �nt�m�dat�on and extort�on cont�nued to plague parts of the 
country—part�cularly Hon�ara, North Mala�ta and the Weather Coast of 
Guadalcanal—unt�l the deployment of RAMSI �n July 2003. Some ex-
m�l�tants, part�cularly from the MEF, became �nd�st�ngu�shable from cr�m�nal 
gangs; and ex-m�l�tants and pol�t�c�ans benef�tted from the abuse of the 
compensat�on and demob�l�sat�on processes and had vested �nterests �n the 
prolongat�on of the lawlessness and d�sorder. Selected local bus�ness houses 
were awarded duty rem�ss�ons and tax exempt�ons dur�ng th�s per�od (D�nnen 
2002), and �t was alleged that the backroom deal�ngs also extended to the 
�ssuance of new logg�ng concess�ons to As�an compan�es.9 

Commentators have drawn on the work of Chabal and Daloz (1999) �n 
Afr�ca to descr�be the post-TPA s�tuat�on �n terms of the �nstrumental�sat�on 
of d�sorder: pol�t�cal él�tes were perpetuat�ng lawlessness and d�sorder for 
the�r own econom�c and pol�t�cal benef�t (D�nnen 2002; Fraenkel 2004). 
Accord�ng to D�nnen (2002:289): ‘[t]he Sogavare government contr�buted 
s�gn�f�cantly to the �nstrumental�sat�on of d�sorder over the past two years 



 Pol�t�cs of d�sorder 57

by us�ng compensat�on as a key �nstrument �n peacemak�ng.’ The apparent 
�nvolvement of two MPs �n the r�ots could be understood best �n the context 
of th�s process. There was a br�ef h�atus �n the expl�c�t �nc�tement of v�olence 
by pol�t�cal él�tes after the deployment of RAMSI, �t seems, followed by a 
return to bus�ness as usual.

Moreover, wh�le attent�on has focused on the alleged �nvolvement of local 
As�an bus�nessmen and Ta�wanese money �n the recent nat�onal elect�on and 
subsequent second elect�on, the system�c corrupt�on that has character�sed 
the logg�ng and f�sh�ng �ndustr�es cont�nues unabated and, �f anyth�ng, 
has worsened s�nce the arr�val of RAMSI. Two aud�tor-general’s reports 
were publ�shed �n October 2005 catalogu�ng deepen�ng corrupt�on �n the 
Department of Forestry, Env�ronment and Conservat�on and the Department 
of Mar�ne Resources (Aud�tor-General 2005a, 2005b). Wh�le local As�an 
bus�nessmen and the Ta�wanese government could have some �nfluence on 
pol�t�cs �n Solomon Islands, we must not �gnore the lucrat�ve logg�ng deals 
that have been the key dr�ver of the pol�t�cs of d�sorder �n Solomon Islands 
for the past 20 years or so. There �s no reason or ev�dence to suggest that the 
s�tuat�on today �s any better than �t was almost 10 years ago, when Ian Frazer 
(1997b:67) wrote that popular oppos�t�on to the env�ronmental, soc�al and 
econom�c �nequ�t�es of the logg�ng �ndustry ‘�s p�tted aga�nst a rul�ng él�te 
that �s far less comm�tted to democrat�c dec�s�on-mak�ng and more popular 
forms of rural development than �t �s [to] foster�ng, �n �ts own �nterest and 
the �nterests of fore�gn cap�tal, �ntens�ve explo�tat�on of the last-rema�n�ng 
forests �n the country’. 

Conclus�on
The 2006 nat�onal elect�on and subsequent format�on of a government 
clearly contr�buted to the r�ots and loot�ng that broke out �n Hon�ara 
�mmed�ately after the announcement of R�n�’s v�ctory �n the parl�amentary 
ballot for the pr�me m�n�stersh�p. The elect�on exh�b�ted all of the elements 
that have come to character�se nat�onal elect�ons �n post-colon�al Melanes�a: 
a large number of cand�dates and pol�t�cal part�es, a h�gh turn-over of 
MPs, gross under-representat�on of women, weak or non-ex�stent pol�cy 
platforms and a strong d�sjuncture between the pol�t�cs of campa�gn�ng at 
the local level and the substance of the government that ult�mately assumed 
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power. There were also accusat�ons of vote buy�ng and the fund�ng of 
electoral campa�gns by local As�an bus�nessmen and the Government of 
Ta�wan. These �nterests were also w�dely bel�eved to have been �nvolved �n 
the c�rcus-l�ke format�on and reformat�on of pol�t�cal camps that occurred 
dur�ng the two weeks between the nat�onal elect�on and the parl�amentary 
vote for the new pr�me m�n�ster. 

Th�s latter process was the greatest s�ngle cause of the r�ots. The 
electorate felt ent�rely powerless to exert any �nfluence over the format�on 
of the government and the select�on of the new pr�me m�n�ster. The people 
also felt that �t was fundamentally unfa�r that powerful bus�ness �nterests, 
�nclud�ng fore�gn �nterests, should exert such a d�sproport�onate �nfluence 
on the pol�t�cal process. The return to power of the enormously unpopular 
coal�t�on that had held the prev�ous government of S�r Allan Kemakeza—
w�th Kemakeza’s former deputy as the new pr�me m�n�ster—was, for many 
people, the f�nal exasperat�ng ep�sode �n a pol�t�cal ser�al over wh�ch they 
had absolutely no control.

There were, however, clearly other factors at play, such as the large 
numbers of unemployed young men �n Hon�ara who harbour resentment 
aga�nst an expand�ng Ch�nese bus�ness commun�ty, wh�ch �s perce�ved as 
dom�nat�ng bus�ness opportun�t�es at the expense of Solomon Islanders. 
The recent h�story of confl�ct �n Solomon Islands �nd�cates that these men 
prov�de fert�le ground for anyone who �s seek�ng to st�r up ethn�c hatred 
and v�olence (see Fraenkel 2004). 

The r�ots reflect grow�ng frustrat�on �n var�ous sectors of Solomon 
Islands soc�ety w�th RAMSI, part�cularly �ts �nab�l�ty or unw�ll�ngness to 
arrest the b�g f�sh. There have also been grow�ng express�ons of oppos�t�on 
to RAMSI, part�cularly from Mala�tan quarters, and �t would appear that the 
shock and awe that �n�t�ally prov�ded the �ntervent�on force w�th �nv�olable 
author�ty has eroded over t�me. The role of the PPF �n contr�but�ng to the 
r�ots rema�ns the subject of controversy and has clearly become pol�t�c�sed. 
Regardless of wh�ch vers�on of the truth �s the real one, RAMSI’s reputat�on 
was damaged �n the eyes of Solomon Islanders. Where was RAMSI? Why 
couldn’t �t stop the r�ots?

Former members of the MEF, d�sgruntled w�th the fa�lure of success�ve 
governments to prov�de them w�th the rehab�l�tat�on prov�ded under the 
TPA as well as compensat�on for the�r role �n sav�ng the nat�on dur�ng the 
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ethn�c tens�on, could also have played a key part �n orchestrat�ng the r�ots. 
Th�s �s cons�stent w�th the long-stand�ng Mala�tan trad�t�on of employ�ng 
compensat�on as a means of vo�c�ng d�ssat�sfact�on w�th the government. 
Moreover, �t appears that RAMSI has become the latest al�en to attract the 
symbol�c oppos�t�on of Mala�tan kastom. 

The part�cular dynam�cs of the crowd �n Melanes�a were an �mportant 
factor �n the r�ots and loot�ng. A s�gn�f�cant proport�on of the crowd, �t seems, 
were voyeurs rather than cr�m�nals act�ng w�th mal�ce aforethought. The 
spontane�ty and speed of the events was character�st�c of crowd dynam�cs 
�n Melanes�a. 

The last and perhaps most unsettl�ng factor contr�but�ng to the r�ots �s 
the l�kely �nvolvement of two MPs. The clock has been thrown back to a t�me 
before RAMSI, when pol�t�cal él�tes were able to �nstrumental�se d�sorder 
for the�r own aggrand�sement. It would appear that wh�le the presence 
of RAMSI could have put a temporary stop to the blatant sponsor�ng of 
v�olence by pol�t�c�ans, the pol�t�cs of d�sorder has always been s�mmer�ng 
away just under the surface. And wh�le attent�on has been f�xed on the role 
of local Ch�nese bus�ness and ‘chopst�ck’ d�plomacy �n recent events, let 
us not neglect the system�c corrupt�on �n the f�sher�es and logg�ng sectors, 
the proceeds of wh�ch have, for many years now, prov�ded the bulk of the 
spo�ls of the pol�t�cs of d�sorder �n Solomon Islands.
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Notes
1 Before the elect�on, Member for Aoke/Langa Langa, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, descr�bed 

th�s as a ‘new type of pol�t�ck�ng’ �n h�s const�tuency, wh�ch enta�led cand�dates be�ng 
pa�d to stand aga�nst h�m (Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, personal commun�cat�on, 26 March 
2006).

2 The sect�on of the TPA t�tled ‘Rehab�l�tat�on of m�l�tants’ states that former members 
of the Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM) and MEF w�ll be repatr�ated to the�r home 
v�llages at the expense of the nat�onal government, and that the government w�ll ‘launch 
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publ�c works programs’ to employ ex-m�l�tants, and also prov�de counsell�ng serv�ces 
for them (Solomon Islands Government 2000:Part Two, Sect�on 5). Former members 
of the MEF obv�ously have h�gh and unreal�st�c expectat�ons about these rehab�l�tat�on 
prov�s�ons.

3 Dur�ng the r�ots, torched pol�ce veh�cles and Ch�nese-owned bus�nesses were 
graff�t�ed w�th the words ‘Fuck rams�’. Other tags �ncluded ‘Fuck waku’, ‘2006 elect�on 
corrupt�on’, ‘Fuck R�n�’, ‘We need a new PM’ and ‘Born to destroy’.

4 Evok�ng obv�ous connotat�ons w�th the Maas�na Rule Movement of the 1950s, the 
Mala�ta Ma’as�na Forum �s a non-governmental organ�sat�on that formed �n September 
2003 ‘as a vo�ce to ra�se concerns and �ssues affect�ng Mala�ta and the people of Mala�ta’ 
(Mala�ta Ma’as�na Forum Execut�ve 2005:3). Although the forum has a management 
counc�l represent�ng the 33 wards on Mala�ta, �t �s unclear how representat�ve �t really 
�s. Accord�ng to �nformants on Mala�ta, �t has an amb�valent relat�onsh�p w�th the 
prov�nc�al government. Kabutaulaka (2006:3) descr�bes �t as be�ng ‘pushed by a few 
él�tes �n Hon�ara to serve the�r own pol�t�cal agendas’. 

5 I have wr�tten about local percept�ons of RAMSI �n Allen (2006).
6 Note that a former m�n�ster �n the nat�onal government, John Maet�a Kal�uae, was 

found gu�lty of �nc�t�ng the r�ots �n 1989 (Fraenkel 2004:117).
7 L�ke the SIAC government, Franc�s B�lly H�lly’s Nat�onal Coal�t�on Partnersh�p (NCP) 

was attempt�ng to reform the forestry �ndustry, wh�ch had become so corrupted under 
the governments of Solomon Mamalon� (for deta�ls of the reforms, see Frazer 1997a, 
1997b; Dauvergne 1998–99; Bennett 2000). The NCP barely had a chance to �mplement 
the reform program before �t was brought down by a ser�es of cab�net res�gnat�ons 
and defect�ons �n October 1994. It was proven later that f�ve cab�net m�n�sters of the 
NCP government had defected to jo�n Mamalon�’s Solomon Islands Nat�onal Un�ty and 
Reconc�l�at�on Party (SINURP) after rece�v�ng br�bes from Hon�ara bus�nessman Robert 
Goh (Kabutaulaka 1997:488). Once �n off�ce, the SINURP government �mmed�ately 
set about d�smantl�ng the reform program and �t was qu�ckly back to bus�ness as usual 
for Mamalon�, who was the d�rector of a logg�ng company, and h�s m�n�sters, most of 
whom were also �nvolved �n the logg�ng �ndustry (Frazer 1997a, 1997b).

8 Ulufa’alu 2004; taped �nterv�ew w�th Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, 25 July 2004.
9 Dur�ng the per�od of the confl�ct, the product�on and export of all pr�mary export 

commod�t�es decl�ned; however, proport�onately speak�ng, log exports decl�ned the 
least and recovered the most rap�dly (Central Bank of Solomon Islands 2005). In 
2003, the value of log exports exceeded pre-confl�ct levels, wh�ch lends some we�ght 
to allegat�ons that several new logg�ng concess�ons were awarded after the coup �n 
a number of back-door deals (Ulufa’alu 2004; taped �nterv�ew w�th Bartholomew 
Ulufa’alu, 25 July 2004; Tony Jansen, personal commun�cat�on, 10 September 2004). 
It has also been alleged that �llegal logg�ng act�v�t�es �ncreased dur�ng the per�od of the 
confl�ct (UNDP 2004).
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Chapter 3
No more walkabout long Ch�natown: 
As�an �nvolvement �n the econom�c 
and pol�t�cal process

Clive Moore

In the 1960s, Solomon Islander Fred Maedola recorded a song w�th V�k�ng 
Records that became a class�c �n the Pac�f�c. Wr�tten by Edw�n S�tor�, �t 
was called Walkabout Long Chinatown, and �t descr�bed lyr�cally the del�ghts 
of wander�ng through Hon�ara’s Ch�natown. Sadly, the old ramshackle 
Ch�natown has d�sappeared, burnt to the ground dur�ng two days of 
r�ot�ng �n Apr�l 2006 after the elect�on of Snyder R�n� as the e�ghth pr�me 
m�n�ster of the troubled nat�on. Ch�natown was a short d�stance from the 
centre of modern Hon�ara. It was a homely place on the banks of Matan�ko 
R�ver, where rural Solomon Islanders felt less �nt�m�dated than �n the a�r-
cond�t�oned spec�al�st shops downtown; �t was close to the ma�n hosp�tal, 
close to the central market and not far from the ma�n wharves. Constructed 
when the cap�tal sh�fted from bombed-out Tulag� to what became Hon�ara 
as the new town grew �nto a bustl�ng c�ty of more than 60,000 people, 
Ch�natown rema�ned the centre of Waku act�v�t�es. Waku �s the Solomon 
Islands P�j�n name for the �ncreas�ngly d�verse local As�an commun�ty. It 
was used or�g�nally self-descr�pt�vely by Ch�nese res�dents (the only As�ans 
�n the early years) and der�ved from a Cantonese phrase ‘wah kiu’, wh�ch 
translates l�terally as ‘res�d�ng outs�de’, but �s better glossed as ‘expatr�ate’ 
or ‘overseas Ch�nese’. In Mandar�n, the phrase �s ‘wai jü’. It was adopted by 
Solomon Islanders to descr�be the Ch�nese and now �s used more w�dely 
for all As�ans.1 

As�ans have played a large role �n the economy for several decades 
and, more recently, some have become �nvolved �n pol�t�cs. Some As�ans 
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part�c�pated �n corrupt�on that helped destab�l�se the government �n the 
decades lead�ng up to 1998, when the ‘cr�s�s years’ began. Dur�ng the 
cr�s�s years (1998–2003), some Waku elements prospered through duty 
rem�ss�ons and spec�al deals. The f�shery and forestry aud�t reports presented 
to parl�ament �n October 2005 show clearly that Japanese, South Korean and 
Malays�an compan�es took advantage of the d�sturbed s�tuat�on to �ncrease 
the�r plunder of the nat�on’s natural resources. The Reg�onal Ass�stance 
M�ss�on to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), wh�ch arr�ved �n m�d 2003, �s �ntent on 
expos�ng corrupt�on and enforc�ng accountab�l�ty, but so far the emphas�s �s 
on seek�ng out corrupt �nd�genous off�c�als. RAMSI has not tackled the �llegal 
operat�ons of the largely As�an-controlled fore�gn compan�es. The Apr�l 
2006 devastat�on that destroyed one-quarter of the commerc�al prem�ses �n 
Hon�ara was targeted at the Ch�nese. The underly�ng dynam�c tens�ons are, 
however, much w�der, and �nclude large-scale corrupt bus�ness pract�ces by 
Japanese, Korean, Ta�wanese, Malays�an and Ph�l�pp�ne compan�es as well 
as by the d�verse local Ch�nese commun�ty. 

Th�s chapter �s not meant to be cr�t�cal of the Ch�nese or w�der As�an 
commun�t�es. As I w�ll �nd�cate below, many Ch�nese have been good 
Solomon Islands c�t�zens for decades. Even the r�oters recogn�sed th�s 
when they spec�f�cally targeted �nd�v�dual Ch�nese stores and bus�nesses 
wh�le po�ntedly spar�ng others. Some analys�s w�ll be tempted to use an 
easy, broad bush to condemn ‘the Ch�nese’ or ‘the Waku’ as a whole. Th�s 
�s not only counterproduct�ve, �t �s an over-s�mpl�f�cat�on and d�stort�on of 
the s�tuat�on on the ground. What th�s chapter does d�scuss �s corrupt�on 
and the groups and compan�es most �nvolved. There �s no doubt that some 
elements of the Waku commun�ty are heav�ly �nvolved �n corrupt�on, but 
so are pol�t�cal leaders and ord�nary rural people—even �f, �n the ma�n, the 
latter are unhappy, s�lent bystanders watch�ng a cancerous growth that they 
know �s wrong and �s damag�ng the�r nat�on. The Apr�l 2006 upwell�ng of 
v�olence was a man�festat�on of trauma lurk�ng just below the surface. There 
was no real attempt at cultural reconc�l�at�on after the end of the cr�s�s years, 
wh�ch left many old wounds barely covered and open to �nfect�on.

The cr�s�s years were not d�rectly about corrupt�on; however, everyone 
knew that certa�n pol�t�c�ans and publ�c servants were ‘on the take’, although 
they felt helpless to do anyth�ng about �t. The v�olence that surfaced between 
1998 and 2003 was related ma�nly to antagon�sms between two ethn�c 
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groups, the people of Guadalcanal and Mala�ta Prov�nces, and �nvolved 
some, certa�nly not all, of the people from these prov�nces. Many of the 
part�c�pants were young, d�senchanted males who could see no future for 
themselves and who reacted aggress�vely, a�ded and abetted by some of 
the�r leaders who should have known better. At the base of the tens�on was 
econom�c �nequal�ty, wh�ch �ncluded corrupt�on but was much w�der and 
covered overdevelopment w�thout adequate compensat�on or consultat�on, 
and underdevelopment w�th l�ttle thought to the consequences (Moore 
2004; Fraenkel 2004).

Although there are long-term smoulder�ng resentments aga�nst the 
econom�c hold of the ‘old’ Ch�nese c�t�zens, �nd�genous Solomon Islanders 
regard them very d�fferently from the more recent Ch�nese res�dents and 
c�t�zens, who are mostly from ma�nland Ch�na. The old Ch�nese fam�l�es see 
w�th d�fferent eyes from the ‘new’ Ch�nese and ord�nary Solomon Islanders 
know th�s. They belong �n a way that the G�lbertese �mm�grant commun�ty 
also belongs—both are rel�cs of Br�t�sh colon�al�sm and are now part of 
the modern nat�on.

Pol�t�c�ans have blamed the Republ�c of Ch�na for �ts dollar d�plomacy 
and the med�a has made much of the Ta�wanese connect�on to the Solomon 
Islands. It would be a m�stake to suggest that there �s a large Ta�wanese 
element �n the local Waku commun�ty or that the Waku have benef�tted 
from th�s corrupt d�plomacy. A rogue Waku element certa�nly ex�sts, but 
�t stretches across the var�ous As�an commun�t�es. The real benef�c�ar�es of 
Ta�wanese largess have been �nd�genous Solomon Islands pol�t�c�ans, who 
should shoulder the blame for the d�sgraceful burn�ng and loot�ng that took 
place �n Ch�natown. The underly�ng quest�on �s whether any one �nd�genous 
ethn�c group orchestrated the unrest, and whether the remnants of the 
Mala�ta Eagle Force (MEF) are beh�nd the burn�ng and loot�ng of Ch�natown 
and other Ch�nese bus�ness ventures. The arrest of Charles Dausabea, Nelson 
Ne’e and Alex Bartlett for the�r �nvolvement �n the r�ots suggests some l�nk 
to elements from Mala�ta, although not to the defunct MEF.2

The Apr�l 2006 r�ots were partly premed�tated. The attacks were 
strateg�cally targeted and clues ex�sted before the outbreak that should 
have alerted the pol�ce to poss�ble trouble. The pol�ce comm�ss�oner’s lack 
of pr�or �ntell�gence and seem�ng lack of an emergency plan to deal w�th 
what was always go�ng to be a potent�ally explos�ve day added to the poor 
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performance of the RAMSI pol�ce, and the�r lack of coord�nat�on w�th 
the local pol�ce �nd�cates that long-term changes w�ll be necessary �f the 
RAMSI operat�on �s to reta�n cred�b�l�ty. Th�s chapter argues that Waku 
bus�ness �nterests and the�r corrupt �nfluence on the pol�t�cal process are 
at the heart of the troubles �n Solomon Islands. Although Ch�nese c�t�zens 
and res�dents are not ent�rely �nnocent of �nvolvement, they are not central 
to the corrupt�on. Solomon Islanders watched helplessly for 20 years as 
corrupt�on and government m�smanagement �ncreased; they were forced 
to l�ve through the 1998–2003 cr�s�s years, and then the �nd�gn�ty of an 
�mported adm�n�strat�ve and pol�ce apparatus. The�r d�scontent bo�led 
over after the post-elect�on parl�amentary vote for the pr�me m�n�stersh�p 
and the poorly handled s�tuat�on �n parl�ament. There was someth�ng very 
‘Solomon’ about the�r react�on: desp�te the mass�ve destruct�on, no one 
was k�lled; the d�sturbance was focused almost totally on Hon�ara; and, �n 
a strange way, the r�ot and the related loot�ng un�f�ed all ethn�c groups. Th�s 
chapter looks f�rst at the h�story of the Ch�nese �n the Solomon Islands, then 
at w�der As�an bus�ness �nterests and connect�ons w�th corrupt�on. The f�nal 
sect�on tr�es to understand the r�ots and draw conclus�ons.

Waku, bus�ness and corrupt�on
The Br�t�sh Solomon Islands Protectorate was declared �n 1893 and a small 
adm�n�strat�on establ�shed �n 1897. In 1908, Res�dent Comm�ss�oner, 
Charles Woodford, reported that although there were none �n the 
protectorate at that t�me, dur�ng the 1890s and earl�er �n the 1900s there 
had been about 10 Japanese and F�l�p�nos employed �n the Solomons pearl-
f�sh�ng �ndustry. S�ngle Ch�nese had been �ntroduced v�a German New 
Gu�nea as cooks and gardeners, but most stayed for only s�x or 12 months. 
Woodford’s explanat�on of the�r trans�tory behav�our was that they ‘become 
d�scontented as they f�nd no opportun�ty here of sat�sfy�ng the�r des�re for 
sexual �ntercourse’, and that they were also look�ng for a back door �nto 
Austral�a (Woodford 1908).

More concerted moves to br�ng Ch�nese �nto the terr�tory of the 
Western Pac�f�c H�gh Comm�ss�on �n 1908 came to noth�ng. Th�s was due 
to antagon�sm from Boers and the Br�t�sh publ�c to Ch�nese labourers 
taken to the m�nes of the Transvaal between 1904 and 1907, wh�ch led to 
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the destruct�on of the un�on�st government �n Br�ta�n �n the 1906 general 
elect�on. The ant�-Ch�nese r�pple flowed through �nto the Br�t�sh Pac�f�c. The 
new Austral�an government also expressed an avers�on to As�an m�grants 
and d�d not want any �n ne�ghbour�ng colon�es. Austral�a d�d �ts best to 
ensure that there were none �n Br�t�sh New Gu�nea (Austral�an Papua from 
1906). Then �n 1910, the Colon�al Off�ce decl�ned to allow Ind�an labour 
to be �mported �nto the Solomon Islands and, two years later, also sa�d no 
to s�m�lar plans to �mport Javanese. Lever’s Pac�f�c Plantat�ons L�m�ted also 
fa�led when �t advocated the use of Ch�nese labourers dur�ng the 1910s and 
1920s. There were except�ons �n the Pac�f�c: Ch�nese worked phosphate 
depos�ts on Nauru and Ocean Islands and plantat�ons �n Samoa; and New 
Zealand, short of labour, allowed Ch�nese �mm�grants entry after the 1918 
�nfluenza ep�dem�c (Laracy 1974; W�lson et al. 1990; Meeke 1910).

The f�rst Ch�nese tradesmen seem to have reached the protectorate �n 
1910. By 1913, Ah Cho� had appl�ed for a land lease on Kokona Island �n 
the Gela Group, and, �n 1914, Kwong Cheong had a trad�ng bus�ness at 
Tulag�, the colon�al cap�tal. They probably came south from Rabaul, where 
the Germans had allowed Ch�nese �mm�grat�on. In 1914, there were about 
1,000 Ch�nese l�v�ng �n or near Rabaul. 

The protectorate’s Ch�nese commun�ty slowly �ncreased, from 55 �n 1920 
to 90 �n 1925, and to 164 �n 1931 and 193 �n 1933 (Laracy 1974; Woodford 
1911; Bell 1927). Most stayed only for the durat�on of the�r contracts, but 
some used the�r sav�ngs and connect�ons �n Rabaul, Hong Kong and Sydney 
to �mport trade goods and establ�sh stores. By 1918, there were 67 Ch�nese 
�n Tulag�, where the protectorate’s largest Ch�natown was well establ�shed 
by the 1920s and 1930s, replete w�th trade stores and restaurants. They 
were allowed to set up stores on Isabel, at G�zo and �n the Shortlands �n the 
north, and at Auk� on Mala�ta. Ch�nese also operated sh�ps on trad�ng c�rcu�ts 
around the protectorate. Numbers had dropped to 180 by 1941, probably 
because the adm�n�strat�on attempted to t�ghten entry requ�rements �n the 
1920s and early 1930s; the Hong Kong government d�d not �ssue passports 
and they were d�ff�cult to obta�n �n Ch�na. The res�dent comm�ss�oner had 
total control of all entr�es w�thout passports and, �n 1928, a new regulat�on 
lev�ed a bond of not less than £20 on jobless �mm�grants. Restr�ct�ons were 
made even str�cter the next year, but dur�ng the early 1930s a new h�gh 
comm�ss�oner arr�ved, who had prev�ously worked �n Hong Kong and had 
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h�gher regard for Ch�nese. All restra�nts on Ch�nese were l�fted �n 1933, 
although they were st�ll not allowed to obta�n freehold land. The major 
merchant compan�es—W.R. Carpenters, Burns Ph�lp and Lever’s Pac�f�c 
Plantat�ons—d�d not want compet�t�on from Ch�nese merchants and ra�sed 
the usual compla�nts about the�r corrupt�ng �nfluence on the nat�ves through 
gambl�ng, alcohol and v�ce. The Br�t�sh att�tude to the Ch�nese was made 
fa�rly clear dur�ng World War II when fore�gn nat�onals were evacuated 
but the Ch�nese were left beh�nd. Some jo�ned the Coastwatchers, others 
managed to take sh�p to Sydney or Noumea and the rest h�d �n v�llages for 
the durat�on of the war (W�lson et al. 1990; Laracy 1974; Bennett 1987).

The Ch�nese commun�ty �ncreased after the war and began to �ntegrate 
�nto colon�al soc�ety �n the late 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, adopt�ng 
Chr�st�an�ty, establ�sh�ng a Ch�nese-language school, tak�ng out Br�t�sh 
c�t�zensh�p and del�berately becom�ng part of Solomon Islands soc�ety. They 
grew to control much of the reta�l trade �n the country and became dom�nant 
�n Hon�ara and �n the ma�n prov�nc�al towns. One of the f�rst s�gns of th�s 
change to permanent-res�dence status was the establ�shment of Hon�ara’s 
Ch�nese Chung Wah School, organ�sed and f�nanced by Ch�nese res�dents 
and opened off�c�ally by Act�ng Res�dent Comm�ss�oner, J.D.A. Germond, 
on 15 October 1949. In the morn�ngs, teach�ng was �n Engl�sh and, �n the 
afternoons, �n Cantonese. The f�rst profess�onal teacher was Fung Sh�u Kat 
from Hong Kong, who arr�ved �n July 1952 through arrangements between 
the Angl�can Melanes�a M�ss�on and the B�shop of Hong Kong. The school 
went from strength to strength and today �s one of the major schools �n 
Hon�ara (PIM 1949, 1952).

In the early 1950s there were about 300 Ch�nese l�v�ng �n the protectorate, 
all �nvolved �n techn�cal and commerc�al serv�ces. The pres�dent of the 
Ch�nese commun�ty �n Hon�ara �n the 1950s, and unt�l h�s return to Hong 
Kong �n 1962, was Chan Chee, general manager of Kwan How Yuan Pty Ltd, 
who was fluent �n Engl�sh. La� Yuen Wo succeeded h�m. In the 1950s and 
1960s, many Ch�nese res�dents appl�ed for Br�t�sh c�t�zensh�p. Th�s was eas�er 
�f they were Chr�st�an, and many became Roman Cathol�cs, encouraged 
by Fathers van Mechl�n and Leemans. In October 1961, 43 Ch�nese from 
Ch�natown were chr�stened, watched by another 60 Ch�nese Cathol�cs �n 
the congregat�on. A formal Br�t�sh Solomon Islands Ch�nese Assoc�at�on 
was formed �n November 1965, w�th Peter La� as pres�dent, James Wang 
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as cha�rman, C.K. Ch�ng as v�ce-cha�rman, Henry Quan and K.H. Ip as 
secretar�es and Chow Leong as treasurer. Stephen Yee, Leong Fat and Paul 
Sze-tu took respons�b�l�ty for soc�al and educat�onal act�v�t�es.3

In the 1959 census, there were 366 Ch�nese �n the Solomon Islands and 
another 100 or so �n the ‘m�xed’ category. In 1970, there were 577 Ch�nese 
and a grow�ng number �n the m�xed category. The Ch�nese numbers sank 
to 452 �n 1976, because some fam�l�es left before �ndependence, and had 
decl�ned aga�n by the t�me of the 1986 census to 342 (Solomon Islands 
Government 2002:32). Hon�ara’s Ch�natown of the 1960s and 1970s was 
the class�c two-s�ded street of wooden red, green and blue trade stores 
w�th t�n roofs and crossed-frame ra�l�ng verandahs. Bus�ness was conducted 
beh�nd counters �n a central room and there were l�v�ng quarters at the back 
(Laracy 1974). The same style of Ch�natown ex�sted at G�zo and Auk�, w�th 
bus�ness l�nks to the Hon�ara shops. The ch�ldren of the f�rst generat�on 
began to branch out �nto other econom�c ventures: they suppl�ed logg�ng 
camps, marketed trochus shell and bêche-de-mer and began spec�al�st shops 
�n the central bus�ness d�str�ct along Mendana Avenue. There were always 
tens�ons because Solomon Islanders resented the Ch�nese stranglehold on 
reta�l and wholesale bus�ness, but they worked hard and served the nat�on 
and themselves reasonably well. These old Ch�nese prospered under the 
later decades of the Br�t�sh adm�n�strat�on, wh�ch operated �n a fa�rly non-
corrupt and stra�ghtforward manner. The years around �ndependence were 
a per�od of uncerta�nty about the�r future welcome, but many fam�l�es stuck 
�t out and prospered, becom�ng lead�ng hotel�ers and own�ng a w�de range 
of bus�nesses. 

Dur�ng the late 1980s and 1990s, a s�gn�f�cant number of ‘new’ Ch�nese 
settled �n the Solomon Islands, add�ng to the already establ�shed Ch�nese 
commun�ty. Many of th�s new generat�on are from ma�nland Ch�na and 
Malays�a. Far from espous�ng commun�sm, many were refugees from the 
�deology who wanted to beg�n bus�ness ventures, become c�t�zens and, �n 
the long term, move on to Austral�a and New Zealand. They have worked 
hard, been able to send the�r ch�ldren overseas for educat�on and many 
have become good c�t�zens. Some of the new Ch�nese, however, do not 
try to become part of local soc�ety: they do not learn P�j�n, the�r shops 
are hot and lack comfort and they seem not to real�se that donat�ng to 
char�t�es and so on �s part of the�r obl�gat�ons and useful grease to make 
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the local soc�al wheels go round. There �s an element of d�srespect for the�r 
customers, wh�ch �s exacerbated when they sell cheap stock and refuse to 
honour warranty and bas�c qual�ty obl�gat�ons. Many Ch�nese are �nvolved 
�n small-scale corrupt�on, br�b�ng the�r way through customs procedures 
and generally greas�ng the�r paths w�th ‘small’ money just as the old Ch�nese 
learnt to do s�nce �ndependence. The new Ch�nese often run small bus�nesses 
w�th �nd�genous Solomon Islanders as ‘sleep�ng partners’, and have begun 
mov�ng (�llegally) �nto bus and tax� bus�nesses. Some Ch�nese bus�nesses also 
comm�t m�nor abuses of commerc�al and health regulat�ons, �gnor�ng �mport 
regulat�ons by br�ng�ng �n food �tems w�th the s�gnage only �n Ch�nese and 
Bahasa Indones�a, leav�ng Solomon Islanders to scratch the�r heads about 
the content of the �tems they are buy�ng. Many new Ch�nese wanted to 
become c�t�zens before the statutory 10-year per�od (for the local advantages 
and as a gateway �nto Austral�a and New Zealand) and fostered a lucrat�ve 
market �n qu�ck passports by pay�ng br�bes to members of the C�t�zensh�p 
Comm�ttee. They stayed dur�ng the cr�s�s years, became r�cher and �n truth 
were generous to the government and the people dur�ng the hard t�mes, even 
�f ult�mately for the�r own purposes. By d�nt of hard work and subterfuge, 
the new Ch�nese were �ncorporated rap�dly �nto the economy and grafted 
themselves onto the old Waku commun�ty. 

The old and now the new Ch�nese fam�l�es are well establ�shed and 
�ntegrated �nto urban soc�ety. Some of the men have marr�ed �nd�genous 
Solomon Islanders wh�le ma�nta�n�ng the�r cultural core and networks. 
Generally, they stay away from pol�t�cs. Only two old Waku fam�l�es have 
gone �nto pol�t�cs: the Chan fam�ly, of Ch�nese descent, and the Sato fam�ly, 
of Japanese or�g�n. Accountant and long-term res�dent Robert Goh also 
had cons�derable �nfluence as an adv�ser to the government of S�r Allan 
Kemakeza (2001–06).

The Ch�nese fam�l�es were the only Waku targeted �n the burn�ng and 
loot�ng of Apr�l 2006. There was �nd�genous resentment aga�nst the Ch�nese 
for controll�ng the reta�l outlets, but they sold the r�ght products at low 
pr�ces and prov�ded about 2,000 jobs �n Hon�ara and more �n other urban 
centres. One �mage ga�ned from a stroll through Ch�natown or along 
Mendana Avenue was of the bored Ch�nese Misis on her h�gh cha�r near 
the cash reg�ster, survey�ng the scene l�ke a tenn�s ump�re wh�le Solomon 
Islanders d�d the serv�ng. The Ch�nese controlled a huge proport�on of 
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the reta�l trade (probably about 70–80 per cent) and the economy could 
not funct�on w�thout them. How much they have blocked �nd�genous 
entrepreneurs from emerg�ng �s d�ff�cult to calculate, but when I have asked 
Solomon Islanders why they shop �n Ch�nese stores rather than support�ng 
�nd�genous bus�ness, the usual answer �s that the stock �s cheaper and more 
var�ed.

Other As�an bus�ness groups
How many As�ans l�ve �n Hon�ara �s hard to est�mate. The 1999 census 
recorded 464 Ch�nese �n the whole country, plus 2,870 �nd�v�duals of 
‘m�xed’ ancestry, many of whom would have been part-Ch�nese. The 1999 
census cloaked the rema�n�ng As�an groups, number�ng 1,131, under ‘other’ 
(Solomon Islands Government 2002:32). I was present at Ch�nese New Year 
celebrat�ons at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel �n 2005 along w�th about 1,000 
As�ans, and there were celebrat�ons at other hotels; however, th�s spec�al 
day would have attracted v�s�tors from other prov�nces.

The real hard-core corrupt�on has come not from the old or new 
Ch�nese, but from Malays�an compan�es (many of wh�ch are connected to 
ethn�c Ch�nese) and South Korean and Japanese �nterests. The accounts 
of Solomon Islands prov�nces and the nat�onal government have not been 
aud�ted properly s�nce the late 1980s. One of RAMSI’s tasks has been to 
employ a large posse of aud�tors work�ng from the Off�ce of the Aud�tor-
General. The f�nd�ngs for the Department of Forestry, Env�ronment and 
Conservat�on and the Department of F�sher�es and Mar�ne Resources were 
presented to the nat�onal parl�ament �n October 2005. They make �nterest�ng 
read�ng and prov�de a useful means for assess�ng more general patterns �n 
the troubled nat�on. 

Logg�ng
Solomon Islands’ abundant hardwood forests began to be explo�ted 
commerc�ally �n the 1920s (Bennett 2000). The demand for the 
protectorate’s t�mbers p�cked up �n the 1960s and, by the late 1970s, t�mber 
was a major component of gross nat�onal product (GNP); however, less than 
230,000 cub�c metres was cut each year, well below the susta�nable level, 
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cons�dered to be 325,000 cub�c metres per annum. Most of the logg�ng 
was carr�ed out �n Western Prov�nce and 90 per cent was exported, the 
major�ty as unprocessed logs. The early phase of t�mber explo�tat�on was on 
government land or customary land leased by the government. The logg�ng 
�ndustry �n the 1960s was dom�nated by Levers Pac�f�c T�mbers Ltd, wh�ch 
was a subs�d�ary of the Un�ted Afr�ca Company (T�mber) Ltd; an Austral�an 
company Allardyce Lumber Co., wh�ch also operated �n Sarawak; and Kalena 
T�mber Co. Ltd from the Un�ted States. Levers, the largest of the early 
compan�es, respons�ble for two-th�rds to three-quarters of the logg�ng, 
w�thdrew from the Solomon Islands �n 1986 because of protests about �ts 
operat�ons on New Georg�a. 

After �ndependence �n 1978, and part�cularly under the f�rst Mamalon� 
government (1981–84), the logg�ng focus changed to As�an compan�es, 
ma�nly from Malays�a, and the use of customary lands, wh�ch made up 
about 87 per cent of the total land area of the country. No longer able to 
obta�n whole hardwood logs at home, As�an loggers moved �nto Solomon 
Islands (and Papua New Gu�nea), cutt�ng down trees at an unbel�evable 
rate. The Forestry D�v�s�on, prov�nc�al governments and area counc�ls d�d 

Figure 3.1 Solomon Islands: log production, 1963–94 (‘000 cub�c metres)
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not have the resources to mon�tor and pol�ce logg�ng. Loggers moved �nto 
Guadalcanal, Mala�ta and Mak�ra-Ulawa prov�nces. The huge South Korean 
Hyunda� Group set up the Hyunda� T�mber Company and began logg�ng 
on Guadalcanal �n 1983. Eagon Resources Development Ltd, another 
large South Korean company, set up on Cho�seul Island �n 1989. Malays�an 
compan�es moved �n from 1991. Ian Frazer’s f�gures suggest that 75 per 
cent of the log export �ndustry �n the 1990s was controlled by e�ght fore�gn 
compan�es, ma�nly from Malays�a, wh�le Hyunda� and Eagon controlled 
about 14 per cent. Other new, smaller compan�es also arr�ved, but many 
were undercap�tal�sed and the�r output was comparat�vely sl�ght. These As�an 
compan�es often operated corruptly, putt�ng pressure on and prov�d�ng 
monetary �ncent�ves for local off�c�als. They developed close relat�onsh�ps 
w�th pol�t�c�ans and forged lucrat�ve agreements w�th local compan�es 
to use the�r l�cence ent�tlements. Golden Spr�ngs Internat�onal was one 
of these, buy�ng local compan�es and us�ng the�r l�cence concess�ons. In 
1988, the ombudsman �nvest�gated Hyunda�’s Guadalcanal operat�ons and 
Kayuken Pac�f�c Ltd’s Mala�ta operat�ons, report�ng most unfavourably. As�an 
compan�es cont�nued to move to new areas, for �nstance Hyunda� transferred 
to Vella Lavella (along w�th Allardyce), undertak�ng the f�rst large-scale 
logg�ng of the �sland. L�cences for 1990 allowed 924,000 cub�c metres to 
be harvested, wh�ch �ncreased to 1.2 m�ll�on cub�c metres �n 1992 and 3.3 
m�ll�on cub�c metres �n 1994 (Frazer 1997b; Dauvergne 1998:135–57).

By 1993–94, t�mber was prov�d�ng 56 per cent of the value of exports 
from Solomon Islands, and about 35 per cent of gross domest�c product 
(GDP). World pr�ces reached US$386 per cub�c metre �n 1993, wh�ch 
encouraged an �ncrease �n the volume of logs exported to 624,000 cub�c 
metres �n 1994 and to 850,000 cub�c metres �n 1995. In 1990, t�mber exports 
were worth SI$60 m�ll�on, but by 1996 they were almost s�x t�mes h�gher at 
SI$349 m�ll�on. In the years just before the cr�s�s began �n 1998, the Solomon 
Islands government depended on logg�ng for 20 per cent of �ts revenue and 50 
per cent of �ts export earn�ngs. The Forestry Department est�mated that of a 
total land area of 2.8 m�ll�on hectares, 2,201,100 hectares (78.6 per cent) was 
forest, but about only 300,000 hectares (7.3 per cent) was eas�ly ava�lable for 
commerc�al explo�tat�on; the rest was too steep, �naccess�ble or �n some way 
protected.4 E�ghty per cent of th�s ava�lable forest was customary owned. The 
rate of logg�ng �s clearly unsusta�nable and pred�ct�ons are that, by 2010–15, 
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Figure 3.2 Solomon Islands: log volume and export prices, 1995–2004 
(‘000 cub�c metres, US$)
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all commerc�ally explo�table land w�ll have been cleared of forest. So far, only 
l�m�ted reforestat�on has occurred, and the long-term prognos�s �s bleak. 
Oppos�t�on from rural people to large-scale logg�ng began �n the 1970s, but the 
easy money cont�nues to lure many customary landowners. Small local m�ll�ng 
operat�ons are now common, but they can never generate the huge revenues 
of whole-log exports. A few governments, part�cularly those of Franc�s B�lly 
H�lly (1993–94) and Bartholomew Ulufa’alu (1997–2000), attempted to 
halt the rape of the forests, but they fa�led m�serably aga�nst the comb�ned 
power of the logg�ng �nterests and the�r pol�t�cal cron�es. Calculat�ons of the 
revenue leakage �n 1993 suggested that US$41 m�ll�on was forgone (Moore 
2004:75–7; Frazer 1997a:329 and Table 20.2).

Logg�ng exports dropped sl�ghtly dur�ng the cr�s�s years, cont�nu�ng 
�n areas away from the confl�ct. Afterwards, logg�ng was the only growth 
�ndustry, beg�nn�ng to �ncrease �n 2003 w�th exports reach�ng 1,043,150 
cub�c metres �n 2004, a 46.1 per cent �ncrease �n 12 months. Of that 
product�on, 68.3 per cent was �n Western Prov�nce, 22.8 per cent �n Isabel 
Prov�nce, 5.5 per cent �n Cho�seul Prov�nce and 3.5 per cent �n other 
prov�nces (Hou 2002; Central Bank of Solomon Islands 2004:17). The same 
Korean and Malays�an compan�es are �nvolved. The government rema�ns 
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desperate for money. The customary owners see the logs as the�r major asset 
and they are w�ll�ng to r�sk the env�ronmental consequences and cont�nue to 
sell the wealth of future generat�ons for a qu�te small proport�on of the prof�ts. 
The current act, �ntroduced �n 1969 as the Forest and T�mber Act, has been 
amended several t�mes and was renamed the Forest Resources and T�mber 
Ut�l�sat�on Act �n 1984. A new Forest Act was passed �n 1999 by the Ulufa’alu 
government but was not gazetted (hence, �t never became law) although some 
of �ts clauses were �mplemented. One s�gn�f�cant change was the subst�tut�on of 
prov�nc�al governments for area counc�ls �n negot�at�ons. Another vers�on was 
presented to cab�net �n 2004 but has not been enacted by parl�ament, deferred 
for further consultat�ons w�th resource holders. Th�s has left the department 
w�th outdated regulat�ons that enable the rort�ng to cont�nue.

The ma�n fees �mposed are log export taxes, royalt�es to landowners, 
prov�nc�al government fees and corporate taxes on royalty payments and 
prof�ts. The agency respons�ble for regulat�ng the nat�on’s forests �s the 
Forestry D�v�s�on of the M�n�stry of Forests, Env�ronment and Conservat�on. 
Log export l�cences and exempt�ons from export taxes are �ssued by the 
M�n�stry for F�nance, the Fore�gn Investment Board �s respons�ble for 
approv�ng appl�cat�ons and sett�ng cond�t�ons and the D�v�s�on of Inland 
Revenue collects the taxes (Dauvergne 1998). The path �s convoluted and 
hard to follow, wh�ch advantages fore�gn compan�es or off�c�als try�ng to 
explo�t the system. The aud�t report found that procedures were blatantly 
breached, records were poorly ma�nta�ned and there was more than a 
susp�c�on that some records had been destroyed del�berately to cover 
fraudulent or corrupt act�v�t�es (Aud�tor-General 2005a:46, 63). The 2005 
aud�t report shows that SI$99,863,335 of t�mber was exported dur�ng 
2003–04, and SI$39,908,862 �n revenue was forgone through exempt�ons, 
wh�ch escalated by 200 per cent between 2003 and 2004. It found that 
SI$4,173,910 worth of royalt�es from logg�ng compan�es had not been 
collected, another SI$654,306 were class�f�ed �ncorrectly �n the consol�dated 
fund and SI$1,458,000 were d�verted fraudulently as unauthor�sed 
allowances. In many cases, aud�t�ng was �mposs�ble and m�ll�ons of dollars 
were unaccounted for. Unlawful ex gratia payments by the m�n�stry were 
est�mated at SI$1.5 m�ll�on, and there seemed to be a genu�ne lack of clar�ty 
about wh�ch sect�on of the government was respons�ble for collect�ng wh�ch 
form of revenue (Aud�tor-General 2005a).
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F�sh�ng
The f�sh�ng �ndustry has not been establ�shed as long as logg�ng, but Solomon 
Islands’ tuna stocks are one of the nat�on’s most �mportant assets, and the 
�ndustry �s now the largest domest�c tuna-f�sh�ng �ndustry �n the southwest 
Pac�f�c. A jo�nt-venture arrangement began between Japanese company Ta�yo 
Gyogyo and the nat�onal government, wh�ch formed Solomon Ta�yo Ltd �n 
1972. A cannery at Noro �n Western Prov�nce soon superseded the f�rst, 
at Tulag�. The �n�t�al 25–75 spl�t was gradually altered w�th d�fferent jo�nt-
venture agreements unt�l, �n the 1980s, Maruha Corporat�on (formerly Ta�yo 
Gyogyo) of Japan held 51 per cent and the Solomon Islands government held 
49 per cent. Purse-se�ners, pole-and-l�ne and long-l�ne boats were used, 
or�g�nally owned ma�nly by Ok�nawans and manned by Solomon Islanders. 
The Solomon Islands government, work�ng towards local ownersh�p of 
the �ndustry, establ�shed Nat�onal F�sher�es Development Ltd, 25 per cent 
of wh�ch was owned by Solomon Ta�yo Ltd, but sold the age�ng fleet to 
Canad�an company Br�t�sh Columb�a Packers Ltd. In 1990, th�s company 
re-sold to Tr�Cont�nental of S�ngapore, a subs�d�ary of US Tr�Cont�nental 
and Solomon Ta�yo, trad�ng as Tr�-Mar�ne Internat�onal (Moore 2004:79–81; 
Frazer 1997a:326–7).

Tuna exports reached the�r peak �n 1986–88, when the catch was more 
than 40 per cent of the nat�on’s exports, outstr�pp�ng t�mber (Frazer 1997a:
Table 20.2). In the 1990s, the government �ssued excess�ve numbers of 
f�sh�ng l�cences and the �ndustry peaked �n 1995 when 56,135 tonnes of 
frozen, canned and smoked f�sh were exported. Solomon Ta�yo Ltd always 
caused consternat�on �n the Solomon Islands as the company recorded a 
prof�t only �n two years out of 20; however, when a deta�led report was 
comm�ss�oned �nto �t �n 1995, no ev�dence of transfer pr�c�ng was found. 
Kate Barclay, who has researched the �ndustry, bel�eves that the Japanese 
mother company used the Solomons company, represent�ng only 5 per cent 
of �ts assets, as a pawn �n much b�gger moves �n �ts relat�onsh�p w�th the 
Japanese government. Contrary to th�s v�ew, other ev�dence from �ns�de the 
company suggests that the complex f�nanc�al moves also cloaked transfer 
pr�c�ng.5 The rema�nder of the �ndustry cons�sts of l�cences for about 30 
fore�gn-owned f�sh�ng compan�es (almost all of wh�ch have connect�ons 
w�th local pol�t�c�ans) to take 572,500 tonnes of tuna each year. Many of 
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these are Ta�wanese compan�es. Dur�ng the 1990s, prov�nc�al governments 
began form�ng jo�nt ventures w�th As�an f�sh�ng compan�es, allocat�ng quotas 
w�th�n the�r prov�nc�al waters.

In 1997, the Ulufa’alu government’s new F�sher�es Act reduced the quota 
by 75 per cent to 120,000 tonnes per annum, �ntend�ng to �nd�gen�se the 
�ndustry. The plan was to sell the nat�on’s hold�ngs �n Solomon Ta�yo Ltd, 
but Maruhu was not cooperat�ve and a buyer could not be found for such 
a seem�ngly unprof�table company. In 1998 the commerc�al f�sh�ng catch 
was 94,129 tonnes, worth an est�mated SI$204 m�ll�on or US$40.6 m�ll�on, 
represent�ng a s�gn�f�cant sector of the economy. The total f�sh catch �n 2004 
was 28,235 tonnes, sl�ghtly down from 2003 and well w�th�n susta�nable 
levels. When the tens�ons erupted, Maruhu w�thdrew from the whole 
venture, leav�ng the government w�th 100 per cent ownersh�p of a new 
company, Solta� F�sh�ng and Process�ng Co. Ltd. Western Prov�nce protested 
and was granted 45 per cent ownersh�p, wh�ch was �ncreased to 49 per cent 
�n 2001 (Moore 2004:81–2).

The tuna �ndustry has the same regulatory and revenue problems as the 
logg�ng �ndustry. The relevant act has too many loopholes and �s poorly 

Figure 3.3 Solomon Islands: fish production and average prices, 1995–2004 
(‘000 tonnes, US$ ‘000 per mt)
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enforced, the h�gh pr�ce of l�cences leaves room for corrupt pract�ces and 
the s�ze of the catch �s as �mperfectly known as the volume of the t�mber 
exported. The relevant leg�slat�on �s the F�sher�es Act 1998 and the F�sher�es 
(Tuna F�sher�es) Regulat�ons 1999. The aud�t report found that f�sh�ng 
l�cence fee revenues rece�ved �nto consol�dated revenue were SI$4,948,923 
�n 2001, SI$4,089,052 �n 2002 and SI$12,453,692 �n 2003. The shortfall 
over the three years was SI$37.2 m�ll�on, the d�vers�ons occurr�ng �n port 
sampl�ng and tra�n�ng accounts (SI$3.85 m�ll�on), �n mon�es d�verted from 
a fore�gn affa�rs account (SI$2.7 m�ll�on), unpa�d f�sh�ng l�cences (SI$9.3 
m�ll�on), under-collected fees (SI$8.86 m�ll�on), a traceable SI$3–4 m�ll�on 
m�sappropr�ated by staff of the m�n�stry, plus an untraceable SI$10 m�ll�on. 
Wh�le some allowance needs to be taken for the general breakdown �n 
government serv�ces dur�ng these years, the aud�t suggests that the fraud was 
systemat�c, and much of the publ�c money was eas�ly traceable to the personal 
bank accounts of off�cers of the department or those of the�r spouses. Fees 
were often collected �n cash, and unoff�c�al rece�pts were �ssued. The deputy 
d�rector of f�sher�es had verbally amended many l�cence and observer fees. 
Not unexpectedly, the publ�c servants �nvolved were qu�te uncooperat�ve 
and reluctant to prov�de �nformat�on. The aud�t concluded that there had 
been ‘w�despread m�sappropr�at�on of publ�c money’ (Aud�tor-General 
2005b:1–22). 

Dur�ng the prev�ous 20 years, an unhealthy relat�onsh�p had developed 
between the Waku and var�ous governments, part�cularly those connected to 
Solomon Mamalon�. Bart Ulufa’alu, the pr�me m�n�ster ev�cted from off�ce 
by a coup �n 2000, has l�ttle doubt about the connect�on. Speak�ng at The 
Austral�an Nat�onal Un�vers�ty �n 2004, he descr�bed the ‘Solomon Islands 
underworld’

I don’t need to po�nt f�ngers, those who are acqua�nted w�th Solomon 
Islands w�ll already know what group �t �s. Th�s part�cular group has been 
�n off�ce for some 20 years, off and on, and the a�d commun�ty d�d not take 
a l�k�ng to them. And because of that, th�s group was �solated and therefore 
they moved more towards the bus�ness houses and the pr�vate sector for 
support. And hence they allowed the pr�vate sector, �n terms of fore�gn 
�nvestment, to come �nto the resource sectors of the economy, m�n�ng, 
forestry and f�sh�ng. So you f�nd that the �nvolvement of the pr�vate sector 
�n forestry and f�sh�ng �ntens�f�ed, outs�de of the normal pract�ce under 
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the colon�al government and even �mmed�ately after Independence. In 
the 1980s the forestry sector was opened up and the f�sher�es sector was 
opened up to the pr�vate sector. And th�s moulded the relat�onsh�p…That 
relat�onsh�p placed the resources under threat of be�ng exhausted, and 
the susta�nab�l�ty of the government became the b�gger problem. I th�nk 
th�s �s the group that actually was work�ng both �n the pol�t�cal arena and 
the pr�vate sector arena as well as the underworld. And when the war 
broke out…these same groups took advantage of that, and they made a 
lot of money out of �t (Ulufa’alu 2004).

Total domest�c revenue �n 2004 was SI$497 m�ll�on—36.3 per cent 
h�gher than �n 2003, largely because of greater taxat�on compl�ance (ADB 
2005). The two aud�t reports est�mated that, at the very least, more than 
SI$80 m�ll�on that should have ended up �n consol�dated revenue dur�ng 
the early 2000s had been sk�mmed off by corrupt Solomon Islanders or 
was not pa�d by the fore�gn compan�es concerned. The reports are not 
comprehens�ve and �t seems l�kely that even more money �s �nvolved. 
The two departments are �mportant, but there are many more, plus the 
prov�nces, yet to be aud�ted. Corrupt�on also occurred through the lucrat�ve 
exempt�ons to exc�se duty, and w�th a�d money (part�cularly from Ta�wan) 
sk�mmed off �n the past f�ve years (Moore 2004). The real dollar value of 
the corrupt pract�ces s�nce 2000 �s hundreds of m�ll�ons of dollars, and 
s�m�lar pract�ces have gone on, to a lesser extent, s�nce the late 1980s. The 
extent of �llegal Waku pract�ces beyond formal bus�ness deal�ngs �s unclear. 
In Papua New Gu�nea, a s�m�lar ‘As�an�sat�on’ has led to the same pattern 
of corrupt�on �n bus�ness. It �s also well known that �n Papua New Gu�nea 
some recent As�an m�grants are �nvolved �n �llegal act�v�t�es such as drug 
and gun runn�ng and prost�tut�on. Presumably, the same pattern ex�sts on 
a lesser scale �n Solomon Islands. Lead�ng Solomon Islands pol�t�c�ans have 
often h�nted that As�an �nterests have �nterfered �n the pol�t�cal process and 
the 2006 elect�ons and the subsequent r�ots leave no doubt of th�s.

RAMSI has the unenv�able task of gu�d�ng a su�table reform process for 
a nat�on of half a m�ll�on people spread through n�ne �sland prov�nces and 
190 �slands. RAMSI has restored law and order and �s now deal�ng w�th 
prosecut�ons of the ‘b�g f�sh’, wh�le strengthen�ng the publ�c serv�ce and 
the economy (Moore 2006; DFAT 2004). The necessary legal processes to 
ach�eve conv�ct�ons are so protracted that �t �s unl�kely that the ‘small f�sh’ 
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w�ll ever face the courts. In any case, Rove Pr�son �s full and who would be 
left to run the publ�c serv�ce? Much of what �s necessary to f�x the problem 
goes under the t�tle of ‘�nst�tut�onal strengthen�ng’, not prosecut�on. The 
ombudsman’s off�ce must be strengthened and the parl�ament and publ�c 
serv�ce have to be made accountable. The general publ�c also has to be 
educated on the consequences of accept�ng corrupt pract�ces as normal 
procedure. The reform process �s under way. The re-establ�shed Inst�tute of 
Publ�c Adm�n�strat�on and Management, ass�sted by AusAID adv�sers, has 
put almost 1,000 publ�c servants through new tra�n�ng programs s�nce �t 
began �n 2004, and RAMSI has �nst�tuted many commun�ty-level educat�on 
programs.

The Apr�l 2006 r�ots
There �s not much doubt that there was an attempt at organ�sat�on of the 
r�ots. There seems to have been a core of about 30–40 ag�tators who led 
the crowd, and �dent�f�able �nd�v�duals were also respons�ble for sett�ng 
most bu�ld�ngs al�ght. There was pr�or knowledge of the r�ot among some 
Solomon Islanders; the real success of the r�ots was, however, owed to the 
�ncompetence of the RAMSI pol�ce. There was no part�cular dom�nant 
ethn�c element, except that Mala�tans were proport�onally the dom�nant 
group �n Hon�ara. If anyth�ng, the looters were a cross-sect�on of the urban 
poor across all prov�nces.

The crowd gathered at Parl�ament House turned �nto a r�ot just after 3pm 
on Tuesday 18 Apr�l. The announcement that Snyder R�n� was the new pr�me 
m�n�ster occurred soon after m�dday and the trouble bu�lt up over three 
hours, dur�ng wh�ch var�ous sen�or pol�t�c�ans tr�ed to talk the mob down, to 
no ava�l. Desp�te the pleas of the Speaker of the House, S�r Peter Ken�lorea, 
for the pol�ce not to use tear-gas, an attempt was made to d�sperse the mob 
w�th gas after stones were thrown and pol�ce veh�cles were set al�ght. A 
three-hour v�deo f�lm ex�sts of the scene at parl�ament that afternoon. Early 
on, the crowd was rowdy but unthreaten�ng unt�l the r�ot gear was handed 
out (only to RAMSI off�cers) and tear-gas was f�red, wh�ch, accord�ng to 
the pol�ce, was at 3.22pm.6 There are several remarkable th�ngs about the 
v�deo footage, clar�f�ed by my later d�scuss�on of the events w�th members 
of the crowd. The local pol�ce were totally unprotected and understandably 
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fr�ghtened, wh�le the RAMSI off�cers wore protect�ve jackets and eventually 
used clear protect�ve sh�elds. The resultant �njur�es were to the protected 
fore�gn pol�ce, wh�ch �nd�cates what the mob thought of the relat�onsh�p 
between the two pol�ce groups. The most tell�ng s�gn of the lack of RAMSI 
preparedness was the absence of a megaphone, wh�ch made commun�cat�ons 
d�ff�cult. The other absence was that of the pol�ce comm�ss�oner, wh�ch the 
crowd took as a s�gn of arrogance. Had sen�or pol�t�cal f�gures and sen�or 
pol�ce been allowed to talk the crowd down, Solomon Islanders feel sure 
the r�ots would not have occurred. Some early reports sa�d that the crowd 
used petrol �n squeeze bottles to set the RAMSI veh�cles al�ght, wh�ch would 
�nd�cate pr�or plann�ng. In real�ty, the fuel was c�garette-l�ghter ref�ll fuel, 
wh�ch �s ava�lable read�ly at any Solomon Islands sport�ng event or crowd 
scene, hawked about w�th c�garettes and betel-nut.

The crowd at Parl�ament House became a v�olent mob and managed to 
destroy several RAMSI veh�cles. They cont�nued to stone the pol�ce, who 
never managed to rega�n control. On 19 May, Pol�ce Comm�ss�oner, Shane 
Castles, attempted a defence of h�s pol�ce �n the Solomon Star. He sa�d that 
several malevolent groups were purposely gathered at key spots: around 
Central Market and K�ng George VI Market, �n Ch�natown and at the C�ty 
Centre Bu�ld�ng. H�s �nterpretat�on was that these groups were organ�sed, 
however all of these places were shopp�ng and recreat�on areas and they were 
always full of lo�terers. Central Market pos�t�vely seethes w�th people s�x days 
each week. Castles cla�med that ‘large crowds’ had gathered �n Ch�natown 
by 2pm, wh�ch �s not borne out by ev�dence from shopkeepers there, who 
rece�ved warn�ngs relayed from shopkeepers �n central Hon�ara at 2pm. 
These warn�ngs alerted them that trouble was brew�ng; there were no large 
crowds yet for them to see. When the r�ot spread to the central bus�ness 
d�str�ct, �t was swelled by some of the crowd from Parl�ament House, but 
th�s downtown r�ot seems to have acted fa�rly �ndependently. Opportun�st 
looters �ncreased the ranks of the aggr�eved protesters. The act�ons of some 
elements of the downtown mob were qu�te premed�tated, although th�s does 
not seem to apply to the �n�t�al mob at Parl�ament House. There are reports 
of men �n red T-sh�rts who seem to have been organ�s�ng proceed�ngs �n the 
central bus�ness d�str�ct. Th�s second mob gathered over several hours and 
was 1,000 strong when loot�ng began between 3.30 and 4pm. Acor’s small 
shop �n the C�ty Centre Bu�ld�ng, W�ng’s and Sunr�se supermarkets and other 
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shops along H�b�scus and Mendana Avenues were looted, but very l�ttle of 
the ma�n commerc�al centre was affected. Prom�nent old Ch�nese-owned 
stores, such as Acor’s Bookshop and Sweet�e Kwan’s shop, were untouched, 
and the government off�ces, banks and embass�es escaped unscathed. Local 
pol�ce m�ngled w�th the mob but could only watch helplessly as the crowd 
surged around them. 

The th�rd phase began when elements of the mob headed down Mendana 
Avenue to Ch�natown, jo�ned by others along the way, and began qu�te 
targeted loot�ng and burn�ng. Only one bu�ld�ng (old Ch�nese owned but 
operated by new Ch�nese) was destroyed oppos�te Central Market, leav�ng 
half a k�lometre of shops untouched. Interest�ngly, Dettke’s huge hardware 
store, wh�ch was close by, escaped attack, �n part, because �t had �ncreased 
secur�ty for the day. Almost all of the destruct�on �n Ch�natown was targeted 
at the new Ch�nese, and many of the old Ch�nese stores surv�ved. S�r Tommy 
Chan’s Hon�ara Hotel and h�s son’s v�deo shop �n Ch�natown escaped attack, 
as d�d the bus�nesses of a number of Ch�nese who were marr�ed to Solomon 
Islanders or were old Ch�nese: H.M. Long, J.B. Leong, Quan Chee, Solo 
Ta�, QQQ and Aba. QQQ and Aba had the�r own secur�ty forces. Aba was 
well known dur�ng the cr�s�s years for employ�ng up to 100 men �n h�s 
secur�ty force and had done so aga�n. QQQ had a s�zeable number of Reef 
Islanders armed w�th bows and arrows at the ready, and understandably was 
spared. The mob wanted to target Chan’s Hon�ara Hotel, because of the 
fam�ly’s �nvolvement �n pol�t�cs, but was held off by the �ncreased, ma�nly 
Mala�tan secur�ty and the Chr�st�an author�ty of a force of Tasesiu—the 
Angl�can Melanes�an Brothers, who exerc�se strong mana. Ch�nese escaped 
by sw�mm�ng or raft�ng across the Matan�ko R�ver, helped by Solomon 
Islander fr�ends and pol�ce (Guadalcanal Network Forum 2006).

The eyew�tness reports are qu�te extraord�nary.

As we got closer to Ch�natown the sky really started to l�ght up w�th a 
b�g blaze. We took the shortcut through the F�j� settlement, and as we 
rounded the corner, we could see that Ch�natown was ablaze. REALLY 
REALLY ABLAZE. As we popped up onto the road that leads up to the 
old Matan�ko R�ver Br�dge I was confronted by RAMSI guys �n r�ot gear 
who were hold�ng the crowd back. You would not bel�eve th�s unless you 
saw �t. From the old Matan�ko R�ver br�dge end (Vuvula Poultry end) both 
s�des of the ma�n street of Ch�natown were fully ablaze, w�th explos�ons 
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go�ng off at random. At least 20 bu�ld�ngs were completely engulfed �n 
flames. There was also a decent w�nd blow�ng down the r�ver that was 
feed�ng the f�re, and blow�ng �t further down the street. A new bu�ld�ng 
was be�ng engulfed every f�ve m�nutes, and the flames went at least 30 
metres �nto [the] a�r. From the looks of �t, the whole of Ch�natown �s 
go�ng to burn down to noth�ng.

After a few more large explos�ons, we dec�ded to walk up Skyl�ne Road 
to get a more on top v�ew of what was happen�ng to Ch�natown. As we 
got to the Tehamor�na turn-off, we could see that at least one th�rd of 
Ch�natown was ablaze, and the f�re was head�ng down towards the Chun 
Wah end. I don’t even th�nk ten f�re eng�nes would have made a dent �n the 
f�re, cons�der�ng how old the bu�ld�ngs are, and that they are all wooden, 
close together, and I’m sure have no f�re control gear �ns�de (Guadalcanal 
Network Forum 2006).

Not all the looted or burnt bus�nesses were Ch�nese owned—�nd�genous 
Solomon Islanders owned some. In the end, prox�m�ty went aga�nst some, 
as once f�res began, they spread out of control. Nearby New Ch�natown 
was left safe, probably because of a pol�ce presence at the eastern end of 
the old Matan�ko R�ver Br�dge.

Late Tuesday afternoon, the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel was stoned, but the 
complex was too well guarded, so the mob d�spersed. They returned on 
Wednesday, and the ent�re 800 metre-long complex w�th cas�no, sports 
fac�l�t�es, restaurants, bars and accommodat�on was looted, torched and 
reduced to rubble. The destruct�on of the hotel complex, wh�ch conta�ned 
mult�ple bus�ness �nterests, requ�res several po�nts of explanat�on. It has 
long been rumoured that the ‘old’ Ch�nese owner, Patr�ck Leong, obta�ned 
the land by br�bery, al�enat�ng what should have been publ�c doma�n on the 
sea-shore for the poorer suburbs of Vura and Kukum. There was also anger 
at the ex�stence of the cas�no and rumours of prost�tut�on operat�ng from 
the hotel. Leong also made two m�stakes: f�rst, he rel�ed almost solely on 
RAMSI for h�s protect�on, rather than br�ng�ng �n Mala�tan secur�ty. The 
men from the ne�ghbour�ng Mala�tan F�sh�ng V�llage area offered to guard the 
hotel complex for half a m�ll�on dollars ($5,000 a man), but Leong refused, 
fool�shly trust�ng RAMSI to keep h�m safe. H�s other error was that h�s hotel 
housed the off�ces of Robert Goh, Pr�me M�n�ster Kemakeza’s much d�sl�ked 
‘one-dollar’ adv�sor. Goh’s house was also the only pr�vate res�dence that was 



 No more walkabout long Ch�natown 85

del�berately destroyed. The hotel was seen as the major RAMSI soc�al base 
�n Hon�ara through accommodat�on and �ts restaurants and bars, wh�ch also 
earned the establ�shment the resentment of many Solomon Islanders. Desp�te 
RAMSI recount�ng constantly how loved �t �s by the people, RAMSI staff 
and the other a�d-funded expatr�ates are a new él�te, dr�v�ng around �n a�r-
cond�t�oned four-wheel dr�ve cars and l�v�ng h�gh. They are �n Hon�ara only 
for the extra money �n allowances and soc�al�se ma�nly w�th each other. Th�s 
comb�nat�on of factors led to the dem�se of the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel.

Desp�te the pol�ce comm�ss�oner’s protestat�ons to the contrary, the 
Tuesday mob was aggravated by the �n�t�al tear-gas attack. The mob was 
soon made braver by alcohol taken from the looted shops. The looters were 
men, women and ch�ldren—a m�xed bunch from all prov�nces, although 
Mala�tans predom�nated (they make up the major�ty �n Hon�ara). Goods 
were stockp�led at nearby work places and houses and then transported 
to the suburbs. Even pat�ents from the nearby hosp�tal part�c�pated, and 
took goods back to the wards. The Solomon Star (2006a) reported: ‘[t]he 
protestors, a plethora of races, from Solomon Islands prov�nces, who l�ttle 
over a year ago were at war w�th one another, were now un�ted aga�nst the 
government…The looters grabbed what [they] could �nclud�ng b�cycles, 
mattresses and whatever they could carry back home.’ 

Greed un�ted Solomon Islanders, but �n the ma�n the burn�ng and loot�ng 
was well controlled, blatant and method�cal. 

On the Wednesday, a mob went to the governor-general’s res�dence v�a 
the Kukum–East Kola Road up from Kukum H�ghway, where they del�vered 
a pet�t�on demand�ng that R�n� res�gn. They then returned peacefully to 
Kukum, stopp�ng only to burn the house of Robert Goh. At Kukum Market, 
shops on one s�de of the street were burnt, wh�le those on the oppos�te 
s�de surv�ved. A number of Ch�nese shops at Ranad� were also burnt: Tongs 
b�g complex next to the K�ng George VI School farm, some of the Ch�nese 
stores oppos�te the school and adjacent �ndustr�al propert�es. The Solbrew 
factory was surrounded by the mob late on Wednesday and was under attack, 
but the alcohol supply rema�ned untouched.7 Curfews were �mposed and 
RAMSI and the local pol�ce set up road-blocks. The f�re br�gade and the local 
pol�ce performed adm�rably �n d�ff�cult c�rcumstances. About 50 emergency 
serv�ces personnel were �njured dur�ng the r�ots, but there were no deaths, 
wh�ch �s remarkable cons�der�ng the scale of the r�ots. Austral�a and New 
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Zealand flew �n extra troops and pol�ce. Solomon Islanders recount the 
puzzlement on the faces of the troops, who arr�ved ready for act�on, T�mor-
Leste-style, but found themselves welcomed by sm�l�ng locals, who just a 
day before had trashed, burnt and looted. Gradually, the s�tuat�on came 
back under control. Ra�n helped put the f�res out.

Once the flames d�ed down, people began to take stock of what had 
happened and searched for answers. There were calls for a comm�ss�on of 
�nqu�ry. The pol�ce comm�ss�oner sa�d that h�s forces had no pr�or �ntell�gence 
of the r�ots, and were not prepared for the level of v�olence that occurred 
(Wate 2006c). Th�s fa�ls to recogn�se that the announcement of the result of 
the vote for pr�me m�n�ster was the most �mportant pol�t�cal announcement 
s�nce Manasseh Sogavare became pr�me m�n�ster �n June 2000 after the 
coup. Even a football game at the sports ground near Ch�natown can lead 
to r�ots there, and the pol�t�cal cl�mate �n Hon�ara was t�nder-dry on 18 
Apr�l, wh�ch was reason enough for concern.

There had been three ser�ous youth r�ots �n Hon�ara before: �n 1989, 
1993 and 1996. The largest was �n October 1989, when 3,000 Mala�tans, 
ma�nly youths and young men, �nsulted by scurr�lous words wr�tten on the 
wall of Central Market, went �n pursu�t of Rennell and Bellona people and 
attempted to march on Wh�te R�ver settlement west of Hon�ara. Over several 
days, shops were ransacked and people were �njured. The pol�ce managed to 
d�ffuse the s�tuat�on, 45 arrests were made, the nat�onal government pa�d 
Mala�ta Prov�nce SI$200,000 �n compensat�on and one prom�nent Mala�tan 
ex-cab�net m�n�ster went to ja�l for two months for h�s botched attempts 
at ach�ev�ng conc�l�at�on (Moore 2004:52). There was also a major r�ot at 
Lawson Tama Oval �n 1998, when then Pol�ce Comm�ss�oner, Frank Short, 
ordered h�s r�ot pol�ce not to use tear-gas, even when they were be�ng pelted 
w�th rocks. As Short commented �n relat�on to the 2006 r�ots: ‘I knew that 
an overreact�on could have provoked large-scale v�olence’ (Short 2006). A 
former ass�stant comm�ss�oner M�ke Wheatley supported h�m.

Even �f there was a lack of �ntell�gence ava�lable, [and] someth�ng d�d 
really happen as a surpr�se, there are well-establ�shed procedures. [If] 
you go back through [the] h�story of the pol�ce force, there are well-
establ�shed procedures to call out, to muster people, to call out �nclud�ng 
headquarters staff, and one of the f�rst places you respond to, �s Ch�natown 
(Solomon Star 2006g).
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The s�ze of the Apr�l 2006 r�ots was hard to pred�ct, but v�olence was 
always a poss�ble outcome of the vote for the pr�me m�n�stersh�p.

The r�ots gathered momentum over 24 hours and were poorly handled by 
RAMSI. There was also clearly pr�or knowledge of what was about to occur. 
For �nstance, local pol�ce went door to door along the central Mendana Avenue 
shops fully two hours before the r�ot at Parl�ament House, tell�ng the Ch�nese 
shopkeepers to close the�r doors because they had �ntell�gence of the com�ng 
attack. Whether they were follow�ng establ�shed local procedures, or react�ng 
to local �ntell�gence, �s not clear. John Roughan (2006), wr�t�ng �n the Solomon 
Star, challenged the RAMSI vers�on that pol�ce were caught by surpr�se.

That ‘story’ doesn’t stack up! At least two hours before the f�rst smoke 
wh�spers rose �n Ch�natown’s bu�ld�ngs and well after the troubles around 
Parl�ament House had ceased to worry, sen�or c�t�zens were telephon�ng 
the proper author�t�es—Pol�ce Headquarters, Governor General. They 
�nformed them what was go�ng to happen. The message was sent loudly 
and clearly: Ch�natown was the mob’s next target. S�r Henry Quan of 
QQQ, hav�ng been warned by a long t�me storeowner �n the m�ddle of 
Hon�ara’s bus�ness sector, spoke d�rectly to pol�ce author�t�es and warned 
them �n no uncerta�n terms that a mob was mov�ng towards Ch�natown, 
�t would be looted and even worse, could be burnt to the ground.

The Pol�ce response was cur�ous! S�r Henry was �nformed that the pol�ce 
force was already overstretched and �t was go�ng to stat�on �ts forces to 
protect Hon�ara’s centre. Had such a dec�s�on been made w�th c�v�l�an 
concurrence? Who had made such a dec�s�on and under what author�ty? 
[These] are only a few of the quest�ons that a properly set up Comm�ss�on 
of Inqu�ry must study. 

What was the level of RAMSI �ntell�gence gather�ng? What was the�r 
relat�onsh�p w�th the local pol�ce, whom they had been work�ng alongs�de 
for almost three years? Why were RAMSI off�cers wear�ng r�ot gear wh�le 
the local pol�ce were not? Why weren’t extra pol�ce or troops flown �n by 
Wednesday morn�ng, wh�ch would have saved the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel 
complex? At 9.40pm on Tuesday 18 Apr�l, the Austral�an fore�gn m�n�ster 
agreed to extra m�l�tary forces be�ng put on standby. An off�c�al request for 
m�l�tary re�nforcements was made at 1.15am on Wednesday 19 Apr�l, but 
the extra forces d�d not arr�ve unt�l late afternoon and �nto the even�ng of 
that day (Wate 2006c). After the cr�s�s abated �n 2003, RAMSI prom�sed 
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that extra troops could be flown �n from Townsv�lle very qu�ckly. Austral�an 
Army sources suggest that three days are needed to move a large force of th�s 
nature, and the 16–24 hour gap between the dec�s�on and troops reach�ng 
Hon�ara �s very fast by the�r standards. It seems that Austral�a moved �ts 
d�sc�pl�ned forces as fast as �t could. But �t was not fast enough. Why was 
there no rap�d-deployment force ava�lable? Could more pol�ce have been 
sent more qu�ckly? If there was a fault, �t was that RAMSI d�d not prepare 
for the poss�b�l�ty of v�olence, or was not w�ll�ng to be seen br�ng�ng �n 
more forces before the announcement of the elect�on of R�n� as pr�me 
m�n�ster. Even on Wednesday n�ght, Austral�an author�t�es were �ndec�s�ve. 
A fore�gn affa�rs off�c�al faced by fur�ous Austral�ans at the A�rport Hotel, 
some of whom had been �njured, tr�ed to tell them to fend for themselves, 
unt�l they blocked h�s ex�t and demanded �mmed�ate act�on. An Austral�an 
A�r Force Hercules evacuated them a few hours later.

Why �s Ta�wan be�ng blamed for everyth�ng? On Wednesday 3 May, 
the Republ�c of Ch�na Embassy �n Hon�ara �ssued a pathet�c press release, 
plead�ng w�th Solomon Islands not to sever d�plomat�c t�es, wh�ch �s what 
Sogavare had announced he would do when he became pr�me m�n�ster, 
w�th a sh�ft to recogn�t�on of ma�nland Ch�na (Chen 2006). For Ta�wan, the 
stakes are d�plomat�c not econom�c. There are very few Ta�wanese c�t�zens 
�nvolved �n bus�ness �n the Solomon Islands, except �n the f�sh�ng �ndustry. 
The Solomon Islands government has rema�ned a constant supporter of 
Ta�wan s�nce �ndependence �n 1978, desp�te a few fl�rtat�ons w�th ma�nland 
Ch�na des�gned to make Ta�wan jealous, not to ru�n the d�plomat�c marr�age. 
Ta�wan has poured many m�ll�ons of dollars �nto the Solomon Islands, but 
local Ch�nese have l�ttle t�me for the Ta�wanese government and certa�nly 
have not benef�tted f�nanc�ally. The nat�on has benef�tted from leg�t�mate 
development projects, but there �s no proof that old or new Ch�nese have 
been used as a condu�t to launder Ta�wanese government funds, although 
there rema�ns a strong susp�c�on that �llegal money �s laundered through 
the cas�nos. There �s no doubt, however, that the 2001–06 government of 
S�r Allan Kemakeza d�d very well out of the relat�onsh�p.

The Ch�nese commun�ty �s too d�verse to descr�be as be�ng un�ted. 
One �nterest�ng s�del�ght to th�s sorry tale �s the cash depos�ts made �nto 
the banks after the r�ots. On Fr�day 21 Apr�l, when the banks reopened, 
the ANZ Bank �n downtown Hon�ara at Po�nt Cruz rece�ved SI$24 m�ll�on 
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(US$3 m�ll�on) �n cash depos�ts, wh�le the NBSI rece�ved SI$10 m�ll�on �n 
cash depos�ts, mostly from Ch�nese. If we presume a s�m�lar amount was 
suddenly depos�ted �n Westpac accounts, someth�ng l�ke SI$50 m�ll�on (US$6 
m�ll�on) came out of h�d�ng (Brown 2006). The Ch�nese have never ent�rely 
trusted the banks, and prefer to h�de some of the�r money away from the 
pry�ng eyes of the taxman and the central bank. It �s no wonder that Solomon 
Islanders are susp�c�ous of Ch�nese bus�ness operat�ons.

The ma�n Ch�nese pol�t�cal players are S�r Thomas and Laur�e Chan of 
the Hon�ara Hotel and Alex Wong of Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. The wealthy 
Chans backed the prev�ous government of S�r Alan Kemakaza and the new 
but short-l�ved government of Snyder R�n�, prov�d�ng a base for the R�n� 
group. The�r ma�n mot�vat�on, apart from the tax breaks they have rece�ved 
over many years, was to get hold of Hon�ara’s th�rd cas�no l�cence. The f�rst 
l�cence went to the Hon�ara Cas�no, wh�ch �s owned by the Chen fam�ly 
of S�ngapore and other Ch�nese �nterests, and managed locally by Hayden 
Fargas. Hon�ara Cas�no has never been attached to a hotel, but plans are 
proceed�ng to bu�ld on land near the Town Ground. The second l�cence 
went to Patr�ck Leong’s Club Supreme cas�no at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel. 
The Chans wanted the th�rd l�cence for the�r hotel and had almost ach�eved 
the�r des�re, even bu�ld�ng su�table prem�ses, but they were refused a l�cence. 
Alex Wong, who housed Job Dudley Taus�nga’s group at h�s Iron Bottom 
Sound Hotel, fell out w�th the Ta�wanese a few years ago and more recently 
has backed the recogn�t�on of ma�nland Ch�na. The b�lls for the pol�t�c�ans 
camped at Iron Bottom Sound Hotel were rumoured to have been pa�d by 
Hon�ara Cas�no sources, v�a Charles Dausabea, but were eventually pa�d 
by compan�es connected to the pol�t�c�ans. Sogavare’s pol�t�cal group was 
holed up at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel (unt�l �t burnt down). Sogavare has 
l�nks to other As�an f�gures and to large bus�ness �nterests. One of these �s 
F�l�p�no logg�ng bus�nessman Roman Qu�tales, sa�d to be the �nsp�rat�on 
for Sogavare’s ‘soc�al cred�t’ ph�losophy, enunc�ated dur�ng the run up to 
the elect�on, wh�ch �ncludes pr�nt�ng more money to el�m�nate poverty 
and abol�sh�ng all banks, �nclud�ng the central bank. The Dettke fam�ly 
(of German and Guale or�g�n) who own ITA Hardware and many other 
bus�ness �nterests, also supports Sogavare. Desp�te h�s publ�c den�al, Bobo 
Dettke �s rumoured to have pa�d all the b�lls for Sogavare’s group at the 
Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel.
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The w�ld card that no one could control was Charles Dausabea, Member 
for East Hon�ara, who or�g�nally s�ded w�th Taus�nga’s pol�t�cal camp. Along 
w�th another Hon�ara MP, Nelson Ne’e, Dausabea was arrested on susp�c�on 
of orchestrat�ng and encourag�ng the r�oters (Solomon Star 2006b).8 Alex 
Bartlett, a former Mala�tan pol�t�c�an and ex-MEF leader from Small Mala�ta, 
was also arrested on s�m�lar charges. Dausabea’s act�ons followed a pattern 
set over many years: he was an ex-MEF leader from the Fataleka d�str�ct �n 
Mala�ta, who was banned from enter�ng Austral�a. The extent of Mala�tan 
control of the r�ots �s st�ll unclear. Sogavare, thankful for Dausabea’s support 
�n h�s elect�on as pr�me m�n�ster on 4 May, and no doubt mak�ng a po�nt to 
RAMSI about who controlled Solomon Islands, named Dausabea as h�s new 
pol�ce m�n�ster, wh�le he was �n ja�l. Ne’e was offered the tour�sm portfol�o. 
The govenor-general, however, refused to swear the men �n wh�le they were 
�n ja�l, caus�ng Sogavare to appo�nt act�ng m�n�sters. In the end, they were 
dropped from the cab�net altogether (O’Callaghan 2006; Wate 2006d).

It w�ll be a long t�me before the Solomon Islands recovers from th�s blow. 
Some of the Ch�nese fam�l�es w�ll never return and bus�ness conf�dence w�ll 
not be restored for many years. Many of the bus�nesses that were destroyed 
were not �nsured or had pol�c�es that d�d not cover r�ot. At least 2,000 
people lost the�r jobs (600 at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel alone) and thousands 
of Solomon Islander fam�l�es (est�mates suggested 15,000 �nd�v�duals) �n 
Hon�ara suffered extreme poverty as a consequence of the events of Apr�l 
2006. Food shortages began �mmed�ately after the r�ot and the pr�ce of bas�c 
consumer goods soared even for r�ce, of wh�ch there was plenty �n reserve; 
th�s smacked of prof�teer�ng. W�thout �ts Ch�nese bus�ness, Telekom forecast 
a large loss. The Solomon Islands Nat�onal Prov�dent Fund expects to lose 
SI$500,000 a year �n contr�but�ons. The 6,000 tour�sts who v�s�t Solomon 
Islands each year w�ll be slow to return. Inflat�on (runn�ng about 10 per 
cent) �s expected to �ncrease to more than 15 per cent (Solomon Star 2006b, 
2006c, 2006d, 2006e, 2006f).

The Solomon Star has carr�ed many heartfelt apolog�es from Solomon 
Islanders to the Ch�nese commun�ty, express�ng shame for the terror and loss 
they have suffered. Solomon Islanders are try�ng to come to terms w�th what 
happened. The h�gh level of support for RAMSI has been damaged and �ts 
off�c�als must try to deepen the very shallow level of cultural understand�ng 
they have of Solomon Islanders. The recent events show that a large 
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number of Solomon Islanders are no longer w�ll�ng to tolerate corrupt 
government, nor what they see as double standards �n the way RAMSI 
has selected �nd�v�duals for prosecut�on for cr�mes comm�tted dur�ng 
the cr�s�s years. In h�s contr�but�on to th�s volume, Transform Aqorau 
suggests that the deep cause of the destruct�ve r�ots �s the cancerous 
corrupt�on that has affected the t�mber �ndustry s�nce the 1980s, wh�ch 
has spread through the ent�re body of the nat�on.9 I would add the f�sh�ng 
�ndustry to h�s argument. There �s no doubt that th�s corrupt�on �s l�nked 
to As�an bus�ness �nterests, but �t has been encouraged by leaders �n 
local commun�t�es and pol�t�c�ans who have benef�ted along the way. The 
problem �s now how to halt the cancer w�thout los�ng the pat�ent: the 
�nnocent people of Solomon Islands.

Wh�le they were qu�te obv�ously ant�thet�cal to modern democrat�c 
pract�ces and should be d�scouraged from ever occurr�ng aga�n, the 
d�srupt�ons of what �s now known as Black Tuesday made many pol�t�c�ans 
recons�der the�r arrogant d�sregard of the electors who voted them �nto 
power. The nat�on cannot be ruled by a 1,000-strong Hon�ara mob; but 
there was an element of people power �nvolved �n �t all, wh�ch forced an 
elected pr�me m�n�ster to res�gn. Future Solomon Islands governments and 
other nat�ons �n the Pac�f�c reg�on would be w�se to take note.

Acknowledgments 
I acknowledge the ass�stance of the Austral�an Research Counc�l and the 
comments and gu�dance of var�ous �nd�v�duals, most of whom prefer to 
rema�n anonymous.

Notes
1 I am �ndebted to Garth Wong, Ch�-Kong La�, Tarc�s�us Tara Kabutaulaka and Dav�d Ak�n 

for the�r help w�th the mean�ng of the word.
2 Bartlett, an ex-parl�amentar�an, was secretary-general of the MEF Supreme Counc�l. 

Dausabea was also �nvolved �nt�mately �n the MEF.
3 The assoc�at�on also had adv�sors from the w�der commun�ty: M�chael Rapas�a 

(Leg�slat�ve Counc�l Member for Guadalcanal), Ma�ano Keles� (Member for North 
Mala�ta), Father Wall (a nom�nated member), S�las S�ta� and Dr G�deon Zoloveke (PIM 
1950; Br�t�sh Solomon Islands Protectorate News Sheet 1961, 1962, 1965).
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4 Dauvergne (1998:145) suggested that 480,000 hectares were su�table for commerc�al 
logg�ng, wh�le other sources went as low as 280,000 hectares.

5 Interv�ew w�th August�ne Manekako, Wh�te R�ver, Hon�ara, November 2004.
6 Informat�on from Paul Roughan, 18 Apr�l 2006.
7 Informat�on from Paul Roughan, 18–19 Apr�l 2006.
8 They were allowed to vote �n the Thursday 4 Apr�l elect�on �n wh�ch Sogavare became 

pr�me m�n�ster.
9 See also Aqorau 2006.
10 The h�gh comm�ss�oner had already been �n trouble w�th the short-l�ved R�n� government 

�n May, when he was summoned to expla�n an ema�l sent by a sen�or RAMSI off�c�al, 
wh�ch conta�ned allegat�ons that Cole was d�ssat�sf�ed w�th the 18 Apr�l cand�dac�es of 
R�n� and Sogavare for the pos�t�on of pr�me m�n�ster. Cole’s reply was not acceptable 
and R�n� wrote to Austral�a’s Pr�me M�n�ster, John Howard, to compla�n, recommend�ng 
that Cole be recalled. Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare d�d not pursue R�n�’s call, but kept watch 
and was unw�ll�ng to let Cole overstep h�s mark aga�n (see Hon�mae 2006; Eremae 
2006; Wate 2006a, 2006b). For a b�ography of Patr�ck Cole, refer to http://www.
dfat.gov.au/homs/sb.html. Robert Hooton replaced Cole �n March 2007.

11 See also Solomon Star 2006h.
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Chapter 4
Westm�nster meets Solomons �n the 
Hon�ara r�ots

Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka

On Wednesday 19 Apr�l 2006, the Solomon Islands nat�onal cap�tal, Hon�ara, 
woke up to the smoulder�ng rema�ns of the prev�ous day’s r�ot�ng, wh�ch 
had left much of Ch�natown burned to the ground, shops looted, veh�cles 
torched, a number of pol�ce off�cers �njured and a newly elected pr�me 
m�n�ster �n h�d�ng. 

That morn�ng, the sky opened and spr�nkled ra�n as though to cool the 
anger that had led to the mayhem. In some places, the flames flared on 
�n def�ance, eat�ng away the old wooden structures that were once part 
of a bustl�ng shopp�ng d�str�ct. In other parts of town, such as the Ranad� 
�ndustr�al area and the Kukum sea front, the loot�ng and destruct�on 
cont�nued. For example, the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, owned by Patr�ck Leong, 
was attacked and set on f�re on Wednesday 19 Apr�l.  

Th�s was the f�rst mass destruct�on of �ts k�nd ever seen �n Hon�ara. 
Dur�ng the soc�al unrest of 1998–2003, the cap�tal c�ty had not been attacked 
or damaged �n th�s manner. Even the r�ot of 1989 was noth�ng compared w�th 
what happened on what �s now referred to commonly as ‘Black Tuesday’. 

L�ke the def�ant flames �n Ch�natown, the memor�es of what happened �n 
Apr�l 2006 w�ll not go away eas�ly. People w�ll remember �t for many years 
to come and many want an explanat�on—not only why �t happened, but 
why, desp�te the presence and m�ght of the Austral�an-led Reg�onal Ass�stance 
M�ss�on to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), �t was not stopped. Further, many people 
want to know how such an event could be prevented from happen�ng aga�n. In 
search of an explanat�on, the Manasseh Sogavare-led government, wh�ch took 
off�ce after the r�ots, set up a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry to look �nto the r�ot.1 
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Even before the f�res on the streets of Hon�ara were put out, 
commentators and sp�n-doctors were qu�ck to draw connect�ons between 
the events of Black Tuesday and the c�v�l unrest of 1998–2003, wh�ch led to 
the deployment of RAMSI. What happened �n Hon�ara on 18 and 19 Apr�l 
cannot, however, be expla�ned �n terms of those events alone. In fact, �t had 
less to do w�th c�v�l unrest and more to do w�th what people perce�ved as the 
corrupt�on of the democrat�c process. In part�cular, the protest (wh�ch led 
to r�ot�ng and loot�ng) h�ghl�ghted concerns about the process of select�ng 
a pr�me m�n�ster, and allegat�ons that domest�c and �nternat�onal bus�ness 
�nterests had �nfluenced the format�on of government. Further, �t ra�ses 
broader quest�ons about the representat�on that forms the foundat�on of 
the Westm�nster parl�amentary system. It also ra�ses quest�ons about the 
appropr�ateness of the Westm�nster system for Solomon Islands.  

My �nterest here �s not to po�nt a f�nger at those who m�ght have had a 
hand �n organ�s�ng the r�ot�ng and destruct�on of property; that �s a matter 
for the courts to deal w�th. Rather, I am �nterested �n exam�n�ng some of 
the underly�ng assumpt�ons of the Westm�nster system and the challenges 
of �mplement�ng �t �n Melanes�an countr�es such as Solomon Islands. Here, I 
d�scuss how Solomon Islander pol�t�c�ans used (and abused) the Westm�nster 
system, espec�ally �n the lead up to the Apr�l 2006 elect�on of the pr�me 
m�n�ster, to produce an outcome that contr�buted to the r�ots, loot�ng 
and destruct�on of parts of Hon�ara. I also explore how the Westm�nster 
parl�amentary system, by v�rtue of �ts �nst�tut�onal des�gn, exacerbated the 
s�tuat�on. I suggest that there �s a need to �nclude some ‘Solomon Islands 
flavour’ �n the Westm�nster system that we adopt. 

I assert that there were two ways �n wh�ch the Westm�nster system 
contr�buted to the Apr�l 2006 r�ots. F�rst, the system �s des�gned to be 
adversar�al: �t sets groups up aga�nst each other and assumes that ‘better’ 
dec�s�ons are made through pol�t�cal antagon�sm. Second, the f�rst-past-the-
post electoral system adopted by Solomon Islands often fa�ls to produce 
cand�dates that rece�ve a major�ty of the votes cast �n an elect�on, ra�s�ng the 
quest�on of whether the government that �s ult�mately elected by parl�ament 
reflects the cho�ce of a major�ty of the publ�c. Ord�nary c�t�zens have no 
d�rect control over the format�on of government and the cho�ce of pr�me 
m�n�ster. It �s assumed that members of parl�ament w�ll have the �nterests 
of the�r electorates at heart and form governments that represent those 
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�nterests. Consequently, there �s frustrat�on when such cho�ces do not 
reflect popular support. In Apr�l 2006, that frustrat�on sp�lled over �nto 
the streets of Hon�ara.

Westm�nster meets Solomons: �ssues and challenges
D�scuss�ons about how Br�t�sh colon�al rule could be best adm�n�stered 
�n Solomon Islands took place �n off�c�al c�rcles long before the country 
ga�ned �ndependence �n 1978. After the 1927 murders of D�str�ct Off�cer 
W.R. Bell and a cadet on Mala�ta, for example, the Secretary of State for 
the Colon�es appo�nted S�r H.C. Moorhouse to conduct an off�c�al �nqu�ry 
�nto the c�rcumstances surround�ng the murders (Kees�ng and Corr�s 1980). 
Moorhouse’s report, among other th�ngs, h�ghl�ghted the need to put �n place 
an appropr�ate and locally acceptable adm�n�strat�ve system that reflected local 
systems of governance and was �nformed by Solomon Islanders’ v�ewpo�nts. He 
also recommended that trad�t�onal leadersh�p systems and leaders be recogn�sed 
and ut�l�sed �n the adm�n�strat�on of the colony, espec�ally �n choos�ng headmen 
who represented the adm�n�strat�on and enforced �ts rules at the local level. 
Moorhouse stressed the �mportance of ensur�ng that they were men w�th 
genu�ne author�ty and follow�ng �n the commun�ty (Healy 1966:194–204). Th�s 
led to the establ�shment of nat�ve counc�ls and courts (Healy 1966). Solomon 
Islanders were, however, kept at the lower levels of the adm�n�strat�ve ranks, 
as headmen and d�str�ct constables, or ‘ples men’ as they were referred to �n 
P�j�n. The term ples man was �n reference to the fact that these men enforced 
the colon�al government’s laws at the local level, the ples (place). 

The push to �mprove the colon�al adm�n�strat�on and �nvolve Solomon 
Islanders was d�srupted by World War II. After the war, however, the colon�al 
government cont�nued to advocate local-level adm�n�strat�on through the 
�ntroduct�on of the Nat�ve Adm�n�strat�on Regulat�on 1947, wh�ch prov�ded 
for statutory sub-d�str�ct counc�ls. These were regarded as a preparat�on 
for larger counc�ls that were �ntroduced later. The establ�shment of larger 
counc�ls was hastened by the demands of the Ma’as�na Rule Movement, 
wh�ch led to the establ�shment of the Mala�ta Counc�l �n 1953 (Laracy 1983). 
Other counc�ls were later establ�shed for other d�str�cts, g�v�ng Solomon 
Islanders greater part�c�pat�on �n adm�n�strat�on at the local level (Healy 
1966; Bennett 1987).
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By the 1960s, Solomon Islanders were beg�nn�ng to part�c�pate, not 
only as headmen, ples men and local counc�l leaders, but as members of 
the Leg�slat�ve Counc�l, wh�ch was establ�shed �n 1960. One of the �ssues 
d�scussed �n the Leg�slat�ve Counc�l was the need for an appropr�ate 
system of government. A Leg�slat�ve Counc�l paper of 1968 (BSIP 1968), 
for example, observed that the ‘Westm�nster pattern of government has 
e�ther fa�led, or had to be substant�ally mod�f�ed to meet the pol�t�cal 
needs of some develop�ng countr�es �n the Commonwealth’. It went on to 
state that ‘�ncreas�ng doubt has been expressed whether �n our [Solomon 
Islands] c�rcumstance and for the foreseeable future pol�t�cal progress, 
follow�ng the Westm�nster model, �s su�table or des�rable’ (BSIP 1968). 
In response to th�s paper, the Leg�slat�ve Counc�l, �n December 1968, 
appo�nted a select comm�ttee to look �nto a proposal for an alternat�ve 
to the Westm�nster system. Th�s led to the Br�t�sh Solomon Islands Order 
1974, wh�ch �ntroduced a system of government by comm�ttee, �n wh�ch 
a s�ngle counc�l, known as the Govern�ng Counc�l, replaced the leg�slat�ve 
and execut�ve counc�ls. Leg�slat�ve funct�ons were vested �n the Govern�ng 
Counc�l, wh�le execut�ve funct�ons were shared among comm�ttees set up 
to look after spec�f�c areas: f�nance, natural resources, soc�al serv�ces, works 
and commun�cat�ons and �nternal affa�rs. The comm�ttees were respons�ble 
to the counc�l, wh�ch acted as an execut�ve body when meet�ng �n pr�vate, 
and as a leg�slature when hold�ng publ�c meet�ngs (Saemala 1983).

Accord�ng to Franc�s Saemala (1983:4), the comm�ttee system was 
favoured over the convent�onal Westm�nster system because ‘�t had un�fy�ng 
features wh�ch were needed �n our d�verse s�tuat�on; �t was l�ke a one-party 
system, and would prevent potent�ally d�v�s�ve pol�t�cal part�es emerg�ng; 
�t was w�ser to have �nexper�enced elected representat�ves work�ng closely 
w�th the�r sen�or c�v�l servants; and the system was more �n l�ne w�th 
Melanes�an trad�t�ons of consensus’. 

The convent�onal Westm�nster system, w�th �ts emphas�s on government 
and oppos�t�on, had the potent�al, �n a culturally d�verse Solomon Islands, 
of creat�ng d�v�s�ons along �sland, d�str�ct or l�ngu�st�c l�nes (see Pa�a 1975; 
Russell 1970).

After only three years, however, the comm�ttee system was rejected. In late 
1972, the Govern�ng Counc�l set up a comm�ttee that undertook w�despread 
consultat�ons w�th�n the country and overseas. The comm�ttee recommended 
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aga�nst the Govern�ng Counc�l and �ts comm�ttee system, opt�ng for a more 
convent�onal Westm�nster system of m�n�ster�al government. The Br�t�sh 
Solomon Islands Order 1974 consequently prov�ded for separate leg�slat�ve 
and execut�ve bod�es, �t establ�shed for the f�rst t�me the off�ce of the ch�ef 
m�n�ster and prov�ded for a largely elected leg�slature and an execut�ve w�th 
a major�ty of elected members (Saemala 1983; Gha� 1983).

The dec�s�on to adopt a Westm�nster system was made desp�te the fact 
that, at the commun�ty level, there was w�despread demand for alternat�ve 
forms of governance and for recogn�t�on of commun�ty leaders and trad�t�onal 
structures and systems of governance. The Const�tut�onal Comm�ttee set 
up �n August 1975 and tasked w�th the respons�b�l�ty of consult�ng c�t�zens 
on the �ndependence const�tut�on recommended, for example, that local 
government be strengthened and a ‘large degree of autonomy’ be g�ven to 
local counc�ls, and that ‘a place be found for trad�t�onal leaders �n an adv�sory 
or second-house capac�ty’ (Gha� 1983:14). 

At the local level, commun�ty movements and personal�t�es emerged, 
prov�d�ng alternat�ves to the colon�al adm�n�strat�on, or work�ng �n parallel 
w�th �t. The most well known example of th�s was the emergence of 
‘res�stance movements’ such as the Ma’as�na Rule Movement, wh�ch started 
on Mala�ta (Laracy 1983), the Moro Movement on Guadalcanal (Davenport 
and Coker 1967; O’Connor 1973) and S�las Eto’s Chr�st�an Fellowsh�p 
Church (CFC) �n North New Georg�a (Tuza 1977). Although these 
were somet�mes descr�bed as m�llenar�an or cargo-cult movements, they 
represented Solomon Islanders’ attempts to establ�sh alternat�ve �nst�tut�ons 
based on local commun�t�es and drew the�r �nsp�rat�on from kastom2 and 
�ntroduced norms and values. Although they borrowed some �deas and 
adm�n�strat�ve structures from the colon�al government and Chr�st�an�ty, 
the�r const�tuency was predom�nantly local and they recogn�sed and used the 
cultures and pol�t�cal ent�t�es that ex�sted before European contact. Wh�le 
the Ma’as�na Rule Movement was d�sbanded by the colon�al adm�n�strat�on 
�n the 1950s, the Moro Movement and CFC cont�nue to prov�de alternat�ve 
�deas and structures of governance, as well as alternat�ve world-v�ews and 
approaches to development. 

Solomon Islanders recogn�sed the challenges of adopt�ng a system of 
government that had no resemblance to the systems that ex�sted �n the�r 
soc�et�es before colon�sat�on and that cont�nued to ex�st long after �t. Further, 
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�n opt�ng for the Westm�nster system, the government not only marg�nal�sed 
trad�t�onal mechan�sms of governance, �t ruled out other opt�ons. On the 
eve of �ndependence, there were d�scuss�ons about the need to adopt a 
system of government that would su�t a country such as Solomon Islands, 
wh�ch �s culturally and l�ngu�st�cally d�verse and geograph�cally d�spersed, a 
system that recogn�sed and enabled local commun�t�es to govern themselves 
wh�le be�ng part of a central government. In th�s d�scuss�on some people, 
espec�ally those from the Western3 and Guadalcanal prov�nces, demanded 
a federal system, or what was commonly known locally as the state 
government system. Central to the argument of proponents for federal�sm 
was the bel�ef that �t would decentral�se and devolve power, and allow 
commun�t�es to exerc�se control over and benef�t from the development of 
the�r natural resources. The Western and Guadalcanal prov�nces were qu�te 
aggress�ve �n the�r push for federal�sm. In 1978, on the eve of �ndependence, 
Western Prov�nce threatened to break away �f the state government system 
(federal�sm) was not adopted (Premdas et al. 1983).

Desp�te th�s, federal�sm was dropped �n favour of a prov�nc�al system of 
government, s�m�lar to that adopted �n ne�ghbour�ng Papua New Gu�nea 
(Premdas and Steeves 1984; Larmour and Qalo 1985). The des�re for 
federal�sm, however, cont�nued and was expressed publ�cly on var�ous 
occas�ons �n the post-�ndependence per�od. It re-emerged as one of the 
central demands of the Guadalcanal m�l�tants dur�ng the recent per�od of c�v�l 
unrest, �t was taken on by Guadalcanal Prov�nce (Guadalcanal Prov�nce 1999) 
and was adopted as a central resolut�on of the Townsv�lle Peace Agreement 
(TPA) s�gned between the confl�ct�ng part�es on 15 October 2000. The 
government of S�r Allan Kemakeza then put �n mot�on a process a�med at 
�ntroduc�ng a federal system. The Un�ted Nat�ons Development Programme 
(UNDP) ass�sted w�th nat�on-w�de consultat�on, wh�ch led to the draw�ng 
up of a draft federal const�tut�on. At the t�me of wr�t�ng, however, the draft 
const�tut�on has not been put through parl�ament, although the Sogavare 
government (l�ke �ts predecessor) l�sts th�s as a pr�or�ty. 

Let me now outl�ne some of the �ssues and challenges that �nfluence how 
the Westm�nster system funct�ons �n Solomon Islands. F�rst, the Westm�nster 
system—as �t was adopted �n Solomon Islands—has l�ttle �nst�tut�onal 
and emot�onal connect�on to people �n local commun�t�es. The d�sconnect 
between local commun�t�es and gaumane (government) �s compounded by 
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the government’s weak capac�ty to manage the economy, enforce the law 
and del�ver goods and serv�ces. Th�s l�m�ts the government’s presence �n and 
�mpact on the l�ves of the major�ty of people. In colon�al days, adm�n�strators 
were ass�gned to each d�str�ct �n the form of d�str�ct off�cers, headmen 
and ples men, who were the foot sold�ers of the adm�n�strat�on, execut�ng 
�ts �nstruct�ons and enforc�ng �ts laws. Although many of these roles were 
relat�vely rud�mentary, the fact that these government agents—espec�ally 
the headmen and ples men—l�ved among the people and toured the�r 
d�str�cts regularly ensured that the gaumane was present �n people’s l�ves. For 
example the ples man, who was the constable and law enforcement off�cer 
at the commun�ty level, had a un�form that he wore dur�ng h�s tours. After 
�ndependence, f�eld and extens�on off�cers respons�ble to the prov�nc�al 
and central governments replaced the ples men. Over the years, however, 
because of the weakness of support mechan�sms, many of these off�cers no 
longer performed the�r dut�es effect�vely or eff�c�ently. Many substat�ons 
were closed, result�ng �n a decl�ne �n the v�s�b�l�ty of government and �ts 
�mpact on the l�ves of people �n commun�t�es, espec�ally those far from 
Hon�ara. Th�s made the d�sconnect between government and commun�t�es 
more pronounced. 

Solomon Islands �s unl�ke places such as Samoa, F�j� and Vanuatu, 
where the matai, Bose Levu Vakaturaga (the Great Counc�l of Ch�efs) and the 
Malvatumauri (Nat�onal Counc�l of Ch�efs) respect�vely l�nk local commun�t�es 
to the nat�onal government and g�ve people a sense of connect�on to 
the government. Th�s �s �mportant; even �f the trad�t�onal leaders have 
l�m�ted powers, the�r roles are only symbol�c and the connect�on to local 
commun�t�es �s nom�nal. The draft federal const�tut�on for the Solomons, 
wh�le propos�ng the �nclus�on of trad�t�onal leaders, does not �ncorporate 
them �n the same way as the matai �n Samoa.4 It does not prov�de the k�nd 
of recogn�t�on or confer the powers accorded to the Bose Levu Vakaturaga �n 
F�j� and the Malvatumauri �n Vanuatu. 

In Solomon Islands (as �n other Pac�f�c �sland countr�es), the Westm�nster 
system ex�sts and funct�ons, often uncomfortably, w�th�n a soc�ety �n 
wh�ch people’s relat�onsh�p w�th leaders and the�r react�ons to �ssues of 
publ�c �nterest are determ�ned by cultural norms and values and pol�t�cal 
structures d�fferent from those �n countr�es such as Austral�a, New Zealand 
and the Un�ted K�ngdom. Consequently, the �nst�tut�onal structures of the 
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Westm�nster system and the values and norms �t espouses have been d�ff�cult 
to �mpose �n nat�ons such as the Solomon Islands. Th�s �s compl�cated by the 
fact that the Br�t�sh colon�al adm�n�strat�on never attempted to blend the 
Westm�nster system w�th local cultures and trad�t�ons. Th�s �s d�fferent from 
countr�es such as Samoa and F�j�5 where, as ment�oned above, the colon�al 
adm�n�strat�on recogn�sed and �ncluded trad�t�onal leadersh�p systems �n 
the formal �nst�tut�onal structures of government, a pract�ce that ensured 
the formal government was l�nked to local commun�t�es.

As stated �n the �ntroduct�on, the Westm�nster system �s, by des�gn, 
adversar�al and can contr�bute to local and group antagon�sms beyond 
parl�ament. It p�ts groups aga�nst each other—oppos�t�on and government—
and assumes that �mproved dec�s�ons are made through these adversar�al 
relat�onsh�ps. The parl�ament �s l�ke a stage where the drama focuses on 
debates, �n wh�ch people w�th d�ffer�ng �deas and op�n�ons confront and 
often shout at each other across the floor. Indeed, parl�amentary debates are 
somet�mes l�ke a stage play, where pol�t�c�ans are the performers and the 
const�tuents are the aud�ence. The phys�cal des�gn of the parl�ament—w�th 
MPs �n a c�rcular space below and the aud�ence �n a gallery overlook�ng 
them—often rem�nds me of the aud�tor�ums of anc�ent Rome, where 
glad�ators fought for enterta�nment. Here, pol�t�c�ans are l�ke glad�ators 
prov�d�ng enterta�nment for the�r const�tuents, who expect them to perform 
on the floor of parl�ament. Those who are qu�et, do not stand up, ra�se 
the�r vo�ce and perform �n dramat�c ways are often referred to as ‘nogud’ 
(not good) MPs. Th�s confrontat�onal nature of the Westm�nster system �s 
fundamentally d�fferent from the way �n wh�ch d�scuss�ons are conducted �n 
trad�t�onal Solomon Islands contexts, where d�fferences are worked through 
unt�l consensus �s reached, and shout�ng �s generally shunned.

Further, �n countr�es such as the Un�ted K�ngdom and Austral�a, there 
are �nst�tut�ons and rules that regulate and med�ate the adversar�al contest 
to ensure �t does not degenerate �nto v�olence. Much of the contest �s 
channelled through pol�t�cal part�es that have been bu�lt up over many years, 
and wh�ch play an �mportant role �n organ�s�ng �deas, choos�ng cand�dates and 
woo�ng voters. The party becomes the avenue through wh�ch people express 
the�r d�fferent pol�t�cal op�n�ons. In countr�es such as Solomon Islands, 
however, where part�es are weak, other ent�t�es are somet�mes mob�l�sed 
and used to play out these d�fferences. These �nclude wantok groups, tr�bes, 
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pol�t�cal supporters, bus�nesses and �nd�v�duals. Further, �n the absence of 
�deolog�cal platforms that have soc�ety-w�de acceptance, people mob�l�se 
around local �ssues and personal�t�es about wh�ch they feel pass�onate. 
Consequently, outward express�on can at t�mes become emot�onally charged 
and potent�ally v�olent. As we saw �n the case of Hon�ara �n Apr�l 2006, the 
r�valry that �s supposed to be conta�ned �n parl�ament sp�lled �nto the streets. 
As w�ll be d�scussed below, certa�n pol�t�c�ans allegedly encouraged the�r 
supporters to cause v�olence �f they lost on the floor of parl�ament. These 
pol�t�c�ans—�f the allegat�ons are true—knew that they could not appeal 
to the�r part�es because they were weak or because they d�dn’t belong to 
one, so they appealed to the�r supporters outs�de parl�ament.

Strong pol�t�cal part�es are v�tal for the proper funct�on�ng of the 
Westm�nster system. Part�es �n Solomon Islands, however, tend to be weak 
and loosely organ�sed (Kabutaulaka 2006; Alas�a 1997; Fugu� 1988). In h�s 
address dur�ng celebrat�ons for the country’s tenth �ndependence ann�versary, 
S�r Baddeley Deves�, the country’s f�rst governor-general, h�ghl�ghted the 
d�ff�cult�es of adopt�ng the Westm�nster system �n a s�tuat�on �n wh�ch there 
were no developed pol�t�cal part�es: ‘[a]fter ten years, Solomon Islands has not 
been able to meet the demands of the Westm�nster model for a sol�d major�ty �n 
Parl�ament by one party to allow �t to govern effect�vely. Wh�le pol�t�cal r�valry 
�s the essence of the Westm�nster Parl�amentary system, Solomon Islands after 
ten years has not been able to get that establ�shed’ (Deves� 1992).

More �mportantly, the weakness of part�es results �n loosely formed 
governments and pol�t�cal all�ances, or what Steeves (1996) refers to as 
‘unbounded pol�t�cs’. Further, party weakness has had an adverse �mpact 
on the process of select�ng governments and on people’s relat�onsh�p 
w�th government. Because of the weakness of part�es, when voters cast 
the�r votes �n nat�onal elect�ons they are concerned more w�th elect�ng 
�nd�v�dual MPs rather than the party to wh�ch the cand�dates belong, and 
wh�ch they hope w�ll subsequently form government. Parl�ament forms 
the government, and the voters have l�ttle (�f any) control over �t. It starts 
after the nat�onal elect�on, as the potent�al pr�me m�n�ster�al cand�dates 
lobby and woo members for support—what Mary-Lou�se O’Callaghan (th�s 
volume) appropr�ately refers to as the ‘auct�on�ng’ of MPs. Therefore, when 
voters cast the�r vote at a nat�onal elect�on, they are not really vot�ng for a 
government. Rather, they are vot�ng only for an �nd�v�dual MP. In the cho�ce 
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for pr�me m�n�ster (and hence, government) they become spectators, l�ke 
those people who gathered outs�de Parl�ament House on 18 Apr�l 2006 and 
the thousands of other Solomon Islanders who l�stened on the rad�o. In th�s 
process, �t �s assumed that an MP’s cho�ces when �n parl�ament w�ll represent 
those of h�s/her const�tuents. Th�s �s often not the case, as pol�t�c�ans choose 
wh�ch party they w�ll jo�n and who they w�ll al�gn themselves w�th after the 
elect�on and w�thout consult�ng the�r const�tuents. 

Th�s �s unl�ke the system �n a place such as Austral�a, where a voter votes 
for a party to form government and therefore has a hand �n choos�ng the 
government. The voter, �n other words, votes for an �nd�v�dual because of h�s 
or her membersh�p of a party that the voter wants to be �n government.

The quest�on of whether or not the electoral system produces major�ty 
representat�on �s �mportant to cons�der �n th�s d�scuss�on because the 
Westm�nster system (and other forms of representat�ve democracy) are 
bu�lt on the pr�nc�ple of major�ty rule. In Solomon Islands, one needs to 
exam�ne the f�rst-past-the-post electoral system that the country adopted, 
and the outcomes �t produces. Exper�ence shows that because of the des�gn 
of the f�rst-past-the-post system, most MPs rece�ve less than half of the 
votes cast �n the�r const�tuency. Th�s means that the MPs are not the cho�ce 
of a major�ty of voters.6 

It follows that the pr�me m�n�ster and the government he selects also do 
not represent the cho�ce of the major�ty. Th�s, therefore, underm�nes the 
pr�nc�ple of representat�on through major�ty rule, wh�ch �s fundamental 
to the l�beral democracy from wh�ch the Westm�nster system draws �ts 
norms and values. The Westm�nster system �s bu�lt and funct�ons best on 
the assumpt�ons of representat�on—that c�t�zens are represented �n dec�s�on 
mak�ng by the people that a major�ty of them have chosen. Th�s, �n turn, 
g�ves leg�t�macy to the MPs and the government that they, �n turn, select. 
Let me now explore the events of Apr�l 2006 and see how they �llustrate 
some of these broader �ssues.  

Elect�on, r�ot�ng, and loot�ng

When Solomon Islanders turned up �n large numbers to cast the�r votes 
�n the nat�onal elect�on of 5 Apr�l 2006, there was w�despread hope that 
parl�ament would elect a new government to steer the country away from 
the path followed �n the prev�ous 27 years of �ndependence. That hope 
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sl�pped away through the cracks �n the parl�amentary process when, on 18 
Apr�l 2006, �t was announced that MPs had elected Snyder R�n� as pr�me 
m�n�ster. 

R�n� rece�ved a cold recept�on when the Governor-General, S�r Nathan�el 
Waena, declared h�m the new pr�me m�n�ster and presented h�m to the 
hundreds of people gathered at Vavaya R�dge, outs�de the nat�onal parl�ament 
bu�ld�ng. For these people, R�n� represented the ‘old guard’, the same group 
that h�s predecessor, S�r Allan Kemakeza, led �n the prev�ous parl�ament 
and who, �n the eyes of many Solomon Islanders, fa�led m�serably �n the 
cred�b�l�ty stakes. R�n� was Kemakeza’s deputy �n that government.

So, how d�d R�n� manage to w�n the elect�on for pr�me m�n�ster and 
br�ng the old guard back �nto power? To answer th�s quest�on, one needs to 
exam�ne the process of select�ng a pr�me m�n�ster �n Solomon Islands, the 
weakness of party systems, the flu�d�ty of pol�t�cal all�ances and the nature 
of Solomon Islanders’ part�c�pat�on �n and react�on to parl�amentary pol�t�cs. 
Th�s prov�des an �ns�ght �nto how Solomon Islanders use the Westm�nster 
system and the outcomes �t produces. 

After the nat�onal elect�on (wh�ch �nternat�onal and local observers declared 
as be�ng generally clean and fa�r) the newly elected MPs gathered �n Hon�ara to 
elect the pr�me m�n�ster. As usual, �n the per�od between the announcement 
of the elect�on results and the vote for pr�me m�n�ster, the var�ous coal�t�ons 
(referred to commonly �n Solomon Islands as ‘camps’) lobb�ed �ntensely and 
tussled to w�n the support of MPs, espec�ally the new ones who had not yet 
been attracted to a part�cular camp. There were allegat�ons that lobby�sts, 
espec�ally bus�nessmen—mostly Ch�nese, or Waku, as they are known �n 
Solomon Islands7—pa�d large sums of money to �nd�v�dual MPs to ensure 
that any government that was formed served the�r �nterests. 

After the nat�onal elect�on, two major camps were formed and they 
gathered at d�fferent hotels �n Hon�ara. The f�rst camp compr�sed the 
Assoc�at�on of Independent Members of Parl�ament (AIMP), the People’s 
All�ance Party (PAP) and the Lafar� Party. Many of the MPs who had 
been �n the prev�ous government were present, �nclud�ng Kemakeza (the 
parl�amentary leader of PAP) and R�n� (the parl�amentary leader of the 
AIMP and deputy pr�me m�n�ster �n the prev�ous Kemakeza government). 
Th�s group stayed at the Hon�ara Hotel, owned by local ethn�c Ch�nese 
bus�nessman and nat�onal pres�dent of the AIMP, Thomas Chan (known 
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commonly as Tommy Chan). He was also allegedly the f�nanc�al sponsor of 
the group, ent�c�ng MPs to jo�n th�s camp.

The other camp, wh�ch assumed the name ‘the Grand Coal�t�on’, was a 
coal�t�on of a number of part�es: the Nasnol Pat�, the Rural Advancement 
Party, the L�beral Party, the Democrat�c Party, the Soc�al Cred�t Party 
(SoCred�t) and some �ndependents. They camped at the Iron Bottom Sound 
Hotel, owned by Alex Wong, an ethn�c Ch�nese (Ta�wanese) bus�nessman and 
natural�sed Solomon Islander. Th�s camp �ncluded veteran pol�t�c�ans such 
as Job Dudley Taus�nga and three former pr�me m�n�sters: Bartholomew 
Ulufa’alu, Franc�s B�lly H�lly and Manasseh Sogavare. The group also �ncluded 
two other �mportant f�gures: Charles Dausabea, the MP for East Hon�ara 
(who �s a colourful character w�th a shady reputat�on), and Nelson Ne’e, the 
newly elected MP for Central Hon�ara. Both allegedly had connect�ons w�th 
Mala�tan m�l�tants dur�ng the he�ght of the c�v�l unrest and both emerged 
as �mportant players �n the per�od after the elect�on of the pr�me m�n�ster. 
The two drew much support from the squatter settlements beh�nd Hon�ara 
that are populated predom�nantly by people from Mala�ta, who harboured 
a certa�n degree of antagon�sm towards RAMSI, wh�ch was �nv�ted �nto the 
country by the Kemakeza government. In the�r pol�t�cal campa�gns, Dausabea 
and Ne’e expressed ant�-RAMSI sent�ments. Further, dur�ng a campa�gn 
debate at the Panat�na campus of the Solomon Islands College of H�gher 
Educat�on (SICHE), Dausabea and other cand�dates for the East Hon�ara 
const�tuency ra�sed concerns about the �nfluence of Waku �n the country’s 
pol�t�cal and econom�c affa�rs (Solomon Star 2006a).

After the nat�onal elect�on, those MPs who were undec�ded about the�r 
pol�t�cal aff�l�at�on were ushered to jo�n e�ther of the two camps. In one 
�nc�dent, two newly elected MPs from Temotu Prov�nce arr�ved �n Hon�ara 
on a fl�ght from the prov�nc�al cap�tal of Lata and were wh�sked off to the 
Iron Bottom Sound Hotel, wh�le the�r luggage was taken to the Hon�ara 
Hotel. Dausabea was reportedly the Grand Coal�t�on member who went to 
the Hon�ara Hotel to retr�eve the two MPs’ luggage and moved them to the 
Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. In the days that followed, the two camps engaged 
�n an �ntense compet�t�on to ga�n the numbers necessary to form government 
�n what �s somet�mes referred to as the ‘body-count’ compet�t�on.8  

As th�s pol�t�cal drama unfolded, one of the key protagon�sts (although 
somet�mes an elus�ve player) was Manasseh Sogavare, the MP for East 
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Cho�seul. H�s SoCred�t Party had won only two seats �n the elect�on desp�te 
�ts �ntens�ve pol�t�cal campa�gn and controvers�al pol�c�es promoted by �ts 
F�l�p�no secretary, Roman Qu�tales. From the beg�nn�ng, Sogavare wanted 
to become pr�me m�n�ster but knew that he d�d not have the numbers to 
form a government, and could not jo�n the AIMP/PAP/Lafar� coal�t�on 
because of h�s past d�fferences w�th Kemakeza. In 2000, as pr�me m�n�ster, 
Sogavare sacked Kemakeza, who was then h�s deputy, over allegat�ons of 
the m�suse of funds allocated for compensat�on payments for propert�es 
damaged dur�ng the c�v�l unrest. Th�s soured relat�onsh�ps between the two. 
Sogavare, therefore, teamed up w�th the Grand Coal�t�on camp, hop�ng 
to be nom�nated as �ts cand�date for pr�me m�n�ster; however, he lost the 
nom�nat�on to Taus�nga, a veteran pol�t�c�an and MP for North New Georg�a. 
After h�s loss to Taus�nga, Sogavare w�thdrew h�s support for the Grand 
Coal�t�on and created a th�rd camp, pull�ng w�th h�m a number of MPs. They 
camped at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, owned by yet another ethn�c Ch�nese 
bus�nessman, Patr�ck Leong. It was also alleged that he had the support of 
bus�nessman Bobo Dettke, whose mother �s from Guadalcanal and whose 
father �s Ch�nese. 

Three names were subsequently put forward as contestants for pr�me 
m�n�ster: R�n� for the AIMP/PAP/Lafar� coal�t�on; Taus�nga for the Grand 
Coal�t�on; and Sogavare. On 16 Apr�l, the Solomon Islands Broadcast�ng 
Corporat�on (SIBC), the nat�onal rad�o stat�on, reported �ntense lobby�ng, 
w�th the AIMP/PAP/Lafar� coal�t�on cla�m�ng to have 28 MPs, wh�le the 
Grand Coal�t�on cla�med 27 MPs (wh�ch totalled 55 MPs �n a 50-member 
parl�ament). Meanwh�le, Sogavare’s group also cla�med to have a major�ty. 
The SIBC reported that ‘the three groups are toss�ng around the same people 
�n the 50-member parl�ament’ and ‘where an MP does not make up h�s m�nd 
on wh�ch group to jo�n, the dollar w�ll make the dec�s�on for h�m’ (SIBC 
2006). On 18 Apr�l, �n the f�rst round of vot�ng, Taus�nga rece�ved 22 votes, 
R�n� 17 and Sogavare 11. Sogavare was subsequently el�m�nated. He and all 
but one9 of h�s supporters threw the�r lot �n w�th the AIMP/PAP/Lafar� camp, 
wh�ch meant that R�n� won w�th 27 votes aga�nst Taus�nga’s 23 votes. 

After R�n�’s v�ctory, there was a protest outs�de the nat�onal parl�ament. 
Many of those who gathered there were from eastern and central Hon�ara 
const�tuenc�es and were supporters of Dausabea and Ne’e, who had hoped 
that the�r camp would form government and that they would be g�ven 
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m�n�ster�al portfol�os. R�n�’s v�ctory, however, meant that the�r MPs 
not only fa�led to capture government, more �mportantly, they lost the 
compet�t�on between the two camps. For Dausabea’s supporters, th�s 
was hum�l�at�ng for a man who had a reputat�on as a tough guy, and who 
was regarded as a l�nchp�n and k�ngmaker �n the elect�on of the pr�me 
m�n�ster.10 There were w�despread allegat�ons, therefore, that Dausabea 
and Ne’e had a hand �n orchestrat�ng the mob’s act�v�t�es. At the t�me of 
wr�t�ng, they had been charged w�th �nc�t�ng the r�ots and were awa�t�ng 
court hear�ngs (SIBC 2006). If the allegat�ons are true, one could �nterpret 
the act�ons of the two MPs and the�r supporters as an example of the 
adversar�al character of the Westm�nster parl�amentary democracy sp�ll�ng 
�nto the streets. Consc�ous of the weakness of part�es and the �nab�l�ty of 
the�r pol�t�cal camp to form government, the men found �t conven�ent to 
mob�l�se supporters outs�de parl�ament. Many of these supporters took 
the compet�t�on to form a government ser�ously. When the�r s�de d�d not 
w�n, those support�ng Dausabea and Ne’e took matters (and the�r anger) 
onto the streets of Hon�ara. Consequently, a compet�t�on that, accord�ng 
to the Westm�nster system, was supposed to be conta�ned to parl�ament 
unravelled �nto r�ot�ng, loot�ng and the destruct�on of commerc�al and 
res�dent�al property.

It �s unclear whether or not Sogavare ant�c�pated the v�olent publ�c 
react�on to R�n�’s elect�on. It �s ev�dent, however, that he eyed the s�tuat�on 
w�th �nterest and manoeuvred h�s way to capture the pr�me m�n�stersh�p. 
R�ght after R�n�’s elect�on, Sogavare was outs�de parl�ament w�th other MPs 
and the Speaker of Parl�ament, S�r Peter Ken�lorea, ask�ng the crowd to be 
calm. R�n� was �n power for only e�ght days before be�ng forced to res�gn 
on 26 Apr�l 2006, after four of h�s supporters crossed the floor (Solomon 
Star 2006b).

After the v�olence and R�n�’s res�gnat�on, Sogavare w�thdrew h�s support 
for the AIMP/PAP/Lafar� coal�t�on and made a deal w�th the Grand 
Coal�t�on, earn�ng h�mself �ts nom�nat�on for pr�me m�n�ster and pull�ng h�s 
supporters along w�th h�m. The other camp nom�nated the MP for Central 
Kwara’ae, Fred Fono. In the second pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on on 4 May 
2006 (conducted �n the shadows of the v�olence that had followed the f�rst 
elect�on) Sogavare emerged v�ctor�ous, w�th 28 votes to Fono’s 22 votes 
(Solomon Star 2006c).
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Reflect�ons
The events lead�ng up to the elect�on of the pr�me m�n�ster and the v�olence 
that ensued ra�se �mportant �ssues about how the Westm�nster system works 
�n Solomon Islands and the pol�t�cal outcomes �t produces. 

F�rst, those events h�ghl�ght the need for post-colon�al soc�et�es such as 
Solomon Islands and other Melanes�an countr�es to th�nk ser�ously about 
the appropr�ateness (or otherw�se) of the system of government they 
�nher�ted from the�r former colon�al powers. There �s a need to reform 
the Westm�nster system to ensure �ts relevance to and appropr�ateness for 
the�r soc�et�es. Th�s was h�ghl�ghted by S�r Arnold Amet from Papua New 
Gu�nea, who cha�red the Pac�f�c Islands Forum Observer Team at the Apr�l 
2006 nat�onal elect�on �n Solomon Islands. D�scuss�ng the Hon�ara v�olence, 
he noted that the challenges faced by countr�es �n the South Pac�f�c were 

…legac�es of colon�al democrac�es that have �mposed these pol�t�cal 
structures upon culturally d�fferent peoples of the Pac�f�c. These �nst�tut�onal 
structures and processes are not necessar�ly compat�ble w�th our trad�t�onal 
cultural ways of govern�ng our people…After these 20 to 30 years of 
�ndependence �n our small �sland nat�ons, we must ask the quest�on, are 
these structures and processes really work�ng? (Amet 2006).

The cruc�al quest�ons, however, are: how �s th�s done �n a country such as 
Solomon Islands, where there are d�verse trad�t�onal systems of governance? 
How are trad�t�onal structures, norms and values �ncorporated �nto the 
Westm�nster system when the two are often �ncompat�ble? In cases where 
trad�t�onal forms of governance ex�st, they are often marg�nal�sed, shunned 
or descr�bed as cult movements because they do not f�t w�th Western-
�ntroduced governance, rel�g�ous bel�efs and ways of th�nk�ng. In Solomon 
Islands, class�c examples �nclude the Moro Movement on Guadalcanal and 
the CFC �n North New Georg�a. For nearly f�ve decades from the late 1950s 
unt�l h�s death on 21 November 2006, Pel�se Moro �nst�tuted an alternat�ve 
governance system draw�ng �nsp�rat�on from Guadalcanal kastom, or what 
he often referred to �n the local language as ‘ghoro ghoro ni ghita [our way 
of l�v�ng]’ (Davenport and Coker 1967). He and h�s Gaena’alu Movement 
(formerly called the Moro Movement) were often d�sm�ssed as ‘backward’ 
and cult�c. The movement was never brought �nto d�scuss�ons about 
governance and development as a leg�t�mate local ent�ty that could prov�de 
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alternat�ve forms of governance and the means for mob�l�s�ng v�llagers and 
commun�t�es. In fact, when the Moro Movement began, part of �ts object�ve 
was to establ�sh bisinis (bus�ness) �n an attempt to become self-suff�c�ent and 
not rema�n dependent on the colon�al adm�n�strat�on, wh�ch Moro saw as 
hav�ng fa�led to meet the needs of the people of the remote Weather Coast, 
�n part�cular, and Guadalcanal more generally. The movement, therefore, 
started coconut plantat�ons, bought outboard motors and f�breglass canoes 
and tax�s, wh�ch �t operated �n Hon�ara. It also collected ‘taxes’ from �ts 
members. These attempts to enter the bus�ness world fa�led largely because 
of poor management. They demonstrated, however, the ab�l�ty of a local 
leader to mob�l�se support and govern at the local level (see O’Connor 
1973; Davenport and Coker 1967; Kabutaulaka 1990). 

The CFC was shunned somewhat less because �t assumed an �dent�ty as a 
Chr�st�an church and was therefore seen as ‘modern’, unl�ke the Gaena’alu 
Movement wh�ch was often v�ewed as an �mpract�cal attempt to return to 
kastom. The CFC was somet�mes descr�bed �n�t�ally as a cult and was shunned 
by the ma�nstream Method�st Church, from wh�ch �t broke away. As Jutta 
Bruenger (1988:5) notes, however, the CFC leader, Holy Mama S�las Eto, 
‘showed amaz�ng ab�l�t�es for organ�z�ng and lead�ng peoples, young and 
old. He developed qu�ckly �nto the rel�g�ous as well as the secular leader of 
the v�llage.’ By the 1930s, he had developed a model v�llage and over the 
years organ�sed h�s followers �nto an econom�cally product�ve un�t, wh�ch 
f�nanced �ts own schools and health care centres. By the 1960s, the colon�al 
adm�n�strat�on was apprec�at�ve of the CFC’s comm�tment to f�nance �ts 
own projects and prov�de soc�al serv�ces for �ts followers (Bruenger 1988; 
Harwood 1974; Tuza 1997). 

Today, the CFC �s �ncluded �n ma�nstream d�scuss�ons about development. 
Th�s �s partly because one of the late Eto’s sons, Job Dudley Taus�nga, �s a 
prom�nent and long-serv�ng pol�t�c�an and deputy pr�me m�n�ster at the 
t�me of wr�t�ng. Further, the church organ�ses �ts followers around the 
local butubutu (clans), mob�l�ses them for econom�c product�v�ty around the 
establ�shment of forest (teak) plantat�ons (Fa’anunu n.d.)  and cont�nues to 
fund soc�al serv�ces such as schools and health care for �ts followers. The CFC 
�s therefore recogn�sed for �ts act�ve part�c�pat�on �n the Solomon Islands cash 
economy through the establ�shment of forest plantat�ons and the exportat�on 
of t�mber. The government’s recogn�t�on of the CFC was ep�tom�sed by the 
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kn�ghthood, �n October 2005, of Reverend Ikan Rove, the sp�r�tual author�ty 
of the CFC and Eto’s elder son. He was awarded a Kn�ght Commander 
of the C�v�l D�v�s�on of the Most Excellent Order of the Br�t�sh Emp�re 
(KBE) �n recogn�t�on of h�s ‘long and comm�tted serv�ce to commun�ty 
development and ded�cated leadersh�p to the Chr�st�an Fellowsh�p Church 
(CFC) �n Solomon Islands’ (People F�rst 2006a). Desp�te th�s recogn�t�on, 
the CFC �s rarely d�scussed as prov�d�ng an alternat�ve governance structure, 
espec�ally �n the post-confl�ct era, when such alternat�ves are needed. The 
goals and exper�ence of the Gaena’alu Movement and the CFC are often 
v�ewed as be�ng not appl�cable to current pol�t�cal �ssues and are, �n fact, 
marg�nal�sed �n governance d�scuss�ons. They need to be brought �nto 
ma�nstream d�scuss�on and put forward as alternat�ve ways of exerc�s�ng 
local-level governance and of mob�l�s�ng people for development. 

S�m�lar suggest�ons about the potent�al for local commun�t�es to take 
on roles often played by government are found �n d�scuss�ons of law and 
order—as �n the case of S�ncla�r D�nnen’s (1997, 2002, 2004) d�scuss�ons 
about Papua New Gu�nea. Wh�le there �s val�d�ty �n the argument for greater 
local �nvolvement �n address�ng law and order problems, there �s often the 
challenge of ensur�ng that local commun�t�es do not act outs�de the law. 
Th�s �s �llustrated �n the recent case of Wag�na, �n Cho�seul Prov�nce, where 
commun�ty leaders �mposed corporal pun�shment (wh�pp�ng) for anyone 
found to have broken commun�ty rules. They were subsequently v�s�ted 
by a h�gh-level delegat�on from the M�n�stry of Pol�ce and Just�ce, who 
told them to stop such pun�shment because �t was unlawful (People F�rst 
2006b). In Papua New Gu�nea, such act�on has been m�t�gated by �nst�tut�ng 
a p�ece of leg�slat�on—the V�llage Courts Act of 1973—wh�ch regulates and 
standard�ses the adm�n�strat�on of just�ce at the v�llage level.  

Conclus�on
Desp�te the challenges, �t �s poss�ble to �ncorporate trad�t�onal or local-level 
ent�t�es �nto the governance process alongs�de the Westm�nster system, 
and ent�t�es such as the CFC and the Gaena’alu Movement could become 
central to d�scuss�ons of systems of governance. Such ent�t�es are �mportant 
for connect�ng the central government w�th local commun�t�es and mak�ng 
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people feel part of government—a v�tal percept�on for creat�ng a sense of 
belong�ng �n countr�es such as Solomon Islands, wh�ch are culturally and 
ethno-l�ngu�st�cally d�verse. 

In the draft federal const�tut�on currently be�ng exam�ned by the 
Const�tut�onal Rev�ew Comm�ttee, ch�efs (or commun�ty leaders) are 
recogn�sed and �ncluded �n the �nst�tut�onal structure of government through 
a prov�s�on that allows them to part�c�pate �n dec�s�on-mak�ng processes. 
It �s env�saged that th�s w�ll help connect local commun�t�es w�th the 
central government and m�t�gate some of the problems assoc�ated w�th the 
�nappropr�ateness and �rrelevance of the Westm�nster system.

The Hon�ara exper�ence also �nd�cates that �t m�ght be worthwh�le to 
put �n place leg�slat�on to regulate how pol�t�cs �s played out—outs�de and 
w�th�n parl�ament. Two of the most �mportant �ssues are the electoral system 
and pol�t�cal part�es. Inst�tut�onal strengthen�ng alone, however, w�ll not 
change pol�t�cal outcomes, as there �s also a need to change the pol�t�cal 
culture. That w�ll take a long t�me to ach�eve. For now, �t �s obv�ous that 
the f�rst-past-the-post system �s not produc�ng representat�ve governments; 
therefore, �t �s �mportant to rev�ew the electoral system w�th the object�ve 
of �ntroduc�ng one that produces representat�ve government. 

Related to th�s �s the need to regulate pol�t�cal part�es to ensure that 
compet�t�on for power �s kept w�th�n parl�ament and between part�es, 
rather than sp�ll�ng onto the streets �n publ�c v�olence. Solomon Islands 
could learn from the exper�ences of Papua New Gu�nea and the �mpacts 
of �ts Organ�c Law on the Integr�ty of Pol�t�cal Part�es and Cand�dates. 
Th�s leg�slat�on �s yet to be �mplemented �n a nat�onal elect�on; however, 
exper�ences from by-elect�ons have h�ghl�ghted some of the challenges th�s 
law w�ll encounter.11

The v�olent events �n Hon�ara on 18 and 19 Apr�l 2006 were man�festat�ons 
of long-stand�ng �ssues that were �nherent �n the �nst�tut�onal structures, 
norms and values of the Westm�nster system of government. They h�ghl�ght 
the need for reform �n Solomon Islands—reforms that recogn�se the 
�mportance of trad�t�onal systems of governance and of changes to the pol�t�cal 
process to ensure that �t produces representat�ve government. Fa�lure to 
do th�s w�ll r�sk pol�t�cs pour�ng out �nto the streets �n v�olent ways such as 
those we saw �n Apr�l 2006.   
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Notes
1 At the t�me of wr�t�ng (September 2006), there was �ntense debate surround�ng the 

terms of reference for the �nqu�ry and the appo�ntment of ‘d�sgraced’ former Austral�an 
Federal Court judge Marcus E�nfeld. Th�s led to the d�sm�ssal of the Attorney-General, 
Pr�mo Afeau, and the appo�ntment of controvers�al Austral�an lawyer Jul�an Mot� as 
h�s replacement. Th�s ra�sed concerns about pol�t�cal �nterference �n the jud�c�ary. It 
culm�nated �n the expuls�on of the Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�oner to Solomon Islands, 
Patr�ck Cole, result�ng �n a d�plomat�c row between Canberra and Hon�ara. At the 
t�me of wr�t�ng, th�s had not been resolved and Austral�a had not yet appo�nted a 
replacement for Cole. On 29 September 2006, Mot� was arrested �n Port Moresby by 
PNG author�t�es at the request of the Austral�an government. H�s arrest was �n relat�on 
to ch�ld sex offences �n Vanuatu �n 1997 (see Sydney Morn�ng Herald 2006). He later 
boarded a PNG m�l�tary a�rcraft and flew to Munda �n the Western Prov�nce, where he 
was arrested and charged w�th travell�ng to Solomon Islands �llegally. The d�plomat�c 
stand-off between Canberra and Hon�ara cont�nues.

2 Here, the term ‘kastom’ �s used loosely to refer to what are generally regarded as 
trad�t�onal customs, or those from taem bifo (the past) and connected to ancestors. The 
term ‘trad�t�on’ �s also used loosely throughout th�s paper to refer to past bel�efs and 
pract�ces, although I acknowledge that some of these have relat�vely recent or�g�ns, or 
have changed over t�me.  

3 At that t�me, the Western Prov�nce �ncluded what �s present-day Cho�seul Prov�nce.
4 In Samoa, only matai can contest and hold seats �n parl�ament. The draft federal 

const�tut�on �n Solomon Islands prov�des for ch�efs (commun�ty leaders) to part�c�pate 
�n governance at the local commun�ty level. 

5 It should be noted that the s�tuat�ons �n F�j� and Samoa are compl�cated and that matai 
and ratu do not always represent the �nterests of the commun�ty. Hence, the author�ty 
of the matai and ratu �s often challenged and there have been allegat�ons that these 
trad�t�onal leaders are corrupt and fa�l to red�str�bute wealth, as requ�red of them 
by trad�t�on. In the 2006 F�j� coup, for example, one of the �ssues emerg�ng from the 
�n�t�al stand-off between the m�l�tary and the Great Counc�l of Ch�efs, and the overt 
def�ance of ch�efly author�ty, was accusat�ons that ch�efs m�sused the�r power. Morgan 
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Tu�maleal�’�fano (2006) d�scusses not only the expenses requ�red for �nstall�ng a matai 
t�tle, but the corrupt�on that weaves through �t.

6 For more on the electoral system, and �n part�cular the 2006 nat�onal elect�on, see Jon 
Fraenkel’s chapter �n th�s volume.

7 For d�scuss�ons on As�ans (Ch�nese) �n Solomon Islands, see the chapter by Cl�ve Moore 
�n th�s volume. Also see Laracy 1974 and W�llmott 2005.

8 For deta�ls on the events after the nat�onal elect�on, see Jon Fraenkel’s chapter �n th�s 
volume. Also see Mary-Lou�se O’Callaghan’s chapter �n th�s volume.

9 It was later rumored, although never conf�rmed, that although Sogavare encouraged 
h�s supporters to vote for R�n�, he voted for Taus�nga.

10 An alternat�ve v�ew �s held by Dr Transform Aqorau, who �ns�sts that Dausabea 
no longer had the clout he enjoyed when he was �n parl�ament and when the late 
Solomon Mamalon� was pr�me m�n�ster. Aqorau argues that Dausabea was not the 
l�nchp�n or k�ngmaker �n the select�on of pr�me m�n�ster. Rather, he asserts, the real 
l�nchp�ns were ‘some fa�rly well known power broker[s] lurk�ng �n the background 
somewhere, seem�ngly obl�v�ous to the s�tuat�on, but certa�nly strenuously work�ng 
�n the background to �nfluence…[the pr�me m�n�ster�al] elect�on results’. See http://
www.solomonstarnews.com/?q=node/8011 (accessed 26 October 2006).

11 See, for example, Gelu 2005.
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Chapter 5
Ra�nbows across the mounta�ns: the 
f�rst post-RAMSI general elect�on

Sam Alasia

The soc�al cr�s�s that ravaged Solomon Islands from 1998 to 2003 has taught 
us many lessons. ‘Ra�nbows across the mounta�ns’ symbol�ses a genu�ne 
w�sh by Solomon Islanders to rebu�ld the�r country w�th new �ns�ghts 
and understand�ng. Some �mprovements, such as a v�gorous campa�gn for 
a clean elect�on, were seen �n the 2006 nat�onal elect�on, the f�rst s�nce 
RAMSI arr�ved �n Solomon Islands �n 2003. The Sogavare government, 
wh�ch assumed power �n May 2006, has made a pr�or�ty �ssues of good 
governance, qual�ty leadersh�p, the weed�ng out of corrupt�on, nat�onal 
heal�ng, decentral�sat�on and equ�table d�str�but�on of development and 
wealth. Though we face many challenges and d�ff�cult�es, we hope that 
w�th pol�t�cal stab�l�ty, a renewed wave of comm�tment and ded�cat�on by 
Solomon Islanders and the support of RAMSI, fr�endly nat�ons and donor 
partners, we w�ll ach�eve some of our goals.

When I was a small boy on Mala�ta Island �n the early 1960s, whenever a 
ra�nbow appeared �n the sky we were rem�nded by the elderly not to po�nt 
our f�ngers at �t. They told us that our f�ngers would be burnt or cooked. 
Th�s created a trad�t�on of fear and no one dared po�nt at ra�nbows when 
they appeared. In the B�ble, however, we are told that the ra�nbow �s God’s 
prom�se to us that He w�ll not destroy the Earth aga�n w�th floods. Th�s 
represents comm�tment and hope. Solomon Islands has exper�enced seasons 
of joy and sadness but perhaps no real progress �n �ts 30 years of pol�t�cal 
�ndependence. Dur�ng the flood represented by the soc�al cr�s�s between 
1998 and 2003, Solomon Islands nearly collapsed and d�s�ntegrated (Moore 
2004; Fraenkel 2004; Bennett 2002; Kabutaulaka 1999; D�nnen 2002). 



120 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

Fortunately, we saw a ra�nbow �n the sky �n July 2003, wh�ch represented 
not fear but hope. That ra�nbow was the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to 
Solomon Islands (RAMSI) (Moore 2005; Kabutaulaka 2005; Wa�nwr�ght 
2005; Brown 2005; Full�love 2006). Then we saw another ra�nbow across 
our mounta�ns, �llum�nat�ng the tops of Tatuve on Guadalcanal and Alasa’a on 
Mala�ta, represent�ng a genu�ne w�sh for a new and better Solomon Islands. 
Th�s second ra�nbow was the 2006 general elect�on. It was the veh�cle to 
fac�l�tate th�s w�sh and hope. Much has been sa�d about arcs of �nstab�l�ty �n 
the Pac�f�c; these ra�nbows represent arcs of stab�l�ty and un�ty, reach�ng out 
to the d�fferent �slands, cultures and people �n Solomon Islands.

Th�s chapter h�ghl�ghts some aspects of nat�onal and electoral pol�t�cs �n 
Solomon Islands, d�scusses the 2006 nat�onal elect�ons (the f�rst after RAMSI 
arr�ved) and touches on the pol�c�es of the second Sogavare government, 
wh�ch came to off�ce �n May 2006. R�ght at the beg�nn�ng, I need to state 
my background and rat�onale. I have an academ�c �nterest �n the pol�t�cs 
and contemporary h�story of Solomon Islands (Alas�a 1988, 1989, 1997), 
but I am also a part�c�pant �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs. I was �nvolved �n the 
2006 elect�on as an adv�ser to Job Dudley Taus�nga (one of the cand�dates 
for pr�me m�n�ster) and at the t�me of wr�t�ng was a pol�t�cal adv�sor to 
Pr�me M�n�ster Manasseh Sogavare. Dur�ng the 1980s, I served a term as 
M�n�ster for Educat�on and I was, for a t�me, an adv�ser to Sogavare dur�ng 
h�s f�rst term as pr�me m�n�ster �n 2000. For more than 20 years, I have 
been �nvolved �n the affa�rs of my nat�on. I am not a d�spass�onate outs�de 
observer; I am a knowledgeable �ns�der who has been able to talk openly 
and pr�vately w�th many Solomon Islands leaders, and �n my own small 
way have been able to shape government pol�cy. There are some drawbacks 
to th�s, as I am bound by an oath of secrecy and obv�ously �t �s not �n my 
�nterest to make publ�c �nformat�on that should rema�n pr�vate. The reader 
must accept th�s declarat�on and read on w�th �t �n m�nd. I bel�eve that I 
have enough academ�c �ntegr�ty to be able to separate pol�t�cal rhetor�c 
from the truth. At heart, I am a Solomon Islands nat�onal�st and, �n the 
conclus�on, I wear my nat�onal�st heart on my sleeve, stat�ng my thoughts 
as an �nd�genous Solomon Islander, not an academ�c. If Pac�f�c �slanders are 
to be �nvolved �n wr�t�ng about the h�story and pol�t�cs of our �slands, we 
must be part of a reconceptual�sat�on of the way we wr�te. Total academ�c 
detachment and d�stance �s not necessar�ly the way to decolon�se Pac�f�c 
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stud�es or prov�de an �nd�genous perspect�ve. One f�nal po�nt—th�s chapter 
was f�nal�sed �n October 2006 and therefore does not reflect developments 
s�nce that t�me.1 

The 2006 general elect�on was the seventh nat�onal elect�on s�nce the 
country ach�eved �ndependence �n 1978 (Moore 2004; Larmour w�th Tara 
1983). RAMSI was deployed to the Solomon Islands �n July 2003 at the 
�nv�tat�on of the Solomon Islands Parl�ament—pr�mar�ly to ass�st �n the 
restorat�on of law and order and secur�ty. In m�d 2003, the nat�on was sl�d�ng 
further �nto lawlessness, wh�ch forced the economy and state apparatus �nto 
near collapse. The soc�al cr�s�s from 1998 to 2000—wh�ch �n many ways 
extended unt�l the m�ddle of 2003—was the culm�nat�on of a range of negat�ve 
factors such as poor plann�ng by prev�ous adm�n�strat�ons, m�smanagement of 
the country’s resources, corrupt�on and land-tenure problems.

Dec�s�ons on land tenure are cruc�al to the future development of 
the nat�on. There are three types of land ownersh�p �n Solomon Islands: 
Crown, al�enated and customary land. E�ghty-f�ve per cent of land �s 
customary owned and th�s �s where the major�ty of the populat�on res�des 
(Larmour 1979:Append�x II, 249). Solomon Islands �s a nat�on of v�llages 
and v�llagers ex�st�ng ma�nly through subs�stence agr�culture. As such, �t 
�s v�llagers who hold the pr�nc�pal key to development and progress, and 
who are the real power-brokers �n terms of pol�t�cs. It �s the�r votes that 
dec�de the pol�t�cal future. Ord�nary v�llagers have, however, been left out 
of pol�t�cal and development processes for far too long, and they feel that 
the parl�ament �s not representat�ve of the�r v�ews. Part of the rehab�l�tat�on 
that �s requ�red �s effect�ve part�c�pat�on by rural Solomon Islanders �n the 
electoral process—whether for local, prov�nc�al or nat�onal leadersh�p. 
The Sogavare government elected �n 2006 has prom�sed to g�ve emphas�s 
to v�llage-level development �n a bel�ef that th�s �s the key to prosper�ty �n 
Solomon Islands.

The lead up to the 2006 general elect�ons
Parl�ament had �ts f�nal meet�ng �n December 2005 and was d�ssolved on 20 
December, and all members went home to prepare themselves for Chr�stmas 
and the general elect�on. The Apr�l 2006 general elect�ons d�ffered from 
prev�ous elect�ons �n at least three ways. F�rst, a larger number of pol�t�cal 
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part�es and group�ngs competed than ever before. For example, 10 pol�t�cal 
part�es or group�ngs contested the 1997 elect�ons and n�ne the 2001 elect�on. 
In the 2006 elect�ons, the number surged to 16. The party led by Sogavare—
the Solomon Islands Soc�al Cred�t (Socred) Party—f�elded a large number 
of cand�dates. Three other part�es were also led by former pr�me m�n�sters: 
Bart Ulufa’alu’s L�beral Party (wh�ch f�elded a s�m�lar number of cand�dates 
to Socred); the People’s All�ance Party (PAP), led by S�r Allan Kemakeza; 
and the Nasnol Pat� (Nat�onal Party), headed by Franc�s B�lly H�lly. Three of 
the pol�t�cal party leaders were c�t�zens of non-�nd�genous or�g�n: Ch�nese 
hotel�er S�r Tommy Chan led the Assoc�at�on of Independent Members of 
Parl�ament (AIMP), Dav�d Kwan led the Solomons F�rst Party and Bobo 
Dettke (of German and Guadalcanal descent) headed the One Nat�on Party. 
Several other party leaders were long-term pol�t�c�ans. Job Dudley Taus�nga, 
son of Ikan Rove—the Holy Mama or Supreme Author�ty of the Chr�st�an 
Fellowsh�p Church (Tuza 1977)—led the Solomon Islands Party for Rural 
Advancement (SIPRA). The Democrat�c Party was led by lawyer Gabr�el 
Sur�. Mala�tan John Garo headed the new Lafar� Party, and Bellona trade 
un�on�st Joses Tuhanuku led the Labour Party. Long-t�me pol�t�cal hopeful 
Mala�tan John Maet�a Kal�uae led the Un�ted Party. Kemuel Laete led the 
Solomon Islands Youth for Change Group, and Edward Ron�a headed the 
Chr�st�an All�ance Party. Cand�dates grouped loosely w�th the Nat�onal 
Counc�l of Women wh�ch, �n a sense, became another party, and other 
�ndependent cand�dates supplemented these formal pol�t�cal part�es.

A few of these part�es and group�ngs were well organ�sed and well 
prepared for the elect�on, wh�le others were heard of f�rst only a few 
weeks before the elect�on. PAP, the longest surv�v�ng pol�t�cal party, was 
well organ�sed, but �t suffered under �ts own we�ght and age. The prev�ous 
PAP-led government of S�r Allan Kemakeza had pa�d l�ttle or no attent�on to 
support�ng the party. Consequently, some PAP off�c�als became d�sgruntled 
and jo�ned other pol�t�cal part�es or group�ngs. In Solomon Islands, the 
government does not prov�de fund�ng to support party off�c�als, but th�s 
could change, as the new Sogavare government �ntends to �ntroduce 
regulat�ons to support party off�c�als and secretar�ats.

The second factor that made the 2006 general elect�on d�fferent from 
prev�ous polls was that �t generated a lot of �nterest and a greater number 
of �nd�v�dual cand�dates contested �t. There were 328 cand�dates �n the 2001 
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general elect�ons; �n 2006, there were 453 cand�dates, an �ncrease of 125. The 
2006 elect�on saw, for the f�rst t�me, a large number of women cand�dates (26). 
Interest�ngly, the prov�nce prov�d�ng the h�ghest number of women cand�dates 
(12, �nclud�ng three �n Hon�ara) was Mala�ta, wh�ch �s predom�nantly a 
patr�l�neal soc�ety. The next largest number came from Guadalcanal and Isabel 
prov�nces. The Nat�onal Counc�l of Women backed 15 of these cand�dates.

Some patterns rema�n the same �n each elect�on. There �s no prov�s�on for 
absentee vot�ng. Many Solomon Islanders returned to the�r v�llages all over 
the country to cast the�r votes, the�r tr�ps home often pa�d for by asp�r�ng 
pol�t�cal cand�dates (Wate 2006b). And, as usual, early �n the run up to the 
elect�on, �nd�v�dual cand�dates and the government attempted to clear the 
a�r on a number of �ssues. Some cand�dates manoeuvered to boost the�r 
�mage. For example, Joses Tuhanuku, the pres�dent of the Labour Party, 
called on voters to r�d pol�t�cs of Kemakeza.

The whole country knows that Allan Kemakeza was �nvolved �n a lot 
of very bad th�ngs dur�ng the ethn�c tens�on. When he became Pr�me 
M�n�ster �n 2001, he appo�nted the ex-m�l�tants w�th guns to be h�s body 
guards, now most of them are �n Rove pr�son and �t �s the RAMSI that 
�s guard�ng h�m…Because of h�s lack of v�s�on, Kemakeza has become a 
puppet for fore�gn �nterests, serv�ng not the nat�on but h�s own and h�s 
cron�es’ vested �nterests (Solomon Star 2006b).

Th�s call, however, fell on deaf ears. Even the fact that pol�ce had begun 
�nvest�gat�ons �nto Kemakeza’s alleged corrupt�on �n relat�on to huge pay-
outs he made to h�mself when he was M�n�ster of Nat�onal Un�ty, Peace and 
Reconc�l�at�on �n 2000—and allegat�ons about h�s relat�onsh�p w�th Geoffrey 
Moss, an Austral�an bus�nessman banned from Solomon Islands (Mamu 2006b; 
Ke�lor 2006)—d�d not affect h�s re-elect�on as MP for the Savo/Russells 
electorate. H�s re-elect�on could demonstrate that local alleg�ances mean more 
than allegat�ons of malpract�ce aga�nst a m�n�ster of the Crown.2 There was 
also a certa�n kudos attached to Kemakeza as a former pr�me m�n�ster and the 
man who had �nv�ted RAMSI to Solomon Islands (Mamu 2006g).

On the other hand, one of Kemakeza’s m�n�sters, Alfred Sasako, was 
not as fortunate. Sasako, a seasoned journal�st, created controversy w�th at 
least two d�plomat�c m�ss�ons �n Hon�ara—the Ta�wanese Embassy and the 
Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�on. In h�s med�a exchanges w�th the Ta�wanese 
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Embassy, Sasako cla�med that he had spent SI$315,000—g�ven to h�m 
by Ta�wan to bu�ld a pol�ce house at Ato’�f� �n h�s const�tuency—but the 
Ta�wanese ambassador, Anton�a C.S. Chen, d�sputed th�s cla�m.

There were many w�thdrawals of cash from the project account, but no 
spec�f�c explanat�on was g�ven as to how the cash were [sic] spent…From 
the�r �n�t�al cost�ng, the mater�als w�ll cost $140,000. But �n the course 
of construct�on, they cla�med that they ran out of mater�als so they came 
back and asked for some more f�nance…then they ran out of mater�als 
and came back a th�rd t�me (Solomon Star 2006a).

Ambassador Chen po�nted out that the cost of the pol�ce house should 
have been much less than SI$315,000. Sasako also accused Austral�a 
of �nterfer�ng �n Solomon Islands’ �nternal affa�rs. The Austral�an H�gh 
Comm�ss�oner, Patr�ck Cole, descr�bed Sasako’s accusat�ons as baseless: 
‘[g]�ven the corrupt�on and good governance problem[s] faced �n the reg�on 
by some seek�ng to run offshore �nternat�onal sh�pp�ng reg�sters, Austral�a 
made no secret of �ts strong support for the [Solomon Islands government’s] 
dec�s�on not to proceed w�th establ�sh�ng a reg�ster of �ts own’ (Solomon 
Star 2006b).

A few days later, Pr�me M�n�ster Kemakeza sacked Sasako from the 
cab�net for unnecessar�ly caus�ng a st�r w�th two of Solomon Islands’ 
d�plomat�c fr�ends. Sasako’s outbursts and h�s w�dely publ�c�sed mar�tal 
�nf�del�ty—h�ghl�ghted on the front page of the Solomon Star—were adequate 
grounds for h�s const�tuents �n East Kwa�o to g�ve h�m a ‘thumbs down’ and 
he lost h�s seat.

Many other accusat�ons and exchanges of v�ews on var�ous �ssues, nat�onal 
and local, occurred dur�ng the run up to the elect�ons and on the campa�gn 
tra�l. Cand�dates and part�es campa�gned for good governance and qual�ty 
leadersh�p, the erad�cat�on of corrupt�on, fa�r d�str�but�on of development, 
un�ty and peace, law and order, econom�c recovery, the prov�s�on of adequate 
educat�on and health serv�ces and women’s �ssues. Most of all, however, 
they jockeyed for pos�t�on �n what was the most h�ghly contested race �n 
the nat�on’s h�story.

The newspapers carr�ed campa�gns for fa�r and honest elect�ons and 
adv�ce on the roles of MPs. Ind�v�duals such as Dr Kab�n� Sanga, a New 
Zealand-based Solomon Islander academ�c, wrote newspaper art�cles 
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expla�n�ng the role of MPs as lawmakers and leaders. School students, 
clergy and one former governor-general also had the�r say (Sanga 2006; 
Concerned Students, Woodford Internat�onal School 2006; Wate 2006e). 
The ed�tor�al �n the Solomon Star the day before the elect�on urged people 
not to be br�bed by small g�fts and prom�ses from cand�dates.

Forget about what others may say to you, or any mater�al goods that a 
cand�date has already g�ven you. When you go to the polls, �t �s you and 
your consc�ence alone. Forget about the cand�dates that gave you money 
or goods and asked you to vote for h�m or her. Forget about that relat�ve 
cand�date of yours who asked you to vote for h�m or her because he or 
she �s your relat�ve. Your future and that of your nat�on, �s much more 
�mportant than a bag of r�ce or $100. Th�s elect�on �s an opportun�ty for 
all of us to get r�d of former MPs who d�d noth�ng �n the last House, 
and replace them w�th qual�ty and capable ones. At the poll�ng stat�on 
tomorrow, let your consc�ence dec�de (Solomon Star 2006c). 

Two c�v�l soc�ety groups campa�gned strongly �n urban and rural areas. 
The f�rst was the AusAID-funded C�v�c Educat�on Project, wh�ch had teams 
�n all prov�nces creat�ng awareness to help c�t�zens vote w�sely. The second 
group was W�nds of Change, wh�ch, through �ts Clean Elect�on Campa�gn, 
d�d �ts best to �nsp�re all c�t�zens to vote honestly and w�sely. It urged s�tt�ng 
MPs, cand�dates and voters al�ke to s�gn a ‘Voter’s Pledge’ comm�tt�ng 
potent�al pol�t�c�ans not to accept br�bes or make false prom�ses, and for 
everyone to reject corrupt deal�ngs and vote sell�ng (F�gure 5.1). Some 
5,000 voters, MPs and cand�dates s�gned the pledge forms. Whether they 
comm�tted themselves honestly to the�r pledges �s another matter, but th�s 
at least rem�nded cand�dates that people were concerned about d�rty pol�t�cs 
and that voters should not be bought w�th money or false prom�ses (Wate 
2006a, 2006f; Mamu 2006c, 2006f, 2006h).

The th�rd factor that made the 2006 general elect�ons d�fferent from 
prev�ous elect�ons was the use of the s�ngle ballot box system. In�t�al 
cr�t�c�sms of th�s system abated after the electoral off�ce and a c�v�c educat�on 
team conducted a mass�ve educat�onal campa�gn among voters. The s�ngle 
ballot box system def�n�tely prevented the pract�ce of sell�ng votes or ballot 
papers on elect�on day, but what �t m�ght not have stopped was a range of 
last-m�nute and unwarranted act�v�t�es dur�ng the n�ght before elect�on 
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day. Th�s became known as the ‘dev�l’s n�ght’ because many cases of vote 
buy�ng took place. That th�s occurred �s common knowledge, but no one 
has challenged �t �n the courts.

No one pol�t�cal party or group was able to f�eld cand�dates for all 
50 electorates. The L�beral and Socred part�es sponsored more than 30 
cand�dates each, wh�le most part�es managed to f�eld between f�ve and 20 
cand�dates, w�th the Solomon Islands Youth for Change Group sponsor�ng 
only one cand�date �n East Hon�ara.

Figure 5.1 Advertisement for the Clean Election Campaign, by Winds of 
Change, promoting the voter’s pledge
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The 5 Apr�l 2006 nat�onal elect�ons: results
Three observer groups w�th 44 fore�gn observers from the Un�ted Nat�ons, 
the Commonwealth Secretar�at and the Pac�f�c Islands Forum, bolstered by 
local volunteers, were present dur�ng the elect�on �n Hon�ara and �n the 
prov�nces. They managed to v�s�t more than 150 of the 802 poll�ng stat�ons �n 
29 of the 50 electorates (Wate 2006c, 2006d; Mamu 2006d, 2006e). The 2006 
elect�on was an �mprovement on the 2001 elect�on because of the absence of 
guns and �nt�m�dat�on. The observer teams were sat�sf�ed and reported that 
the elect�ons were free, fa�r and conducted �n an orderly manner. In sp�te of 
th�s, some voters st�ll cla�med the elect�ons were b�ased and unfa�r.

Of the 342,119 reg�stered voters, 192,775, about 56 per cent, cast the�r 
votes �n a populat�on est�mated to be about 500,000. In 2001, there were 
178,083 votes cast from among 280,790 reg�stered voters, or 63 per cent 
(Mamu 2006a). The fact that one const�tuency d�d not go to the polls because 
the s�tt�ng member (Job Dudley Taus�nga) was returned unopposed meant 
that the percentage of those who voted �n 2006 was lower than �n 2001. 
Approx�mately 1,500 spo�lt votes were recorded throughout the nat�on, 
ma�nly because of uncerta�nt�es �n relat�on to us�ng the s�ngle ballot box, 
but also because of poor-qual�ty pr�nt�ng (Solomon Islands Government 
2006a).

It �s �nterest�ng to look back at my own pred�ct�ons made the day 
before the elect�on. I sa�d that no pol�t�cal party would w�n more than 
15 seats, wh�ch was a very d�fferent s�tuat�on from 1989, when Solomon 
Mamalon� won 26 seats and formed the only one-party government �n 
the h�story of the nat�on. My pred�ct�on of a coal�t�on government proved 
qu�te correct (Wate 2006g). Another typ�cal pattern �n Solomon Islands 
pol�t�cs also cont�nued: the 50-seat parl�ament had an equal share of old 
and new members. Unfortunately, none of the 26 female cand�dates won, 
once more mak�ng parl�ament a male-dom�nated affa�r. The ma�n problem 
for female cand�dates was that although they drew strong support dur�ng 
campa�gn�ng, the mood changed just before and on elect�on day because male 
relat�ves and husbands usually have the f�nal say on how women vote. Male 
cand�dates also had more money to buy votes. The average female cand�date 
had only SI$10,000–20,000 of personal funds ava�lable for campa�gn�ng, 
whereas male cand�dates often had access to SI$100,000–200,000 ga�ned 
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from bus�ness connect�ons. The legal max�mum under the Electoral Act �s 
SI$50,000 a cand�date, but �t �s very d�ff�cult to track how cand�dates spend 
money dur�ng the�r campa�gns. Fam�l�es are �ncl�ned to block vote. A spl�t 
for vot�ng purposes �s frowned on and, once more, women follow the lead of 
the fam�ly’s male voters. After the elect�on, the Nat�onal Counc�l of Women 
called for the �ntroduct�on of quotas for women members of parl�ament 
(Mamu 2006�). Of the democrat�c governments �n the world, about only 
10 have no female representat�ves—f�ve of these are �n the Pac�f�c.

The follow�ng seven pol�t�cal part�es or groups fa�led to ga�n a seat �n 
the present parl�ament: the One Nat�on Party, the Solomons F�rst Party, 
Solomons Chr�st�an All�ance Party, the Un�ted Party, the Labour Party, the 
Nat�onal Women’s Counc�l and the Solomon Islands Youth for Change Group. 
W�th the except�on of the Labour Party and the Un�ted Party, these were 
late contenders who appeared just a few weeks before the elect�on and had 
no real substance. Party flu�d�ty and �nstab�l�ty w�ll rema�n a major problem 
�n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs for some t�me. Th�s problem could be erad�cated 
by the Sogavare government’s plan to �ntroduce leg�slat�on to strengthen 
pol�t�cal part�es and d�scard Clause 66(2) of the nat�onal const�tut�on, wh�ch 
prov�des for the ex�stence of �ndependent groups �n parl�ament. The �n�t�al 
d�v�s�on when the new parl�ament sat was that the Socred Party ended up 
w�th two seats, AIMP had 11, PAP had four, SIPRA had f�ve, the Nasnol Pat� 
had f�ve, the L�berals had three, the Democrat�c Party had four, the Lafar� 
Party secured two seats and the rest were �ndependents (Solomon Islands 
Government 2006b). Th�s scenar�o changed dur�ng 2006 as MPs moved 
from one party to another, or from oppos�t�on to the government s�de, 
and as cab�net m�n�sters res�gned or were sacked. In �ts �n�t�al months, the 
Sogavare government ga�ned strength.

Format�on of a new government: the elect�on of Snyder R�n� as 
pr�me m�n�ster
Soon after the elect�on results were announced, new MPs made the�r way 
to Hon�ara for the vote for the pr�me m�n�stersh�p and the format�on of a 
new government. Only f�ve pol�t�c�ans s�gned the W�nds of Change pledge 
that they would not accept br�bes �n relat�on to the vote for pr�me m�n�ster 
(Mamu 2006k). Unal�gned pol�t�c�ans found themselves wooed, cajoled 
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and f�nessed by all groups; rumour has �t that some MPs were br�bed w�th 
between SI$20,000 and SI$60,000 to change s�des, but all groups den�ed th�s. 
Th�s scene descr�bed �n the Solomon Star (Mamu 2006l) �s typ�cal: Mart�n Maga 
(MP for Temotu Pele) and Japhet Wa�pora (MP for West Mak�ra) arr�ved �n 
Hon�ara on a domest�c fl�ght on 12 Apr�l. S�r Tommy Chan beat Patteson Ot� 
to the a�rport and wh�sked them away to h�s Hon�ara Hotel. Ot� marched �n, 
forcefully removed them and sped them off to the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel 
(Mamu 2006l). The AIMP, PAP and Lafar� members set up camp at Chan’s 
Hon�ara Hotel, �mmed�ately cla�m�ng 24 MPs (Mamu 2006j). People were 
clearly �rr�tated w�th the Kemakeza government and w�th th�s attempt by the 
same group to hold power. Many Solomon Islanders wanted change, wh�ch 
showed �n the f�nal al�gnment of members. All other pol�t�cal part�es outs�de 
the Hon�ara Hotel camp held a jo�nt meet�ng, cha�red by Job Taus�nga, on 11 

Apr�l and agreed that they would organ�se themselves w�th the a�m of form�ng 
an alternat�ve government. On 12 Apr�l, all members of the Socred Party, 
the Democrat�c Party, SIPRA, the Nasnol Part�, the L�beral Party and some 
�ndependents met at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel to d�scuss the �dea of s�gn�ng 
a memorandum of understand�ng (MOU) to gu�de and govern the�r work�ng 
relat�onsh�p, and to comm�t to form�ng the next government.

Dur�ng the meet�ng, 26 MPs s�gned the MOU and four more prom�sed 
to jo�n. Even w�th those who s�gned up on 12 Apr�l, the coal�t�on already 
represented more than half the 50-member parl�ament (Mamu 2006m). The 
Iron Bottom Sound group agreed to conduct an �nternal elect�on and beg�n an 
el�m�nat�on process to conf�rm one cand�date for the post of pr�me m�n�ster. 
Th�s vote took place on 13 Apr�l: the cand�dates were Taus�nga, Patteson 
Ot�, Derek S�kua, Joses Sanga and M�lner Tozaka. One notable absence was 
Sogavare and the other Socred Party MPs. Because of a m�sunderstand�ng, 
they d�d not part�c�pate �n the �nternal elect�on even though they had s�gned 
the MOU the prev�ous day. After the s�gn�ng of the MOU, Sogavare and h�s 
group (wh�ch then numbered about f�ve MPs) decamped to the Pac�f�c Cas�no 
Hotel and prepared to consol�date the�r numbers for the �nternal el�m�nat�on 
process. When Sogavare and h�s group arr�ved at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel 
on 13 Apr�l to part�c�pate �n the �nternal elect�on, a commot�on took place 
dur�ng wh�ch they were accused of try�ng to destab�l�se th�s camp. As a result, 
Sogavare’s group w�thdrew and conf�rmed the format�on of a th�rd pol�t�cal 
camp at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel.
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Before the el�m�nat�on process, all cand�dates who contested the 
leadersh�p s�gned an �mportant pledge. They prom�sed that, even �f they lost, 
they would rema�n part of the group and support the w�nn�ng cand�date, 
who would eventually be the�r nom�nee for the post of pr�me m�n�ster. After 
four rounds of vot�ng, Taus�nga was declared the group’s cand�date. After that 
el�m�nat�on, only one cand�date (M�lner Tozaka) broke h�s pledge and left to 
jo�n the Hon�ara Hotel Group, wh�ch had endorsed as �ts cand�date Snyder 
R�n� (the deputy pr�me m�n�ster and educat�on m�n�ster �n the prev�ous 
government). By 13 Apr�l, �t was obv�ous that three pol�t�cal groups would 
compete for the pr�me m�n�ster�al post at the f�rst meet�ng of parl�ament 
on 18 Apr�l. On Fr�day 14 Apr�l, the governor-general announced the three 
cand�dates for the post of pr�me m�n�ster: Taus�nga, Sogavare and R�n�. Had 
Sogavare rema�ned w�th the Iron Bottom Sound group, Taus�nga would 
have become the new pr�me m�n�ster; however, w�th three groups at three 
d�fferent locat�ons, a complex round of campa�gn�ng occurred dur�ng the 
several days before the vote. The many negot�at�ons between the three 
pol�t�cal camps were also played out �n the med�a. The Taus�nga-led group 
cla�med �t had the numbers to form the next government, wh�le R�n�’s 
group counter-cla�med and assured the nat�on that �t had the numbers to 
form government. W�ld cla�ms were made and, at one stage, bas�c ar�thmet�c 
suggested that there were 72 MPs �nvolved—�n a 50-seat parl�ament.

Sogavare’s camp held the balance of power because �t had 10–11 
members at any one t�me, and �t seemed poss�ble that Sogavare could pull 
support from R�n�’s and Taus�nga’s groups to form government. There 
was also the poss�b�l�ty that Sogavare—who had already served as pr�me 
m�n�ster—would back Taus�nga because he was the longest serv�ng MP and 
because of the nature of Taus�nga’s electorate, wh�ch was the most stable �n 
the nat�on. In pract�ce, other forces were at play; 17 Apr�l was the second 
‘dev�l’s n�ght’, w�th cont�nuous tw�sts and turns. Dur�ng the n�ght, the Iron 
Bottom Sound group heard conf�dent�al reports that Sogavare was w�ll�ng to 
back Taus�nga. Taus�nga’s camp d�d manage to get Sogavare and h�s group’s 
support, but �t was later alleged that R�n� offered a better deal �n terms of 
portfol�o arrangements and poss�ble project f�nanc�ng. In sp�te of th�s, the 
Taus�nga camp was st�ll conf�dent of w�nn�ng, even though the number of 
MPs support�ng h�m fluctuated between 22 and 23. The number of MPs �n 
R�n�’s camp fluctuated between 17 and 18.
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On the morn�ng of the parl�amentary vote, the MPs at the Iron Bottom 
Sound Hotel had breakfast and, after a short prayer, 20 of them boarded a 
bus wh�le two others went �n pr�vate veh�cles. A large crowd had already 
gathered outs�de Parl�ament House. The governor-general, ass�sted by 
the clerk to the nat�onal parl�ament and the attorney-general, conducted 
the elect�on. After the f�rst round, Taus�nga polled 22 votes, R�n� 17 and 
Sogavare 11 (Mamu 2006n). In the f�nal round after Sogavare had been 
el�m�nated, R�n� polled 27 votes and Taus�nga 23. When the Governor-
General, S�r Nathan�el Waena, f�rst appeared on the balcony of parl�ament 
and presented R�n� as the new pr�me m�n�ster of Solomon Islands, there 
was a negat�ve react�on from the wa�t�ng crowd. People began shout�ng 
‘Corrupt�on’, ‘Waku [Ch�nese] government’, ‘Same old government’ and 
‘We want Taus�nga’. The crowd was unhappy to see Kemakeza’s former 
deputy as the new pr�me m�n�ster. They cla�med that R�n�’s government 
would be the same as �ts predecessor—full of corrupt�on and a puppet to 
Ch�nese bus�nessmen such as S�r Tommy Chan and Robert Goh. The crowd 
at parl�ament def�n�tely d�d not accept the dec�s�on and was horr�f�ed at the 
thought of another four years under ‘As�an �nfluence’.3

The ‘Black Tuesday’ r�ots
From just after m�dday unt�l 6pm, the crowd prevented the new pr�me 
m�n�ster and h�s supporters leav�ng parl�ament. Only the 22 MPs who had 
voted for Taus�nga were allowed to pass. The s�tuat�on was unprecedented. 
At one stage, the RAMSI Part�c�pat�ng Pol�ce Force (PPF) and secur�ty 
tr�ed to help R�n� escape, but they were stoned; several PPF off�cers were 
�njured. PPF re�nforcements arr�ved w�th r�ot gear, ready to do battle. The 
Speaker of Parl�ament, S�r Peter Ken�lorea, appealed to the crowd to go 
home and to respect the parl�ament’s dec�s�on, but they would not l�sten 
to h�m. As the afternoon went on, the s�tuat�on deter�orated. The crowd 
torched and burned several RAMSI veh�cles and about 50 RAMSI/PPF 
personnel were hurt. Ken�lorea also appealed to the PPF not to use tear-
gas, but was �gnored. The use of tear-gas certa�nly aggravated the s�tuat�on. 
Luck�ly, no one was k�lled.

Another crowd had massed �n Po�nt Cruz, the centre of Hon�ara, and just 
after 3pm they began to loot nearby shops. The�r numbers were swelled by 
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the crowd from parl�ament (wh�ch �s just above the Po�nt Cruz area) and, 
after 6pm, the new crowd moved �nto Ch�natown (a half-hour’s walk away) 
select�vely burn�ng and loot�ng Ch�nese-owned shops and bus�nesses. About 
600 Ch�nese fled to the Rove Pol�ce Club for safety. Some Ch�nese were 
a�rl�fted out of the country dur�ng the next few days, but for those who 
stayed, Rove became a refugee camp for several weeks where the Solomon 
Islands Red Cross looked after them. Wh�le many returned to ma�nland 
Ch�na, most are now back �n Hon�ara, although not �n Ch�natown, wh�ch 
has not yet been rebu�lt.

After the crowd left parl�ament, the pr�me m�n�ster and members of 
the new government were moved to the Rove pol�ce headquarters under 
t�ght secur�ty and rema�ned there for that n�ght and the next day. Loot�ng and 
burn�ng cont�nued around Ch�natown unt�l the next day. RAMSI and the PPF 
were �ll prepared and could do l�ttle. RAMSI plann�ng had cut the pol�ce force, 
remov�ng most of the off�cers and temporar�ly weaken�ng the force’s capac�ty 
to deal w�th cr�ses. The pol�ce chose, w�sely, not to aggravate the crowd and 
looters, as they really could do noth�ng aga�nst the mob; consequently, however, 
local and PPF pol�ce stood helplessly by as m�ll�ons of dollars worth of stock 
was looted and almost all bu�ld�ngs �n Ch�natown were destroyed. There was 
also some damage �n surround�ng suburbs, such as Kukum. I was w�th the 
Taus�nga camp and the s�tuat�on �n Hon�ara was st�ll very tense when we held 
meet�ngs at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel to assess and mon�tor developments. 
Later that day, two MPs who had voted for R�n�—Patr�ck Vahoe and Trevor 
Olovae—crossed over to jo�n Taus�nga’s camp. They had been under pressure 
from the�r const�tuents to sw�tch s�des.

The next day, 19 Apr�l, 1,000 people marched to Government House to 
present a pet�t�on to the governor-general to remove R�n�. Waena thanked 
them and told them to go home, prom�s�ng that he would seek legal adv�ce 
before respond�ng to the�r pet�t�on �n a l�ve broadcast on nat�onal rad�o �n 
two hours. The crowd had been well behaved, unt�l, on the way back down 
the h�ll, they stopped to burn Robert Goh’s res�dence at East Kola R�dge 
and burned and looted the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, where Goh had h�s off�ce. 
Goh always cla�med that h�s �nvolvement �n government was l�m�ted to a 
one-dollar annual fee, but few bel�eved h�m. The r�oters cla�med that Goh, 
a shareholder �n the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, and h�s company, wh�ch aud�ted 
government accounts, had s�phoned off m�ll�ons of dollars under Kemakeza’s 
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adm�n�strat�on. Goh’s was the only pr�vate house del�berately targeted by 
the mob. Patr�ck Leong, the ma�n owner of the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, later 
accused RAMSI of not adequately protect�ng h�s property. Fool�shly, he 
had rel�ed on RAMSI pol�ce for protect�on and had refused an offer from 
members of the nearby Mala�tan F�sh�ng V�llage to protect h�s property (for 
a cons�derable pr�ce).

As prom�sed, on the even�ng of 19 Apr�l, �n a l�ve address to the nat�on, 
the governor-general responded to the pet�t�oners’ demand and expla�ned 
that, as the defender of the nat�onal const�tut�on, he would not encourage 
R�n� to res�gn. R�n� stressed that he would not res�gn because th�s would 
set a bad precedent; he den�ed that he had bought votes and den�ed any 
As�an �nfluence on h�s government. The next day, three �mportant events 
occurred: under t�ght secur�ty, R�n� was sworn �n as pr�me m�n�ster; the 
governor-general �mposed a curfew, from 6pm to 6am (Laman� 2006; 
Wasuka 2006a); and extra troops arr�ved from Townsv�lle. The oppos�t�on 
then lodged a mot�on of no conf�dence �n the pr�me m�n�ster as well as 
a mot�on to d�ssolve parl�ament, and called on the governor-general to 
convene parl�ament. These act�ons were pr�mar�ly to ensure that the cr�s�s 
would be solved only on the floor of parl�ament. The governor-general duly 
convened parl�ament on 26 Apr�l.

Over two days, one-quarter of the commerc�al centre of Hon�ara had 
been destroyed and a fore�gn rac�al group targeted. Church leaders and 
ord�nary Solomon Islanders apolog�sed to the Ch�nese for the destruct�on of 
the�r property. One of the f�rst to do so was Archb�shop Adr�an Sm�th of the 
Cathol�c Church, and the Vat�can was one of the f�rst fore�gn governments 
to ass�st the Ch�nese refugees, w�th a small donat�on of SI$38,000. One 
long-t�me Ch�nese res�dent and leader, S�r Henry Quan, had forewarned 
�n early 2006 that the new Ch�nese �mm�grants were caus�ng problems for 
the establ�shed Ch�nese res�dents. Many of these ‘new’ Ch�nese had been 
�nvolved �n scandals and corrupt pract�ces, such as the fraudulent �ssu�ng 
of passports for remunerat�on, wh�ch allowed them to rece�ve Solomon 
Islands c�t�zensh�p after only two years, �nstead of the normal 10. Indeed, 
the looters d�d not target bus�nesses belong�ng to Quan, George Wu or Aba 
Corporat�on, the owners of wh�ch were long-t�me Ch�nese res�dents and 
Solomon Islands c�t�zens. The Chan fam�ly of Hon�ara Hotel also surv�ved w�th 
the�r assets �ntact, due to the�r substant�al pr�vate defence force and the help of 
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the Angl�can Melanes�an Brothers, who unleashed the�r rel�g�ous mana (power) 
on behalf of Chan’s hotel. After the r�ots, Quan was forthr�ght �n say�ng that 
some of the new Ch�nese were to blame for the unfortunate s�tuat�on. He was 
also very cr�t�cal of RAMSI’s PPF for �ts lack of preparedness.

The 26 Apr�l meet�ng of parl�ament: Pr�me M�n�ster R�n� res�gns
The numbers game cont�nued, but at least th�s t�me, there were only two 
pol�t�cal groups: R�n�’s and Taus�nga’s, each w�th 25 MPs. The pol�t�cal 
s�tuat�on was st�ll uncerta�n as no MP really wanted to sw�tch s�des. On 
25 Apr�l, a day before the meet�ng of parl�ament, Steve Abana, the MP 
for Fataleka—sens�ng that no camp would g�ve way to the other—made a 
breakthrough w�th the �dea of �nv�t�ng Sogavare and h�s colleague Clay Soalao� 
(MP for Temotu Vatud) to jo�n forces w�th Taus�nga. Th�s would �ncrease 
that s�de’s pos�t�on to 27 MPs. To break the pol�t�cal deadlock, Taus�nga 
acted for the betterment of the nat�on, rel�nqu�shed h�s b�d for the post 
of pr�me m�n�ster and offered to support Sogavare. I had been �nvolved �n 
Taus�nga’s pol�t�cal campa�gn and had the opportun�ty of d�scuss�ng th�s very 
�mportant matter. We agreed that �t had to be done. Th�s humble gesture by 
Taus�nga w�ll go down �n the nat�on’s pol�t�cal h�story as one of the greatest 
moments: an act that saved the nat�on from more turmo�l.4 On 26 Apr�l, 
just before parl�ament met, Sogavare and Soalao� (who were st�ll cab�net 
m�n�sters �n the R�n� government) arr�ved at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel 
and accompan�ed Taus�nga to parl�ament.

There was a heavy RAMSI m�l�tary and secur�ty presence around 
Parl�ament House. The mot�on of no conf�dence �n R�n� was scheduled to be 
moved dur�ng the meet�ng; however, before mov�ng �t, the outspoken MP for 
Temotu Nende, Patteson Ot�, made a statement �n parl�ament recommend�ng 
that Pr�me M�n�ster R�n� res�gn rather than face the no-conf�dence vote, as 
he no longer had the necessary support. R�n� was surpr�sed to see two of h�s 
m�n�sters s�tt�ng on the oppos�t�on bench and he asked the parl�ament for 
a br�ef adjournment for consultat�on purposes. When parl�ament resumed 
half an hour later, R�n� acted honourably, �n compl�ance w�th trad�t�on and 
the nat�onal const�tut�on: he res�gned on the floor of parl�ament. After e�ght 
days �n off�ce, R�n� became the shortest serv�ng pr�me m�n�ster �n Solomon 
Islands h�story (Wasuka 2006b, 2006c).
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After R�n�’s res�gnat�on, there were shouts of jub�lat�on �n the streets of 
Hon�ara, as people felt that R�n� had f�nally l�stened to them (Rusa 2006). 
The repercuss�ons of the r�ots cont�nued, however, w�th fears that essent�al 
food �tems, prov�ded ma�nly by Ch�nese shops, would run out. Th�s was only 
temporary and the econom�c effects of the r�ots were not ser�ous except, 
of course, for the Ch�nese shop-owners. The f�nal pol�t�cal fall-out was 
more devastat�ng than the �n�t�al food shortage. Two Hon�ara MPs, Charles 
Dausabea and Nelson Ne’e, were arrested and placed �n pol�ce custody, as 
they were alleged to have been �nvolved �n orchestrat�ng the r�ots. The overall 
s�tuat�on �mproved and the curfew was l�fted on 27 Apr�l. People were free 
once aga�n to move around the cap�tal after dark (Wate 2006h).

The elect�on of Manasseh Sogavare as pr�me m�n�ster—4 May 
When nom�nat�ons for pr�me m�n�ster opened on 27 Apr�l, the pol�t�cal 
group at Iron Bottom Sound Hotel nom�nated Sogavare as �ts cand�date, w�th 
Taus�nga, S�kua, Ot� and Ulufa’alu (whom Sogavare had replaced as pr�me 
m�n�ster �n 2000) as h�s nom�nees. The R�n� camp put forward Fred Fono, the 
MP for Central Kwara’ae, as the�r cand�date (Wate 2006�). For the f�rst t�me 
�n Solomon Islands’ pol�t�cal h�story, a second round of campa�gn�ng for the 
elect�on of a pr�me m�n�ster was held w�th�n a month. The pol�t�cal s�tuat�on 
was st�ll tense and uncerta�n, because, after the arrests of Dausabea and Ne’e, 
the Sogavare camp decreased by two to 25 MPs, wh�le Fono ma�nta�ned 23 
members. The Sogavare group consol�dated �ts numbers by hold�ng a ser�es of 
da�ly meet�ngs. There was t�ght secur�ty to prevent agents from the other group 
com�ng �n to lure members away. The same was true of Fono’s camp, backed 
by the AIMP, PAP, Lafar� Party and the Independent Group (Wate 2006j).

The party leaders w�th�n the Sogavare group appo�nted a draft�ng 
comm�ttee to draw up new pol�cy �n�t�at�ves �n the event of Sogavare’s 
elect�on as pr�me m�n�ster. I was appo�nted the cha�rman of the comm�ttee 
and our task was to harmon�se the d�fferent v�ews on a w�de range of �ssues 
ra�sed �n the man�festos of the s�x pol�t�cal part�es and groups, namely 
the Socred, L�beral, SIPRA, Democrat�c and Nasnol part�es and a few 
�ndependents. The pr�or�ty at that stage, however, was to consol�date the 
group support�ng Sogavare. The f�nal meet�ng on the afternoon of 3 May 
was attended by 25 MPs, w�th the support of the two MPs �n custody.
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Dur�ng the n�ght of 3 May, secur�ty personnel at the Iron Bottom Sound 
Hotel conf�rmed that Fono’s agents had tr�ed all n�ght to lure at least two 
Mala�tan MPs from the Sogavare camp. Fono even gave a note to a sen�or 
secur�ty off�cer, Medley Kwalumanu, prom�s�ng h�m SI$10,000 �f he could 
persuade the MP for Lau/Mbalelea, Samuel Bentley Rogos�man�, and the MP 
for East Kwa�o, Stanley Sofu, to change s�des. Th�s note was kept as ev�dence. 
Several weeks later, when Fono cla�med that Sogavare’s camp used d�rty tact�cs 
before the elect�on, Kwalumanu spoke out aga�nst Fono �n the med�a, call�ng 
h�m a hypocr�te, and the note bear�ng Fono’s s�gnature and mob�le phone 
number was publ�shed �n the Solomon Star (Wate 2006l). Th�s s�lenced Fono.

On 18 Apr�l, the crowd outs�de Parl�ament House had been no�sy. On 
4 May, �t was s�lent, wa�t�ng nervously for the result of the contest between 
Sogavare and Fono. The governor-general had agreed that the two MPs who 
were �n pol�ce custody could part�c�pate �n the elect�on. A b�zarre scene ensued 
as parl�ament wa�ted wh�le two off�c�als, accompan�ed by pol�ce, went to the 
pol�ce cells so Dausabea and Ne’e could cast the�r votes (Wasuka 2006d).5 After 
only one round of vot�ng, Sogavare polled 28 votes to Fono’s 22.6 Sogavare 
was duly elected pr�me m�n�ster for the second t�me. When the wa�t�ng crowd 
rece�ved th�s elect�on result, there was shout�ng and cr�es of del�ght �n the 
streets and veh�cles blared the�r horns. At the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel, the 
MPs who had voted for Sogavare wa�ted for the pr�me m�n�ster-elect s�ng�ng 
hymns of pra�se. When Sogavare arr�ved, B�shop Lesl�e Boseto, the MP for 
South Cho�seul, sa�d prayers of thanksg�v�ng. Taus�nga was the last MP Sogavare 
embraced and they sat down together to enjoy the celebrat�ons.

Manasseh Sogavare was born on 17 January 1955 �n Papua New Gu�nea. A 
Seventh-day Advent�st from eastern Cho�seul, he left h�gh school �n 1974 to 
become a clerk �n the Hon�ara Consumers Cooperat�ve shop, but soon moved 
to another cler�cal pos�t�on, �n the Inland Revenue D�v�s�on of the M�n�stry 
of F�nance. Sogavare rose through the ranks to become the Comm�ss�oner 
for Inland Revenue �n 1991 and permanent secretary �n the M�n�stry of 
F�nance �n 1993. He res�gned �n 1994 because of a d�sagreement w�th the 
Mamalon� government, and went to study account�ng and econom�cs at 
the Un�vers�ty of the South Pac�f�c �n Suva, F�j�. He won the East Cho�seul 
seat �n the 1997 elect�ons and became m�n�ster for f�nance �n the Ulufa’alu 
government. Sacked �n 1999, Sogavare became leader of the oppos�t�on and 
completed a flex�ble-del�very Masters degree �n management stud�es from 
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Wa�kato Un�vers�ty. When Sogavare took over from Ulufa’alu �n late June 
2000, large forces were pos�t�oned aga�nst h�m. H�s f�rst pr�me m�n�stersh�p 
was a balanc�ng act, as he had to placate the Mala�ta Eagle Force (MEF) 
and the Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM). After the general elect�on �n 
December 2001, he became leader of the oppos�t�on for a per�od.

By the t�me he was voted �n as pr�me m�n�ster for the second t�me, he 
was a much w�ser man, and well blooded �n the pol�t�cal arena. A powerfully 
bu�lt mart�al arts expert w�th the d�st�nct�ve jet-black sk�n typ�cal of the 
western Solomons, Sogavare �s phys�cally �mpress�ve. He dresses well and 
has p�erc�ng eyes. A day after h�s elect�on, Sogavare announced h�s new 
cab�net l�ne-up, but two appo�ntments d�d not go down well w�th the 
publ�c or overseas observers: Dausabea and Ne’e were offered portfol�os, 
w�th the just�f�cat�on that they had been charged but should be presumed 
�nnocent unt�l conv�cted. The s�tuat�on was made worse when Sogavare 
offered Dausabea the pol�ce and nat�onal secur�ty portfol�o. Nat�onal and 
�nternat�onal commentators r�d�culed Sogavare, spo�l�ng what had unt�l then 
been support from all s�des. Austral�a’s Fore�gn M�n�ster, Alexander Downer, 
was scath�ng, but, as Sogavare sa�d at the t�me, Austral�a and members of 
RAMSI had no r�ght ‘to �nterfere �n matters concern�ng the appo�ntment or 
removal of m�n�sters w�th�n the Government of Solomon Islands’ (Wasuka 
2006e). After local pressure was appl�ed, however, caretaker m�n�sters 
were appo�nted and, a l�ttle later, Dausabea’s and Ne’e’s appo�ntments were 
w�thdrawn (O’Callaghan 2006; Wate 2006k; Wasuka 2006f).

Two weeks later, the Grand Coal�t�on for Change pol�cy framework 
document was released. In the foreword, Pr�me M�nster Sogavare wrote

[t]he Grand Coal�t�on for Change Government �s very ser�ous about 
lead�ng th�s country �n the d�rect�on that w�ll benef�t and upl�ft the people 
of Solomon Islands. To th�s end, �t has to be reform m�nded, people focused 
and rules based. It w�ll remove barr�ers that �mpede ‘development w�th 
a human face’ to occur at the grassroots level and w�ll carry out pol�c�es 
through government structures that w�ll del�ver results. The GCC 
government’s v�s�on �s to g�ve th�s country hope, prosper�ty and peace �n a 
secure env�ronment (Grand Coal�t�on for Change Government 2006).

The document focused pr�nc�pally on a bottom-up approach to rural 
development, wh�ch was to be �mplemented once funds were allocated �n 
the February 2007 nat�onal budget.
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Of the many press�ng �ssues the government faced, the ma�n ones were: 
understand�ng the causes of the Hon�ara r�ots; determ�n�ng the future 
relat�onsh�p w�th RAMSI; federal�sm; the need to restore eth�cal leadersh�p; 
establ�sh�ng a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto land deal�ngs on Guadalcanal before 
the cr�s�s; and the need for a truth and reconc�l�at�on comm�ss�on relat�ng 
to the 1998–2000 cr�s�s per�od.

W�th regard to the Apr�l 2006 Hon�ara r�ots, a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry 
was establ�shed to look �nto �ts causes; unfortunately, however, attempts 
were made to dera�l �t. The appo�nted cha�rman, former Austral�an judge 
Marcus E�nfeld, came under scrut�ny �n the Austral�an and Solomon Islands 
press for exaggerat�ng h�s qual�f�cat�ons and anomal�es �n other legal matters 
(Mamu 2006o, 2006q; Wate 2006s; Nason 2006; Merr�tt 2006; Andrus�ak 
and Merr�tt 2006; Merr�tt and Andrus�ak 2006). In the Solomon Islands, 
Attorney-General, Pr�mo Afeau, challenged Sogavare �n court over two of the 
�nqu�ry’s terms of reference concern�ng Ne’e and Dausabea. He argued that 
they should not be �ncluded �n the comm�ss�on’s br�ef as th�s would const�tute 
contempt of court (Mamu 2006p, 2006q; Afeau 2006; Wate 2006n, 2006o; 
Sogavare 2006) because Dausabea’s and Ne’e’s cases were already be�ng 
tr�ed. In h�s del�berat�ons on 6 September, however, Just�ce John Brown of 
the H�gh Court ruled that the two terms d�d not const�tute contempt as the 
comm�ss�on had not begun. The two terms were, f�rst, for the comm�ss�on to 
�nvest�gate the role of any MP (�nclud�ng Dausabea and Ne’e) �n the execut�on 
of the Apr�l c�v�l unrest; and second, to rev�ew the c�rcumstances relat�ng to 
the arrest, charg�ng and detent�on of those accused, as well as to �nvest�gate 
and evaluate the bas�s on wh�ch the�r cont�nued detent�on �n custody was 
reasonably just�f�ed and not pol�t�cally mot�vated. The comm�ss�on was set 
to proceed w�th �ts work. Sogavare �n�t�ally stood by E�nfeld and the terms 
of the comm�ss�on, but he eventually gave �n—replac�ng E�nfeld as head of 
the comm�ss�on w�th a ret�red Papua New Gu�nea judge. He also eventually 
backed down over the two content�ous terms of reference.

There were allegat�ons that RAMSI and the Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�on 
played a part �n attempts to dera�l the comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry because �t m�ght 
f�nd fault w�th the RAMSI pol�ce and the Austral�an pol�ce comm�ss�oner 
for not do�ng enough to conta�n the r�ots.7 On 12 September, the Austral�an 
H�gh Comm�ss�oner, Patr�ck Cole, was expelled—a severe move that 
no government would take w�thout great provocat�on. Unw�ll�ng to 
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countenance the cont�nued bully�ng and cr�t�c�sm by Austral�a and Cole—
who was accused of try�ng to stop external fund�ng of the comm�ss�on—and 
g�ven Cole’s prev�ous behav�our, wh�ch had led R�n� to ask for h�s recall, 
Sogavare ordered that Cole be removed (Wate 2006t; Walters 2006). 
Austral�a’s Fore�gn M�n�ster, Alexander Downer, countered by say�ng that 
he bel�eved the expuls�on was ‘a personal�sed attack for no good reason’ 
(ABC 2006) and that the Sogavare government was us�ng the comm�ss�on 
of �nqu�ry to cloak the nefar�ous act�v�t�es of Dausabea and Ne’e, as well as 
to attack RAMSI. Others have suggested that Sogavare has been beholden 
to Dausabea s�nce 2000, when he and other Mala�tans supported Sogavare’s 
nom�nat�on as pr�me m�n�ster (Man�mu 2006). There has also been cr�t�c�sm 
of the relat�onsh�p between Sogavare and Jul�an Mot�, an Austral�an lawyer 
of Indo-F�j�an descent, who has become m�xed up �n the legal wrangl�ng 
over the comm�ss�on. Aspects of Mot�’s past have led to quest�ons about 
h�s su�tab�l�ty for off�ce (Downer has also been scath�ng about Mot�). 
Nevertheless, Mot� was made a QC and was appo�nted to replace Afeau as 
attorney-general (Wate 2006q, 2006r; Eremae 2006; Ken�lorea 2006; Mot� 
2006). Dur�ng th�s d�ff�cult t�me, Austral�a’s med�a behaved d�sgracefully 
�n �ts unwarranted attacks on the Solomon Islands government (Sydney 
Morn�ng Herald 2006; Skehan 2006; Sher�dan 2006; Walters 2006; The 
Austral�an 2006).

The second press�ng �ssue for the new government was to arr�ve at 
some understand�ng w�th RAMSI to strengthen the partnersh�p, tak�ng �nto 
account areas �n wh�ch RAMSI should start tra�n�ng Solomon Islanders to 
take over from �t, even �f th�s takes another f�ve or so years. The government 
agreed that RAMSI has a role to play �n rehab�l�tat�ng Solomon Islands and 
�t renewed �ts tenure �n 2006, but a thorough reassessment was cons�dered 
necessary. The Sogavare government was reassert�ng nat�onal sovere�gnty and 
RAMSI seemed uneasy about th�s. RAMSI and part�cularly Austral�a as the 
major partner were largely able to have the�r own way w�th the Kemakeza 
government between 2003 and early 2006. The ease w�th wh�ch they could 
‘handle’ the Solomon Islands government no longer ex�sts and RAMSI and 
Austral�a are smart�ng under the stra�n of deal�ng w�th the �ndependent 
Sogavare government.

The th�rd lead�ng �ssue was the long-stand�ng w�sh by the major�ty of 
Solomon Islanders to �mplement federal�sm. The costs �nvolved �n establ�sh�ng 
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federal�sm and the shape �t w�ll take have not yet been conf�rmed—the matter 
was to be f�nal�sed �n 2007 through a nat�onal �ndependent const�tut�onal 
congress. A few prov�nces have already prepared themselves for federal�sm. 
For example, Mak�ra/Ulawa Prov�nce has passed an ord�nance known as the 
Commun�ty Governance Reg�me, wh�ch �nvolves sett�ng up ward counc�ls 
of ch�efs and ward development author�t�es. Interest�ngly, they do not want 
new elect�ons or a state parl�ament (see Scales, th�s volume).

The fourth major �ssue was to ensure that eth�cal leadersh�p �s pract�sed; 
th�s �nvolves weed�ng out corrupt�on and bad governance. The government 
commenced prepar�ng several p�eces of leg�slat�on, �nclud�ng an ant�-
corrupt�on b�ll, a pol�t�cal part�es �ntegr�ty b�ll and a code of conduct for all 
MPs. It �s gall�ng to have the Austral�an pr�me m�n�ster and fore�gn m�n�ster 
accuse the Sogavare government of corrupt�on when �t �s try�ng hard to 
�ntroduce mechan�sms that w�ll place l�m�ts on corrupt�on. 

The f�fth matter was the �nst�tut�on of a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto land-
tenure �ssues on Guadalcanal before the soc�al cr�s�s that began �n 1998. 
Th�s �s the bas�s of Guale concerns, wh�ch w�ll not be qu�eted unt�l there �s 
a thorough �nvest�gat�on of the events that led to the cr�s�s years.  The s�xth 
urgent matter was the establ�shment of a truth and reconc�l�at�on comm�ss�on 
to uncover the root causes of the soc�al cr�s�s of 1998–2000 and to prov�de 
an opportun�ty for real heal�ng to take place. There have been calls for such 
a comm�ss�on from many quarters and �t �s necessary to ach�eve nat�onal 
reconc�l�at�on and un�ty. Once aga�n, however, RAMSI and the Austral�an 
H�gh Comm�ss�on have not been support�ve.

S�nce �ndependence �n 1978, the Solomon Islands government has always 
supported the Republ�c of Ch�na (Ta�wan) wh�le often also fl�rt�ng w�th the 
People’s Republ�c of Ch�na (Moore 2004:163–4). Although Sogavare made 
certa�n statements that seemed amb�valent and Ta�wan’s ambassador �ssued a 
pla�nt�ve plea for cont�nued support (Chen 2006), Sogavare f�nally came out 
strongly �n support of Ta�wan. Before tak�ng a tr�p to Ta�wan �n July 2006, he 
gave assurances that he was not d�splay�ng a double standard and requested that 
the Nasnol Pat� d�shonour a memorandum of understand�ng �t had s�gned w�th 
the government of ma�nland Ch�na �n late 2005 (Wate 2006m). Franc�s B�lly 
H�lly and h�s party rejected the request, say�ng that the �ssue was never ra�sed 
at jo�nt party meet�ngs. Th�s led Sogavare to sack H�lly from h�s cab�net and 
replace h�m w�th Ped Shannel from the oppos�t�on, although �t has also been 
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suggested that Sogavare was protect�ng the general secretary of h�s pol�t�cal 
party, F�l�p�no S�r� Ramon Qu�tales (Mamu 2006r). For Sogavare, th�s was 
an �ssue about the �ntegr�ty of h�s government, but no doubt �t w�ll also reap 
benef�ts �n strengthen�ng the relat�onsh�p w�th Ta�wan.

In October 2006, the oppos�t�on moved a mot�on of no conf�dence 
aga�nst the Sogavare government; however, Sogavare’s d�plomat�c fracas 
w�th Austral�a only strengthened h�s domest�c stand�ng and the mot�on 
was defeated.

The 2006 general elect�on brought w�th �t much hope and a w�sh for 
clean and honest government. The three d�fferent observer teams agreed that 
the elect�ons were free, fa�r and honest. When R�n� was voted �n as pr�me 
m�n�ster on 18 Apr�l, the people’s hopes for a better Solomon Islands were 
short-c�rcu�ted and the Hon�ara crowd reacted negat�vely, caus�ng the Apr�l 
r�ots. One could argue that Hon�ara �s not representat�ve of the nat�on—and 
certa�nly the nat�on cannot be ruled by a Hon�ara mob—but I would argue 
that the crowd captured the mood of the major�ty of Solomon Islanders, 
who wanted change and were devastated to see R�n� elected. The destruct�ve 
act�ons of the mob, however regrettable, �n the�r own way resembled the 
people’s power that swept Corazon Aqu�no to off�ce �n the Ph�l�pp�nes �n 
1986. The people spoke and the pol�t�c�ans had to l�sten.

The Apr�l r�ots were also a symptom of someth�ng b�gger and deeper. The 
targets were Ch�nese bus�ness houses because they had been controll�ng the 
country’s economy for so long. People resented the fact that some Ch�nese 
had become �nvolved �n pol�t�cs and corruptly �nfluenced pol�t�c�ans. The 
Ch�nese faced the brunt of the rage of �nd�genous Solomon Islanders, but 
they were the obv�ous face of a much larger As�an commun�ty and extens�ve 
corrupt�on. For example, Koreans, Malays�ans and F�l�p�nos represent 
corrupt forces �n the logg�ng �ndustry and the new Ch�nese (as d�st�nct from 
the ‘old’, pre-World War II Ch�nese fam�l�es) became �nvolved �n scandals 
such as the fraudulent �ssu�ng of passports. These new Ch�nese are notor�ous 
for the poor treatment of the�r workers. As well, fore�gners (ma�nly Ch�nese) 
own a large amount of property �n Hon�ara. These matters do not go down 
well w�th the populace, whose anger welled over �n Apr�l 2006.

When RAMSI f�rst came to the Solomon Islands, there were h�gh hopes 
that the nat�on’s problems would be tackled. Slowly, th�s �s occurr�ng, but too 
slowly, and much more st�ll needs to be done. Sogavare’s Grand Coal�t�on 
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for Change government was sett�ng pr�or�t�es �ntended to �mprove people’s 
l�ves. Pol�t�cal stab�l�ty �s cruc�al to ensure a conduc�ve env�ronment for 
econom�c progress and, after the exper�ences of Apr�l 2006 wh�ch saw 
fact�ons of MPs camped �n three hotels (at great expense), �t was clear 
that ways must be found to �mprove pol�t�cal stab�l�ty. Leg�slat�on �s to 
be �ntroduced so that the governor-general could approach the MP who 
commands the most support after an elect�on to form government. The 
�ntent�on was to get r�d of the corrupt pol�t�cs and the pol�t�cal horse-trad�ng 
that presently mars our parl�amentary system.

The second Sogavare government �ntended to embark on a program of 
land reform to deal w�th the convolut�ons of Solomon Islands’ trad�t�onal 
land-tenure systems. A tr�bes and customary land t�tles b�ll was to be drafted 
w�th the �ntent�on of encourag�ng people to work on the�r land, open �t up for 
development and make customary land a transferable commod�ty. Cultural 
mapp�ng of land also cont�nued under the Customary Land and Record�ng 
Act (Wate 2006p). The decentral�sat�on of power and development are 
cruc�al �ssues and the government �ntended to work �n th�s area to ensure 
that rural people benef�t from the�r hard work and resources.

The people know that, ult�mately, they are the owners of the resources 
and the development process. They must become full part�c�pants �n 
th�s bottom-up approach to rural development, know�ng that they have 
contr�buted to the overall development and progress of Solomon Islands. 
It �s only then that we w�ll real�se that a ra�nbow across the mounta�ns �s 
part of th�s development and we should not fear po�nt�ng our f�nger at �t. 
By po�nt�ng our f�nger at the ra�nbow �n the sky, we are a�m�ng to bu�ld 
a sound, un�ted, peaceful and progress�ve Solomon Islands for us and our 
ch�ldren.
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Notes
1 I take as my text here Heren�ko and Wesley-Sm�th 2003.
2 Kemakeza was arrested �n October 2006 (Wate 2006u).
3 A v�deo record�ng ex�sts of the lead up to the r�ot outs�de parl�ament, recorded for 

use by a new TV stat�on �n Hon�ara.
4 Taus�nga became deputy pr�me m�n�ster, unt�l h�s res�gnat�on �n December 2006.
5 There was a precedent for th�s: another MP had been allowed to vote wh�le �n 

hosp�tal.
6 It was alleged that R�n� voted for Sogavare.
7 See Moore, th�s volume. Moore concluded that the pol�ce comm�ss�oner was unprepared 

to handle the s�tuat�on and that the RAMSI pol�ce performed poorly. The Austral�an 
government react�on to the comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry seems to �nd�cate that they fear a 
s�m�lar conclus�on.
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Chapter 6
The �mpact of RAMSI on the  
2006 elect�ons

Jon Fraenkel

The cha�ns came off the doors of parl�ament and Governor-General 
Nathan�el Waena strode out at m�dday on 18 Apr�l 2006 to announce the 
results of the th�rteenth pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�ons s�nce �ndependence. 
To h�s r�ght was former prem�er S�r Allan Kemakeza, whose government 
had proved the f�rst s�nce �ndependence to surv�ve a full term �n off�ce.1 
On h�s left was Snyder R�n�, Kemakeza’s former deputy, who was declared 
solemnly to be the newly elected pr�me m�n�ster. Surround�ng them were 
the former cab�net m�n�sters, fresh from the�r fact�on hav�ng preva�led over 
the oppos�t�on by 27 votes to 23 �n a secret ballot held beh�nd closed doors. 
The message of a tr�umph for the former government and of cont�nu�ty 
�n nat�onal pol�t�cs was not lost on the crowds of spectators outs�de, who 
had been kept wa�t�ng �n ant�c�pat�on for hours �n the bak�ng sun. Before 
R�n� had completed h�s acceptance speech, the protest had turned angry. 
M�nutes later, rocks were ra�n�ng down on the parl�ament bu�ld�ng and 
the Austral�an pol�ce protect�ng �t. A protracted s�ege began, wh�ch was 
eventually subdued w�th tear-gas. R�ot�ng spread to Po�nt Cruz, Ch�natown 
and to Kukum, w�th many As�an shops and bus�nesses and the Pac�f�c Cas�no 
Hotel complex burnt to the ground. E�ght days later, s�x MPs crossed the 
floor, tr�gger�ng the collapse of the R�n�-led government and a belated 
v�ctory for the oppos�t�on—an event that transformed unrest �nto jub�lat�on 
on the streets of Hon�ara.2
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Black Tuesday—as the events of 18 Apr�l became known—generated 
fam�l�ar debates about the ult�mate causes of the most ser�ous urban 
d�sturbance s�nce the arr�val of the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to the 
Solomon Islands (RAMSI) �n July 2003. Why, after an elect�on process 
unan�mously declared free and fa�r by fore�gn observer groups, was there such 
a v�olent react�on to the outcome? Were the r�ots pr�mar�ly a popular react�on 
aga�nst the perce�ved �lleg�t�macy of the pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on result? 
D�d d�sappo�nted oppos�t�on pol�t�c�ans �nst�gate them? Were d�sturbances 
dr�ven by ant�-Ch�nese sent�ment, or was the target�ng of As�an bus�nesses 
�nd�cat�ve of popular percept�ons that the pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on had been 
bought w�th As�an cash? Was the key flash-po�nt the premature use of tear-gas 
or, more generally, the poor tact�cal response to the �n�t�al protest by RAMSI 
pol�ce off�cers? Reports by the Austral�an Broadcast�ng Corporat�on (ABC) 
that, later that afternoon, RAMSI veh�cles were �gn�ted by youths carry�ng 
petrol-f�lled plast�c squeeze bottles encouraged w�ld consp�racy theor�es �n 
the Austral�an press: ‘[t]he protestors can be accused of many th�ngs but not 
spontane�ty. Truckloads of rocks and water bottles were del�vered outs�de 
parl�ament �n the days before the v�olence began’ (Ma�den 2006).3 Suggest�ons 
of ‘pr�or plann�ng and coord�nat�on’ and of ‘Ta�wanese and Ch�nese �nfluences 
beh�nd the recent v�olence �n the Solomons’ were made by Austral�an Federal 
Pol�ce Comm�ss�oner, M�ck Keelty (O’Callaghan 2006; PacNews 2006; ABC 
2006b; Call�ck 2006; McKenna 2006). There was an extraord�nary reluctance 
to look, �n any depth, �nto the domest�c pol�t�cal causes of the r�ots. 

Th�s chapter looks at the �mpact of RAMSI and the broader Austral�an 
presence on the outcomes of the Apr�l 2006 general elect�on, and the 
subsequent pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on. It exam�nes f�rst the voter turn-out 
data and changes to the vot�ng system before the 2006 poll. Second, �t looks 
at the broader pol�t�cal d�v�s�ons as they stood on the eve of the poll, and how 
RAMSI’s arr�val had sh�fted the balance between government and oppos�t�on. 
Th�rd, the chapter analyses the var�at�on �n the number of cand�dates 
contest�ng compared w�th prev�ous elect�ons, the performance of women 
cand�dates, the turnover of s�tt�ng members and the pol�t�cal complex�on of 
the var�ous pol�t�cal part�es. F�nally, �t exam�nes sh�ft�ng all�ances �n Hon�ara 
�n the wake of the 2006 poll, how R�n� emerged v�ctor�ous �n the pr�me 
m�n�ster�al elect�ons on 18 Apr�l and the role electoral factors played �n 
tr�gger�ng the subsequent r�ots. 
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The conduct of the polls
The 2006 Solomon Islands general elect�on was the seventh s�nce 
�ndependence, and the f�rst s�nce RAMSI’s arr�val �n m�d 2003. It was 
potent�ally a key watershed on the road back to self-government. Parl�ament 
was d�ssolved on 20 December 2005, leav�ng Kemakeza’s government to 
play a three and a half month long caretaker role.4 The Solomon Islands 
Electoral Comm�ss�on (SIEC) was �n a weak state. Long-stand�ng Ch�ef 
Electoral Off�cer, John Babalu, had not had h�s contract renewed �n 2005, and 
h�s successor, Mart�n Karan�, had been f�red for m�sappropr�at�on of funds. 
The new superv�sor, Musu Kevu, had been appo�nted only late �n 2005. An 
AusAID-funded electoral ass�stance project brought seven adv�sers from the 
Austral�an Electoral Comm�ss�on to ass�st the SIEC, wh�ch also ran an AusAID 
and NZAID-supported c�v�c awareness program, wh�ch toured every ward 
and most of the major v�llages across the country. Unl�ke 2001, when donors 
funded the ent�re elect�on, other costs of the 2006 elect�on were met by the 
Solomon Islands government.5 

The most ser�ous problem was w�th the electoral roll. The f�nal tally of 
342,119 reg�stered voters enta�led an 85 per cent �ncrease on the 2001 f�gure. 
W�th an est�mated populat�on of 470,681, th�s �mpl�ed that 73 per cent of 
c�t�zens were el�g�ble to vote—an unl�kely f�gure, g�ven that about half the 
populat�on was below the legal m�n�mum vot�ng age of 18. One reason for th�s 
was the absence of any ‘clean�ng’ of the electoral reg�ster, that �s, to remove 
those deceased or those who had changed const�tuency (SIEC 2006). F�gure 
6.1 shows the d�str�but�on of reg�stered voters across the 50 const�tuenc�es, 
as well as the var�at�on �n turn-out across the country. The largest numbers 
of reg�stered voters were �n the three Hon�ara const�tuenc�es, but here the 
turn-out was only 28.6 per cent, well below the nat�onal average of 56.4 per 
cent. Many of those l�v�ng �n Hon�ara were reg�stered tw�ce—once �n the�r 
place of res�dence, and aga�n on the�r �sland of or�g�n. Mob�le town-dwellers 
regularly vote where they have land r�ghts or strong k�nsh�p connect�ons, 
rather than �n the more ethn�cally �nter-m�xed urban centres. The Electoral 
Act conta�ns no prov�s�ons for absentee vot�ng. In the days before each general 
elect�on, outward-bound vessels transport large numbers of �slanders across 
the group—a process that enhances the pol�t�cal leverage of sh�p-owners, 
who often double as local logg�ng magnates. The absence of any prov�s�on 
for absentee vot�ng also d�senfranch�ses the large numbers of mob�le publ�c 
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servants, pol�ce off�cers and others engaged �n the process of electoral 
adm�n�strat�on, who are therefore unable to return to the�r homes to vote.        

The most substant�al change that occurred �n electoral adm�n�strat�on 
before the 2006 poll was the sh�ft from a mult�ple to s�ngle ballot box system. 
In prev�ous elect�ons, poll�ng stat�ons had been organ�sed w�th separate ballot 
boxes set as�de for each cand�date. The voter would collect an endorsed ballot 
paper from the pres�d�ng off�cer and then enter a pr�vate room to depos�t 
th�s �n the�r favoured cand�date’s box. The system eased the way for abuse.6 
The voter could pass through the booth w�thout depos�t�ng the ballot paper 
and sell th�s outs�de the poll�ng stat�on to the h�ghest b�dder. Cand�dates or 
the�r agents m�ght then cast the�r own vote towards the end of the poll�ng 
day, but �n the process depos�t s�zeable numbers of purchased votes �nto the 
ballot boxes. At prev�ous elect�ons, count�ng agents reported d�scover�ng 
large wads of stapled ballots w�th �dent�cal marks �n the boxes. W�th the new 
s�ngle ballot box system, th�s method of vote buy�ng became �mposs�ble, and 
the reform was applauded w�dely by return�ng and pres�d�ng off�cers, poll�ng 
agents and many cand�dates, as well as by most ord�nary voters. At about only 
1.5 per cent, the rate of �nval�d (or �nformal) vot�ng was lower than many 
had ant�c�pated. 

Unprecedented numbers of �nternat�onal observers arr�ved �n the Solomon 
Islands before the 2006 elect�on, �nclud�ng delegat�ons from the Pac�f�c Islands 
Forum, Austral�a, New Zealand, the Un�ted States and Japan, w�th the Un�ted 
Nat�ons prov�d�ng log�st�cal coord�nat�on. The Commonwealth also had �ts 
own team and engaged �n tra�n�ng domest�c observers. Together, domest�c 
observers and a W�nds of Change Clean Elect�on Campa�gn, �nsp�red �n�t�ally 
by Moral Rearmament Group act�v�t�es �n Kenya, ensured a stronger role for 
c�v�l soc�ety act�v�sts than at prev�ous elect�ons, and served to focus attent�on 
on �ssues of personal prob�ty, moral character and good governance.7 Act�v�sts 
sought to have voters s�gn undertak�ngs aga�nst corrupt�on: ‘I pledge that I w�ll 
not accept br�bes, accept any false prom�ses, sell my vote or �nvolve [sic] �n any 
corrupt act�v�ty before, dur�ng or after the elect�on’ (Solomon Star 2006o). The 
AusAID-funded Clean Elect�on Campa�gn, together w�th W�nds of Change, 
generated anx�ety among government m�n�sters that th�s �mpl�ed support for 
some cathart�c sweep�ng away of s�tt�ng members. Th�s was one of a host of 
new factors connected w�th RAMSI’s arr�val that �nfluenced the hab�tually 
opaque and adaptable electoral processes of the Solomon Islands.    
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A shape of shapelessness 
S�r Allan Kemakeza’s chances of surv�val as pr�me m�n�ster depended on 
h�s repeat�ng the coal�t�on-bu�ld�ng exerc�se that had g�ven h�m the pos�t�on 
back �n 2001. H�s sk�lls �n th�s respect owed much to h�s pol�t�cal exper�ence 
ga�ned under the later governments of Solomon Mamalon� (1989–93, 
1994–97). Kemakeza had entered parl�ament or�g�nally as the Member 
for Savo/Russells �n 1989, and became M�n�ster of Pol�ce �n Mamalon�’s 
People’s All�ance Party (PAP) government. When Mamalon� abandoned 
the PAP �n 1990 after an �nternal party revolt and st�tched together a new 
coal�t�on w�th oppos�t�on leaders, Kemakeza was one of the loyal m�n�sters 
who accompan�ed h�m. At the 1993 polls, Kemakeza stood successfully as 
one of the cand�dates aff�l�ated w�th Mamalon�’s Government of Nat�onal 
Un�ty and Reconc�l�at�on (GNUR) group�ng. In 1994, he became M�n�ster 
for Forestry, Env�ronment and Conservat�on when Mamalon� returned 
to off�ce, pres�d�ng over the most controvers�al phase of unsusta�nable 
round-log exports �n the country’s h�story (Bennett 2000:346–7). The Savo 
pol�t�c�an returned to cab�net for a th�rd t�me after the June 2000 coup as 
deputy pr�me m�n�ster and M�n�ster for Nat�onal Un�ty, Reconc�l�at�on and 
Peace. Aboard HMAS Tobruk off the coast near Hon�ara, he was respons�ble 
for the hand�ng out of SI$10 m�ll�on to prov�nc�al pol�t�c�ans, most of 
wh�ch ended up �n the hands of leaders of the Mala�ta Eagle Force (MEF) 
(Fraenkel 2004a:95). In the months after the October 2000 Townsv�lle Peace 
Agreement (TPA), Kemakeza superv�sed the d�str�but�on of compensat�on 
money to m�l�tant leaders, �nclud�ng handl�ng pay-outs from a SI$133.5 
m�ll�on (US$25 m�ll�on) loan prov�ded by the Ta�wanese EXIM Bank. In 
the process, he awarded h�mself SI$851,000 (US$164,754), purportedly 
for damage to h�s property �n Western Guadalcanal, and was sacked for 
embezzlement. Desp�te these ep�sodes, �n June 2001, Kemakeza rece�ved 
the Kn�ght Bachelor award (KB) from the Br�t�sh Queen for ‘serv�ces to 
pol�c�ng and pol�t�cs’ (BBC 2001).

After the 2001 polls, Kemakeza explo�ted h�s newfound status to 
emerge tr�umphant �n the race to be pr�me m�n�ster. Gather�ng together 
at the Hon�ara Hotel, Kemakeza’s seamlessly rejuvenated PAP s�gned 
a memorandum of understand�ng w�th the Assoc�at�on of Independent 
Members of Parl�ament (AIMP). AIMP leader Snyder R�n� consequently 
stepped as�de as cand�date for the pr�me m�n�ster�al post, ensur�ng v�ctory 
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for Kemakeza at the f�rst count w�th 29 of the 50 votes—an event greeted 
w�th d�smay by the crowds outs�de parl�ament. As pr�me m�n�ster, Kemakeza 
pursued a cr�s�s-su�ted var�ant of the well-establ�shed Mamalon� strategy 
of bu�ld�ng up networks of patronage and placat�ng d�scontent by hand�ng 
out personal favours. 

Desp�te major fa�l�ngs of pol�cy, �nclud�ng a confess�on of personal 
compl�c�ty �n tell�ng MEF leaders to hold onto the�r weapons �n def�ance of 
h�s own government’s amnesty pol�cy (Fraenkel 2004a:141–2), Kemakeza’s 
government surv�ved. The cont�nued release of success�ve port�ons of the 
Ta�wanese EXIM loan dur�ng 2001–02 fuelled a deb�l�tat�ng process of 
harassment of f�nance m�n�stry and treasury off�c�als, w�th m�l�tants rout�nely 
hang�ng around outs�de the pr�me m�n�ster’s off�ce w�th guns, wa�t�ng for 
money to arr�ve. By December 2002, the economy had h�t rock bottom, w�th 
gross domest�c product (GDP) per cap�ta about one-th�rd lower than 1997 
levels. Cab�net �tself was under s�ege from d�straught ‘spec�al constables’—
ex-m�l�tants enl�sted to serve alongs�de the regular pol�ce at the he�ght of 
the tens�on. The pr�me m�n�ster’s adv�ser, ethn�c Malays�an bus�nessman 
Robert Goh, was shot �n the stomach dur�ng an assass�nat�on attempt. The 
�ncreas�ng personal r�sk to the sen�or pol�t�cal classes encouraged renewed 
appeals for fore�gn �ntervent�on, and set the stage for what turned out to 
be an extraord�nary pol�t�cal real�gnment. 

The arr�val of RAMSI �n July 2003 strengthened the beleaguered 
Kemakeza government. After be�ng flown to Canberra to agree to terms 
before the m�ss�on, Kemakeza steered the requ�red enabl�ng leg�slat�on 
f�rst through cab�net and then through parl�ament, and re�nvented h�s 
adm�n�strat�on as the loyal ally of the new m�ss�on. Austral�an Pr�me M�n�ster, 
John Howard, called Kemakeza a ‘stra�ghtforward good man to deal w�th’ 
(People F�rst 2003a). W�th an armed protect�on force ass�gned to h�m after 
RAMSI’s arr�val, the Solomon Islands pr�me m�n�ster met accusat�ons that 
he was one of the ‘b�g f�sh’ deserv�ng of prosecut�on for corrupt�on and 
compl�c�ty w�th the m�l�tants dur�ng the unrest of 1999–2003 w�th repeated 
rejo�nders that he would allow the law to take �ts course (Solomon Star 
2006c; New Zealand Herald 2003; SIBC 2003; People F�rst 2003b; Sasako 
2003a, 2003b). Three of Kemakeza’s or�g�nal m�n�sters assoc�ated w�th the 
MEF were eventually conv�cted and, only after that, belatedly sacked. Several 
other m�n�sters were prosecuted for corrupt�on. Regular cab�net reshuffles, 
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jud�c�ous d�str�but�on of Ta�wanese a�d and floor cross�ng by sen�or oppos�t�on 
leaders ass�sted the extraord�nary surv�val of Kemakeza’s government. 
Seek�ng a f�fth term �n off�ce at the 2006 polls, Kemakeza embarked on a 
lacklustre campa�gn hop�ng to obta�n cred�t for the arr�val of RAMSI and 
the restorat�on of peace, stab�l�ty and econom�c recovery.

On the other hand, the oppos�t�on entered the 2006 elect�ons �n a much-
depleted state, lead�ng some commentators to emphas�se the absence of 
any mean�ngful d�st�nct�on between the oppos�t�on and the ‘old guard’ �n 
Solomon Islands pol�t�cs (Hame�r� 2006).8 Yet that lack of coherence of the 
oppos�t�on �n 2006 needs to be seen �n a longer-term context. Solomon 
Islands pol�t�cs has never revolved around clear-cut �deolog�cal d�st�nct�ons, 
for example between left and r�ght. Nor have ethn�c, prov�nc�al or reg�onal 
bases prov�ded a workable bas�s for coal�t�on format�on or even for pol�t�cal 
part�es. All governments have been all�ances between MPs from d�fferent parts 
of the group, �n part�cular balanc�ng MPs from populous Mala�ta w�th those 
from Guadalcanal and Western Prov�nce. The polar�sat�on of Solomon Islands 
pol�t�cs �n the 1980s around the struggle between the Un�ted Party (UP) and 
PAP ended w�th Mamalon�’s 1990 abandonment of the PAP, and UP leader, 
S�r Peter Ken�lorea’s, dec�s�on to jo�n the reconf�gured Mamalon� GNUR 
cab�net. Party alleg�ances subsequently became st�ll weaker, and ‘leaders of 
the �ndependents’ turned from be�ng k�ngmakers to potent�al v�ctors �n the 
all-�mportant post-elect�on tussle for the pr�me m�n�ster�al post. 

The oppos�t�on-led governments that emerged at the 1993 and 1997 
elect�ons were fract�ous group�ngs, held together pr�mar�ly by the�r efforts 
to prevent Mamalon� from return�ng to off�ce. In 1993, leader of the 
�ndependents, Franc�s B�lly H�lly, became pr�me m�n�ster w�th a one-seat 
major�ty, and led a short-l�ved government that took steps to reduce the pace 
of logg�ng act�v�ty, �ncrease local process�ng and reform the forestry �ndustry. 
Most of the m�n�sters �n the former Mamalon� government were connected 
closely w�th logg�ng bus�nesses and opposed the new reform�st or�entat�on 
(Bennett 2000:345). A no-conf�dence vote �n November 1994 brought 
about the fall of the H�lly government—an event accompan�ed by what one 
Mamalon� ally adm�tted to have been a frenet�c process of ‘cheque or cash 
lobby�ng’ (Alas�a 1997:13). Deposed m�n�ster and former trade un�on�st 
Joses Tuhanuku alleged that Goh (later to become Kemakeza’s adv�ser) had 
been the go-between �n sol�c�t�ng floor crossers for Mamalon�, and cla�med 
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to have been offered a SI$10,000 br�be to sw�tch s�des (Bennett 2000:345). 
Under the restored Mamalon� government (1994–97), duty was reduced on 
forestry products and l�cens�ng of local logg�ng forms resumed. Desp�te the 
consequent accelerat�on of t�mber exports, government expend�ture rose 
and debt �ncreased (Bennett 2000:341–2; Fraenkel 2004a:40–1). 

After the elect�ons of 1997 Bartholomew Ulufa’alu became pr�me 
m�n�ster, aga�n at the head of a loose coal�t�on of small part�es and 
�ndependents. The Solomon Islands Act�on for Change (SIAC) government 
was comm�tted to reform of government f�nances, greater regulat�on of the 
logg�ng �ndustry and down-s�z�ng of the c�v�l serv�ce w�th back�ng from the 
As�an Development Bank, the World Bank and the Internat�onal Monetary 
Fund. For some observers, th�s �mpl�ed a government comm�tted to the 
pro-market �deals of the pol�t�cal r�ght; however, array�ng Solomon Islands 
pol�t�c�ans on a left–r�ght spectrum has never been a part�cularly useful way 
of understand�ng the country’s pol�t�cs. The most character�st�c appeal of 
the Ulufa’alu government was for reform away from the system of crony�sm 
that was �dent�f�ed w�th Mamalon�’s governments, wh�ch could hardly be 
�dent�f�ed as serv�ng a left�st �deology. Those reforms met res�stance from 
entrenched �nterests, part�cularly �n the publ�c sector (Hughes 2001:12); 
however, the Ulufa’alu government proved able to w�thstand several 
attempted no-conf�dence b�ds, �n one case because t�ed votes left the 
government �n off�ce (Kabutaulaka 1999). 

When the Isatabu upr�s�ng began �n late 1998, m�n�sters �n the Ulufa’alu 
government r�ghtly or wrongly �nterpreted those events as a consp�racy 
hatched by ‘Mamalon� men’ a�med at restor�ng the old guard to off�ce; 
‘the tens�ons were be�ng orchestrated to topple the SIAC Government �n 
order to d�srupt an amb�t�ous reform programme’ (Off�ce of the Pr�me 
M�n�ster 2000:7). The Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM) ev�cted some 
20,000 Mala�tans from the�r homesteads �n rural Guadalcanal. In November 
1999, Ulufa’alu met Mala�tan protestors demand�ng compensat�on for lost 
propert�es on the steps of parl�ament and publ�cly rejected the�r cla�ms. 
Although some p�llor�ed h�m for th�s response, the later open�ng of the 
compensat�on floodgates served only to encourage and even �nst�tut�onal�se 
the new-found role of the m�l�tants. In January 2000, the MEF ra�ded the 
armoury �n Auk� (on Mala�ta) and, by Apr�l, the government had lost control 
of the secur�ty s�tuat�on. The Ulufa’alu government was d�slodged by the 
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jo�nt Pol�ce F�eld Force/MEF coup of 5 June 2000. In the wake of the coup, 
�t was the group�ng assoc�ated w�th Mamalon� that resumed off�ce, although 
w�th Ulufa’alu’s sacked f�nance m�n�ster, Manasseh Sogavare, as pr�me 
m�n�ster. Beh�nd the scenes, the key power-broker was Mala�tan pol�t�c�an 
Charles Dausabea, who was home affa�rs m�n�ster under Mamalon� �n 1993 
and ch�ef wh�p �n the 1994–97 Mamalon� government.  

The 2001 elect�ons found the oppos�t�on �n a much-weakened state, 
ow�ng largely to the fraught exper�ence of coup and cr�s�s. Gather�ng 
together at the Mendana Hotel, �t compr�sed a loose assoc�at�on of former 
SIAC m�n�sters, �nclud�ng the L�beral and Labour part�es and those who 
had become known as ‘�ndependent of the �ndependents’ to d�st�ngu�sh 
them from those al�gned w�th the only vaguely coherent AIMP (Sasako 
2001). Deposed pr�me m�n�ster Ulufa’alu’s leadersh�p of the coal�t�on was 
challenged, ostens�bly on the grounds that h�s return to off�ce m�ght spark a 
further coup (SIBC 2001). Temotu pol�t�c�an Patteson Ot� �nstead emerged 
as the favoured SIAC cand�date for pr�me m�n�ster, lead�ng Ulufa’alu to 
w�thdraw h�s small L�beral group�ng and contest separately. The oppos�t�on 
spl�t weakened �ts cla�m to off�ce, and several dr�ft�ng MPs �nstead jo�ned 
the PAP/AIMP �n back�ng Kemakeza. Cla�ms that up to SI$50,000 had 
been offered to MPs c�rculated w�dely, although there were no prosecut�ons 
(Roughan 2001). 

After RAMSI’s arr�val �n July 2003, the coherence of the oppos�t�on 
group was weakened st�ll further by defect�ons. Even success�ve leaders of 
the oppos�t�on, f�rst Ot� and then John Garo, crossed the floor to jo�n the 
Kemakeza government. Two no-conf�dence votes had fa�led �n 2002, before 
RAMSI’s arr�val; the f�rst was w�thdrawn before be�ng put to a vote and the 
second was defeated. The l�kel�hood of the Kemakeza government be�ng 
d�slodged after m�d 2003 seemed ever more remote. Oppos�t�on leaders 
sw�tch�ng s�des expla�ned the�r act�on as dr�ven by a des�re for pos�t�ons of 
respons�b�l�ty, or pressure from const�tuents, but self-�nterest and hunger for 
power played the�r part. Th�s consol�dat�on of government was encouraged, 
part�cularly by the Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�on but also by the European 
Un�on, although a des�re to avo�d accusat�ons of fore�gn �nterference ensured 
that such adv�ce was rarely formal. Rout�ne �nformal d�plomat�c messages 
of approval or d�sapproval suff�ced, whether or not these were dr�ven by 
d�rect�ves from Canberra or Brussels. 
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No-conf�dence votes were d�scouraged as destab�l�s�ng, echo�ng 
the grow�ng emphas�s on establ�sh�ng order along the Melanes�an ‘arc 
of �nstab�l�ty’. Gett�ng competent MPs �nto cab�net also appeared 
pragmat�c, ow�ng to the poor track record of the or�g�nal group�ng of 
PAP/AIMP m�n�sters, demonstrated so v�v�dly by the numerous sack�ngs 
for corrupt�on or compl�c�ty �n m�l�tant act�v�t�es dur�ng 1998–2003. 
One lead�ng l�ght on the oppos�t�on benches, Fred Fono, told supporters 
that he was encouraged to cross the floor by Austral�an and Br�t�sh H�gh 
Comm�ss�on requests to enable European Commun�ty STABEX funds to 
be transferred (Solomon Star 2005c, 2005g; Brown 2006). Yet another 
former m�n�ster �n the SIAC government, Alfred Sasako, sw�tched s�des 
to assume sacked MEF m�n�ster Alex Bartlett’s agr�culture portfol�o �n 
September 2004 (Rad�o New Zealand Internat�onal 2004). The short-term 
advantages of encourag�ng a ‘nat�onal un�ty’ cab�net under Kemakeza were 
read�ly apparent, but �ts longer-term pol�t�cal repercuss�ons were to prove 
much more dangerous.

Ant�-RAMSI m�n�sters or pol�t�c�ans almost �nev�tably ended up, or 
rema�ned, on the oppos�t�on benches, threaten�ng a pol�t�cal real�gnment 
around the �ssue of support for or oppos�t�on to fore�gn �ntervent�on. 
Sogavare had, early on, establ�shed h�mself as a vocal cr�t�c of RAMSI, 
warn�ng at the outset of the m�ss�on that m�n�sters had become ‘puppets 
of fore�gn governments’ (ABC 2003; The Austral�an 2003). He rema�ned 
on the oppos�t�on benches. In January 2005, Franc�s Zama was sacked as 
f�nance m�n�ster and Ot� was sacked as commun�cat�ons m�n�ster for ‘adverse 
react�ons’ after they cr�t�c�sed RAMSI dur�ng a debate on the m�ss�on’s 
annual report (Solomon Star 2005a, 2005b). 

Outs�de parl�ament, former leaders of the MEF sought to underm�ne 
the m�ss�on, and played on d�squ�et about aspects of the operat�on as a 
veh�cle for the�r re-entry �nto parl�ament at the forthcom�ng elect�ons. 
Charles Dausabea, who had lost h�s East Hon�ara seat �n 2001, v�gorously 
contested RAMSI’s usurpat�on of Solomon Islands sovere�gnty, wh�le former 
MEF supreme commander, Andrew Nor� (also a cand�date at the 2006 poll) 
sought to challenge the legal�ty of RAMSI’s �mmun�ty from prosecut�on 
under Solomon Islands law, unsuccessfully m�m�ck�ng the const�tut�onal 
challenge that had recently ended the f�rst �ncarnat�on of Austral�a’s 
Enhanced Cooperat�on Program �n ne�ghbour�ng Papua New Gu�nea. He 
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came fourth �n the race for West Are’Are, due partly to unpopular�ty ar�s�ng 
from landowner res�stance to h�s logg�ng schemes �n Wa�s�s�. Demands by 
rebel m�l�tants h�d�ng out �n the �nter�or of Mala�ta that Kemakeza res�gn 
(Solomon Star 2005e) were taken up by oppos�t�on spokesman for good 
governance and just�ce, Joses Sanga (Solomon Star 2005f). Even Ulufa’alu 
(once a voc�ferous enthus�ast for Austral�an �ntervent�on) �ns�sted on a t�me 
l�ne for RAMSI’s presence (Solomon Star 2005h). Labour Party leader, 
Joses Tuhanuku—whose strong support had been noted �n the debates 
accompany�ng the start of the m�ss�on �n Austral�a’s parl�ament—accused 
Kemakeza of hav�ng become a ‘puppet of Austral�a’ (Solomon Star 2006f).9 
Els�na Wa�nwr�ght, the Canberra-based author of the June 2003 Our 
Fa�l�ng Ne�ghbour pamphlet—wh�ch set out a just�f�cat�on for Austral�an 
�ntervent�on—now speculated that ‘a real�gnment of pol�t�cal forces �n 
Hon�ara could see pol�t�cal support for RAMSI evaporate’ (Wa�nwr�ght 
2005:5).  

The odd�ty was that the SIAC group�ng had been the natural ally of 
the RAMSI operat�on; �t was the v�ct�m of the June 2000 coup. Yet the 
absence of Austral�an �ntervent�on at that t�me left a legacy of b�tterness. 
The apparent reluctance of RAMSI to pursue prosecut�ons aga�nst 
Kemakeza—and the pract�cal�t�es of try�ng to d�slodge a well-entrenched 
�ncumbent—potent�ally handed the oppos�t�on an otherw�se lack�ng focal 
po�nt for the 2006 campa�gn. The oppos�t�on was not, however, cons�stently 
or unan�mously ant�-RAMSI. Knowledge that pol�t�cal al�gnments were 
flu�d, and that the t�es that bound m�n�sters to the Kemakeza government 
m�ght evaporate �n the wake of the poll, made a wa�t�ng game seem the 
more tact�cally astute opt�on. The operat�on st�ll had overwhelm�ng publ�c 
support, desp�te d�squ�et about Austral�an heavy-handedness, fa�lure to 
respond to local anx�et�es and the absence of suff�c�ent emphas�s on the 
reg�onal aspect of the �ntervent�on (Pac�f�c Islands Forum Em�nent Persons’ 
Group 2005; Solomon Islands Government 2004, 2005a). Desp�te these 
good reasons, �t stands to the cred�t of some lead�ng oppos�t�on pol�t�c�ans 
that they d�d not seek to real�gn collect�vely around host�l�ty to RAMSI. 
The better opt�on was to use the h�atus occas�oned by RAMSI to rebu�ld the 
potent�al for local leadersh�p, and to seek to underm�ne the soc�al we�ght 
of those st�ll potent�ally powerful former m�l�tant leaders operat�ng beh�nd 
the scenes of Solomon Islands pol�t�cs. 
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Forces of fract�onal�sat�on
As the curta�ns rose on the 2006 poll, outcomes were h�ghly uncerta�n, 
part�cularly g�ven the w�dely expected h�gh attr�t�on rate for s�tt�ng members. 
Local-level contests turned out to be h�ghly compet�t�ve—453 cand�dates 
stood for elect�on, an average of 9.1 per const�tuency (up from 6.6 per cent 
�n 2001). One result was that the average share of the vote secured by v�ctors 
fell to 30.8 per cent—the lowest f�gure s�nce �ndependence. Half of all MPs 
obta�ned less than 30 per cent of the vote (Table 6.1). Only two MPs secured 
major�t�es of the const�tuency vote, although the unopposed Job Dudley 
Taus�nga stand�ng �n North New Georg�a clearly had unan�mous back�ng 
from h�s const�tuents, who were renowned for sol�dly support�ng the pre-
selected Chr�st�an Fellowsh�p Church cand�date. He obta�ned 74 per cent of 
the vote �n 2001, and �n 2006 was embark�ng on h�s s�xth consecut�ve term 
�n off�ce. More generally, the west of the country had lower than average 
numbers of cand�dates and h�gher than average v�ctor vote shares, wh�le 
Isabel, Guadalacanal, Mala�ta and Mak�ra had larger numbers of cand�dates 
and lower v�ctor vote shares—so too d�d Hon�ara, where the m�n�scule 
turn-out lent a part�cularly arb�trary character to electoral outcomes. The 
most contested const�tuency �n the country was East Hon�ara, w�th 20 
cand�dates, where Charles Dausabea emerged v�ctor�ous w�th 23.4 per cent 
of the vote (or the support of 6.3 per cent of reg�stered voters), retak�ng 
the seat he held �n 1993 and 1997.10     

 One reason for the h�stor�cally h�gh level of cand�dates was the absence of 
d�st�nct�ve pol�t�cal �ssues at the local level separat�ng the cand�dates. Where 
elect�ons p�t acknowledged conservat�ves aga�nst reform�st cand�dates or 
where other popularly accepted �ssues d�v�de pol�t�cal part�es, pressure �s 
often exerted on weaker cand�dates to step as�de to avo�d spl�tt�ng the vote 
for l�ke-m�nded cand�dates (or part�es). If there �s no common consensus 
about what the electoral �ssues are, contests become a free-for-all, w�thout 
much constra�nt on the number of contestants enter�ng the race. Efforts 
to create a un�f�ed oppos�t�on to an �ncumbent MP d�d occur �n some 
const�tuenc�es, such as West Kwara’ae, and �n others s�tt�ng members 
br�bed potent�al r�vals not to contest. In most cases, however, there was 
l�ttle restra�nt on cand�date prol�ferat�on. 

Those nat�onal-level campa�gn �ssues that d�d emerge exerted a marg�nal 
�nfluence on const�tuency outcomes. Rural development was champ�oned 



 The �mpact of RAMSI on the 2006 elect�ons 161

part�cularly �n Hon�ara and the west, but th�s was a program most asp�r�ng 
pol�t�c�ans agreed on �n pr�nc�ple—�n the process, underm�n�ng �ts potent�al 
as a focal po�nt for pol�t�cal crystall�sat�on. Guale pol�t�c�an Franc�s Orodan� 
launched a Solomon F�rst Party, comm�tted to press�ng the government to 
make good on TPA comm�tments and enact the draft federal const�tut�on 
(Solomon Star 2006p; The Pac�f�c Magaz�ne 2006). ‘State government’—l�ke 
rural development—was an �ssue of ostens�ble consensus, however much 
those who stood to lose from th�s sought to underm�ne the passage of the 
draft const�tut�on through procedural compl�cat�ons, absentee�sm and 
stonewall�ng.11 Prom�ses of devolut�on, greater prov�nc�al autonomy and 
reconc�l�at�on between Guadalcanal and Mala�ta were standard soap-box 
patter for pol�t�c�ans across the country. Solomon Islands recogn�t�on of 
Ta�wan proved another potent�al focal po�nt, ow�ng to some oppos�t�on 
pol�t�c�ans engag�ng �n negot�at�ons w�th representat�ves from ma�nland 

Table 6.1 Selected features of Solomon Islands elections since 
independence, 1980–2006

Year of elect�on 1980 19841 1989 1993 1997 2001 2006
Average no. cand�dates    6.3 6.8 6.8 5.9 6.7 6.6 9.1
Share new members (%)2 68.4 56.8 52.6 42.6 52.0 64.0 50.0
Incumbent turnover (%)2 52.6 40.5 42.1 14.9 38.0 52.0 46.0

Number of const�tuency v�ctors by percentage of vote share   
>50% and unopposed 6 9 8 17 12 10 3

40–9 5 6 6 5 7 7 5
30–9 14 12 13 14 15 15 17
20–9 11 7 10 5 10 16 25
10–20 2 3 1 6 6 2 0
0–9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total seats �n parl�ament 38 371 38 47 50 50 50

Notes: 1 No elect�on held �n East Kwa�o �n 1984. 2 Incumbent turnover and s�tt�ng member 
f�gures relate to general elect�ons only, and are �nsens�t�ve to by-elect�on results. 
Source: Comp�led from data released by the Solomon Islands Electoral Comm�ss�on.
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Ch�na and controvers�es about the �nfluence of Ta�wanese a�d fund�ng �n 
the elect�on. Rennell and Bellona MP Joses Tuhanuku (2006) cla�med that, 
as�de from p�ck�ng up the tab for the Rural Const�tuency Development 
Funds (RCDF), the Ta�wanese were fund�ng clandest�ne ‘spec�al projects’ 
through the pr�me m�n�ster’s off�ce, wh�ch were granted only to pol�t�cally 
sympathet�c all�es.12 Fore�gn entanglements were, however, scarcely a 
pr�or�ty for hard-pressed v�llagers, desp�te an understandable read�ness to 
accept ass�stance from any source. 

Some local-level �ssues played a s�gn�f�cant role �n the campa�gn. The 
long-runn�ng str�ke by workers at Russell Islands Plantat�ons Estates Ltd 
contr�buted to the fall of Kemakeza’s vote share from 60 per cent �n 2001 to 
30 per cent �n 2006 �n h�s Savo/Russells const�tuency. Irate Russell Islanders 
refused to release the ballot boxes for passage to the Central D�v�s�on 
count�ng centre at Tulag� off the nearby �sland of Gela, fear�ng off�c�al ballot 
r�gg�ng. East Mala�ta’s Joses Sanga argued �n favour of restr�ct�ng natural�sed 
c�t�zens’ r�ghts to contest the elect�on (Solomon Star 2006e). S�m�larly, one 
of the resolut�ons of the Guadalcanal Leaders’ Summ�t at Balasuna on 14–18 
February 2005 stated that ‘non-�nd�genes and natural�sed c�t�zens should 
not be allowed to stand as cand�dates �n any Guadalcanal const�tuency’ 
(Guadalcanal Leaders’ Summ�t 2005). Th�s d�d not stop natural�sed Ch�nese 
c�t�zen Laur�e Chan be�ng returned as MP for West Guadalcanal. Most 
pol�t�c�ans prom�sed const�tuency rewards �f they were elected to off�ce, 
and contests were dec�ded by local verd�cts about the personal �ntegr�ty (or 
otherw�se) of cand�dates. That type of focus was, to a greater degree than at 
prev�ous elect�ons, echoed at the nat�onal level, ow�ng to the c�v�c awareness 
program, the W�nds of Change campa�gn, the �mpact of dec�s�ons by the 
Leadersh�p Code Comm�ss�on and the good governance agenda propagated 
by �ncreas�ngly voc�ferous c�v�l soc�ety organ�sat�ons, w�th encouragement 
from RAMSI and the Hon�ara-based d�plomat�c fratern�ty.  

Under f�rst-past-the-post systems, as �n Solomon Islands, cand�date 
prol�ferat�on can prove self-re�nforc�ng: the more cand�dates that enter the 
fray, the smaller �s the share of the vote requ�red for v�ctory and the eas�er 
�t appears to be for an asp�r�ng cand�date to w�n. Nevertheless, cand�date 
prol�ferat�on does not m�m�c Papua New Gu�nea’s long-term �ncrease, elect�on 
after elect�on.13 In Solomon Islands, the average number of cand�dates per 
const�tuency was always h�gh—averag�ng 6.5 dur�ng 1980–2001—but 
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�t sp�ked �n 2006 to reach 9.1 per const�tuency (Table 6.1). There were, 
therefore, spec�f�c reasons for the 2006 upsw�ng �n cand�date numbers. 

Most �mportantly, the arr�val of RAMSI and the consequently transformed 
pol�t�cal s�tuat�on generated enormous uncerta�nt�es about pol�t�cal 
leadersh�p. Although there had been by-elect�ons �n the const�tuenc�es of 
the three conv�cted MEF m�n�sters �n the post-2001 cab�net and �n the 
South Guadalcanal const�tuency of murdered MP Father August�ne Geve, 
most other MPs had held the�r seats s�nce 2001. In the �nterven�ng per�od, 
many new �nfluences affected the fortunes of local leaders. F�rst, RAMSI’s 
arr�val, the arrest of m�l�tants and conf�scat�on of weapons meant l�nks 
w�th the m�l�t�as or those carry�ng guns were no longer v�able methods 
of controll�ng pol�t�cal power. Second, econom�c collapse dur�ng 2001–
02—and the subsequent recovery of rural logg�ng act�v�ty—had ass�sted 
some pol�t�cal asp�rants, but damaged the fortunes of others. Th�rd, regular 
cab�net reshuffles at Kemakeza’s �nst�gat�on left many casualt�es, for whom 
loss of prest�g�ous portfol�os potent�ally also enta�led subsequent electoral 
defeat. Only half of those �n the cab�net formed after the 2001 poll st�ll held 
m�n�ster�al pos�t�ons �mmed�ately before the 2006 elect�on.   

The gender d�mens�on
The Solomon Islands 2001–06 government had not a s�ngle woman member 
(Table 6.2). S�nce �ndependence, only one woman has been elected to 
parl�ament �n the country: H�lda Kar�, 1993–2001. For the 2006 poll, 26 
women contested, half of whom had the back�ng of the Nat�onal Counc�l of 
Women. Th�s was the largest number of women cand�dates ever to contest a 
Solomon Islands elect�on. Women had played an �mportant role �n the Solomon 
Islands peace process, and many hoped th�s would translate �nto representat�on 
�n parl�ament; yet not a s�ngle female cand�date ga�ned a seat. 

Some women contestants came close. Sarah Dyer—stand�ng �n West 
Hon�ara—came second ahead of well-known pol�t�c�ans such as the 
�ncumbent, Yuk�o Sato, and Dav�d Tuhanuku, but she lost to Isaac Inoke, who 
was able to draw on strong support from the s�zeable Fataleka commun�ty �n 
the cr�t�cally �mportant Wh�te R�ver area. In central Hon�ara, three women 
cand�dates spl�t the vote, and Nelson Ne’e emerged v�ctor�ous through a 
crowded f�eld. On Mala�ta, Afu B�lly had �n 2001 come w�th�n only two 
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votes of v�ctory. Back then, she had lost to Joses Sanga, who subsequently 
emerged as one of the more prom�nent new oppos�t�on MPs and who 
eas�ly retook the East Mala�ta seat �n 2006 w�th 46 per cent of the vote. 
Other new women cand�dates on Mala�ta—such as Rachel Fera �n Aoke-
Langalanga—notched up a s�gn�f�cant share of the vote, but ne�ther she nor 
c�v�l soc�ety act�v�st Mathew Wale could d�slodge the well-known �ncumbent, 
former pr�me m�n�ster Bart Ulufa’alu. Where women cand�dates were not 
res�dent permanently �n the�r const�tuenc�es, as w�th Al�ce Pollard �n West 
Are’are and Doreen Kuper on Mak�ra, they �nev�tably faced an uph�ll battle. 
In the aftermath of the elect�on, the Nat�onal Counc�l of Women called for 
quotas for women �n parl�ament—a proposal that, g�ven the absence of 
strong pol�t�cal part�es �n Solomon Islands, would requ�re the �ntroduct�on 
of some seats reserved for women (Solomon Star 2006t).14 

Incumbent turnover
H�stor�cally, Solomon Islands has w�tnessed a h�gh turnover of s�tt�ng 
members. In 1997, 52 per cent of those elected were new members, and, �n 
2001, an extraord�nary 62 per cent of those elected had not prev�ously been 
�n parl�ament (Table 6.1). S�nce the 1990s, sweep�ng changes �n parl�ament’s 

Table 6.2 Representation by gender group in Solomon Islands, 1980–2006

       Cand�dates MPs
 Women Men Women Men
1980 0 242 0 38
1984 1 245 0 37
1989 3 254 0 38
1993 11 269 1 46
1997 12 321 1 49
2001 13 315 0 50
2006 26 425 0 50

 

Note: No elect�on was held �n East Kwa�o �n 1984. 
Source: Comp�led from data released by the Solomon Islands Electoral Comm�ss�on.
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make-up have often, perhaps a l�ttle na�vely, been seen as �nd�cat�ve of popular 
back�ng for reform. Part of the reason for th�s v�ew was because of the way 
government funds were deployed under the 1990–93 Mamalon� government 
to ass�st MPs to reta�n the�r seats, result�ng, �n 1993, �n the lowest level 
of defeat of s�tt�ng members w�tnessed at any post-�ndependence elect�on 
(Table 6.1). Before the Apr�l 2006 elect�ons, many had expected a h�gh level 
of �ncumbent turnover s�m�lar to that �n 2001. There were good reasons 
for th�s v�ew. In July 2005, prov�nc�al elect�ons �n Cho�seul and Western 
Prov�nce saw, respect�vely, 75 per cent and 85 per cent of members lose 
the�r seats (ABC 2005). In the 2006 general elect�ons, however, the share 
of new members across the ent�re country was 50 per cent, closer to the 
h�stor�cal average. Local econom�c cond�t�ons help to expla�n the var�at�on 
�n turnover rates �n d�fferent parts of the group, ow�ng to the�r �mpact on 
local leadersh�p. On Cho�seul and �n Western Prov�nce, all MPs bar one 
were returned to off�ce, and the one casualty lost by only two votes after a 
recount. On Isabel and �n Hon�ara, all the �ncumbents lost the�r seats. On 
Mala�ta, Guadalcanal and Mak�ra, the p�cture was much more var�ed. 

Hold�ng a m�n�ster�al portfol�o exerted some �nfluence over re-elect�on 
prospects, but the potent�al downs�de was longer absence from the 
const�tuency on off�c�al bus�ness. At 55 per cent, the m�n�ster�al surv�val 
rate was only a l�ttle h�gher than the average rate of �ncumbent re-elect�on 
(46 per cent). Of the n�ne m�n�sters who lost, many faced popular host�l�ty 
ow�ng to �ncompetence or m�smanagement, or because they supplemented 
the�r marr�ages w�th m�stresses (popularly called ‘O2s’ and ‘O3s’ after the 
names of the Austral�an-donated patrol boats usually docked at the Po�nt 
Cruz harbour �n Hon�ara). H�gh-prof�le casualt�es from the former cab�net 
�ncluded former m�nes m�n�ster Walton Naezon (Central Guadalcanal) 
and M�chael Maena (Temotu Pele), who had been sacked as a m�n�ster by 
Kemakeza after be�ng charged w�th embezzlement of US$150,000 (Rad�o 
New Zealand Internat�onal 2005). Three government MPs who were found 
gu�lty of m�sconduct by the Leadersh�p Code Comm�ss�on—Alfred Sasako, 
Stephen Paen� and cha�rman of the government caucus, Jeffrey Teava—also 
lost the�r seats. The �ssue of good (or bad) governance had a d�scern�ble 
�mpact on outcomes. M�n�ster of Nat�onal Plann�ng and A�d Coord�nat�on, 
Fred Fono, secured 55 per cent of the vote �n West Kwara’ae (Mala�ta). 
H�s pre-elect�on release of documents cover�ng the expend�ture of Rural 
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Const�tuency Development Funds was applauded w�dely �n a campa�gn �n 
wh�ch revelat�ons of abuse of such funds regularly sealed the fate of s�tt�ng 
members (Solomon Star 2006�). Even Fono, however, was subsequently 
accused of offer�ng cash for support before the 4 May 2006 contest for 
the pr�me m�n�stersh�p (Solomon Star 2006b). There were no publ�c 
den�als, conf�rm�ng the v�ew that th�s type of pract�ce was extraord�nar�ly 
w�despread. 

Pol�t�cal surv�val �s perpetually precar�ous even for m�n�sters, but 
jud�c�ous construct�on of patronage networks can stave off defeat. Long-
term surv�vors such as Kemakeza carefully lav�shed expend�ture on targeted 
voters (SIBC 2005). In March 2005, he handed over SI$20,000 cash to h�s 
ma�n potent�al r�val for the Savo/Russell const�tuency, former MP John 
Ng�na (Solomon Star 2005d). 

Former M�n�ster of F�nance Peter Boyers (New Zealand born but marr�ed 
locally and well versed �n Melanes�an ways) d�str�buted water tanks across 
h�s West New Georg�a const�tuency. Other well-endowed bus�nessmen 
or rec�p�ents of plent�ful logg�ng revenues, such as Laur�e Chan �n West 
Guadalcanal and Snyder R�n� �n Morovo, were able to reta�n the�r seats �n 
an elect�on that, desp�te the new ballot box system, w�tnessed numerous 
allegat�ons �n the letters pages of the Solomon Star that MPs were buy�ng 
votes. 

On the oppos�t�on s�de of the house, veteran pol�t�c�ans who were 
household names—such as Ulufa’alu, H�lly and Lesl�e Boseto—kept the�r 
seats. There was one h�gh-prof�le oppos�t�on casualty: Joses Tuhanuku came 
fourth �n the race for the Rennell and Bellona const�tuency. Even before 
the elect�on, he had cla�med to be the v�ct�m of a concerted Ta�wanese-
funded effort to d�slodge h�m (Solomon Star 2006k). More usually, 
defeated �ncumbents were the least well known at the nat�onal level, or 
were those long absent from the�r const�tuenc�es. As on the government 
s�de of the house, well-endowed oppos�t�on MPs w�th access to local 
logg�ng revenue or other sources of �ncome fared better than the more 
cash-strapped cand�dates. Even veteran MPs assoc�ated w�th reform�st 
object�ves found the procurement of pol�t�cal support d�ff�cult to avo�d, 
and c�rculated small sums of cash to voters often on the n�ght before the 
poll (the ‘dev�l’s n�ght’, see Alas�a th�s volume), or fl�rted on the borders of 
legal�ty by prom�s�ng const�tuents monetary hand-outs at a f�xed date after 
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the elect�on. Overall, the 2006 elect�ons exh�b�ted a fam�l�ar Melanes�an 
pattern: extraord�nar�ly h�gh �ncumbent turnover at the rank-and-f�le level 
coupled w�th except�onally low �ncumbent turnover for a small cluster of 
establ�shed pol�t�cal leaders. 

Part�es and outcomes
Kemakeza’s PAP launched �ts man�festo under the slogan ‘Vote PAP to 
rebu�ld th�s nat�on’, urg�ng a platform of ‘restorat�on of nat�onal un�ty 
and peace’ and call�ng RAMSI a ‘God-g�ven g�ft to the people of th�s 
country’. The party prom�sed to f�eld 50 off�c�al cand�dates cover�ng all of 
the nat�on’s const�tuenc�es, as well as an add�t�onal collect�on of ‘shadow 
cand�dates’ (Solomon Star 2006a, 2006b). It charged SI$70 for a copy of the 
man�festo, suggest�ng some restr�ct�on of access to state coffers under the 
new t�ghter controls exerc�sed by hard-nosed Austral�an off�c�als. If, as some 
suggested, there was a substant�al pot of Ta�wanese cash fund�ng Kemakeza 
sympath�sers, there was l�ttle s�gn of th�s hav�ng any substant�al �mpact on 
pol�t�cal alleg�ances. Most of those MPs and other off�c�als aff�l�ated w�th 
the PAP back �n 2001 had dr�fted away �n the �nterven�ng years, or saw 
the wr�t�ng on the wall for Kemakeza. Robert Goh—the pr�me m�n�ster’s 
prosperous so-called ‘dollar-a-year’ adv�ser s�nce the 2001 polls—played 
l�ttle publ�c role �n the campa�gn, although h�s pr�vate res�dence was later 
burnt to the ground by angry r�oters. The Solomon Star ran headl�nes such as 
‘PM urged to come clean’ and ‘Erase S�r Allan now’, re�nforc�ng the already 
strong popular percept�on of Kemakeza’s government as corrupt (Solomon 
Star 2006m, 2006q). The pr�me m�n�ster made no major statements of pol�cy 
or v�s�on dur�ng the campa�gn. On many weekends, Kemakeza went to h�s 
home �sland of Savo or to Yand�na �n the Russell Islands, clearly focus�ng f�rst 
and foremost on the ant�c�pated tough battle to reta�n h�s own seat.  

Other part�es were just as d�ffuse. The Lafar� Party—a new organ�sat�on 
appeal�ng to publ�c servants—secured two MPs and had, dur�ng the 
campa�gn, pledged to ass�st the PAP �n stab�l�s�ng the country. Its leaders, 
however (floor crossers John Garo and Alfred Sasako) both lost the�r seats, 
and the two successful Lafar� MPs jo�ned the PAP �mmed�ately  after the 
elect�on (Solomon Star 2006n). In February 2006, nat�onal pres�dent of 
the AIMP, Tommy Chan, launched a ‘statement of pol�cy 2006’, pledg�ng 
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to ass�st w�th stab�l�sat�on, along w�th the usual plat�tudes about support 
for reconc�l�at�on and heal�ng. The party never released a l�st of cand�dates, 
preferr�ng to pursue the amorphous strategy of cla�m�ng to art�culate the 
asp�rat�ons of those who fa�led to lodge any party aff�l�at�on. Party aff�l�at�ons 
are always d�ff�cult to establ�sh �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs. Cand�dates often 
double l�st themselves, or sh�ft alleg�ances, part�cularly �n the days just before 
the pr�me m�n�ster�al vote. Table 6.3 prov�des aff�l�at�ons g�ven by the MPs 
themselves at the t�me of the pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on on 18 Apr�l. 

On the oppos�t�on s�de, party aff�l�at�ons were only sl�ghtly more 
mean�ngful. Ulufa’alu publ�shed confl�ct�ng l�st�ngs of sponsored cand�dates 
for h�s L�beral Party �n the Solomon Star (2006g, 2006h), several of whom 
responded by wr�t�ng letters to the newspaper deny�ng such alleg�ances. 
H�s party secured only two MPs, reduc�ng Ulufa’alu’s chances �n the 
leadersh�p contest. Franc�s B�lly H�lly’s Nasnol Pat� (Nat�onal Party) ga�ned 
s�x members, �nclud�ng H�lly h�mself, Lesl�e Boseto, Patteson Ot� and Joses 
Sanga. Sanga argued for leg�slat�on to strengthen the party system, �nclud�ng 
Papua New Gu�nea-style laws aga�nst floor cross�ng and prov�s�ons for publ�c 
fund�ng for pol�t�cal part�es (Solomon Star 2006l). Iron�cally, Sanga, Ot� and 
Boseto were all to res�gn from the Nasonol Pat� shortly after the elect�ons 
�n the wake of H�lly’s sack�ng (�n a manner that m�ght have been �llegal had 

Table 6.3 Party affiliations of elected MPs as of 18 April 2006

Solomon Islands Soc�al Cred�t Party  2
People’s All�ance Party  5
Nasnol Pat�  6
Solomon Islands Party for Rural Advancement  6
Solomon Islands L�beral Party  3
Democrat�c Party  5
Assoc�at�on of Independent Members  12
Independents  11
Total  50

Source: Comp�led by the author and Dav�d Kus�l�fu. 
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the leg�slat�on they proposed been enacted) (SIBC 2006b). Respond�ng to 
nat�onal debates about the p�votal role v�llagers had played �n lead�ng the 
2002–06 econom�c recovery, western pol�t�c�ans launched a Solomon Islands 
Party for Rural Advancement (SIPRA), led by former Permanent Secretary 
for F�nance, Gordon Darcy L�lo. SIPRA was new, wh�le the L�beral and 
Nasnol part�es had been �n h�bernat�on s�nce the 2001 poll. W�th 12 MPs 
altogether, these three part�es formed the core of the oppos�t�on. 

On the maver�ck fr�nge of Solomon Islands pol�t�cs, Manasseh Sogavare 
launched a Solomon Islands Soc�al Cred�t Party (Socred) �n July 2005, backed 
by F�l�p�no bus�nessman Ramon Qu�tales. It campa�gned on a platform of 
host�l�ty to fore�gn banks as well as the Central Bank of the Solomon Islands, 
urg�ng pecul�ar monetary reforms a�med at rel�ev�ng nat�onal �ndebtedness 
(PacNews 2005a, 2005b). Only one Socred cand�date other than Sogavare 
was successful: Temotu MP Clay Forau, a debutant MP who played the 
s�de-sw�tch�ng game w�th suff�c�ent versat�l�ty to earn h�mself portfol�os �n 
R�n�’s and Sogavare’s cab�nets. By 18 Apr�l, f�ve successful MPs had aff�l�ated 
themselves w�th the Democrat�c Party, the bra�nch�ld of pr�vate lawyer 
Gabr�el Sur�. Th�s barely f�gured as a cohes�ve ent�ty, however, and party 
aff�l�at�ons exerted l�ttle �nfluence over cand�dates’ subsequent all�ances. 
Franc�s Orodan�’s Solomon F�rst Party van�shed w�thout trace, as d�d several 
other ‘v�rtual’ part�es that had made fleet�ng publ�c appearances before the 
polls. Efforts to encourage a reb�rth for the Un�ted Party of the 1970s and 
1980s tr�ggered denunc�at�ons after the cha�rman of the electoral comm�ss�on 
and Speaker of the House, S�r Peter Ken�lorea, assumed the pres�dency of the 
party. Ken�lorea (2006a) responded that h�s act�ons had �n no way v�olated 
the const�tut�on, prompt�ng Pac�f�c Island Forum observers to respond that 
the �ssue was one of propr�ety rather than legal�ty, and that the assumpt�on 
of such a pos�t�on ‘damages the appearance of �mpart�al�ty of the [electoral] 
Comm�ss�on’ (Pac�f�c Islands Forum Secretar�at 2006). In the event, none of 
the Un�ted Party cand�dates captured a seat. In total, only 26 of those elected 
as MPs had party aff�l�at�ons or had acqu�red these by 18 Apr�l, �mply�ng that 
the rema�n�ng 24 were �ndependents. Ten of these were assoc�ated w�th the 
quas�-formal AIMP group�ng led by R�n� and Chan, but 14 were genu�nely 
unaff�l�ated or were watch�ng closely wh�ch way the pol�t�cal w�nds blew.  

The 44-strong �nternat�onal observer team found that ‘the poll�ng 
process was transparent and well conducted, and voters were able to 
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exerc�se a free and secret vote’ (Internat�onal Electoral Observers 2006). 
Elsewhere �n the world, elect�on observat�on m�ss�ons are, more usually, 
watch-dogs aga�nst gross fraud or ballot r�gg�ng, but are less well equ�pped 
to deal w�th the sort of subtle �rregular�t�es that occur beh�nd the back of 
the formal elect�on process �n Solomon Islands. Desp�te substant�al voter 
�nt�m�dat�on by armed m�l�tants, part�cularly on North Mala�ta and South 
Guadalcanal, the 2001 elect�on was declared free and fa�r. In 2006, guns 
were not a factor �nfluenc�ng vot�ng patterns, but efforts to purchase votes 
were nevertheless w�despread—whether or not th�s breached the Electoral 
Act’s un-enforced SI$50,000 l�m�t on campa�gn expend�tures. Desp�te the 
l�m�ted purv�ew of the �nternat�onal elect�on observers, the�r conclus�ons 
prov�ded a conf�dence-bu�ld�ng �nfluence and a counterwe�ght to some of 
the more outrageous ‘tok stor�’ cla�ms that c�rculated. Before the 5 Apr�l 
poll, former governor-general S�r Baddley Deves� had adv�sed fore�gn 
observers to stay on to scrut�n�se the subsequent pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on. 
UN Observer M�ss�on Coord�nator, Steve Wagense�l, responded that the 
pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on process (conducted beh�nd closed doors) lacked 
suff�c�ent transparency to be suscept�ble to overseas observat�on (Solomon 
Star 2006j). Most �nternat�onal observers had left the country before the 
Easter weekend.    

The second elect�on
As the elect�on results flowed �n to Hon�ara, so too d�d the newly elected 
and returned MPs. The alternat�ve group�ngs settled �n at the Hon�ara 
Hotel, owned by Ch�nese bus�nessman Tommy Chan, and at the Iron Bottom 
Sound Hotel, owned by Alex Wong, another local Ch�nese bus�nessman and 
natural�sed c�t�zen. Chan (nat�onal pres�dent of the AIMP) welcomed members 
w�th an advert�sement �n the Solomon Star (2006r) congratulat�ng them and 
announc�ng that ‘the people of Solomon Islands have aga�n entrusted you w�th 
the respons�b�l�ty of ensur�ng that th�s country they love to call home and �ts 
mult�rac�al populat�on �s well governed and properly cared for. Your electors 
have g�ven you the support you needed and now �t �s your turn to honour 
that support.’ Th�s was an attempt to generate consol�dat�on �n an otherw�se 
flu�d sett�ng, a fam�l�ar Melanes�an bandwagon strategy a�med at encourag�ng 
waver�ng MPs to gather beh�nd a plaus�ble v�ctor. Of the 21 MPs l�sted �n the 
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advert�sement, at least 11 had no prev�ous assoc�at�on w�th the AIMP.15 On the 
top of the l�st was Snyder R�n�, and the next day the AIMP leader and Chan 
walked together �nto the Flam�ngo N�ghtclub (next to the Hon�ara Hotel) 
cla�m�ng 24 backers for an AIMP government, and announc�ng publ�cly the 
end of the coal�t�on w�th Kemakeza. All 11 of the m�n�sters who had secured 
re-elect�on assoc�ated themselves w�th the R�n� camp. 

Th�s was an unwelcome development for Austral�an d�plomats. As an 
embarrass�ng leaked ema�l from a subsequently hurr�edly removed RAMSI 
off�c�al later acknowledged, Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�oner, Patr�ck Cole, 
had apparently been work�ng hard beh�nd the scenes to avo�d R�n� captur�ng 
the top job. ‘Cole sa�d he had talked to Tommy and [h�s son] Laur�e Chan as 
to why R�n� had been selected g�ven that they had g�ven h�m assurances that 
he wouldn’t be,’ wrote M�ck Shannon (Solomon Star 2006y), ‘[l]ooks l�ke 
Tommy Chan’s ma�n bus�ness �nterest �s �n gett�ng a second cas�no l�cence 
and he can no doubt depend on R�n� for that.’ In �tself, the revelat�on of 
Austral�an manoeuvr�ng beh�nd the scenes �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs was 
hardly surpr�s�ng. Perhaps more d�sturb�ng was the v�ew expressed that, as a 
result of the ant�c�pated loss of Peter Boyers as f�nance m�n�ster, ‘we w�ll end 
up w�th no effect�ve vo�ce �n cab�net to gu�de econom�c and f�scal pol�cy’. 
Cole refused to comment about ‘what an �nd�v�dual may or may not have 
sa�d about what may or may not have been go�ng on’ and faced down the 
calls for h�s res�gnat�on (Solomon Star 2006x). Cole v�ewed Kemakeza as 
‘the best of a bad bunch’ and as an accompl�shed master at the parl�amentary 
numbers game. He had long pursued a b�lateral agenda that occas�onally 
departed from the stud�ed neutral�ty sought by RAMSI. Cole supported the 
adopt�on of Papua New Gu�nea-style �ntegr�ty leg�slat�on �n the Solomon 
Islands, �nclud�ng grace per�ods dur�ng wh�ch no-conf�dence votes could 
not d�slodge governments and rules aga�nst MPs cross�ng the floor.16  

The �n�t�al b�d to assemble a r�val coal�t�on came from East Hon�ara 
MP, Charles Dausabea, who cla�med the support of e�ght members and 
demanded an alternat�ve to Kemakeza. Th�s was st�ll less welcome for 
Austral�an d�plomats than hav�ng R�n� as pr�me m�n�ster. The Pr�me M�n�ster  
had ‘crossed the l�ne �n terms of sovere�gnty’, declared Dausabea, cr�t�c�s�ng 
Austral�an �nterference �n cab�net dec�s�on mak�ng and assoc�ated breaches 
of nat�onal secur�ty (SIBC 2006a). Dausabea rejected hav�ng as pr�me 
m�n�ster someone from e�ther Mala�ta or Guadalcanal—suggest�ng that th�s 
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was ‘too early after the ethn�c tens�on’ (Solomon Star 2006s) for such an 
outcome. That comment, as well as Dausabea’s tarn�shed reputat�on dur�ng 
the 1998–99 unrest and as a beh�nd-the-scenes power-broker after the 2000 
coup, generated a flurry of host�le cr�t�c�sm (see, for example, Aqorau 2006). 
It played, however, to a fam�l�ar gallery �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs. Even 
before the 1998–2003 tens�ons, cand�dates for pr�me m�n�ster who were 
not from Mala�ta or Guadalcanal—such as Mak�ra’s Mamalon�—had faced 
an eas�er r�de than Ken�lorea or Ulufa’alu (from Mala�ta) or Alebua (from 
Guadalcanal). In the wake of the Isatabu upr�s�ng, Sogavare (from Cho�seul) 
and Kemakeza (from Savo) had traded off the�r or�g�ns. D�sturb�ngly, 
the ant�-Mala�ta d�rect�ve ruled out as potent�al pr�me m�n�sters the two 
pol�t�c�ans assoc�ated popularly w�th the younger generat�on and often 
perce�ved—r�ghtly or wrongly—as prom�s�ng a more competent, honest 
and reform-or�ented style of leadersh�p: Joses Sanga and Fred Fono.    

On Thursday 12 Apr�l, a new coal�t�on was announced, br�ng�ng together 
three former pr�me m�n�sters: Ulufa’alu, H�lly and Sogavare. It cla�med 30 
members, �nclud�ng those from the SIPRA, the Nasnol Pat� and the L�berals. 
Dausabea had also jo�ned the group. In Solomon Islands realpol�t�k, hav�ng 
such a brutal presence as Dausabea belong�ng to the loosely kn�t, tact�cally 
�ll-astute and soft-hearted oppos�t�on potent�ally made the d�fference �n the 
flu�d but hard-fought struggle for the pr�me m�n�ster�al post. Two oppos�t�on 
MPs arr�v�ng from the east were wh�sked away unexpectedly to the Hon�ara 
Hotel by Chan’s henchmen. Ot� fetched them away to the oppos�t�on 
headquarters at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. Pol�ce were stopped from 
collect�ng the�r personal possess�ons by hotel owner, Chan. It was Dausabea 
who then successfully phys�cally obta�ned the luggage, and brought �t to the 
oppos�t�on headquarters (Solomon Star 2006t). 

The �nausp�c�ous 2001 spl�nter�ng of the oppos�t�on due to confl�cts 
about the leadersh�p reappeared, although th�s t�me the group rema�ned at 
least part�ally �ntact. Before the vot�ng began, Sogavare broke away, leav�ng 
a number of d�sor�ented supporters beh�nd at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. 
The oppos�t�on cont�nued �ts �nternal select�on process and, after several 
rounds of el�m�nat�on, settled on Job Dudley Taus�nga as �ts cand�date 
for pr�me m�n�ster. Other asp�rants such as Ulufa’alu, H�lly and Ot� held 
together beh�nd the newly favoured leader, desperate as they were to avo�d 
another term �n the w�lderness of oppos�t�on. The Sogavare breakaway, 
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however, proved potent�ally devastat�ng for oppos�t�on amb�t�ons. Th�s new 
group’s headquarters was at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, an enterpr�se owned 
by yet another Ch�nese bus�nessman and natural�sed c�t�zen, Patr�ck Leong. 
It prov�ded a conven�ent trans�t stat�on for waver�ng opportun�sts, eager to 
take advantage of preva�l�ng uncerta�nt�es to enhance the�r pos�t�on �n the 
struggle for prest�g�ous portfol�os and/or other rewards.

As real�gnments �n the now tr�part�te contest began, the atmosphere 
became extraord�nar�ly tense at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. The new 
MP for South Guadalcanal, Dav�d Day Pacha, was wh�sked away �n a veh�cle 
belong�ng to local bus�nessman of Guale and As�an descent, Bobo Dettke, 
to jo�n Sogavare’s group. Dausabea’s secur�ty guards mann�ng the gates at 
the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel became greatly ag�tated and harr�ed v�s�tors, 
suspect�ng them of �ntend�ng to snatch further oppos�t�on MPs. Three 
more of the Guale MPs had also sh�fted across to the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel, 
as d�d several other debutant or prev�ously non-al�gned MPs. The rebel 
Guale bloc emphas�sed the presence of Dausabea—due to h�s notor�ous 
l�nks w�th the MEF—as the reason for the�r fl�ght from the oppos�t�on 
camp. It was w�dely rumoured that the b�lls for the�r rooms and expenses 
at the Pac�f�c Cas�no Hotel were be�ng pa�d by Dettke (reportedly at a cost 
of SI$2 m�ll�on), and more secret�ve f�nanc�ers could plaus�bly have been 
operat�ng beh�nd the scenes. A W�nds of Change advert�sement appeared 
�n the Solomon Star (2006t) headl�ned ‘Who w�ll dec�de our PM?’, and 
expla�ned that ‘there �s a select group of bus�ness, logg�ng and fore�gn 
�nterests that are currently attempt�ng to corrupt our pol�t�cal process 
and man�pulate the elect�on of the new PM so that they can cont�nue to 
control our nat�on’. 

In the m�dst of th�s fraught coal�t�on-bu�ld�ng process, two Ta�wanese naval 
vessels docked �n port and sent sa�lors from the Wu-Y�’s tra�n�ng squadron to 
perform kung-fu exerc�ses for onlookers at the Nat�onal Stad�um. The event 
was accompan�ed by new announcements by Ambassador Anton�o Chen of 
Ta�wanese a�d awa�t�ng the �ncom�ng government (ABC 2006a). New and 
returned MPs were �nv�ted to come aboard the Wu-Y� that even�ng for a 
cockta�l party. Only a few AIMP members attended, �nclud�ng Peter Boyers 
and Laur�e Chan, as well as the outgo�ng pr�me m�n�ster. Kemakeza told the 
gather�ng that h�s government would be re-elected (Solomon Star 2006u), 
yet the celebrated ‘numbers man’ of 2001–06 no longer had suff�c�ent party 
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back�ng for a b�d to rema�n pr�me m�n�ster. H�s PAP had been reduced to a 
rump of seven members. One of these, Fred Fono, �mmed�ately deserted 
and jo�ned the AIMP. 

Accord�ng to the t�metable set by Governor-General S�r Nathan�el Waena, 
nom�nat�ons for the pr�me m�n�stersh�p were to close at 4pm on 11 Apr�l 
2006, and the elect�ons were scheduled for 9.30am on Tuesday 18 Apr�l. By 
the close of nom�nat�ons, all three cand�dates were from the western part of 
the country: R�n�, Taus�nga and Sogavare. Dur�ng the Easter long weekend, 
coal�t�on fortunes waxed and waned. Numbers appeared �ncreas�ngly to favour 
the oppos�t�on, and a greater sense of calm preva�led at the gates of the Iron 
Bottom Sound Hotel. On �ts own, the Hon�ara Hotel-based coal�t�on d�d not 
have the numbers to w�n the pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on outr�ght. When MPs 
f�nally gathered on Vavaya R�dge to select the�r new pr�me m�n�ster, Taus�nga 
was eas�ly ahead at the f�rst count, but four votes short of a clear major�ty. 
It was the 11 MPs who s�ded w�th Sogavare at the f�rst count who prov�ded 
the cruc�al sw�ng votes. In the second round of vot�ng, 10 of these backed 
R�n�—hand�ng h�m v�ctory by 27 votes to 23. It was to prove a short-l�ved 
tr�umph. E�ght days later, respond�ng to the pol�t�cal shock waves engendered 
by the r�ots, s�x MPs crossed the floor to jo�n an oppos�t�on that regrouped 
around Sogavare as �ts new cand�date for pr�me m�n�ster. Fac�ng an �mpend�ng 
no-conf�dence vote, R�n� chose to res�gn. The Hon�ara Hotel camp chose Fred 
Fono as �ts cand�date for the second pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�ons held on 4 May, 
but he lost by 22 votes to Sogavare’s 28. Sogavare consequently became pr�me 
m�n�ster, w�th Taus�nga as deputy and Ulufa’alu as f�nance m�n�ster.

Table 6.4 The 18 April and 4 May 2006 prime ministerial elections

                      
18 Apr�l F�rst round Second round 4 May F�rst round
Synder R�n� 17 27 Fred Fono 22
Job Dudley Taus�nga 22 23 Manasseh Sogavare 28
Mannaseh Sogavare  11
 

Source: Comp�led by author.
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Conclus�on: r�ots rev�s�ted
The r�ots that broke out on 18 Apr�l outs�de parl�ament were tr�ggered by 
a deeply flawed pr�me m�n�ster�al select�on process, wh�ch not for the f�rst 
t�me generated an outcome that bore no relat�onsh�p to any d�scern�ble 
popular mandate.17 The prev�ous government had earned �tself a poor 
reputat�on among Solomon Islanders. As we have seen, many m�n�sters had 
been sacked for embezzlement of funds or compl�c�ty �n m�l�tant act�v�t�es. 
Kemakeza’s PAP performed poorly at the polls. Its coal�t�on ally—the 
R�n�-led AIMP—had also suffered h�gh-prof�le casualt�es. In total, n�ne of 
the 20 m�n�sters had lost the�r seats, as well as the bulk of pro-government 
backbenchers. Nevertheless, here was the former deputy pr�me m�n�ster 
lead�ng the core of the old cab�net back �nto off�ce. Whatever the role of 
d�sgruntled pol�t�c�ans �n �nc�t�ng the crowds, the causes of the Hon�ara r�ots 
ran much deeper. The �ntense level of popular ant�pathy to the outcome of the 
pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on—at least among the hundreds gathered outs�de 
parl�ament on 18 Apr�l—was captured �n three hours of p�lot footage for 
an �ntended new Solomon Islands TV stat�on.18 There ex�sts no reason to 
bel�eve that some reservo�r of popular support for the former government 
ex�sted anywhere else �n the country.

Th�s was not the f�rst t�me a gather�ng outs�de parl�ament had reacted 
�n a host�le way to the outcome of a pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on, even �f 
the response th�s t�me was far more v�olent. Back �n 2001, at the prev�ous 
pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on, Kemakeza’s v�ctory had been greeted w�th such a 
stunned and d�sapprov�ng s�lence that S�r Allan felt obl�ged �n the m�dst of h�s 
post-elect�on news conference to publ�cly d�sm�ss h�s cr�t�cs as art�culat�ng 
a narrowly urban response.19 Prev�ous government changes, for example �n 
1990 and 1994, were also outcomes of beh�nd-the-scenes manoeuvr�ng by 
top pol�t�c�ans, and bore no necessary relat�onsh�p to popular enthus�asm 
or d�sda�n w�th the performance of the government of the day. Caut�ous 
preparat�on for d�sturbances accompany�ng pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�ons, 
�nclud�ng deployment of off�cers to Ch�natown, had prev�ously been standard 
Royal Solomon Islands Pol�ce procedure (Short 2006).20 

D�d d�sappo�nted pol�t�c�ans plan and spark the d�sturbances? Two 
oppos�t�on MPs—Dausabea and Nelson Ne’e—were subsequently arrested 
for �nc�t�ng the crowds to v�olence. Some speculated about Dausabea’s role 
�n st�rr�ng youths to act�on the n�ght before the r�ots (W�ckham 2006). 
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Ex�t�ng parl�ament after R�n�’s elect�on, Dausabea allegedly sa�d ‘mi fala 
lose nao, iu fala doim what nao iufala likem [we’ve lost, you go ahead and do 
what you want]’, wh�ch sounds more provocat�ve �n P�j�n than �n Engl�sh 
(Solomon Star 2006v). The less-seasoned Central Hon�ara MP, Ne’e, was 
blunter: ‘dynamitem parliment [blow up parl�ament],’ he �s sa�d to have told 
the crowds (Solomon Star 2006w). Was th�s mere trouble mak�ng am�d an 
already occurr�ng popular outrage-dr�ven r�ot, or had frustrated pol�t�cal 
leaders transformed an otherw�se peaceful protest �nto a v�olent one? Th�s �s 
a fam�l�ar �ssue, and one that also accompan�ed Solomon Islands urban unrest 
�n 1989 and 1996, the Isatabu upr�s�ng of 1998–99 and var�ous Mala�tan 
demonstrat�ons �n Hon�ara dur�ng 1999–2000 (Fraenkel 2004a:64–5, 
117–19). It �s also—�n all these cases—�mposs�ble to answer def�n�t�vely, 
for the Melanes�an leader blends �nto the crowd and the �nst�gator �s rarely 
separated eas�ly from the �nst�gated. At the t�me of wr�t�ng, the courts are 
entrusted w�th the respons�b�l�ty of judg�ng whether pol�t�c�ans �nc�ted the 
r�ots and a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �s supposed to establ�sh the causes. S�nce 
courts are respons�ble for establ�sh�ng gu�lt or �nnocence, however, and not 
ult�mate causes, and s�nce the comm�ss�on cannot comment on matters 
before the courts, �t seems l�kely that ne�ther w�ll resolve the broader �ssue 
of what was beh�nd the Hon�ara r�ots.      

The cla�ms that trucks had del�vered rocks, water bottles and f�re-
bombs to parl�ament before the r�ots were all false (Ma�den 2006; Morgan 
and McLeod 2006:421–2).21 Stones hurled at Parl�ament House were 
ava�lable read�ly on the access road. The torch�ng of the f�rst RAMSI 
veh�cle, supposedly w�th the petrol-f�lled water bottles descr�bed �n The 
Australian, happened at least an hour and a half after the �n�t�al outbreak 
of the d�sturbances outs�de parl�ament. Once the crowds veered towards 
the town, numerous opportun�st elements jo�ned the melée. In the 1990s, 
before the�r cr�s�s-related exodus from Hon�ara �n 2000–01, underemployed 
youths hang�ng around a�mlessly �n Hon�ara (the notor�ous ‘masta l�u’) 
regularly jo�ned urban d�sturbances. The renewed expans�on of squatter 
settlements on Hon�ara’s fr�nges and the bu�ldup of numbers of young and 
a�mless street-k�ds dur�ng 2002–06 were always l�kely to swell the feroc�ty 
of even m�nor urban d�sturbances. 

The cla�ms that RAMSI pol�ce tact�cs sparked the d�sturbances were 
overplayed and often �ncons�stent. Desp�te a heavy presence, Austral�an 
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pol�ce qu�ckly lost control, and resorted to us�ng tear-gas only about three 
hours after the d�sturbances outs�de parl�ament began. Prov�d�ng a megaphone 
for respected sen�or statesman S�r Peter Ken�lorea m�ght have helped to calm 
the crowds, but �t requ�res a b�g counterfactual stretch to suggest that th�s 
would have quelled the unrest. The Deputy Comm�ss�oner of Pol�ce, Johnson 
S�apu, cla�med that ‘the v�olence and attacks on property at Ch�natown and 
other areas throughout Po�nt Cruz had commenced pr�or to the deployment 
of tear gas’ (Solomon Star 2006z). Accord�ng to Pol�ce Comm�ss�oner Shane 
Castles, the t�m�ng was close: ‘[b]y 3.15pm…a crowd �n excess of 200 began 
ransack�ng both the Sunr�se and W�ngs Supermarkets’, and ‘at 3.22pm non-
lethal [CS] tear gas was deployed at parl�ament house’ (Solomon Star 2006aa). 
If so, the tear-gas was deployed seven m�nutes after the ransack�ng began. It 
takes about f�ve m�nutes to run, w�thout stumbl�ng, down the steep h�ll from 
parl�ament to Po�nt Cruz. Hence, �f th�s t�m�ng was correct, those flee�ng 
from the tear-gas outs�de parl�ament could have jo�ned the r�ot�ng �n the town 
centre only about 3.27pm, 12 m�nutes after �t began.

Most extraord�nary were the cla�ms that Ta�wanese fund�ng somehow 
fuelled the r�ots. Ta�wan had, at t�mes, exerc�sed an �ll-adv�sed �nfluence on 
Solomon Islands pol�t�cs: w�th regard to the m�sconce�ved EXIM loan �n 
2001, RCDF spend�ng before the 2006 poll and select�ve payments routed 
through Kemakeza’s off�ce dur�ng the run up the 2006 poll. The d�plomat�c 
f�asco surround�ng the �ll-t�med arr�val of the Wu-Y�—and the cockta�l party 
�n the m�ddle of government format�on—encouraged �ncreas�ngly shr�ll 
ant�podean allegat�ons of Ta�wanese pol�t�cal �nterference �n the electoral 
process. Many also cla�med that Ta�wanese money �nfluenced the wheel�ng 
and deal�ng �n the run up to the 18 Apr�l pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on. 
Money does change hands �n such elect�ons. S�nce such transact�ons are 
�nev�tably secret�ve �n one sense—but well known �n another—amounts 
often tend to become exaggerated. Solomon Islanders’ ev�dence of rece�pts 
of br�bes ar�ses ow�ng to ostentat�ous d�splays by rec�p�ents. In close-kn�t 
commun�t�es, pol�t�c�ans who are seen to suddenly myster�ously acqu�re a 
new four-wheel-dr�ve veh�cle, for example, or a fancy house are known to 
be �n rece�pt of unusual sources of �ncome. Such payments usually come 
from local bus�nesses, would-be cas�no operators or logg�ng compan�es 
seek�ng to �nfluence the compos�t�on and pol�cy d�rect�on of the �ncom�ng 
government. 
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The more �mportant �nfluence on the shap�ng and reshap�ng of Solomon 
Islands pol�t�cs dur�ng 2003–06 was the Austral�an presence. Even that was 
l�m�ted, however, as the elect�on f�rst of R�n� and then of Sogavare—ne�ther 
of whom were cand�dates favoured �n Canberra—clearly showed. Austral�an 
�nfluence had served to strengthen the Kemakeza government, but �t d�d 
not extend to determ�n�ng the outcome of the post-elect�on leadersh�p 
contest. Nevertheless, the shap�ng and reshap�ng of government and 
oppos�t�on all�ances dur�ng 2003–06 had showed �tself to be extraord�nar�ly 
suscept�ble to �nfluence, whether del�berate or �nadvertent. Neutral�ty was 
�mposs�ble, even �f �t appeared pol�t�cally �nd�spensable. No ser�ous top-level 
cons�derat�on was g�ven �n Canberra to the pol�t�cal ram�f�cat�ons of the 
RAMSI operat�on, desp�te the parl�amentary reconf�gurat�on that ensued.22 
For the Austral�an H�gh Comm�ss�on, th�s was a pos�t�ve consol�dat�on around 
Kemakeza, even requ�r�ng add�t�onal leg�slat�on to further strengthen the 
pos�t�on of the government. For RAMSI’s spec�al coord�nator, �t was perhaps 
more problemat�c, but unfortunately unavo�dable ow�ng to the role of the 
pr�me m�n�ster �n leg�t�m�s�ng the ent�re operat�on. Had the leg�slat�on 
recommended so strongly by some Canberra th�nk-tanks—g�v�ng �ncom�ng 
governments a grace per�od dur�ng wh�ch they would be �mmune from no-
conf�dence votes—been enacted and had �t been accompan�ed by laws aga�nst 
floor cross�ng, the R�n� government m�ght have surv�ved any parl�amentary 
challenge, leav�ng RAMSI �n the �mposs�ble s�tuat�on of hav�ng to prop up a 
deeply unpopular government. Fortunately, such leg�slat�on had not been 
enacted. Nevertheless, the eventual tr�umph of a now heav�ly comprom�sed 
oppos�t�on on 4 May 2006 bore all the scars of the reconf�gurat�on of the 
pol�t�cal order dur�ng 2003–06. The way ahead w�ll not be easy. 
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Notes
1 Solomon Mamalon� surv�ved a full term as pr�me m�n�ster from 1989 to 1993, but h�s 

government d�d not. In 1990, Mamalon� abandoned h�s own People’s All�ance Party 
and forged a new coal�t�on w�th former oppos�t�on members. The 1984 Un�ted Party 
government also surv�ved a full term, but �ts �n�t�al pr�me m�n�ster, S�r Peter Ken�lorea, 
was forced to res�gn �n 1986.

2 R�n� �n fact res�gned, but only m�nutes before the vote on a no-conf�dence mot�on.
3 ‘The fact that elements of the pro-oppos�t�on crowd were already armed w�th petrol 

spray and f�re bombs, and qu�ckly set to �nc�nerat�ng RAMSI veh�cles after the �n�t�al 
sk�rm�shes, supports the content�on that key members of the oppos�t�on group 
�nstrumental�sed v�olence for pol�t�cal ga�n’ (Morgan and McLeod 2006:421–2). 

4 ‘There shall be a general elect�on at such t�me w�th�n four months of every d�ssolut�on 
of Parl�ament’ (Solomon Islands Government 1978:S.74). 

5 I am �ndebted to Al�sta�r Legge, of the Austral�an Electoral Comm�ss�on, who managed 
the C�v�c Educat�on Project, for deta�ls about these arrangements.  

6 See the comments of SIEC adv�ser Dav�d Clarke �n Solomon Star 2006d.
7 The Moral Rearmament Group grew out of the 1930s Oxford group and �s known as 

In�t�at�ves of Change �n Austral�a. See http://www.au.�ofc.org
8 S�m�larly, Morgan and McLeod (2006:420–1) reject the v�ew that the pr�me m�n�ster�al 

elect�on contest was ‘a contest between the new guard who support pol�t�cal reform 
and the old guard character�sed by money pol�t�cs’ on the grounds that many of the 
oppos�t�on pol�t�c�ans were also ‘old’ and because ‘charges of money pol�t�cs and 
maladm�n�strat�on may evenly be d�rected aga�nst members of Taus�nga’s camp’ (my 
emphas�s). For an alternat�ve v�ew, see Kabutaulaka 2006.

9 For the debates �n Austral�a, see Austral�an Government 2003.
10 In the week before the elect�on, Dausabea converted h�s house �nto a k�nd of hosp�tal�ty 

centre for conf�rmed supporters and, on elect�on day, he took them �n groups of 20 
to the poll�ng stat�on, br�ng�ng them back for refreshment thereafter (B�shop Terry 
Brown, personal commun�cat�on, 31 August 2006).   

11 The Const�tut�onal (Amendment) B�ll 2005 was defeated �n November 2005—not 
due to d�rect oppos�t�on, but ow�ng to the absence of so many s�tt�ng members that �t 
proved �mposs�ble to reach the requ�red major�ty (three-quarters of the house or 38 
MPs) (Solomon Islands Government 2005b).

12 See also the rather �ncons�stent responses from Ta�wanese Ambassador, Anton�o Chen 
(2006), and Kemakeza (2006), and the subsequent contr�but�ons from Joses Sanga (2006), 
Alfred Sasako (2006) and Speaker of the House, S�r Peter Ken�lorea (2006b). 

13 In the wake of �ts 2002 elect�ons, Papua New Gu�nea sw�tched from f�rst-past-the-
post to a l�m�ted preferent�al vot�ng system. For data on the number of cand�dates per 
const�tuency �n Papua New Gu�nea, see Fraenkel 2004b. What �s sa�d here �s also true 
of Vanuatu, although that country uses a s�ngle non-transferable vote system (see van 
Trease 2005).
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14 For an analys�s of the l�kely �mpact of quotas a�med at �nfluenc�ng party cand�date 
select�on, see Fraenkel 2006.

15 In some cases, only the const�tuenc�es were announced, presumably because when the 
advert�sment was wr�tten the v�ctors were st�ll unknown.

16 Personal commun�cat�ons (Anonymous).
17 The �ssue of what reforms m�ght prove effect�ve �n such c�rcumstances, �nclud�ng the 

scope for strengthen�ng pol�t�cal part�es and reform of the process of elect�ng pr�me 
m�n�sters, �s d�scussed �n a separate forthcom�ng paper.

18 Raw DVD record�ng of Solomon Islands TV footage taken before, dur�ng and after 
the pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on result, �nclud�ng the subsequent d�sturbances outs�de 
parl�ament. 

19 For some sense of the ant�c�pat�on of the potent�al for host�l�ty from the outcome of 
Solomon Islands’ two-stage pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�ons, and an account of the 2001 
sequence of events, see Fraenkel 2004a:136–38. 

20 Solomon Islands-born M�ke Wheatley, the Ass�stant Pol�ce Comm�ss�oner, Nat�onal 
Reconna�ssance and Surve�llance, dur�ng 1992–2000, expla�ned: ‘It �s a standard 
procedure for the d�sc�pl�nary forces of Solomon Islands to be on alert dur�ng any 
nat�onal elect�on, stepp�ng up as parl�ament �s convened for the elect�on of the Pr�me 
M�n�ster. Forces were usually deployed at Parl�ament House, on the approaches to 
Ch�natown and for other key locat�ons on a d�rect route from Parl�ament House. Such 
a strategy allows one to block or deflect r�otous assembly as opposed to the r�sk�er 
strategy of follow�ng �t �nto Ch�natown’ (Wheatley 2006).

21 See Note 4. 
22 Personal commun�cat�on (Anonymous).
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Chapter 7
RAMSI—the way ahead

Mary-Louise O’Callaghan

It �s no small co�nc�dence that the f�rst to congratulate Solomon Islands’ 
new pr�me m�n�ster on h�s elect�on was a member of the Austral�an-led 
Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to Solomon Islands (RAMSI). Just four hours 
after Manasseh Sogavare had secured one of the most arduous jobs �n the 
reg�on, RAMSI Spec�al Coord�nator, James Batley—who, arguably, was 
hold�ng down an equally challeng�ng post—d�spatched h�s congratulat�ons 
to the man w�th whom he knew he must now attempt to forge an open and 
trust�ng partnersh�p �f RAMSI �n �ts current form was to surv�ve.

In real�ty, Batley and the government that put h�m there had l�ttle 
cho�ce. Austral�a’s grand v�s�on was of a reg�onal m�ss�on led and funded by 
Austral�a that could ass�st Solomon Islanders to rebu�ld and reshape the�r 
nat�on �nto a v�able, modern state, wh�ch could be ruled and run effect�vely 
by �ts own people. If that v�s�on was to be ach�eved, Austral�a needed not 
only the cooperat�on of the government of Solomon Islands, whoever that 
m�ght be, �t needed a mean�ngful work�ng partnersh�p w�th �t. Th�s �s the 
case even �f that government �s headed, as �t �s today, by a pol�t�c�an who 
catapulted h�mself �nto off�ce �n�t�ally on the back of a coup �n 2000 and 
who has been more recently on the rebound from the v�olent soc�al unrest 
that razed Hon�ara’s Ch�natown �n Apr�l 2006. 

Solomon Islanders have no opt�on. Most already know from the four 
agon�s�ng years of rule by the gun (from 1999 to 2003) just how bad th�ngs can 
get. Wh�le the major�ty of Solomon Islanders d�d not jo�n �n the ethn�c tens�ons, 
as they are called, between the two largest �slands of Guadalcanal and Mala�ta, 
they were forced to watch as any semblance of governance crumbled stead�ly 
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under the we�ght of the guns and the cr�m�nals w�eld�ng them. Most also 
rema�n to th�s day uncomprehend�ng of how the�r most powerful ne�ghbour, 
Austral�a, could s�t on �ts hands for those four long years.   

In the f�rst flush of the post-11 September new world order, Austral�a’s 
John Howard-led government d�scovered an urgent �mperat�ve for 
ne�ghbourly concern that eventually led to the format�on of RAMSI. 
Arr�v�ng �n the smoky dawn of 24 July 2003, RAMSI qu�ckly wrought the 
m�racle—the return of law and order and f�nanc�al stab�l�ty—that Solomon 
Islanders had been pray�ng for. In the four years that have passed s�nce, 
there have been great ga�ns. Desp�te a lot of hard work, however, Solomon 
Islands �s st�ll far from free of the legacy of those dark days of neglect, nor, 
therefore, �s RAMSI. In many ways, the challenges that RAMSI faces are 
the same as those that so daunt the future prospects of Solomon Islands, 
although RAMSI also has a separate set of challenges all �ts own, wh�ch w�ll 
be d�scussed �n th�s chapter. 

In the 12 months s�nce the Hon�ara r�ots, the Solomon Islands def�ed 
convent�onal w�sdom and cont�nued to grow. Real gross domest�c product 
(GDP) grew by 6.1 per cent �n 2006 and was forecast to grow by 6 per 
cent �n 2007; employment was grow�ng strongly and �nflat�on had fallen to 
6.9 per cent through 2006. Th�s �s largely due to a comb�nat�on of smart 
econom�c reforms �ntroduced by the government w�th the ass�stance of 
RAMSI’s econom�c governance program and the almost doubl�ng �n the 
past year of revenue collected from logg�ng. Even �n the face of such facts, 
however, the harsh real�ty �s that the Solomon Islands economy suffered so 
badly �n the prev�ous decade that �t �s est�mated that an annual growth rate 
of 5 per cent w�ll be needed for the next 20 years just to ra�se the standard 
of l�v�ng for the fastest-grow�ng populat�on �n the reg�on back to where �t 
was hover�ng �n 1994.

Add to th�s the grow�ng soc�al problems that accompany a nat�on’s 
decl�n�ng capac�ty to look after �tself and the deep-seated and as yet largely 
unresolved �ssues that were beh�nd the years of str�fe and there �s st�ll a very, 
very long way to go before �t w�ll be poss�ble to say that Solomon Islanders 
have wrested back control of the�r nat�on’s dest�ny. 

A key to turn�ng any of th�s around �s the requ�rement for rap�d change �n 
how Solomon Islands �s attempt�ng to fund, run and develop �tself. Th�s �s a b�g 
ask anywhere but more so �n a country where a comb�nat�on of corrupt�on, 
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�gnorance and na�vety has comb�ned w�th a poorly des�gned electoral system 
to produce success�ve governments that are barely representat�ve of, far 
less accountable to, the people. The �nst�tut�ons bequeathed 30 years ago 
�n the lead up to �ndependence are st�ll not understood clearly by most 
Solomon Islanders. Nor are these �nst�tut�ons w�thout the need for reform 
and ref�nement themselves. RAMSI has already put enormous resources �nto 
do�ng someth�ng about Solomon Islanders’ fundamental lack of knowledge 
of how the�r nat�on �s �ntended to work, �n 2005 fund�ng a mult�-m�ll�on 
dollar nat�on-w�de c�v�c educat�on project. 

RAMSI’s �nnovat�ve programs to enhance rural l�vel�hoods and develop 
prov�nc�al econom�es and �nfrastructure face a s�m�lar race aga�nst t�me and 
populat�on growth. W�th 85 per cent of the Solomon Islands populat�on 
l�v�ng �n non-urban areas, AusAID has focused some of RAMSI’s efforts 
on �mprov�ng the rural econom�c base, and to mov�ng some of the qu�te 
act�ve �nformal economy �nto the formal sector �n t�me to cush�on the 
nat�on from the �mpact of shr�nk�ng forestry revenues as Solomon Islands’ 
anc�ent trees—once a susta�nable resource—are f�nally exhausted �n the 
next four to s�x years. 

At the heart of RAMSI’s efforts to ass�st w�th the restorat�on of 
governance and the �nst�tut�ons of state �s a program of amb�t�ous econom�c, 
leg�slat�ve, publ�c sector and electoral reform that �s �n var�ous stages of 
des�gn or �mplementat�on. It �s here we start to see the rub of RAMSI. 
In stark contrast w�th the overwhelm�ng support for the m�ss�on’s qu�te 
extens�ve �ntervent�on �nto Solomon Islands’ law and order, there has been 
resentment, susp�c�on and act�ve underm�n�ng of RAMSI’s reforms and, 
�n part�cular, the pol�cy of putt�ng key RAMSI personnel �nto m�n�str�es 
such as f�nance and �n pos�t�ons �n other departments, such as that of 
the accountant-general. The same res�stance �s ev�dent �n response to 
the m�ss�on’s efforts to reform government pract�ces, pol�c�es and the 
endem�c corrupt�on that so underm�nes much of the State’s core bus�ness 
�n Solomon Islands, part�cularly the del�very of serv�ces. RAMSI encounters 
resentment, susp�c�on and act�ve underm�n�ng from the country’s pol�t�cal 
and bureaucrat�c él�te. The da�ly, endless and t�me-consum�ng struggle to 
push on w�th these reforms, w�th l�ttle or no support from all but a few of 
Solomon Islands’ sen�or bureaucrats, was descr�bed by one RAMSI �ns�der 
�n 2005 as ‘trench warfare’.
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An �nterest�ng conundrum has developed s�nce the r�ots of 2006: the 
ascendancy of Sogavare and h�s at t�mes man�c and v�rulent attacks on Austral�a 
and RAMSI. Wh�le the RAMSI/Solomon Islands government partnersh�p 
at the pol�t�cal level rema�ns fraught w�th compl�cated dece�ts, and not-
so-h�dden agendas to underm�ne the m�ss�on’s effect�veness �n mov�ng the 
nat�on’s �nst�tut�ons to a more accountable state, just below th�s a remarkably 
effect�ve work�ng relat�onsh�p has developed between sen�or Solomon Islands 
bureaucrats and those programs under RAMSI’s three p�llars of reform: 
econom�c governance, mach�nery of government and law and just�ce. 

In the year lead�ng up to Sogavare’s elect�on, RAMSI had moved to meet 
the concerns of the Solomon Islands government that �t was sett�ng an agenda 
for these reforms and other RAMSI-funded government programs w�th l�ttle 
or no consultat�on or mechan�sm of accountab�l�ty other than the agreement 
of the �ncumbent Solomon Islands pr�me m�n�ster and regular report�ng back 
to Canberra, Well�ngton and the Pac�f�c Islands Forum Secretar�at. Under 
the �n�t�at�ve of the then RAMSI Spec�al Coord�nator, James Batley, a lot of 
work was done w�th the Solomon Islands government to establ�sh jo�ntly 
agreed targets for all three RAMSI p�llars. 

A jo�nt consultat�ve forum has been establ�shed. Co-cha�red by the spec�al 
coord�nator and the secretary to the pr�me m�n�ster, the forum compr�ses the 
permanent secretar�es of the seven key government departments and the head 
of the RAMSI programs �n these reform areas. An annual performance report 
�s now produced us�ng 51 separate �nd�cators, all developed �n d�scuss�on w�th 
the relevant Solomon Islands author�t�es or counterparts. These draw on four 
d�fferent sources of data: program-level report�ng; analyt�cal surveys; surveys 
of the populat�on; and capac�ty-bu�ld�ng surveys for each of the reform 
p�llars. The latest of these populat�on surveys, comm�ss�oned by RAMSI 
but conducted by �ndependent researchers, reveals an extraord�nar�ly h�gh 
level of support for the m�ss�on—more than 94 per cent among ord�nary 
Solomon Islanders. 

Wh�le the Sogavare government’s close all�ance w�th elements of the 
former Mala�ta Eagle Force’s (MEF) cr�m�nal and m�l�tant leadersh�p has 
predeterm�ned �ts antagon�sm towards RAMSI’s core goals, �t has also 
h�ghl�ghted for Solomon Islanders the cr�t�cal value of RAMSI’s efforts to 
stab�l�se and rehab�l�tate the�r nat�on. For �nstance, the d�squ�et fuelled �n 
2005 among �nformed Solomon Islanders by Canberra’s �ll-judged dec�s�on 
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to �mpose an Austral�an Federal Pol�ce (AFP) off�cer as Solomon Islands’ 
pol�ce comm�ss�oner has been all but forgotten two years later, am�d 
Solomon Islanders’ d�staste for the pol�t�cally compl�ant �ncumbent recently 
rustled up for th�s post by the Sogavare reg�me from the dregs of F�j�’s now 
d�scred�ted post-coup pol�ce force. 

A top pr�or�ty of RAMSI �s bu�ld�ng the capac�ty of Solomon Islands’ 
�nst�tut�ons of governance, �nclud�ng the pol�ce. Solomon Islanders, however, 
�n sharp contrast w�th the�r government’s rhetor�c, rema�n wary of too fast 
a sh�ft back to full local�sat�on, lest they end up w�th noth�ng more than a 
smarter vers�on of what und�d the knot of statehood so effect�vely not so long 
ago. It �s an open secret—d�scussed frequently by Solomon Islanders—that 
most pol�t�c�ans would l�ke to get the�r hands back on the State’s coffers 
w�th vary�ng degrees of �ll �ntent.     

In what has become a large f�ll�p for the m�ss�on’s morale, the pol�t�cal 
�mpl�cat�ons of the cont�nued w�despread popular support for RAMSI are 
probably res�sted least by the Solomon Islands government’s newly appo�nted 
spec�al envoy to RAMSI, former pol�t�c�an M�chael Ma�na. Desp�te hav�ng 
h�mself been forced to step down as pol�ce m�n�ster �n 2005 when arrested 
on, but later cleared of, charges of fraud, the spec�al envoy appears to be 
work�ng construct�vely to ensure the m�ss�on �s able to fulf�l �ts w�dest 
mandate. 

A more soph�st�cated and coord�nated approach to the �nduct�on of all 
members of RAMSI on the�r arr�val �n Solomon Islands,  be they c�v�l�ans, 
pol�ce or m�l�tary, �s st�ll evolv�ng but the �mportance of th�s to the m�ss�on’s 
goals �s now acknowledged. The s�gn�f�cance and complex�ty of effect�ve 
engagement w�th local �nst�tut�ons and the�r personnel—the m�ss�on’s 
Solomon Islands counterparts—has been recogn�sed as the touchstone 
for �ts efforts �n capac�ty bu�ld�ng. Th�s �s eas�er sa�d than done �n a cross-
cultural env�ronment �n wh�ch there �s often a rad�cally d�fferent approach 
to commun�cat�ng and �mpart�ng ‘informations’, as �t �s called �n Solomon 
Islands P�j�n. A lot of ga�ns have, nevertheless, been made �n the wake of the 
post-r�ot scrut�ny appl�ed to the m�ss�on from Canberra and from RAMSI 
pract�t�oners on the ground. A good f�rst step has been the encouragement 
g�ven to young bureaucrats and other RAMSI personnel, espec�ally members 
of RAMSI’s Part�c�pat�ng Pol�ce Force (PPF), to equ�p themselves w�th the 
prec�se sk�lls they need for what �s the extremely del�cate task of work�ng 
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w�th Solomon Islanders to rebu�ld not only the�r country but the�r �nd�v�dual 
capac�ty to contr�bute to th�s process. Austral�ans don’t know how to s�t 
�n s�lence. Solomon Islanders rarely speak w�thout �t, that �s, w�thout the 
�nd�cat�on, through the respectful space prov�ded, of the other’s w�ll�ngness 
to l�sten.  The m�ss�on and �ts members are learn�ng to l�sten and to learn 
from Solomon Islanders about how best to commun�cate w�th them, to l�sten 
to what they th�nk, what they need, what they bel�eve they can contr�bute 
and what they th�nk we m�ght be able to br�ng to the RAMSI table. 

Nowhere was th�s need for a change �n approach and preparat�on more 
apparent than �n the p�votal area of law and order. Hav�ng secured most 
of the guns and prosecuted many of the hard-core v�olent cr�m�nals by 
the end of 2004, the PPF—led and staffed largely by off�cers of the AFP’s 
Internat�onal Deployment Group (IDG)—have grappled w�th how to relate 
to, let alone rebu�ld, a force dec�mated by the purge of off�cers �nvolved �n 
the recent lawlessness. The Apr�l 2006 protests outs�de parl�ament, where 
the predom�nantly Austral�an and New Zealand PPF off�cers could be seen 
act�ng �n a seem�ng vacuum from the mood of the crowd and the sen�or-
rank�ng local pol�ce off�cers who were present, was a ch�ll�ng �llustrat�on 
of the dangers of try�ng to rebu�ld someone else’s country w�thout be�ng 
steeped �n understand�ng of that culture and the dynam�cs of that soc�ety.

S�nce the r�ots, a lot of work has been done to �mprove the PPF’s ab�l�ty 
to equ�p �ts members w�th the sk�lls requ�red for effect�ve commun�cat�on 
and capac�ty bu�ld�ng. The �dea that the most effect�ve way to do th�s 
�s through a common language �s now accepted. Wh�le many Solomon 
Islanders are qu�te art�culate �n Engl�sh, the absence of all but a few P�j�n 
speakers �n the c�v�l—but part�cularly the pol�ce—arm of RAMSI was a 
major weakness before the r�ots. Now the benef�ts that fluency �n P�j�n can 
br�ng are recogn�sed, w�th compulsory P�j�n classes requ�red for all new 
members of the PPF who are not from p�dg�n-speak�ng countr�es. More 
thorough tra�n�ng of those �nd�v�dual off�cers be�ng posted to RAMSI �s 
now carr�ed out by a revamped �nduct�on process at the IDG �n Canberra, 
wh�ch �nvolves regular �nput from Solomon Islands pol�ce off�cers. There 
have also been some very good developments w�th�n the Solomon Islands 
Pol�ce Force under RAMSI. The resurgence of the Solomon Islands Pol�ce 
Academy and the pos�t�ve �mpacts of �ts tra�n�ng programs throughout the 
force are examples of th�s. 
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At the heart of th�s are the efforts be�ng made by the IDG to cope w�th 
the rap�d changes that have been requ�red of the AFP by the new demands 
of Austral�a’s more proact�ve role �n the reg�on and the changes �n the world 
�n wh�ch the AFP must now operate. The format�on of the IDG �s �n �tself 
a funct�on of these changes and �t �s currently deployed �n n�ne m�ss�ons 
throughout the world, none of wh�ch, bar Cyprus, ex�sted a decade ago. Wh�le 
great ach�evements were made by RAMSI �n the f�rst 12 months after �ts 
�n�t�al deployment �n July 2003—the surrender or se�zure of most guns �n the 
commun�ty and the arrest of most of the m�l�tant and cr�m�nal leadersh�p—the 
organ�sat�on of the PPF’s rap�d deployment to the Solomons led to a lack of 
long-term plann�ng, personnel management, sk�lls match�ng and cont�nu�ty 
of post�ngs. All of these shortcom�ngs had un�ntended consequences �n other 
areas of RAMSI’s operat�ons. Already there has been an acknowledgement 
of the need for a w�der sk�ll set, part�cularly �n areas such as commun�ty 
pol�c�ng. Vacanc�es �n the IDG are now advert�sed throughout Austral�an states 
and terr�tor�es, P�j�n classes are offered on a weekly and voluntary bas�s, the 
length of deployment has been stretched for many off�cers �nto cycles from 
40 up to 60, 80 and 100 weeks, and fam�ly accommodat�on �s be�ng bu�lt �n 
order to attract more stable, long-term off�cers to the force. 

There �s much at stake. If, as recent events suggest, the grow�ng number of 
progress�vely more �mpover�shed Solomon Islanders are no longer w�ll�ng to 
tolerate bad governance as plac�dly as they have �n years past, RAMSI forces 
could f�nd themselves confront�ng the very people who should be the�r natural 
all�es �n these reforms. 

The Apr�l 2006 r�ots requ�red a rap�d h�ke �n the number of troops and 
pol�ce deployed under RAMSI, br�ng�ng the m�ss�on’s m�l�tary cont�ngent to 
430 personnel from the paltry 63 deemed necessary �n the per�od lead�ng 
up to the r�ots. Drawn mostly from Austral�a and New Zealand, they rema�n 
on the ground w�th the add�t�onal 120 pol�ce sh�pped �n to boost the PPF’s 
numbers above the 450 mark. 

The absence of adequate m�l�tary back-up for the PPF dur�ng the Apr�l 
r�ots ra�ses another set of quest�ons. The deployment of RAMSI’s m�l�tary 
cont�ngency �s �ntended to prov�de support to the PPF, not to lead the 
m�ss�on. R�sk assessment �s therefore one of the pr�me tasks of the m�ss�on’s 
jo�nt �ntell�gence group. The pecul�ar role of the m�l�tary �n RAMSI l�m�ts 
the qual�ty and depth of the contr�but�on that can be made by the Austral�an 
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Defence Force (ADF)—a fact very much to the m�ss�on’s detr�ment and 
ev�dent at the t�me of the r�ots, when effect�vely no troops of the more 
than 60 �n country were ava�lable (�n any mean�ngful numbers) to support 
the �ncreas�ngly overwhelmed pol�ce. Clearly, the deployment of about 60 
troops was deemed commensurate w�th the assessed threat. The fact that 
the bulk of these troops were deployed to prov�de add�t�onal secur�ty at 
Hon�ara’s ma�n ja�l s�nce a r�ot there �n 2004 d�d not d�ssuade the m�ss�on 
from allow�ng those rema�n�ng, exclud�ng headquarters staff, to make a 
non-urgent patrol to the country’s Western Prov�nce. 

Head of the PPF at the t�me, W�ll Jam�eson, stated publ�cly that there was 
no �ntell�gence to suggest the k�nd of orchestrated v�olence that the pol�ce 
ult�mately faced. If not a fa�lure of �ntell�gence, th�s po�nts, at the very least, 
to an alarm�ng lack of �nst�tut�onal memory w�th�n the m�ss�on at the t�me. 
Although the prec�se t�m�ng of the assault could not have been ant�c�pated 
by many Hon�ara res�dents, the poss�b�l�ty of the cr�m�nal forces al�gned 
aga�nst RAMSI b�d�ng the�r t�me and mak�ng such an attempt to underm�ne 
publ�c conf�dence �n RAMSI, and to de-mot�vate and d�stract the m�ss�on, 
was expected by many Solomon Islanders from RAMSI’s very �ncept�on. 

Such confrontat�ons between wh�te fore�gn cops and angry black locals—
as were w�tnessed �n Apr�l 2006—not only left 25 RAMSI personnel �njured, 
they dealt a severe blow to Solomon Islanders’ conf�dence �n the ab�l�ty of 
the m�ss�on to guarantee publ�c safety. Iron�cally, the v�tr�ol�c attacks and 
clear agenda of the pr�me m�n�ster that came to power through the r�ots 
have focused the commun�ty’s attent�on on the strengths of the m�ss�on and 
why they don’t want RAMSI to go home. 

Last, but by no means least, RAMSI has become better, smarter and 
faster at gett�ng �ts message out to all stakeholders. Part�cularly effect�ve 
has been a new commun�ty outreach program, wh�ch puts teams of RAMSI 
personnel from all parts of the m�ss�on �n regular contact w�th Hon�ara’s 
d�saffected settlement commun�t�es and the prov�nc�al populat�on. The 
m�ss�on st�ll has enormous support from the broad mass of Solomon 
Islanders who genu�nely and whole-heartedly apprec�ate the turn around 
�n the�r l�ves that RAMSI’s deployment has wrought. There �s, however, 
never an exhaust�ble supply of good w�ll towards an �ntervent�on force. 
The people of Solomon Islands are now demand�ng good governance, and 
that also means they need to know what RAMSI, as the�r partner, m�ght be 



 RAMSI—the way ahead 193

prosecut�ng on the�r behalf. They also need reassurance about the nature 
of that partnersh�p. L�ke any marr�age �n wh�ch desperate c�rcumstances 
rather than real attract�on d�ctated a cont�nu�ng partnersh�p, there were 
always go�ng to be �ssues about manag�ng mount�ng tens�ons generated by 
the presence and act�ons of an �ntervent�on force, even a reg�onal one that 
was �nv�ted �n so enthus�ast�cally. The degree of honest self-exam�nat�on, 
�mag�nat�on and sk�ll w�th wh�ch such �ssues cont�nue to be addressed by 
RAMSI and �ts hosts—be �t the Sogavare government or those that succeed 
�t—w�ll not only be p�votal to a successful RAMSI, they w�ll determ�ne the 
as yet uncerta�n future of Solomon Islands and �ts people.
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Chapter 8
Kastom and theocracy: a reflect�on on 
governance from the uttermost part 
of the world

Jaap Timmer

Solomon Islands has the h�ghest Const�tut�on that was ever wr�tten �n 
human h�story wh�ch �s the Holy B�ble and was �nsp�red by God’s Holy 
Sp�r�t. It d�rects man to the way, the truth and the l�fe. It �s the �nherent 
and �mmutable word of God the Alm�ghty Creator. There �s no man made 
const�tut�on or declarat�on wh�ch can or w�ll ever excel �ts l�terary works, 
say�ng, truths, prom�ses and unchangeable prophet�c message wh�ch are 
now be�ng fulf�lled �n these last days (Solomon Star 2005).

As of 1998, �t became apparent to the w�der world that many Solomon 
Islanders were prepared to v�olently oppose the central government—
react�ng to a long legacy of poor management of the country’s resources. 
Hon�ara, Austral�a and the �nternat�onal med�a were alerted to what had gone 
wrong �n Solomon Islands when long-stand�ng tens�ons between people from 
Guadalcanal and Mala�ta sparked a v�olent campa�gn of forc�ble d�splacement 
of Mala�tan ‘settlers’ from rural Guadalcanal and a subsequent backlash from 
Mala�tan m�l�tants based ma�nly �n Hon�ara. Thousands were affected by the 
‘tens�ons’ and by sk�rm�shes between oppos�ng ethn�c m�l�t�as. A coup by 
Mala�tan m�l�tants and renegade pol�ce off�cers �n June 2000 resulted �n the 
forc�ble removal of the �ncumbent Pr�me M�n�ster, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu. 
Progress�ve deter�orat�on �n the econom�c and secur�ty s�tuat�on culm�nated 
eventually �n the �ntervent�on of the Austral�an-led Reg�onal Ass�stance 
M�ss�on to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) �n m�d 2003.

The cr�s�s d�d not, however, end w�th the arr�val of RAMSI. The m�ss�on 
restored a level of law and order by d�sarm�ng people, sentenc�ng and 
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�mpr�son�ng cr�m�nals, br�ng�ng to just�ce a number of corrupt government 
off�c�als, prov�d�ng some level of secur�ty to the nat�onal a�rport, pol�c�ng 
the streets of Hon�ara and so on. Efforts were also put �nto recru�t�ng 
and tra�n�ng new pol�ce and pr�son off�cers, tra�n�ng publ�c servants and 
reform�ng government departments, but surpr�s�ngly l�ttle was done to 
address long-stand�ng local concerns about the structure of the State. RAMSI 
seemed reluctant to address Solomon Islanders’ long-stand�ng asp�rat�ons 
for greater local autonomy and to tackle the �ntr�cac�es of the devolut�on 
of power from Hon�ara. 

When central�sed government was �ntroduced, colon�al author�t�es 
acknowledged ‘tr�bal l�nks’ by establ�sh�ng four adm�n�strat�ve d�str�cts and, 
after the Local Government Act �n 1964, by allow�ng for the creat�on of 
local counc�ls. As Corr�n Care (2005:163–4) po�nts out, however, the local 
counc�ls were never set up properly. Plans for the devolut�on of power from 
Hon�ara to local ch�efs were not �mplemented and regulat�ons for the elect�on 
of ch�efs and governance of the funct�on�ng of the counc�ls were never drawn 
up. People s�mply cont�nued organ�s�ng the�r commun�t�es and resources �n 
ways they deemed appropr�ate—adapt�ng to the chang�ng c�rcumstances that 
came w�th m�grat�on to the coast, the construct�on of roads, the �ntroduct�on 
of coconut-tree plantat�ons and the develop�ng market for copra. At the same 
t�me, people began to th�nk d�fferently about leadersh�p and gender relat�ons 
as a result of Chr�st�an and state educat�on.

After �ndependence �n 1978, a number of somet�mes-confl�ct�ng statutes 
cover�ng prov�nc�al government were passed (see Corr�n Care 2005:163–4 
for an overv�ew). Wh�le these cons�dered the role of trad�t�onal ch�efs, they 
d�d not address the �nvolvement of non-elected ch�efs and elders. As a result, 
popular asp�rat�ons to �nvolve local leaders or ch�efs �n government dat�ng 
back to the colon�al per�od were never accommodated. 

As became clear dur�ng the v�olent upr�s�ngs dur�ng 1998–2002, 
gr�evances about the d�v�s�on of resources between the government �n 
Hon�ara and the prov�nces const�tuted a cr�t�cal focus of Solomon Islands 
pol�t�cs. Desp�te the arr�val of RAMSI, th�s gr�evance aga�nst nat�onal 
government control rema�ns marked. The Apr�l 2006 r�ots �n Hon�ara 
l�kew�se gave vent to gr�evances aga�nst central government pol�t�c�ans and 
reflected percept�ons that the government had fa�led to respond adequately 
to �ts c�t�zens. In th�s chapter, I d�scuss one such local�sed popular react�on 
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to central government control from the northern part of Mala�ta. The case 
also �nd�cates that a general tendency among fore�gn observers to separate 
custom and Chr�st�an�ty precludes a good understand�ng of Solomon 
Islanders’ percept�on of the State and �ts cr�s�s.

The relevance of th�s chapter to the broader themes �n th�s volume �s the 
qual�f�cat�on �t prov�des to overly stat�c or romant�c�sed concept�ons of kastom 
and Chr�st�an�ty �n current d�scuss�ons about the challenges of governance 
�n Solomon Islands and appropr�ate solut�ons. Analysts, pol�cymakers, 
government and a�d off�c�als operat�ng �n Solomon Islands need to avo�d 
dep�ct�ons of kastom and Chr�st�an�ty as stable and conservat�ve forces or, 
alternat�vely, as �mportant for nat�on bu�ld�ng. Kastom and Chr�st�an�ty 
are �nherently dynam�c world-v�ews and, moreover, have come under 
cons�derable stress �n recent t�mes.

Alternat�ve const�tut�ons
S�nce �ndependence, federal�sm—or the state government system, as �t �s 
popularly known—has been d�scussed regularly as an ant�dote to perce�ved 
over-central�sat�on. Dur�ng the 1998–99 d�sturbances on Guadalcanal, 
�nd�genous m�l�tants demanded the establ�shment of a federal system, 
react�ng aga�nst the dom�nance of Mala�tans on the�r �sland and w�th�n the 
headquarters of the central government. Pol�t�c�ans from Western Prov�nce 
also strongly supported federal�sm (Kabutaulaka 2006).

A Const�tut�onal Rev�ew Comm�ttee advocated the federal�st opt�on 
�n 1987. As a federal republ�c, Solomon Islands would be a nat�on-state 
�n wh�ch more power would be g�ven to the proposed states than would 
co�nc�de geograph�cally w�th ex�st�ng prov�nces. In th�s formula, part�cular 
�mportance was placed on establ�sh�ng new f�nanc�al arrangements, as 
the prov�nces felt that under the ex�st�ng system control of resources 
rema�ned concentrated among the small pol�t�cal él�te �n Hon�ara. The most 
content�ous aspects of more recent proposals for federal�sm have been the 
allocat�on of revenue-ra�s�ng capac�ty between the states and the federal 
government, the shar�ng of revenue between Hon�ara and the states and 
the f�scal equal�sat�on between the states (Le Roy 2004:20).

What frustrates many people, �n part�cular those l�v�ng �n rural areas, 
�s that wh�le there �s const�tut�onal recogn�t�on of customary land and 
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resource ownersh�p, pract�cal arrangements do not deal adequately w�th 
confl�cts over land and property. There �s also a lack of gu�dance on how 
modern state laws should be appl�ed �n the local realm, where trad�t�onal 
rules are also under debate and rev�s�on. Many d�sputes ar�se from contested 
land r�ghts. A source of endur�ng tens�on between landowners relates to 
plots of land w�th potent�al development value as s�tes for government or 
commerc�al ventures. Th�s tens�on can result �n confl�ct and �s compl�cated 
further when some part�es seek to apply state court rul�ngs wh�le others 
resort to trad�t�onal forms of resolut�on. The two approaches are, however, 
�ncommensurable as man�fested �n the recurr�ng compla�nts heard �n 
Solomon Islands (as �n �ts ne�ghbours) about the �nappropr�ateness of 
modern law �n a Melanes�an context. These arguments are then extended 
to the �ncommensurab�l�ty of the central state and Westm�nster model and 
�nd�genous systems of governance. 

Some observers cons�der that poor governance and corrupt�on �n 
Hon�ara are a legacy of the Br�t�sh colon�al government and fa�led attempts 
at g�v�ng more power to local ch�efs. At the same t�me, there are �mmense 
pract�cal challenges �n determ�n�ng who the ch�efs are and how to organ�se 
commun�t�es w�th respect to modern �ssues relat�ng to land tenure and the 
d�str�but�on of wealth from commerc�al enterpr�ses. Nevertheless, there �s a 
feel�ng that prosper�ty w�ll come only �f the government �n Hon�ara changes 
�ts att�tude, curta�ls corrupt�on and g�ves the prov�nces a fa�r share of the 
wealth �t controls. Consequently, any percept�ons that off�c�als �n Hon�ara 
are engaged �n deal�ngs that are �ncons�stent w�th local norms about just�ce, 
and that are felt to d�sadvantage one’s own reg�on, are l�kely to generate 
cons�derable oppos�t�on �n the reg�on concerned. 

Th�s oppos�t�on �s expressed �n a var�ety of ways. F�rst of all, there are 
the cont�nu�ng demands for more autonomy �n the prov�nces, �n part�cular 
�n Mala�ta. After the recent confl�ct, Mala�ta rejected the plan for a federal 
system of government d�scussed dur�ng the Townsv�lle peace negot�at�ons 
(Corr�n Care 2005:167) and demanded �ts own execut�ve governor and 
leg�slat�ve assembly. Secondly, there have been v�olent attempts to change 
the current system of governance. The 1998–2002 confl�ct, as w�th the 
events �n Apr�l 2006, represented, �n part, �nstances of protest aga�nst 
powerful vested �nterests concentrated �n the nat�onal cap�tal and the 
marg�nal�s�ng effect these had on rural people. 
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Among those w�th vested �nterests �n the �slands’ resources are a number 
of As�an �nvestors and bus�nesspeople. It �s no surpr�se that popular protest 
aga�nst corrupt�on and unequal shar�ng of wealth �s d�rected also at them. 
Moreover, As�an compan�es were bel�eved w�dely to have �ncreased the�r 
explo�tat�on of Solomon Islands’ natural wealth dur�ng and after the recent 
cr�s�s (see Moore, th�s volume). People recogn�se that the pr�nc�pal Solomon 
Islands benef�c�ar�es of th�s form of plunder are the�r own pol�t�c�ans. The 
outrage expressed �n Apr�l 2006 was part of the tens�on �ntr�ns�c �n grow�ng 
econom�c d�spar�t�es and the man�fest fa�lure of governance on the part of 
the Solomon Islands State. 

In expla�n�ng these tens�ons and the result�ng protests and outbreaks 
of v�olence, there �s a common tendency among many outs�de observers 
to separate matters of church and rel�g�on from �ssues concern�ng state, 
soc�ety and governance. In pract�ce, the mean�ng ascr�bed to kastom (custom) 
by Solomon Islanders and outs�ders �s often very d�fferent. To �llustrate 
the d�fferences, I w�ll descr�be a rel�g�ous movement �n North Mala�ta 
that appears to offer a rad�cal alternat�ve to preva�l�ng d�scourses about 
state-centred not�ons of governance. Although th�s �s only one reg�onal 
perspect�ve out of many, �t seeks to expla�n the part�cular concerns of many 
North Mala�tans and the emot�onal d�mens�ons of the�r exper�ence of the 
modern state, Chr�st�an�ty and kastom. 

Most explanat�ons of the ‘ethn�c’ confl�ct that broke out �n 1998–99 
offered by North Mala�tans �nclude references to the negat�ve �nfluence of 
�ntroduced Western ways of government (�n part�cular, the jur�d�cal system 
that clashes w�th customary ways), grow�ng levels of �nd�v�dual�sm, unbr�dled 
cr�m�nal behav�our among él�tes and the progress�ve descent �nto a Babylon�an 
apostasy, often taken as one of the many s�gns presag�ng the end of t�me. It 
�s out of th�s broader exper�ence of cr�s�s and uncerta�nty that people often 
search for alternat�ve ways of govern�ng themselves and, �n do�ng so, reflect 
on the power and usefulness of kastom. Some can even beg�n to rev�tal�se 
trad�t�ons of relat�ve freedom allegedly enjoyed �n the past or prom�sed �n 
Chr�st�an lore �n terms of redempt�on (see, for example, Lattas 1998).

In contrast w�th these �nd�genous explanat�ons, those of outs�ders stand 
rather sharply. Many of the external analyses of the Solomon Islands cr�s�s 
have been offered by pol�t�cal sc�ent�sts and h�stor�ans and generally draw on 
access�ble secondary sources, such as newspapers and Internet chat rooms. 
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They seem to agree that �mproved governance �n Solomon Islands requ�res 
fuller part�c�pat�on of rural groups or commun�t�es, communal leaders, c�v�l 
soc�ety, women, churches and customary ways of do�ng th�ngs (Amnesty 
Internat�onal 2004; Corr�n Care 2005; Douglas 2003, 2005; We�r 2000). 

In general, an �deal�sat�on of kastom �n these outs�de v�ews f�gures as a 
remedy for al�enat�ng state structures. Fraenkel (2004:187) notes that for 
many fore�gn observers kastom �s �dent�f�ed as an authent�c and thus des�rable 
foundat�on. As such, kastom �s also juxtaposed w�th the role of Chr�st�an�ty 
�n processes of reconc�l�at�on and for rect�fy�ng the �mmoral behav�our 
of pol�t�c�ans. Wh�le Chr�st�an char�ty �s seen as �nform�ng successful 
reconc�l�at�on after v�olent confl�ct, the restorat�on of kastom (devo�d of 
Chr�st�an �nfluences) �s v�ewed as a soc�ally appropr�ate way of restor�ng 
old balances. In contrast, many Solomon Islanders, �n part�cular those of 
evangel�cal denom�nat�on, see Chr�st�an�ty and kastom as be�ng �nextr�cably 
l�nked (see, for example, Burt 1994; Wh�te 1991; Scott 2005).1 

When look�ng at popular concerns and pol�t�cs at the commun�ty level 
�n Solomon Islands, kastom and Chr�st�an�ty are not merely layers of �dent�ty 
capable of un�t�ng people, mak�ng them peaceful or otherw�se serv�ng as a 
foundat�on on wh�ch nat�onal�sm can be bu�lt. Rather, they are resources 
that are employed dynam�cally and creat�vely �n people’s everyday pol�t�cs, 
whether to support peace or to exacerbate ex�st�ng fault l�nes between ethn�c 
and rel�g�ous groups, and between nat�onal él�tes and rural commun�t�es. 

Kastom out of balance
In the wake of the ethn�c tens�ons �n Solomon Islands, two books appeared 
that attempted to expla�n the confl�ct and �ts dynam�cs (Fraenkel 2004; 
Moore 2004). One of these authors, Cl�ve Moore (2005), returned recently 
to the ma�n arguments �n h�s book Happy Isles in Crisis (2004) and, as well as 
prov�d�ng an update, presented a cr�t�que of the Austral�an-led RAMSI. 

Wh�le balanced at the level of pol�t�cal analys�s, Moore prov�des a less 
sat�sfactory account of kastom. For example, when address�ng the v�olence of 
the tens�ons, he suggested that there was d�sturbance to Solomon Islanders’ 
‘cosmolog�cal balance’ (Moore 2005:62). Th�s cosmolog�cal balance 
compr�ses the complex symbol�c l�nks that people recogn�se ‘between human 
relat�onsh�ps, lands, gardens, mus�c, dance, everyday thoughts, speech, the�r 
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ancestors and now Chr�st�an�ty’ (Moore 2005:62). The conf�gurat�on of 
act�v�t�es and express�ons �s labelled generally as kastom.

The d�sturbance of kastom �s what Moore sees as the root cause of the 
outbreak of v�olence dur�ng the cr�s�s. He goes on to observe that these old 
balances are hard to accompl�sh because ‘[m]alevolent sp�r�ts c�rculate �n 
the w�nds, and constantly try to get �n…RAMSI chased out the malevolent 
sp�r�ts, but th�s was hardly a cosmolog�cal solut�on. What �s needed �s a 
large-scale programme of restorat�ve just�ce or transformat�ve just�ce’ 
(Moore 2005:62). Th�s program �s what Moore sees as customary, �nvolv�ng 
a complex knowledge of k�nsh�p and status and no f�nal f�xed adjud�cat�on. 
Only through th�s kastom program w�ll the old balances be restored. The k�nd 
of kastom referred to �mpl�c�tly here compr�ses k�nsh�p and soc�al status and 
thus �s not the kastom that �s deemed �mportant when people amalgamate 
or juxtapose kastom and Chr�st�an�ty. Consequently, Moore observes that 
‘[t]oday’s peace and reconc�l�at�on �nvolved customary ways �n comb�nat�on 
w�th Chr�st�an fa�th and Western-educated leadersh�p, but the old balances 
st�ll need to be ach�eved’ (Moore 2005:65). 

Moore (2005) quotes S�ncla�r D�nnen’s �ntroduct�on �n the latter’s 
A Kind of Mending (2003), a volume on restorat�ve just�ce pract�ces �n 
Melanes�a, to substant�ate h�s cla�m that kastom �s an �mportant foundat�on 
for a prosperous future for Solomon Islanders. D�nnen (2003:11–18), 
however, acknowledges that kastom �s var�able and dynam�c, that when 
power changes so m�ght kastom and that adaptat�on of local courts and 
restorat�ve just�ce systems to kastom can �tself become a source of �njust�ce. 
Th�s approach to kastom �s �n l�ne w�th the v�ew of most anthropolog�sts 
and �s also reflected n�cely �n the other book on the Solomon Islands cr�s�s, 
Fraenkel’s Manipulation of Custom (2004).

Fraenkel’s account of the role of kastom �n the ethn�c confl�ct �n Solomon 
Islands bu�lds fru�tfully on the extens�ve l�terature on the �nvent�on of 
trad�t�on �n the Pac�f�c (see Otto and Pedersen 2005 for an overv�ew). The 
author’s methodology underl�nes expl�c�tly the h�stor�cal and cultural fact 
that ‘�ntroduced �nst�tut�ons have been thoroughly �nd�gen�sed’ (Fraenkel 
2004:43, 185). Fraenkel (2004) notes that the juxtapos�t�on between 
externally dr�ven and �nd�genous �nfluences cont�nues to be prom�nent �n 
the way Solomon Islanders understand the tens�on w�th�n the�r commun�ty, 
reg�on and nat�on. 
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The mean�ngs of kastom that come to the fore �n current d�scuss�ons 
�nclude: kastom as ‘authent�c and rooted’ (and thus good); ‘destruct�ve’ kastom, 
�n the case of the permeat�on of the ‘customary’ wantok system (networks 
based on common l�ngu�st�c or k�nsh�p bonds) �nto the bureaucracy; and 
kastom as ‘powerful’, ev�denc�ng that a local group relates to the roots of 
power and knowledge. In th�s last mean�ng, kastom relates to the part�cular 
kastom of one group and �s seen as belong�ng authent�cally to that group. 
For that group, kastom underp�ns �ts r�ghts, �ts access to resources and �ts 
�dent�ty �n the local and w�der world. Th�s mean�ng of kastom �s prom�nent 
�n the rel�g�ous movement d�scussed �n th�s chapter.

Fraenkel focuses on kastom �n relat�on to the compensat�on payments that 
played such a deb�l�tat�ng role �n the Solomon Islands dur�ng the tens�ons of 
1998–2003. He g�ves less prom�nence to the mob�l�s�ng force of kastom as a 
bas�s for the assert�on of �nd�genous r�ghts and access to natural resources. 
Nevertheless, Fraenkel (2004:77) does acknowledge the grow�ng sense of 
Mala�tan d�fference and the urban anom�e that �s expressed �ncreas�ngly �n 
rev�ved foundat�on myths, �nclud�ng the �dea of the ‘lost tr�be of Israel’. 
These rev�ved or, �n some cases, �nvented foundat�on stor�es are themselves 
kastom and are part of long-stand�ng local knowledge trad�t�ons, one of 
wh�ch I w�ll deta�l below.

Deep-sea canoe
In th�s sect�on, I d�scuss a rel�g�ous movement among To’aba�ta speakers of 
North Mala�ta for wh�ch Chr�st�an lore prov�des the narrat�ve and moral 
terms of reference. The connect�on that people see between Chr�st�an 
lore and kastom feeds a bel�ef that serves to oppose ma�nstream churches 
and the government. Th�s part�cular movement or�g�nated �n the South 
Sea Evangel�cal Church (SSEC), establ�shed �n 1966 out of the South Sea 
Evangel�cal M�ss�on. The m�ss�on was brought back by Solomon Islanders 
from the�r ‘blackb�rd�ng’ exper�ence �n Bundaberg �n Queensland, where 
they had worked on sugar plantat�ons s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the prev�ous 
century (Gr�ff�ths 1977; H�ll�ard 1960).

In early 1984, a group of elders of the SSEC was meet�ng to cons�der 
start�ng a new congregat�on �n one of the suburbs of Hon�ara. Dur�ng prayer 
t�me, one of the elders, M�chael Mael�au, began to rece�ve a v�s�on from 
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God. Th�s typ�cal end-t�me prophet�c v�s�on told the story of a mass�ve wave 
that began �n the Solomon Islands, travelled around the globe and ended up 
�n Jerusalem (Hess 2003b:68–9; Mael�au 1998). 

The v�s�on beg�ns w�th a valley that f�lls w�th crystal-clear (unpolluted) water, 
wh�ch develops �nto a flood and later becomes a cloud. The cloud travels to 
Austral�a and returns to Solomon Islands from where �t goes to all the nat�ons 
�n the South Pac�f�c. As the cloud reaches Papua New Gu�nea, �t changes �nto a 
three-pronged powerful current that heads eastward towards the west coast of 
the Un�ted States. As �t arr�ves �n the Un�ted States, the central current cont�nues 
towards the east coast then turns 180 degrees and develops �nto a m�ghty wave 
that eventually stretches from the North Pole to the South Pole. 

The wave then rolls back and travels westward. The wave �s so great 
that �t submerges all the nat�ons �n �ts path and �s so h�gh that �t floods 
even Mount Everest. It covers everyth�ng �n �ts path as �t moves over the 
Pac�f�c and As�a unt�l a c�rcle encompass�ng the globe �s complete. W�th the 
complet�on of the c�rcle, the wave zooms �n on Jerusalem and shoots up 
�nto the heavens l�ke a m�ghty p�llar. As �t reaches h�gh �n the sky, �t opens 
l�ke a great mushroom that gradually spreads unt�l �t envelops the Earth. 
At th�s po�nt, a vo�ce comes from the cloud say�ng, ‘And the Glory of the 
Lord shall cover the Earth as the waters cover the sea.’ 

A collect�on of stor�es about the spread of the gospel by South Pac�f�c 
�sland m�ss�onary Alan T�ppett (1994:9) expla�ns that the term ‘deep-sea 
canoe’ relates to a F�j�an and Tongan symbol for canoes that pl�ed from 
�sland to �sland w�th trade goods, warr�ors and tr�bute. W�th the advent of 
Chr�st�an�ty �n the reg�on, the use of deep-sea canoes ‘stead�ly sh�fted from 
the bus�ness of war and cann�bal�sm to the transport of m�ss�onar�es from 
one �sland to another’ (T�ppett 1994). 

Peter Ambuofa, a local m�ss�onary, returned to North Mala�ta �n 1894 
to spread the gospel after two years’ tra�n�ng �n Bundaberg, Queensland 
(H�ll�ard 1960:45). The return of Ambuofa was seen by many as a great 
moment �n Mala�tan h�story, embody�ng s�multaneous �mages of the past and 
the future. Off�c�al church h�story v�ews h�s return as s�gn�fy�ng an �mportant 
turn�ng po�nt �n the convers�on of Mala�tans from heathens to Chr�st�ans. 
From that po�nt onwards, the people of Mala�ta were expected to follow 
the l�ne of becom�ng good Chr�st�ans and modern Pac�f�c �slanders. Most 
followers of the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement, however, see the return of 
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Ambuofa as an act of God to rem�nd the people of Mala�ta of the�r un�que 
role as �nhab�tants of ‘the uttermost parts of the world’.

In the Sermon on the Mount (descr�bed �n Matthew 5:7 and Luke 
6:17–49; and see Acts 1:8), Jesus referred to the uttermost parts of the 
world as the geograph�cal ends to wh�ch God’s word should be spread. For 
most Chr�st�ans �n North Mala�ta, th�s �s the most s�gn�f�cant aspect of the 
sermon apart from �ts l�st�ng of codes of conduct or moral rules for soc�al 
l�v�ng. In the evangel�cal group of North Mala�ta who w�sh to prepare the 
world for the return of Jesus, the sermon �s cons�dered to replace the rules 
outl�ned �n the thora (law). Only str�ct adherence to these rules w�ll enable 
the restorat�on of Jerusalem and the eventual return of the Sav�our.  

The soc�al and econom�c marg�nal�sat�on of Solomon Islands—�ts 
(almost) ‘uttermost d�stance’ from Jerusalem—and the fact that people 
observe that the world around them �s fall�ng �nto apostasy, conf�rms the�r 
theory that Jesus had Solomon Islands �n m�nd when He used the phrase 
‘the uttermost parts’ �n H�s Sermon on the Mount. Ambuofa �s thus the key 
f�gure �n the transformat�on of Mala�ta �n the off�c�al and ma�nstream church 
narrat�ve and �n the w�despread North Mala�tan story about h�stor�cal l�nks 
between Mala�ta and Israel. In both stor�es, the Mala�tan m�ss�onary br�ngs 
about change, but �n the latter the change �s not from heathen to good 
Chr�st�ans but �nvolves the restorat�on of a temporar�ly d�scont�nued l�nk 
w�th the genes�s of the world. Below I w�ll expla�n the related Mala�tan �deas 
about the prom�sed land, the scatter�ng of the people of the covenant and 
the�r present pos�t�on �n the Solomon Islands and �n the world at large. 

Th�s part�cular �nterpretat�on of the Old Testament and the l�ght �t 
purports to shed on the or�g�ns of certa�n groups on the �sland of Mala�ta 
does not suggest that they are members of a lost tr�be. Instead, they cla�m to 
be those people referred to �n Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, who were the 
last and most d�stant group to rece�ve the word of God. At the same t�me, 
however, people trace the�r ancestry back to f�gures �n the Old Testament.

As �nd�cated above, M�chael Mael�au �s a major f�gure beh�nd the 
d�ssem�nat�on of and support for these bel�efs. Wh�le many see h�m as a 
prophet, he also der�ves h�s status from h�s role �n �nternat�onal evangel�cal 
networks. Reg�onally, he leads the Evangel�cal Fellowsh�p of the South Pac�f�c. 
He �s also a member of the board of reference of the Internat�onal Prayer 
Counc�l, wh�ch bel�eves �t �s compelled by God to seek Chr�st’s glory world-
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w�de for the bless�ng, heal�ng and transformat�on of all nat�ons (IPC n.d.). He 
�s also aff�l�ated w�th Tom Hess’s Prayer Assembly movement (Hess 2003a). 

Apart from h�s role �n rel�g�ous c�rcles, Mael�au has also been act�ve �n 
nat�onal pol�t�cs. In the m�d 1990s, he was M�n�ster of Home Affa�rs and �n 
that capac�ty was respons�ble for approv�ng a l�cence for the Hon�ara Cas�no 
(Alas�a 1997:12), an act that appears to be �ncons�stent w�th h�s bel�ef �n a God-
fear�ng commun�ty l�v�ng accord�ng to God’s commandments (see below). In 
2006, he stood as an �ndependent cand�date for the elect�ons for the nat�onal 
parl�ament. H�s program of reform prom�sed a God-fear�ng and non-corrupt 
government, but h�s electoral campa�gn was ult�mately unsuccessful.

In the rel�g�ous sphere, he appears to have met w�th more success. In the 
past two decades, Mael�au’s v�s�on and movement has attracted a grow�ng 
number of adherents, �n part�cular from the SSEC churches �n North Mala�ta 
and Hon�ara. On the bas�s of �nterv�ews I have conducted w�th adherents and 
excommun�cates of the Hol�ness Church, people’s understand�ng of the deep-
sea canoe theology appears to be not�ceably cons�stent. Th�s theology �s based 
largely on the dramat�c events and laws deta�led �n the Old Testament. 

The reason why some Mala�tans adhere to old Jew�sh rules �s that they 
cons�der themselves to be a covenant people w�th an ancestry go�ng back to 
the b�bl�cal k�ngs. Proof of th�s l�nk w�th God’s chosen people and an earl�er 
movement of people from the Med�terranean to the Pac�f�c stems from the 
bel�ef that the Ark of the Covenant l�es bur�ed �n the mounta�ns of Mala�ta. 
When tell�ng th�s story, people talk �n s�m�l�tudes. Thus, or�g�nal Mala�tan 
kastom (trad�t�on) �s v�ewed as the same as old Jew�sh forms of worsh�p and 
spec�f�c proscr�pt�ons regulat�ng soc�al l�fe.

In th�s sense, the core narrat�ve of the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement �s s�m�lar 
to that of the Remnant Church as descr�bed by Burt (1983). V�s�onar�es among 
the Kwara’ae-speak�ng people who l�ve near Auk�, south of the To’aba�ta, 
founded the Remnant Church �n the 1950s. The church was small and never 
attracted many more than 100 men and the�r fam�l�es. To the present day, there 
are st�ll only a handful of members. Adherents of the Remnant Church trace 
the�r ancestry to certa�n Old Testament m�grat�ons of the tr�bes of Israel and 
they rema�n comm�tted to observ�ng old Jew�sh rel�g�ous laws. 

Observers have �dent�f�ed parallels between kastom—understood as old 
pract�ces of sacr�f�ce to ancestors, �deas about trad�t�onal r�tual pollut�on 
and laws for uphold�ng good commun�ty l�v�ng—and Chr�st�an ways. For 
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example, Burt (1983:338) expla�ns that ‘theolog�cal parallels between 
the two rel�g�ons have enabled Chr�st�an Kwara’ae to susta�n some of the 
underly�ng prem�ses of the pagan rel�g�on, wh�ch are reflected �n the �deology 
of the Remnant Church’. 

The Deep-Sea Canoe Movement and the Remnant Church pos�t�on the�r 
theolog�es �n the zone of fr�ct�on between local �deas about kastom and the 
ma�nstream Chr�st�an teach�ng of the SSEC, the Roman Cathol�c Church, 
the Angl�can Church and government. The local theology, or kastom, cannot 
be labelled s�mply as ‘pre-Chr�st�an bel�efs and pract�ces’ or ‘trad�t�onal 
cosmology’, as the people’s �nterpretat�on of kastom �s framed cont�ngently 
�n relat�on to Chr�st�an teach�ngs and reflect�ons on recent developments 
�n the reg�on. 

In h�s analys�s of the Remnant Church, Burt (1983:336) def�nes kastom 
as ‘a set of values wh�ch Kwara’ae, l�ke other Mala�tans, regard as central 
to the�r trad�t�onal way of l�fe, a percept�on reflect�ng the changes wrought 
or threatened by colon�al dom�nat�on’. When the seeds for the Remnant 
Church were sown or�g�nally by Zebulon S�s�m�a after an exper�ence of 
possess�on by the Holy Sp�r�t �n 1955 �n a broader context of mount�ng 
ant�-colon�al sent�ment, much of the mean�ng of kastom had been recast �n 
terms of a loss of sovere�gnty due to government control. 

As S�s�m�a expla�ned �n a letter to Burt �n 1981, h�s stud�es of the B�ble 
showed h�m ‘that the world had been ruled success�vely by the k�ngdoms 
of the Assyr�ans, Babylon�ans, Medo-Pers�ans, Greece, the Romans and 
ten others to the present day, under three types of government; Monarchy, 
Ol�garchy and Democracy. S�s�m�a saw that an alternat�ve to these “tyrant” 
reg�mes of man was “Theocracy”, the government of God g�ven to Israel 
�n the Old Testament’ (Burt 1983:339). The Deep-Sea Canoe Movement 
follows th�s l�ne of th�nk�ng wh�le also express�ng a deep-seated long�ng for 
autonomy and self-determ�nat�on. 

Theocracy or the �nvers�on of the nat�on
Many people on Mala�ta are deeply concerned about the Holy Land and 
th�s �s reflected �n the�r chang�ng �nterpretat�on and percept�on of the 
Scr�pture and the�r pos�t�on �n the reg�on and larger world. The trad�t�on 
of �nternal�s�ng b�bl�cal vocabulary—‘uttermost part’, ‘prom�sed land’, 



206 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

‘chosen people’ and ‘Jerusalem’—and apply�ng �t to v�s�ons of Mala�ta, 
To’aba�ta and Kwara’ae, evoke a powerful sense of amb�valence towards 
the modern state and �ts formal system of governance. Popular rel�g�ous 
culture, �n other words, �s cruc�al to the construct�on of an oppos�t�onal 
pol�t�cal d�scourse �n th�s part of the Pac�f�c. 

Many Mala�tans cla�m that the Ark of the Covenant and the Temple of 
the Lord or Lost Temple of Jerusalem are bur�ed at var�ous locat�ons �n the 
mounta�ns of Mala�ta. Accord�ng to the Old Testament, the ark was placed �n 
the holy of hol�es—the �nnermost room of the tabernacle. Those Mala�tans 
who map features of the Holy Land onto the�r own terr�tory say that the 
shr�nes for ancestor worsh�p on the mounta�n tops �n the �nter�or of Mala�ta 
conta�n three sect�ons.2 They call the most sacred and powerful sect�on the 
holy of hol�es and they see the shr�nes as tabernacles. The �nnermost place 
was where r�tual leaders offered p�gs to the ancestors and where the rema�ns 
of deceased leaders were bur�ed. 

Some cla�m that at these worsh�p shr�nes, or�g�nal Jew�sh worsh�p to 
God was pract�sed. Due to �nfluences from outs�de, and, �n part�cular, the 
�ntroduct�on of cann�bal�sm, these holy pract�ces gradually d�sappeared. 
Th�s happened between four and f�ve generat�ons after the f�rst arr�val of 
m�grants from the Holy Land. As a result, people lost the�r memory of how 
to perform the appropr�ate r�tuals and, because of th�s, a generat�onal confl�ct 
erupted. The generat�on that was supposed to follow �n the footsteps of the 
r�tual leaders was so d�verted by the conduct of ra�ds aga�nst others and 
sever�ng the heads of enem�es that they lost �nterest �n the older pract�ces 
that had or�g�nated �n Israel. They sh�fted the�r bel�ef �n the powers of God 
to the powers of great r�tual and war leaders. As a result, they began to make 
offer�ngs to them and bur�ed the bod�es of the�r heroes �n the �nnermost 
part of the shr�ne. Pract�ces such as the offer�ng of human flesh to ancestors 
aroused f�erce react�ons among elders and d�v�ded prev�ously more or less 
un�ted groups. 

In l�ght of th�s w�despread deter�orat�on �n morals �n present t�mes, many 
people are reflect�ng deeply on what const�tutes a God-fear�ng commun�ty. 
Accord�ng to Deep-Sea Canoe theology, becom�ng holy �s central to the 
restorat�on of the world to a prev�ous d�v�ne order as narrated �n the Old 
Testament. Ma�nstream churches and worldly governments are �ncapable of 
ach�ev�ng th�s level of hol�ness. As a result, the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement 
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seeks to overthrow the government and replace �t w�th a theocracy that �s 
executed by God-fear�ng leaders. 

Moreover, the movement cr�t�c�ses ma�nstream churches, �n part�cular  
the Roman Cathol�c and Angl�can churches, for collaborat�ng w�th the 
corrupt él�tes, m�m�ck�ng Europeans and fa�l�ng to acknowledge the 
sp�r�tually founded sovere�gnty of Mala�tans.3 So �nstead of br�ng�ng people 
together and un�t�ng them to bu�ld a better future, the Deep-Sea Canoe 
Movement act�vely foments rel�g�ous fault l�nes �n soc�ety. In part�cular, 
tens�on between Jehovah’s W�tnesses and the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement �s 
mount�ng. The Watchtower people (Jehovah’s W�tnesses) denounce strongly 
pagan pract�ces and the �dea of a return to old r�tuals �s abhorrent to them, 
whether Jew�sh or otherw�se. Another matter of concern to them �s that 
the followers of the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement d�sassoc�ate themselves 
completely from soc�al contact w�th ‘non-bel�evers’ or people who are 
cons�dered not holy. 

Central to my argument �n th�s chapter �s the content�on that the Deep-Sea 
Canoe Movement’s narrat�ve of nat�on emphas�ses the l�m�ts of the modern 
state. Its explanat�on of Mala�tan people’s or�g�n and the roots of the�r kastom 
and �dent�ty can be seen, at one level, as an �nvers�on of the off�c�al Solomon 
Islands narrat�ve of nat�on. In seek�ng hol�ness and cla�m�ng that �t w�ll play 
a central role �n the reconstruct�on of the nat�on of Israel, the Deep-Sea 
Canoe Movement employs a powerful metaphor. In a s�tuat�on �n wh�ch most 
Solomon Islands pol�t�cal leaders descr�be the�r nat�onal character �n terms 
of a Chr�st�an nat�on, the cr�t�que offered by the movement of ma�nstream 
Chr�st�an�ty and referred to regularly �n nat�onal�st rhetor�c also turns the 
off�c�al vers�on of Solomon Islands nat�onhood ups�de down and presents 
theocracy as the preferable alternat�ve (cf. Coll�ns 2004).4

Conclus�on
In l�ght of the themes of the current volume, one can conclude that the 
Deep-Sea Canoe Movement among To’aba�ta speakers on Mala�ta spr�ngs 
from people’s deep-seated frustrat�ons w�th decades of unfulf�lled prom�ses 
of development and the cont�nu�ng deferral of the crystall�sat�on of these 
prom�ses (cf. Bennett 2002). Most Mala�tans rema�n exceed�ngly scept�cal 
about what a Westm�nster system of central�sed government can offer them. 
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As the movement shows, some among them have begun to act�vely redef�ne 
the�r sovere�gnty and �nd�v�dual asp�rat�ons �n terms that depart markedly 
from the off�c�al language of post-confl�ct recovery and nat�onal progress.

Most Solomon Islanders are fam�l�ar w�th the modern rhetor�c of 
progress. Th�s rhetor�c der�ves, �n turn, from two ma�n sources: the colon�al 
and post-colon�al government, and the churches. The government teaches 
about hard work, commun�ty development, good leadersh�p and eff�c�ent 
�nfrastructure. Church teach�ngs den�grate aspects of people’s kastom such 
as ancestor worsh�p, w�tchcraft, sorcery, pr�m�t�ve att�re and so on, wh�ch 
are deemed to be heathen, shameful and belong�ng to the past, that �s, to 
trad�t�on or kastom. These two d�mens�ons of modern reflect�on on the past 
come together �n a var�ety of ways �n ponder�ngs on good governance.

At the same t�me, most Mala�tans rema�n or�ented strongly towards 
modern government. Desp�te the�r susta�ned cr�t�c�sm of present-day 
and colon�al governments, the major�ty of rural people on Mala�ta seek 
connect�on w�th developments �n Auk�, Hon�ara and other parts of the world. 
As elsewhere �n Solomon Islands, Mala�tans have expressed strong demands 
for good health care, proper educat�on and �nfrastructure that w�ll fac�l�tate 
econom�c and labour �nvestment. The�r asp�rat�ons for tang�ble progress are 
real and, as such, deserve recogn�t�on.

They share the concerns of many Solomon Islanders about a broad range 
of perce�ved threats to the�r �nd�v�dual l�ves, the�r commun�t�es and the�r 
country’s future. These �nclude grow�ng �nd�v�dual�sm, decl�n�ng moral�ty, 
theft, corrupt�on and ‘money pol�t�cs’. External observers have �dent�f�ed most 
of these as ev�dence of a weak or fa�l�ng state. There �s cons�derable cons�stency 
�n people’s �dent�f�cat�on of these threats, although there rema�n s�gn�f�cant 
d�fferences �n percept�ons about how they should or can be overcome. 

Generally speak�ng, people �n Mala�ta see threats to the�r well-be�ng 
�ssu�ng from the predom�nance of Western ways of do�ng th�ngs and the 
related decl�ne of customary ways (as def�ned nostalg�cally �n response to 
the perce�ved threat), wh�le many also see that as God’s plan for humank�nd. 
The latter �nterpretat�on �s most prevalent among evangel�cal Chr�st�ans and 
�s fed cont�nuously by those who see s�gns of the end-t�me, thereby l�nk�ng 
the Revelat�on to St John to events around them. 

The Deep-Sea Canoe Movement reflects a w�despread concern among 
North Mala�tans w�th topology and the related moral foundat�ons of soc�ety. 
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It �s through connect�ons w�th markers �n the�r �mmed�ate landscape—the 
terr�tory that belongs to one’s k�n group—that rural people art�culate 
the�r pos�t�on �n the world and the pr�de and fame of the�r part�cular 
group. As the s�gn�f�cance of the landscape changes, w�th land becom�ng 
an �ncreas�ngly commod�t�sed econom�c asset, the mapp�ng of k�n-group 
h�stor�es and the�r r�ghts to land and wealth conta�ned �n or on the ground 
becomes ever more cr�t�cal and people also accept new customary rules to 
regulate land r�ghts. 

The mean�ng of kastom �n North Mala�ta �s shaped �n relat�on to the ever-
grow�ng d�v�de between the él�tes �n Hon�ara and Auk� (�nclud�ng ‘the As�ans’). 
The case d�scussed �n th�s chapter underscores the po�nt that understand�ng 
the people of North Mala�ta enta�ls not only document�ng and analys�ng 
the�r past (or kastom) and the�r Chr�st�an bel�efs, �t �nvolves acknowledg�ng 
that these people respond �n very part�cular ways to colon�al�sm, the post-
colon�al state and long-delayed prom�ses of development.
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Notes
1 For a general d�scuss�on on the use of Chr�st�an�ty �n people’s empower�ng of the past 

�n Melanes�a, see Strathern and Stewart 2004:Ch.8.
2 See Burt and Kwa’�oloa (2001:29) for a drawn plan of such a shr�ne at S�ale, on Kwara’ae 

land.
3 S�m�larly, Sabbath-keep�ng Angl�cans oppose the ma�nstream Angl�can Church �n 

the Kwara’ae reg�on. Accord�ng to the Angl�can B�shop of Mala�ta, Terry Brown, the 
Sabbath-keep�ng Angl�cans form a d�rect l�ne w�th the Remnant Church. Recently, the 
group burned the altar �n the h�stor�cal Angl�can church �n F�u (Brown 2004:8–15). 

4 Most recently, the Ch�ef Just�ce of Solomon Islands, Albert R. Palmer, reflected on 
fa�led leadersh�p �n h�s country and noted that ‘God has g�ven th�s nat�on another chance 
to do �t r�ght’ (Palmer 2005:4).
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Chapter 9
The coup nobody not�ced: the 
Solomon Islands Western State 
Movement �n 2000

Ian Scales

The most s�gn�f�cant pol�t�cal consequence of the confl�ct �n Solomon 
Islands between 1998 and 2000 was the w�despread sh�ft �n th�nk�ng 
towards a federal system of government. Th�s chapter argues that long-held 
pol�t�cal asp�rat�ons for greater �ndependence �n the resource-r�ch Western 
Prov�nce were react�vated �n a m�l�eu of ethn�c tens�on �n the west, and that 
Western Prov�nce pol�t�c�ans used the v�s�onless Mala�tan coup �n Hon�ara 
as a spr�ngboard for a calculated push towards the�r own enhanced f�scal 
autonomy through advocacy of a federal system. Although the west was 
the only reg�on l�kely to �ncrease �ts wealth from the k�nd of federal�sm 
reforms �t proposed, most other prov�nces (after the collapse of the central 
government) adopted the west’s well-art�culated agenda. The outstand�ng 
success of the west �n trump�ng all other part�es, effect�vely ga�n�ng control of 
the negot�at�on on the red�str�but�on of state power, and the lack of attent�on 
th�s drew, can only be adm�red. It was the coup nobody not�ced.

Solomon Islands’ pol�t�cal geography �s �nhab�ted by three heavywe�ght 
players: Mala�ta, Guadalcanal and Western Prov�nce. Popular commentary 
on the 1998–2000 armed confl�ct �n Solomon Islands has understandably 
focused on the confl�ct over Guadalcanal land between groups assoc�ated 
w�th Mala�ta and Guadalcanal. Th�s chapter takes a d�fferent focus, seek�ng 
to understand the outcome of a second, less bloody, confl�ct wh�ch erupted 
�n the west and escaped �nternat�onal attent�on. Th�s focus der�ves from f�rst 
hand observat�on of events as they unfolded �n the west dur�ng 1999–2000, 
when I was based on the Western Prov�nce �sland of Kolombangara.
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Confl�ct �n the west, beg�nn�ng �n 1998, resonated �n�t�ally w�th that on 
Guadalcanal by centr�ng on local resentment of Mala�tan settlement �n the 
prov�nce, but �t transformed �n a way that d�d not occur �n Guadalcanal. 
D�rect confl�ct between Mala�tan and western youths subs�ded as western 
pol�t�cal leaders set the�r s�ghts on an overarch�ng and long-des�red goal: 
wrest�ng control of resources from the nat�onal government. Pol�t�c�ans �n 
the west sought to rev�tal�se the old reg�onal autonomy movement, wh�ch had 
been mostly dormant s�nce Solomon Islands ga�ned �ndependence �n 1978. 
The�r focus on wealth was cons�stent w�th the preva�l�ng pol�cy d�scourse 
�n Solomon Islands, wh�ch had always been about development. As early as 
1893, a ma�n just�f�cat�on for establ�sh�ng the colon�al protectorate—the 
f�rst form of state �n Solomon Islands—was the self-serv�ng proposal that 
development would pay for the protectorate’s adm�n�strat�on (Heath 1974; 
Bennett 1987). After �ndependence, success�ve nat�onal and prov�nc�al 
governments launched development plan after development plan, wh�le 
pol�t�cal cand�dates for nat�onal const�tuency and prov�nc�al ward seats 
�nvar�ably campa�gned on development as the ma�n �ssue. For voters �n the 
west, development has meant largely serv�ce del�very, espec�ally health, 
educat�on and transport, and quest�ons concern�ng �ts fund�ng from the 
abundant land and sea resources of the prov�nce.

The customary landown�ng groups to wh�ch almost every westerner 
belongs hold most of these resources. These groups themselves are organ�sed, 
for the purposes of major resource development of the�r forests and reefs, 
under leadersh�p of ‘landowners’, who are often entrepreneur�ally �ncl�ned. 
Western people have also been successful �n past decades �n develop�ng a 
large, well-educated profess�onal force of development-or�ented government 
off�c�als and bus�ness entrepreneurs, some of whom are landowners �n the�r 
own r�ght, wh�le others are all�ed w�th landowners �n a common sp�r�t of 
development. Often, however, all the talk of development has seemed to 
go nowhere. Development plans gathered dust, part�es argued and donor 
partner schemes came and went. Th�s, and certa�n gr�evances aga�nst the 
nat�onal government, bu�lt up frustrat�on w�th development.1

Calls for greater reg�onal autonomy have come from the western 
Solomon Islands s�nce the lead up to �ndependence. Westerners have seen 
the central�sed state as tak�ng too much of the�r resources w�thout del�ver�ng 
suff�c�ent serv�ces �n return. They have long wanted to develop the resources 
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themselves and use the prof�ts to prov�de serv�ces more d�rectly. After 
a thwarted pre-�ndependence proposal by the Western Counc�l �n 1975 
that a federal structure be adopted for the com�ng nat�on—and a flurry 
of act�v�ty around a Western secess�on movement on the eve of nat�onal 
�ndependence (Premdas et al. 1983; Dureau 1998)—the �ssue largely 
d�sappeared from the formal pol�t�cal agenda for many years, although �t 
was a�red dur�ng success�ve rev�ews of the prov�nc�al government system.2 
From 1998, the Mala�ta–Guadalcanal confl�ct re�gn�ted the �ssues beh�nd the 
autonomy movement. Concurrently, the nat�onal government concluded a 
long-runn�ng rev�ew of the prov�nc�al government system w�th a proposal 
to remove the prov�nc�al t�er of government. In 2000, th�s comb�nat�on of 
events propelled western pol�t�cal leaders to make a call (co�nc�d�ng w�th 
the June coup d’état) for a federal system of government grant�ng the west 
much greater autonomy.

Ethn�c�ty played a greatly overt role �n the 1998–2000 nat�onal confl�ct, 
�nclud�ng the way �t played out �n the west. Ult�mately, however—as far as 
western �nterests were concerned—the confl�ct was based on the underly�ng 
econom�c relat�onsh�p between the nat�on-state and the western people, 
part�cularly powerful landowners. The 1998–2000 confl�ct �n the west began 
w�th ethn�c v�olence, but was qu�ckly channelled away from a spec�f�c confl�ct 
w�th Mala�tans and propelled �nto a d�rect contestat�on w�th the nat�onal 
government over �ts fa�lure to serve landowners’ �nterests.

Inequal�ty between the prov�nces of Solomon Islands
Solomon Islands has n�ne rural prov�nces plus Hon�ara, wh�ch �s statutor�ly a 
town counc�l separate from Guadalcanal. Product�on from pr�mary resources 
�s almost the nat�on’s sole means for earn�ng money from exports. Dur�ng 
the m�d 1990s, logg�ng made up about half of exports and f�sh�ng about 
one-quarter �n dollar terms.3 The resources contr�but�ng to th�s export 
revenue were d�str�buted unevenly among the prov�nces �n the pre-cr�s�s 
per�od. Western Prov�nce prov�ded 51 per cent of all log exports dur�ng 
1995–96, Guadalcanal, Cho�seul and Isabel contr�buted 10–12 per cent 
each, Mala�ta contr�buted just 6 per cent, and the others even less. As for f�sh 
exports, offshore jo�nt-venture vessels took most of the catch, but among 
local players, Solomon Ta�yo L�m�ted �n Western Prov�nce was the largest, 
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tak�ng 29 per cent of the 1998 catch.4 Dur�ng the 1990s, Solomon Ta�yo’s 
Noro-based cannery and f�sh�ng fleet was also the largest employer �n the 
country other than government (Bank of Hawa�’� 1994; Aqorau 2001). By 
the late 1990s, prospectors had located v�able gold and copper depos�ts �n 
Western Prov�nce, part�cularly �n Vangunu. To the extent that tax revenue was 
collected and used for publ�c goods, the Solomon Islands government used 
western resources to subs�d�se poorer prov�nces although, as a later analys�s 
showed, of all ava�lable recurrent publ�c revenue, only about 30 per cent went 
to the prov�nces anyway, the other 70 per cent be�ng consumed �n Hon�ara 
by central government and the town counc�l (Sch�ndowsk� 2004).

Wh�le resources are concentrated �n some prov�nces, populat�on �s 
concentrated �n others. Western Prov�nce’s r�ch resource endowment 
�s coupled w�th moderate populat�on, wh�le elsewhere—part�cularly �n 
Mala�ta—h�gh populat�on �s m�smatched w�th poor export resources. Mala�ta 
had 30 per cent of the nat�on’s populat�on �n 1999, wh�le Guadalcanal and 
Western prov�nces had 15 per cent each. All prov�nces �n Solomons are 
feel�ng pressure on land-tenure systems due to h�gh populat�on growth. From 
1970 to 1999, the country’s populat�on grew 254 per cent (Solomon Islands 
Government 2002a, 2002b:8–11). S�nce the 1980s, land pressure has fuelled 
confl�ct throughout Solomon Islands—notably that created by the d�aspora 
of Mala�tans, w�th some end�ng up �n ‘New Mala’ settlements located on old 
plantat�ons and unoccup�ed customary land dotted around the country.

Apart from these land pressures, there have been underly�ng resent- 
ments, d�ffer�ng �n each prov�nce, that the nat�onal government does not 
allocate treasury resources properly accord�ng to, var�ously, prov�nce of 
revenue or�g�n or populat�on s�ze or cost of serv�ce del�very. Therefore, 
people �n the west th�nk they are be�ng bled because the�r forest and f�shery 
resources prov�de the major�ty of nat�onal revenue, but �n the�r v�ew they 
rece�ve an �nadequate return. The people of Mala�ta bel�eve that they do 
not rece�ve funds commensurate w�th the�r populat�on s�ze and people �n 
Temotu (the most remote prov�nce) th�nk they have been forgotten when 
�t comes to serv�ces.

In the lead up to �ndependence �n 1978, Solomon Islanders represent�ng 
rural �nterests challenged the presumpt�on �n Hon�ara that the central 
government should control the resources of the proposed new prov�nces. 
The old Br�t�sh Solomon Islands Protectorate’s Western D�str�ct—wh�ch 
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was to become Western Prov�nce—�nstead proposed declar�ng �ts own 
nat�onal �ndependence. In August 1977, a mot�on was moved �n the 
leg�slat�ve assembly that the central government ‘am�cably agree’ to the 
west becom�ng a separate nat�on (News Drum 1977). The pol�t�cal s�tuat�on 
�n the west prec�p�tated a cr�s�s for the government, w�th a ‘breakaway 
movement’ develop�ng, wh�ch led to Western Prov�nce boycott�ng Solomon 
Islands’ �ndependence celebrat�ons, although �t eventually d�d stop short of 
declar�ng �ts own �ndependence. Western gr�evances about the d�str�but�on 
of resources and the fa�lure to accommodate western autonomy were then 
bur�ed, but not forgotten.

Sub-nat�onal �dent�ty �n the west
The ‘west’ �n common parlance means the �slands of the New Georg�a 
Group and Shortlands, w�th Cho�seul e�ther �ncluded or named separately. 
Occas�onally, the western end of Isabel (the K�a language area) �s also alluded 
to as part of the western Solomons, but �t falls �nto Isabel Prov�nce. The 
New Georg�a Islands and Shortlands are the current members of Western 
Prov�nce, wh�le Cho�seul (formerly a part of Western Prov�nce) spl�t off 
�nto �ts own prov�nce �n March 1991.

It �s useful to reflect on how, from �nd�genous v�ewpo�nts, the western 
reg�on had become def�ned �n pol�t�cal terms by 1978. Before colon�al 
rule, the western Solomons—l�ke any other part of �sland Melanes�a—was 
a cha�n of small local pol�t�es not under any w�der form of author�ty. The 
Br�t�sh clumped these together under d�str�cts, �nclud�ng the G�zo D�str�ct 
�n 1904 wh�ch later formed much of the Western Solomons D�str�ct, and 
gradually �ntroduced a geography of governance �n terms of sub-d�str�cts, 
d�str�cts and the protectorate as a whole.5

In 1975, the western subm�ss�on to the Kaus�mae Comm�ttee on 
Prov�nc�al Government phrased the exper�ence of def�n�ng a sub-nat�onal 
�dent�ty �n terms of h�stor�cal dest�ny as follows 

[t]ake the format�on of the Western Counc�l. The move of the d�fferent 
local government counc�ls �n the Western D�str�ct to form the Western 
Counc�l was �n�t�ated by local leaders w�th government encouragement. 
These leaders, through the �ncreased awareness of the�r people �n know�ng 
that the Western D�str�ct �s �n fact for them all and not for the Cho�seul 
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man or Marovo man only, came to real�ze that hav�ng one counc�l would 
be better than hav�ng several. So the process of un�ty gradually grew. 
Many other factors contr�buted to the Western Counc�l, but the process 
of un�ty and �dent�ty has spread from a tr�be to a v�llage, to a local�ty, to 
a whole �sland, to a d�str�ct (Western Counc�l 1975).

The ma�n po�nt here �s that tr�bes and local�t�es saw a common �nterest 
�n amalgamat�ng the f�ve local counc�ls �n the west to form a more powerful 
�dent�ty-based pol�t�cal structure �n 1972, the d�str�ct counc�l (Premdas et al. 
1983:167). The effect of the Br�t�sh early on def�n�ng a ‘Western D�str�ct’ was 
�tself an �mportant factor, because �t was through th�s �nst�tut�on that the people 
of the west f�rst exper�enced �nt�mate colon�al governance, back �n the early 
1920s. Coupled w�th th�s was the coterm�nous extent of the Method�st and 
Seventh-day Advent�st m�ss�ons, wh�ch �n the�r early days operated exclus�vely 
�n the west, adopt�ng the western Solomons languages of Rov�ana and Marovo 
respect�vely as the�r lingua franca. Other parts of Solomon Islands were under 
d�fferent m�ss�ons, adopt�ng d�fferent local languages.

The th�rd major factor �n prov�nc�al �dent�ty �s �nd�genous understand�ng 
of pre-protectorate h�story �n terms of k�n and custom. At that t�me, the 
�slands of the western Solomons formed a mar�t�me world of �nter-�sland 
exchange, confl�ct and all�ance, w�th l�ttle �nvolvement w�th the east. Local 
populat�ons �n the New Georg�a Islands by late front�er t�mes compr�sed a 
m�xture of people from all the �slands of the west under the mantle of var�ous 
local descent groups, each controll�ng the�r own area. Th�s populat�on m�x 
�ncluded those �ntermarr�ed from the New Georg�a Islands themselves, as 
well as those abducted dur�ng ra�ds or otherw�se traff�cked from Cho�seul 
and western Isabel.6 Therefore, �n any modern v�llage �n the west, many 
people can trace the�r ancestry at great-grandparent level to all parts of the 
western Solomons, espec�ally Cho�seul, New Georg�a Islands and western 
Isabel. At th�s level, cases of descent from eastern Solomon Islands are very 
rare. S�nce colon�sat�on and format�on of the nat�on-state, the borders of the 
broad cultural area �n wh�ch western people l�ve have expanded eastwards 
and there has been more �ntermarr�age between west and east. Even so, 
the presence now of very large numbers of people �n western v�llages who 
trace one of the�r parents to Mala�tan, Rennell-Bellonese, Guadalcanal or 
other eastern Solomons or�g�n has l�ttle bear�ng on the sense of separate 
western �dent�ty.
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In a more complex sense, the west �s also a reference to that wh�ch �s a 
general feature of ethn�c �dent�ty anywhere: a th�rd-person group that acts 
as a counterpo�nt �n the construct�on of �dent�ty. The nat�onally powerful 
Mala�tans have f�gured large as th�s ‘other’ to the western sense of �dent�ty 
dur�ng most of the post-�ndependence per�od. The comb�nat�on of shared k�n 
and customs, the reg�onally spec�f�c colon�al d�str�ct and m�ss�on terr�tor�es 
and the perce�ved d�fference �n �dent�ty from the eastern Solomons bequeaths 
a r�ch set of referents to ‘westernness’ that can be worked and reworked 
accord�ng to the pol�t�cal needs of the day.

Colon�al�sm and sub-nat�onal geopol�t�cs
Strateg�cally, the cr�s�s �n the west h�nged predom�nantly on relat�ons w�th 
Bouga�nv�lle and Mala�ta as other sub-nat�onal ent�t�es. Pr�or format�on of 
att�tudes to these ent�t�es �s a cr�t�cal factor, and these are now exam�ned 
br�efly �n each case.

In early t�mes, the Shortland Islands and southern Bouga�nv�lle were 
together known as Sonto by people to the�r east, and by all accounts 
had much �n common although th�s un�ty d�d not extend to Cho�seul or 
the New Georg�a Islands.7 The Germans and Engl�sh drew the�r rev�sed 
border through the old un�ty �n 1899 (Moore 2003). Bennett (2000) has 
covered the colon�al h�story of the relat�ons between Bouga�nv�lle and the 
western Solomons. Desp�te bans on cross-border movement, relat�ons of 
marr�age, land �nher�tance and customary trade were ma�nta�ned between 
the people of southern Bouga�nv�lle and the Shortland Islands throughout 
the colon�al per�od. In the lead up to �ndependence for Papua New Gu�nea 
and Solomon Islands, secess�on�sts �n Bouga�nv�lle and leaders �n Shortland 
Islands canvassed the poss�b�l�ty of Bouga�nv�lle jo�n�ng the Solomons (BSI 
News Sheet 1974; Hannett 1975). Th�s d�d not eventuate, but �t underl�ned 
the general sense of aff�n�ty.

Express�ons of connectedness between Bouga�nv�lle and the western 
Solomons resurfaced dramat�cally dur�ng the Bouga�nv�lle armed confl�ct of 
1989–98, when refugees and casualt�es flooded �nto Western Prov�nce and 
rece�ved shelter and med�cal treatment.8 The Bouga�nv�lle m�l�tants were 
susta�ned partly by the supply l�nks to Western Prov�nce markets, wh�ch 
�n the early to m�d 1990s brought �nvas�on and attack on Solomon Islands 
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c�v�l�ans �n Shortlands and Cho�seul by the PNG Defence Force as part of 
�ts counter-�nsurgency operat�ons.9 These events cemented many l�nks of 
fr�endsh�p and sympathy between Bouga�nv�lleans and western Solomons 
people dur�ng the 1990s. Even so, whereas other groups from Solomon 
Islands can m�grate permanently to the west, Bouga�nv�lleans cannot. 
Perhaps because aff�n�ty was held at arm’s length by the �nternat�onal border, 
Bouga�nv�lleans are not thought of as �mpos�ng, but rather are thought of 
�n pos�t�ve terms.

In contrast w�th Bouga�nv�lle, relat�ons w�th Mala�ta are seen as �mposed 
and are portrayed negat�vely.10 Of all Solomon Islands ethn�c groups com�ng 
to the west, Mala�tans have h�stor�cally been the most content�ous, w�th a 
long h�story of d�sharmony between Mala�tans and locals. In colon�al t�mes, 
Mala�tan plantat�on labourers came �nto the west as outs�ders. The wh�te 
plantat�on bosses thought Mala�tans were more su�table labourers than the 
locals, and recru�ted them to l�ve and work �n labour enclaves separated from 
the �nd�genous westerners by space and cultural c�rcumstances. Problems 
apparently arose early between the two groups �n some reg�ons: a d�str�ct 
off�cer’s report from 1913 deta�ls a f�ght between Rov�ana and Mala�ta youths 
on Rendova (Solomon Islands Nat�onal Arch�ves 1913; Bennett 1987:167–91). 
These enclave labourers rema�ned work�ng throughout the west unt�l World 
War II, when the plantat�on days came to an end. Some remnants of Mala�tan 
labour rema�ned on the al�enated land of plantat�ons and, from the 1960s, 
more Mala�tan labour came �n for logg�ng operat�ons, but very l�ttle �s known 
about the demography and h�story of such Mala�tan �mm�grat�on. By the 
1990s, however, Mala�tan settlements were dotted around the west, often on 
the so-called ‘al�enated land’ areas. T�tle to these has been held by the Crown 
s�nce colon�al t�mes, but often the land has been left dormant. Although all 
these areas are subject to �nd�genous cla�ms stemm�ng from var�ous vers�ons 
of pre-colon�al ownersh�p, development by people who regard themselves 
as the trad�t�onal landowners �s frustrated by the Crown t�tle. In the ensu�ng 
h�atus, Mala�tan groups occup�ed some of these areas. It �s resentment over 
these settlements that sparked confl�ct �n the west �n 1998.

Westerners often expla�n the�r resentment of Mala�tans as be�ng due to 
Mala�tans’ aggress�ve response �f the�r customs are offended—and �n some 
cases the�r ensu�ng demands for large sums of compensat�on money—wh�ch 
�s not generally a western Solomons pract�ce. Justly or not, many westerners 



 The coup nobody not�ced 221

also perce�ve th�ev�ng and somet�mes sexual assault to be a tra�t of Mala�tan 
settlers. Wh�le these are common themes when talk�ng about Mala�tans, �t 
�s also true that many Mala�tans are marr�ed �nto western commun�t�es, 
thereby becom�ng �n-law relat�ves. Mala�tan–western ch�ldren born to 
these marr�ages or through l�a�sons w�th western g�rls ‘by the road’ are 
�ntegrated well �nto western commun�t�es and are usually not the target of 
such comments.

In the 1960s and 1970s, however, when marr�ages to Mala�tans were 
novel, they led to much argument �n v�llages. Th�s was true on Kolombangara, 
where several local g�rls marr�ed Mala�tan youths from Langalanga Lagoon 
�n the 1960s.11 Some hold that those marr�ages were never r�ght, but s�nce 
that t�me, the fam�l�es concerned have matured and become �ntegral to 
the v�llage and the �ssue has largely ceased to matter. Integrat�on proved 
ephemeral as, �n Kolombangara and presumably elsewhere �n the west, the 
ant�-m�x�ng att�tude resurfaced dur�ng the 1998–2000 cr�s�s. In some cases, 
young women were gathered together wh�le the�r elders exhorted them not 
to marry Mala�tans.12 In terms of the geopol�t�cs of the cr�s�s, the stage was 
set by 1998 for the cr�s�s to follow, w�th a ben�gn, d�stant (and �ndebted) 
aff�n�ty to the west and an �ntertw�ned, resentful enm�ty to the east.

The beg�nn�ngs of ethn�c tens�on �n Western Prov�nce
In the east, ethn�c confl�ct between Guadalcanal and Mala�ta groups—fuelled 
by Mala�tan m�grat�on to Guadalcanal—emerged �n November 1998 w�th 
a spate of v�olence and a number of demands by Guadalcanal leaders to the 
nat�onal government. In the west, the demands of the Guadalcanal people 
were heard generally w�th sympathy. The ethn�c confl�ct on Guadalcanal 
�ntens�f�ed aga�n �n June 1999, when f�ght�ng encroached on the outsk�rts 
of Hon�ara and road-blocks �solated the cap�tal from the rural h�nterlands. 
At that t�me, large numbers of Mala�tans were d�splaced from Guadalcanal 
rural areas, e�ther camp�ng �n town or mov�ng to Mala�ta or other �slands. 
Guadalcanal people s�m�larly left town for the rural areas. In the pan�c 
that swept Hon�ara, people from other prov�nces also returned to those 
prov�nces. D�nnen (2002), Moore (2004) and Fraenkel (2004) chron�cle 
these events �n deta�l. The flow of people �nto Western Prov�nce �n June 1999 
was compounded by the usual �nflux for the m�d-year school and college 



222 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

hol�days. A common percept�on (by hearsay �f not by observat�on) was that 
large numbers of Mala�tans were among the �nflux and were jo�n�ng relat�ves 
�n settler camps all across the west. In the same month, ethn�c v�olence also 
began �n Western Prov�nce, w�th reports of houses be�ng burnt along the 
Noro–Munda Road �n New Georg�a, �n the area known locally as Z�ata. 
Youths around Munda—who had old gr�evances w�th Mala�tan youths from 
squatter settlements �n the bush �n Z�ata—apparently began the burn�ngs 
w�th the a�m of dr�v�ng the Mala�tans away, �n much the same way as had 
occurred on Guadalcanal.

The Noro–Munda area cont�nued to be the ma�n hot spot of ethn�c 
tens�on �n the west. In early March 2000, pol�ce �ntell�gence �dent�f�ed 
two Bouga�nv�lle men l�v�ng �n Munda, who were alleged to have been 
collaborat�ng w�th local men �n e�ther restor�ng World War II guns or 
produc�ng home-made guns that worked w�th recovered 1940s ammun�t�on. 
A number of these guns were d�str�buted locally and, �t seems, were 
connected to Guadalcanal m�l�tant act�v�ty (Western Prov�nce Assembly 
2000b). Follow�ng a trend beg�nn�ng to emerge �n Solomon Islands, late the 
next month, the Munda Pol�ce Stat�on was ra�ded by ‘unknown elements’ 
and e�ght small-cal�bre r�fles were taken.13

Western pol�t�cal response to the ethn�c tens�on
In June 1999, Clement Base, then Prem�er of Western Prov�nce, used a 
Solomon Islands Broadcast�ng Corporat�on (SIBC) rad�o �nterv�ew to state 
the hard-l�ne pos�t�on of h�s prov�nce �n relat�on to Mala�tan people arr�v�ng 
there as a result of the recent �nter-ethn�c confl�ct �n Hon�ara. In response, the 
western members of the nat�onal parl�ament met �n Hon�ara w�th concerns 
that the �nterv�ew could provoke an attack on Western Prov�nce people 
l�v�ng �n Hon�ara. Jackson P�as�, MP for G�zo/Kolombangara, made a med�a 
statement rebuff�ng Base’s statement, and organ�sed a nat�onal parl�amentary 
representat�on to the prem�er (Solomon Islands Government 1999a).

The parl�amentary comm�ttee cons�sted of Jackson P�as�, Nelson Boso 
(MP for Western New Georg�a/Vonavona) and Job Dudley Taus�nga (MP for 
North New Georg�a). They met w�th the prem�er and execut�ve of the Western 
Prov�nce government on 25 June 1999. The problem outl�ned by the prem�er 
at th�s meet�ng was �ncreased ag�tat�on by western landowners over ‘settlers’ 
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or ‘squatters’ from Mala�ta on or near the�r lands. The percept�on of many 
people �n the west, he sa�d, was that �mm�grants who were not rooted by 
marr�age or work were respons�ble for much v�olence and theft, part�cularly 
around townsh�ps. Members of the meet�ng reported trouble �n spec�f�c parts 
of the prov�nce, part�cularly the Munda–Noro reg�on (�nclud�ng Z�ata) and 
G�zo, w�th trouble also reported from Kolombangara, Ranongga and Rendova. 
They also �dent�f�ed towns, Temporary Occupat�on L�cence (TOL) areas and 
old European plantat�ons on al�enated lands as be�ng among the ma�n places 
Mala�tan settlers were to be found. The trouble reported had often to do w�th 
alleged theft by Mala�tans of pr�vate or tr�bal-resource property (such as reef 
resources or t�mber), and Mala�tan demands for h�gh monetary compensat�on 
when wronged (Solomon Islands Government 1999a). 

Munda accord, July 1999
The meet�ng developed a set of resolut�ons known as the ‘Munda Accord’ 
(Solomon Islands Government 1999a), wh�ch more or less proposed further 
consultat�ons and �nvest�gat�on �nto the problem by the prov�nce and the 
parl�amentary comm�ttee. In add�t�on, a set of conclus�ons to th�s document 
expressed gu�d�ng sent�ments for future act�on. Among these were

•	 Western Prov�nce wants to restr�ct the movement of lius 
(unemployed youth) �n the�r Prov�nce, espec�ally people from 
outs�de the�r prov�nce

•	 Western Prov�nce wants to set down str�ngent measures aga�nst 
�ts own people who allow the�r land to be settled by outs�ders

•	 d�rect allocat�on of land other than for the purposes of publ�c 
�nterest must be stopped outr�ght �n Western Prov�nce (Solomon 
Islands Government 1999a).

In August 1999, the prem�ers of Mala�ta and Western prov�nces co-s�gned 
a commun�qué on the ethn�c tens�on (Mala�ta–Western Prem�ers’ Excurs�on 
1999). The prem�er of Western Prov�nce agreed to ‘ab�de by the Munda 
Accord for a peaceful repatr�at�on of undes�rable settlers who have caused 
pa�n and suffer�ng to h�s people’. The most sal�ent of the f�ve po�nts agreed 
to by the prem�er of Mala�ta Prov�nce was a call to Mala�tans ‘not engaged 
�n formal employment, nor �n any product�ve act�v�t�es and who are stay�ng 
w�thout proper legal arrangements to voluntar�ly return to Mala�ta Prov�nce 
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and part�c�pate �n the development of the Prov�nce’. Implementat�on of the 
Munda Accord resolut�ons was slow, but began when members for a new 
Western Prov�nce coord�nat�ng comm�ttee ‘for sp�ll-over effect’ were chosen 
among the Western Prov�nce Assembly members at a prov�nc�al caucus 
meet�ng on 21–22 March 2000 (Western Prov�nce Assembly 2000a). As 
th�s was occurr�ng, another potent�ally explos�ve s�tuat�on was develop�ng 
w�th�n the nat�onal government.

The prov�nc�al government rev�ew and the western response
Wh�le never completely forgotten, the �ssues of reg�onal�sm were not dealt 
w�th dec�s�vely by any government �n the Solomon Islands �n the f�rst 21 
years of post-�ndependence pol�t�cs. The nat�onal const�tut�on—drafted 
before �ndependence—deferred the deta�ls of reg�onal governance to a later 
t�me, when they could be debated �n parl�ament on the recommendat�ons of 
a rev�ew comm�ttee. Th�s became the Kaus�mae Comm�ttee on Prov�nc�al 
Government wh�ch released �ts report �n June 1979, 11 months after 
�ndependence (Solomon Islands Government 1979). The report was 
equ�vocal on the �ssue of reg�onal autonomy, and preferred not to ment�on the 
word ‘state’. A Prov�nc�al Government Act was �ntroduced �n 1981, wh�ch, 
�mportantly, followed Sect�on 106 of the const�tut�on that ‘no taxat�on shall 
be �mposed or altered except by or under an Act of Parl�ament’, l�m�t�ng 
the power of the prov�nces to ra�se revenue. The act also gave the prov�nces 
no powers to make laws affect�ng trade and commerce w�th countr�es 
ne�ghbour�ng Solomon Islands. Western asp�rat�ons were stym�ed.

A per�od of contrad�ctory proposals for reform of the prov�nc�al system 
then followed. These vac�llated between a nat�onal�st preference for many 
local counc�ls under strong central government (no prov�nces) and a sub-
nat�onal�st preference for strong prov�nces or states w�th a smaller central 
government. S�r Peter Ken�lorea �n�t�ated the Prov�nc�al Government 
Rev�ew Comm�ttee �n 1986, wh�ch culm�nated �n �ts report and a wh�te 
paper argu�ng for abol�t�on of the prov�nces, produced after the new Alebua 
government had already taken off�ce �n December 1986 (Solomon Islands 
Government 1987, 1988b; Solomon N�us 1988b). Alebua �gnored the 
cont�nu�ng prov�nc�al rev�ew �n favour of another process, �n wh�ch he made 
former pr�me m�n�ster Solomon Mamalon� cha�rman of a new Const�tut�onal 
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Rev�ew Comm�ttee (CRC) �n 1987, to look at devolv�ng leg�slat�ve and 
revenue-ra�s�ng power to the prov�nces (Solomon Islands Government 
1988a).14 Also equ�vocal �n �ts recommendat�ons, the comm�ttee �ntroduced 
the �dea of reform�ng prov�nc�al governments �nto states w�th expanded 
powers. Although the rev�ew ra�sed expectat�ons across Solomon Islands that a 
federal system of government would be �ntroduced, the government changed 
aga�n �n March 1988, one month after the comm�ttee del�vered �ts report. 
Even though Mamalon� had cha�red the CRC, h�s new government chose to 
defer act�on on the rev�ew’s recommendat�ons �n favour of m�nor reforms 
(Solomon N�us 1989a, 1989b). Then �n 1996, Mamalon�—by then head�ng 
h�s th�rd government—rev�s�ted the �ssue of prov�nc�al powers �n a rev�ew of 
governance �n Solomon Islands, pass�ng a new Prov�nc�al Government B�ll �n 
wh�ch the prov�nces and local area counc�ls were to be scrapped and replaced 
w�th prov�nc�al counc�ls and area assembl�es. Powers to the proposed counc�ls 
were not �ncreased; �ndeed, Western and Guadalcanal prov�nces argued that the 
reforms effect�vely d�m�n�shed powers and the proposed changes were a b�d 
by Mamalon�’s government to �ncrease �ts own power. After a legal challenge 
by Guadalcanal Prov�nce and further appeal by the government, the changes 
d�d not proceed because the Mamalon� government was voted out of off�ce 
and the b�ll was repealed.15 The fa�led b�d to abol�sh the prov�nces served to 
sens�t�se prov�nc�al leaders of the late 1990s to apparent central government 
attempts at �ncreas�ng �ts power to the prov�nces’ detr�ment.

The new Ulufa’alu government elected �n 1997 cont�nued to work 
on prov�nc�al government reform as part of �ts comm�tment to overall 
structural reform of the nat�onal government and economy. It set up a 
Prov�nc�al Government Rev�ew Comm�ttee �n May 1998, wh�ch began �ts 
work (after some delay) a year later. Th�s proceeded as the ethn�c confl�ct �n 
Guadalcanal ga�ned momentum, but was set haplessly �n pre-confl�ct terms 
of reference. The nat�onal government completed a draft of the result�ng 
Prov�nc�al Government Decentral�sat�on B�ll by late January 2000 (Solomon 
Star 2000b). The b�ll was due to go before parl�ament �n Apr�l 2000 and was 
a top�c of controversy as the government—am�d r�s�ng ethn�c tens�on—was 
keep�ng secret the contents of the b�ll, although rumours c�rculated that the 
leg�slat�on would �ndeed de-�nst�tut�onal�se the prov�nces.

Meanwh�le, the Western prov�nc�al government elect�ons were held 
�n December 1999. In early January 2000, the new prov�nc�al assembly 
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members elected the�r prem�er, Reuben L�lo (Solomon Star 2000a). L�lo 
was elected on a platform of reform echo�ng the concerns of the nat�onal 
Solomon Islands All�ance for Change (SIAC) government �n Hon�ara. In 
h�s f�rst assembly meet�ng �n late March, L�lo told the members, ‘The need 
�s urgent to establ�sh “good” governance and transparency, restorat�on of 
f�nanc�al stab�l�ty, �mprov�ng the qual�ty of Prov�nc�al staff…and more 
�mportantly the development of the pr�vate sector’.16

H�s speech clearly expressed tens�on over the old �ssue of resources 
d�str�buted to the prov�nce by the nat�onal government: ‘[w]e have been 
hand�capped by the l�m�ted areas devolved by the Nat�onal Government �n 
wh�ch to leg�slate and to collect much needed funds to f�nance our projects 
and programs.’17

L�lo was the west’s man, represent�ng the dom�nant entrepreneur�al 
�nterests �n the prov�nc�al town and among landowners and ord�nary 
v�llagers. He spoke the language of development that the west l�ked to hear, 
and h�s success depended on how well he could carry �t through.

Eventually, �n m�d March 2000, the draft Decentral�sat�on B�ll was sent 
to the prov�nc�al prem�ers for comment and, co�nc�dentally, L�lo was �nv�ted 
to speak about the prov�nc�al government rev�ew at a conference �n Hon�ara, 
where M�lner Tozaka—at that t�me cha�rman of the rev�ew comm�ttee—was 
also mak�ng the f�rst publ�c presentat�on of the results of the rev�ew. The 
new system, Tozaka sa�d, would be a ‘two-t�er const�tuency based system’, 
remov�ng the current prov�nc�al assembly and execut�ve structures. 
Const�tuency Govern�ng Counc�ls (CGCs) would be formed �nstead, each 
cover�ng a ward area (there are currently 26 wards �n Western Prov�nce). 
A prov�nc�al congress made up of the pres�dents of the CGCs—headed by 
an elected governor—would coord�nate the CGCs w�th�n a prov�nce wh�le 
not form�ng a separate t�er of government. The governor would take the 
place of the current prem�er and would med�ate between the CGCs and 
the nat�onal government (Tozaka 2000).18

Var�ous advantages were touted �n Tozaka’s paper for the new system, 
�nclud�ng greater grassroots part�c�pat�on �n formal pol�t�cs through 
the CGCs—whose members were to �nclude ch�efs, women and youth 
representat�ves—greater publ�c benef�t through art�culat�on of prov�nc�al-
level plann�ng w�th nat�onally coord�nated serv�ce del�very agenc�es and a 
more act�ve role for MPs at the prov�nc�al level.



 The coup nobody not�ced 227

Cr�t�c�sm of the proposed system was heavy dur�ng the conference 
sess�on, �n�t�ally on the grounds that the government kept the b�ll secret 
rather than go�ng through a ‘green paper’ publ�c response stage. Then, led 
part�cularly by western Solomon Islanders �n the aud�ence, cr�t�cs sa�d that 
the proposal would lead to central government control w�th weak sub-
nat�onal representat�on. The f�rst cr�t�que from the aud�ence came from 
Warren Pa�a—a successful Hon�ara bus�nessman, �nfluent�al c�v�l servant and 
powerful Rov�ana landowner—followed by Tony Hughes, a former Central 
Bank governor now based �n the west, who called the plan stup�d. In h�s own 
response L�lo, wh�le not�ng the nat�onal government’s fault �n not prov�d�ng 
h�m w�th the document early enough for h�m to read �t thoroughly, rebutted 
the proposed system as be�ng the ant�thes�s of reg�onal autonomy, wh�ch he 
stressed was the w�sh of people �n the west.

L�lo returned to the west concerned about the contents of the proposed 
b�ll. In response to the news the prov�nc�al assembly, wh�ch met a few days 
later, passed a mot�on call�ng for Western Prov�nce to atta�n statehood under a 
federal government system by 2005. The ma�n rat�onale g�ven for the mot�on 
by the member tabl�ng �t, Thornley H�te, was that the annual grant from the 
nat�onal government, on wh�ch the prov�nce based most of �ts budget, was 
�nsuff�c�ent to ma�nta�n prov�nc�al serv�ces. At the same t�me, the prov�nce had 
few powers to ra�se revenue �tself. He ra�sed the old theme that relat�ve to other 
prov�nces, westerners ‘produce more but rece�ve less’. The d�scuss�on before 
pass�ng th�s mot�on expressed sent�ments that th�s was a long-awa�ted mot�on. 
The prem�er noted that, accord�ng to h�s read�ng of the Prov�nc�al Government 
Rev�ew Comm�ttee report, a number of subm�ss�ons from other prov�nces 
had called for a federal system.19 An �nterest�ng reflect�on by one member 
was that the �ssue of autonomy had been hard to ra�se s�nce the separat�on of 
Cho�seul from Western Prov�nce. As �t was, the mot�on before the assembly 
�ncluded a clause for a new ‘federal statehood’ work�ng comm�ttee to look 
�nto the re-amalgamat�on of Cho�seul and Western prov�nces as one state.

Western leaders’ commun�qué, Apr�l 2000
Com�ng out of the assembly meet�ng, L�lo set a jo�nt meet�ng for the 
prov�nc�al and nat�onal pol�t�cal representat�ves to form a Western Prov�nce 
response to the �ssue (Western Prov�nce Assembly 2000a). The Western 



228 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

Leaders’ Consultat�ve Meet�ng occurred �n G�zo �n early Apr�l, two weeks 
after the Hon�ara conference. It was attended by western pol�t�c�ans �n 
nat�onal and prov�nc�al seats, prov�nc�al bus�ness profess�onals, town bus�ness 
leaders and a number of landowners from nearby �slands (Western Leaders’ 
Consultat�ve Meet�ng 2000a).20

The Western Leaders’ Consultat�ve Meet�ng (2000b), wh�ch began the 
follow�ng week, developed a set of resolut�ons for del�very to the nat�onal 
government. The preamble noted that ‘the way forward econom�cally and 
pol�t�cally l�es �n greater pol�t�cal and econom�c autonomy of the Prov�nce’ 
and ‘real and susta�nable development can only occur �n an env�ronment 
of peace and secur�ty as well as �n the ownersh�p and control of all natural 
resources �n the Prov�nce’. Follow�ng on from th�s, the crux of the 
resolut�ons were that

•	 a substant�al port�on of the revenue generated �n the Western 
Prov�nce be reta�ned �n the Prov�nce and relevant leg�slat�on be 
amended accord�ngly.

•	 secur�ty �ssues should be addressed �mmed�ately �n l�ne w�th the 
Munda Accord.

•	 the Nat�onal Government w�th �mmed�ate effect prepare the 
Prov�nce for the atta�nment of State Government by 2005, and 
that �t should recons�der the �mplementat�on of the proposed 
Prov�nc�al Government B�ll. 

•	 the Nat�onal Government �mmed�ately transfer all al�enated land and 
other government assets to the government and people of Western 
Prov�nce (Western Leaders’ Consultat�ve Meet�ng 2000b).

The resolut�on also �ncluded a number of demands relat�ng to econom�c 
development �n the prov�nce, �nclud�ng bu�ld�ng an �nternat�onal a�rport at 
Munda and �mplement�ng other prov�nc�al development projects prev�ously 
agreed to, but never enacted, by the nat�onal government.

A second Western Leaders’ Consultat�ve Meet�ng occurred �n late May. 
The call for a federal state government system was re�terated. In order to 
develop a const�tut�on for the new state ent�ty and to report the des�red 
changes to the nat�onal const�tut�on, th�s meet�ng establ�shed a task force 
for statehood that was to report by September 2000. Comments at the 
meet�ng made clear that secur�ty was deter�orat�ng �n Solomon Islands, 
w�th the pol�ce v�rtually �ncapable of operat�ng �ndependently. Another 
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result of the meet�ng was �n�t�at�on of a Western Prov�nce Secur�ty Counc�l, 
membersh�p of wh�ch �ncluded the pol�ce commander, Aloys�us Ora; the 
prem�er; Jackson P�as�, MP for G�zo/Kolombangara; and Albert Laore, MP 
for Shortlands. They were to set up a plan that �ncluded recru�t�ng a Western 
Prov�nce constabulary and put �n place a ‘secur�ty consultat�ve arrangement’ 
(Western Leaders’ Consultat�ve Meet�ng 2000c).

Sub-nat�onal geopol�t�cs and the 5 June 2000 take-over
On the same weekend as the leaders’ meet�ng, a not�ce s�gned by ‘Black 
Shark’ appeared around G�zo tell�ng Mala�tans they had three weeks to get out 
of Western Prov�nce.21 There was cons�derable speculat�on as to who posted �t. 
One theory was that a Mala�tan, John Fo’ogau—p�ctured a few days later on 
the front page of the Solomon Star �n a Mala�ta Eagle Force (MEF) un�t, hold�ng 
an automat�c weapon—posted the not�ce �n order to destab�l�se the s�tuat�on. 
Another theory had �t posted by the Black Shark armed combatant group from 
southern Bouga�nv�lle, who allegedly shot dead one of Fo’ogau’s men soon 
after. Th�s group was referred to also as ‘Spear’.22 Later allegat�ons suggested 
Black Shark posted the not�ce �n an effort to create a s�tuat�on �n wh�ch the 
prov�nce would contract the group to prov�de secur�ty.23 The confl�ct�ng 
rumours fly�ng around G�zo as to wh�ch outs�de force was to blame �nd�cated 
how qu�ckly th�ngs were becom�ng confused. The not�ce had a dramat�c effect. 
Pol�ce were d�spatched to var�ous centres �n the west, �nclud�ng R�ngg� on 
Kolombangara, request�ng people not to spread unsubstant�ated rumours or 
exaggerated stor�es about ant�-Mala�tan act�v�t�es. The�r fear was that the MEF 
or other Mala�tans �n Hon�ara would hear those stor�es and retal�ate aga�nst 
western people �n the cap�tal.24

Some days after the second leaders’ meet�ng, the pol�ce armoury at 
Rove was overrun and Andrew Nor� announced that the MEF and the jo�nt 
operat�ons force had ‘declared war’ aga�nst Guadalcanal’s Isatabu Freedom 
Movement (IFM) (Nor� 2000). Th�s was the 5 June coup. By th�s t�me, 
var�ous Bouga�nv�llean combatant leaders had arr�ved �n Western Prov�nce 
for negot�at�ons. Ishmael Toroama, a Bouga�nv�lle Revolut�onary Army (BRA) 
commander from Central Bouga�nv�lle, was �n the area to prov�de secur�ty 
to one of the SIAC government MPs who had returned home from Hon�ara 
after rece�v�ng threats. Others, sa�d to be from a southern Bouga�nv�lle 
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BRA fact�on led by Cornel�us Solomon, were �n the Munda area.25 The 
combatants from Bouga�nv�lle were battle hardened, fully armed guerr�lla 
sold�ers who had been act�ve f�ghters �n the Bouga�nv�lle �nsurgency aga�nst 
PNG Defence Force troops.

In the early morn�ng of Sunday 11 June, a cont�ngent of about 37 well-
armed Bouga�nv�lle men, accompan�ed by some western Solomon Islanders, 
arr�ved �n G�zo by canoe. Most of these combatants were from southern 
Bouga�nv�lle. They announced publ�cly the�r �ntent�on to protect Western 
Prov�nce �n the case of any �nsurgency by Mala�tans or attempt by the MEF 
to take over the prov�nc�al town. On the same day, Bouga�nv�lle m�l�tants 
ra�ded the pol�ce armoury �n the Cho�seul prov�nc�al town on Taro Island.26 
The�r arr�val �n G�zo had at least the tac�t support of the Western Prov�nce 
government and the pol�ce �n G�zo. Wh�le not stated as such, th�s appeared 
to be part of the ‘secur�ty consultat�ve arrangement’ ment�oned �n the 
western leaders’ meet�ng of late May.27

A few days of mayhem followed. There was a general fear that the MEF 
would sweep �n, take control of G�zo and thence the west. Some of the 
Bouga�nv�llean combatants, who mater�al�sed suddenly, v�s�ted a house �n 
G�zo look�ng for MEF sympath�sers and the�r weapons, and shot a youth 
who was sa�d to have produced a p�stol (see, for example, SIBC 2000a). 
S�multaneously, some youths �n Dunde, Rov�ana, ran amok, brand�shed 
‘home guns’ (home-made l�ght f�rearms), took outboard motors and 
demanded that people hand over the�r kurukuru (p�geon-shoot�ng) guns. 
Bouga�nv�llean combatants suppressed th�s group.28 Meanwh�le, the general 
secretary of the BRA, Rob�nson Asotau, �ssued a press statement that den�ed 
BRA �nvolvement �n the G�zo shoot�ng, but sa�d that a man from Bu�n (south 
Bouga�nv�lle) was �nvolved (SIBC 2000a). The pres�dent of the Bouga�nv�lle 
People’s Congress, Joseph Kabu�, also den�ed BRA �nvolvement �n the G�zo 
events (Solomon Star 2000d). In any case, a large army of Bouga�nv�llean 
counter-�nsurgents dressed �n ‘Rambo’-style, motley combat fat�gues 
had occup�ed G�zo. More armed combatants �n 21-foot Yamaha boats—a 
hallmark of the BRA—were patroll�ng the waters around the �slands every 
n�ght. ‘Mae karangge nius’ (rumours) of an �mm�nent MEF �nsurgency 
abounded �n the townsh�ps and v�llages of the west. 

Mala�tans cont�nued to leave the west �n the face of threats to the�r 
safety. About 50 left the al�enated land area of Kolombangara, wh�le many 
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left from the Koqulavata and F�sh�ng V�llage areas �n G�zo. Two months later, 
the Mala�tan prem�er, Dav�d Oeta, cla�med 500 Mala�tans had fled the west 
(SIBC 2000�). It �s d�ff�cult to determ�ne the accuracy of that f�gure, but my 
�mpress�on �s that most who fled d�d so dur�ng June. The outflow of Mala�tans 
was matched by an �nflow of westerners and the�r luggage from Hon�ara to 
G�zo and elsewhere �n the prov�nce. G�zo began f�ll�ng w�th tax�s relocated 
from Hon�ara. Although people had been mov�ng to the west for months as 
a result of the general unrest—a phenomenon seen f�rst �n June 1999—a 
new �ncent�ve for relocat�ng was fear of repr�sal attacks by Mala�tans on 
western people �n Hon�ara, for these had begun. A Mala�tan church leader 
exacerbated tens�ons by declar�ng publ�cly later �n June that Mala�tans were 
be�ng harassed to move. The prem�er desperately den�ed �n the med�a ‘that 
Mala�tans leav�ng Western Prov�nce have been d�splaced due to threats from 
people of Western Prov�nce’ (Solomon Star 2000f; SIBC 2000c). In G�zo 
town �tself, an uneasy calm settled under the Bouga�nv�llean ‘ass�stance 
m�ss�on’. Talk turned to the quest�on of ‘what next’?

Ga�n�ng the upper hand: the western state declarat�on under arms
The take-over of the central government apparatus �n Hon�ara by Mala�tan 
forces projected the ethn�c d�mens�on of the confl�ct holus-bolus �nto an �ssue 
of who should control the nat�on-state. The powerful underly�ng Mala�tan 
‘labour’ agendas stemm�ng from the�r own long h�story of contest w�th 
the central government, notably �nclud�ng the Ma’as�na Rule Movement 
of the 1940s (Laracy 1983; see also Moore 2007), confronted the western 
‘natural resources’ agendas. On Monday 26 June, execut�ves of Cho�seul 
and Western prov�nces sat �n a jo�nt meet�ng and dec�ded to declare on 
nat�onal Independence Day (7 July) the�r �ntent�on to form a jo�nt, federal-
style state government (Solomon Star 2000e; SIBC 2000b). Th�s was the 
cement�ng of the Western and Cho�seul prov�nce forces mooted back �n 
the March prov�nc�al assembly meet�ng as necessary to �nv�gorate fully the 
long-qu�escent federal statehood agenda, wh�ch had been d�scussed �n pr�vate 
ever s�nce the MEF take-over of Hon�ara earl�er that month.

It was well understood that to become a state w�th�n a cont�nu�ng nat�on, 
there would st�ll need to be a process of const�tut�onal and leg�slat�ve 
change by the nat�onal parl�ament. Nevertheless, for many, the nuance of 
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an ‘�ntent�on’ to declare a state w�th�n a federat�on was too f�ne, and even 
the t�tle of L�lo’s publ�c speech on nat�onal Independence Day was ‘on the 
occas�on of declarat�on of State Government �n the reg�on’ (L�lo 2000a). The 
dec�s�on to advance the pace of the movement by the declarat�on reflected 
the grow�ng currency of more rad�cal v�ews among the pol�t�cal commun�ty 
�n and around G�zo. Desp�te h�s declarat�on, L�lo’s oppos�t�on descr�bed h�m 
as too moderate. There was a mood of ‘to hell w�th the nat�onal government’ 
wh�ch, after the announcement �n early July of Manasseh Sogavare (from 
Cho�seul) as new pr�me m�n�ster and h�s new cab�net, many thought of as 
no more than a puppet reg�me of the MEF.29 Th�s was because the Ulufa’alu 
government had been deposed and the new government had come �nto off�ce 
w�thout elect�on. W�th BRA m�l�tants �n the background, L�lo expressed �n 
h�s Independence Day speech the ‘�nal�enable r�ght’ of Western and Cho�seul 
prov�nc�al peoples to ‘remove any threat’ that ‘�nterfered w�th’ the �deals of 
peace and freedom, and to ‘conf�rm…our very ex�stence as a people, and 
our resources and other �nd�genous r�ghts, as opposed to our const�tut�onal 
r�ghts and obl�gat�ons’. L�lo stopped just short of an unamb�guous un�lateral 
declarat�on of statehood w�th�n a federat�on, say�ng �nstead 

That from th�s day on, we the people of Western Solomons do hereby 
renew our comm�tment to ach�ev�ng State Government… 

We ra�se our flag today �n recogn�t�on of our s�ncere and noble des�re 
to have

•	 Autonomy
•	 Ind�gen�sed democracy
•	 Rule of law
•	 Leg�slat�ve powers over our own resources and �n the conduct of 

governance �n the State of Western Solomons (L�lo 2000a).

Calls of ‘God bless the state of Western Solomons’ and ‘God bless the 
sovere�gnty of Solomon Islands’ followed and, desp�te the careful word�ng, 
a new State of Western Solomons flag was ra�sed (Solomon Star 2000h). 
After th�s, ‘State of Western Solomons’ letterhead was used on off�c�al 
correspondence. The flag and the letterhead were further tr�umphs for 
those who wanted qu�ck act�on on the �ssue.

Lawlessness �n the west appeared to be r�s�ng dur�ng July. All banks �n 
G�zo had closed due to an armed robbery, then a Solomon Ta�yo f�sh�ng 
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vessel was h�jacked and a rest-house at Noro was held up (Solomon Star 
2000�, 2000j; SIBC 2000f, 2000h). Th�s �n turn just�f�ed for many people 
the prem�er’s pos�t�on �n h�s 7 July speech (and earl�er) that the west should 
take care of �ts own secur�ty measures. Hon�ara, however, cr�t�c�sed th�s 
pol�cy as �llegal. Matters d�d not rest there. In response to the dry�ng up of 
nat�onal funds to the prov�nces, L�lo then s�gned a memorandum on 2 August 
�nstruct�ng the G�zo sub-treasurer of the M�n�stry of F�nance to red�rect all 
payments made by the publ�c stra�ght to the ‘state treasurer’. These funds, 
he sa�d, would be taken by the state government and used accord�ng to the 
prov�nc�al budget allocat�ons already publ�shed �n the nat�onal government’s 
Approved Recurrent Estimates for 2000 and the other budget papers approved 
by the parl�ament (L�lo 2000b).

The nat�onal government showed consternat�on at th�s early declarat�on 
of western statehood. The M�n�ster for Prov�nc�al Government, Nathan�el 
Waena, made a publ�c statement later �n the month that all prov�nces were 
st�ll operat�ng under the nat�onal const�tut�on and the Prov�nc�al Government 
Act and that none had become a state (SIBC 2000g). Nonetheless, Waena and 
Sogavare took the statehood �ssue ser�ously, unl�ke Ulufa’alu before h�s house 
arrest. On Independence Day, Sogavare had mooted publ�cly the poss�b�l�ty 
of a sh�ft to a state government system (SIBC 2000e). Waena organ�sed the 
Solomon Islands government ‘peace delegat�on’ to Western Prov�nce to hold 
d�scuss�ons �n var�ous places �n the west, and v�s�ted Shortlands, Cho�seul, 
G�zo, Noro, Munda and Marovo dur�ng m�d August (SIBC 2000j).30 Waena 
pronounced dur�ng the delegat�on’s G�zo publ�c meet�ng that ‘the nat�on 
has got to a po�nt of no return. The quest�on �s how to prepare the nat�on 
for a federal system of government or state government.’ He and h�s off�c�al 
ment�oned that a prem�ers’ conference was planned for m�d October to 
‘d�v�de powers’.31 By August, pressure had begun from most other prov�nces 
for a greater degree of decentral�sat�on. Temotu began to negot�ate separate 
trade and sh�pp�ng arrangements w�th ne�ghbour�ng Vanuatu, based on 
Temotu hav�ng not been part of the 1893 Br�t�sh protectorate; Mak�ra-Ulawa 
wanted to become an �ndependent nat�on; Isabel remembered that �t had 
been German terr�tory unt�l the late 1890s; and Polynes�an outl�ers Rennell-
Bellona began prepar�ng a const�tut�on to become a state w�th�n a federal 
system. Even small Central Islands Prov�nce demanded more autonomous 
relat�ons w�th the nat�onal government (Moore 2004:156–60).
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Dur�ng the whole per�od s�nce the May leaders’ meet�ng, four western 
state task forces—pol�t�cal and leg�slat�ve, econom�cs and commerce, human 
resources development and secur�ty—had been busy. Tak�ng up a large, 
well-resourced off�ce �n G�zo, and engag�ng �n many even�ng d�scuss�ons �n 
rooms of the G�zo Hotel, the most act�ve members even created a mult�-
�ssue newsletter, The Prunsvick, between September and October, the t�tle 
a reference to the Prunsv�ck Assoc�at�on of the 1978 Western Breakaway 
Movement (Premdas et al. 1983:54). A key reference document for the 
pol�t�cal and leg�slat�ve task force was the 1987 Constitutional Review Committee 
Report, w�th �ts federal�sm recommendat�ons. In m�d October, the western 
state task forces presented the�r f�nd�ngs to the last of the Jo�nt Leaders’ 
Meet�ngs, two days after the Townsv�lle Peace Agreement (TPA) was 
s�gned by the MEF and IFM leaders, the pr�me m�n�ster and the prov�nc�al 
prem�ers, �nclud�ng L�lo. The great top�c of the leaders’ meet�ng, wh�ch 
was full to overflow�ng w�th members of the publ�c, was the new western 
state’s development plans. W�th the aud�ence �n h�gh exc�tement, speakers 
band�ed w�ld talk of m�ll�ons �n newly allocated fore�gn funds. The TPA had, 
however, �ncluded an agreement to halt unconst�tut�onal act�on on state 
government pend�ng a full const�tut�onal rev�ew of a new prospect�ve federal 
system. News of th�s f�ltered back, tak�ng heat out of the movement just as 
expectat�ons appeared to go beyond reasonable bounds. The threat of MEF 
�ncurs�on, wh�ch was look�ng unl�kely by th�s stage, was also conta�ned.

The nat�onal government’s response to the cr�s�s
Under the TPA of m�d October 2000, the Solomon Islands government 
was mandated to �ntroduce a form of government that would g�ve more 
autonomy to the prov�nces. As a f�rst step, the government organ�sed a 
week-long prem�ers’ conference �n Buala �n m�d November (Prem�ers’ 
M�llenn�um Conference Buala 2000a). Several reports were prepared for th�s 
conference, deal�ng w�th the legal and adm�n�strat�ve requ�rements for the 
proposed changes, levels of prov�nc�al fund�ng and a report on the prov�nc�al 
governments’ own subm�ss�ons (Saunana and Faluaburu 2000; Solomon 
Islands Government 2000; Teutao and Tuha�ka 2000; Sore et al. 2000). It 
was noted that almost all prov�nces had commented on the need to devolve 
more leg�slat�ve powers and funct�ons, and prov�de extended powers of 
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taxat�on and revenue ra�s�ng and freedom to source the�r own funds. Among 
the most �mportant of the background papers were the comprehens�ve 
western state government task force reports. At the conference’s end, 
the prem�ers resolved that the nat�onal government adopt a ‘Homegrown 
State System of Government for Solomon Islands whereby each respect�ve 
prov�nce should become a State w�th �ts own State Const�tut�on’, and that the 
nat�onal const�tut�on should be amended accord�ngly (Prem�ers’ M�llenn�um 
Conference Buala 2000b).

In response, Sogavare’s nat�onal Peace, Reconc�l�at�on and Un�ty 
government set up a task force to rev�s�t the const�tut�onal rev�ew of 
1987. In work�ng through these �ssues, the task force developed a draft 
Const�tut�on Amendment (Creat�on of the Federat�on) B�ll �n July 2001, 
along w�th budget est�mates for the state government system (Solomon 
Islands Government 2001a, 2001b). The ma�n proposals were presented a 
couple of months earl�er �n the Report of the State Government Taskforce. These 
proposals were largely an amalgam of recommendat�ons from the 1987 
Constitutional Review Committee Report and the 1999 Report of the Provincial 
Government Review Committee. Many of the Western Prov�nce demands were 
met. These, all of them �mportant, gave many concess�ons to the powerful 
landowner–entrepreneur fact�ons that had been at the forefront of western 
demands. Among the proposals were the follow�ng key reforms 

•	 establ�shment of a federal republ�c of Solomon Islands

•	 state const�tut�ons to be formed w�th strong leg�slat�ve powers

•	 customary landowners to rece�ve r�ghts to all m�nerals �n the�r land 
and to have unregulated r�ghts over the�r land and resources

•	 al�enated lands to be returned to trad�t�onal landowners unless 
exc�sed for spec�f�c purposes (such as land for state headquarters)

•	 f�nanc�al power to be devolved, �nclud�ng a prov�s�on that taxes 
can be ra�sed and kept by the states

•	 states to share pr�mary produce export lev�es w�th the federal 
government, and a f�nance counc�l cons�st�ng of state prem�ers 
and nat�onal cab�net m�n�sters to share other federal funds w�th 
the states.

The west ga�ned all �ts key demands for control of �ts resources and revenue. 
In th�s way the bulk of recommendat�ons su�ted the resource-r�ch prov�nces, 
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notably Western and Cho�seul. For the resource-poor but labour-strong 
Mala�ta, the recommendat�ons d�d not support the �nter-prov�nc�al labour 
m�grat�on on wh�ch many Mala�tans depend. 

Subsequently, consultat�ons fac�l�tated by the Un�ted Nat�ons Development 
Programme (UNDP) were held throughout the nat�on and a draft federal 
const�tut�on was prepared. The government of S�r Allan Kemakeza made slow 
progress and lost off�ce before �ntroduc�ng the b�ll �n 2006 as prom�sed.32 The 
draft was, however, d�scussed �n parl�ament �n December 2005, result�ng �n 
the �nstruct�on for the draft�ng process to cont�nue. The �ncom�ng Grand 
Coal�t�on for Change government under Sogavare proceeded caut�ously by 
comm�ss�on�ng an aud�t of the draft const�tut�on, but �nd�cated �n �ts pol�cy 
framework of May (2006; see also Solomon Star 2006) that �t regarded the 
reforms as a ‘press�ng �ssue’ and �t would ‘pursue the adopt�on of a federal 
const�tut�on forthw�th’ as part of �ts ‘bottom-up approach’.

The draft federal const�tut�on �n �ts current form m�rrors substant�ally the 
2001 b�ll for the creat�on of a federat�on, �n wh�ch the demands of western 
landowners and the�r entrepreneur�al all�es were largely met. At th�s po�nt, �t 
appears that the decades-old western struggle aga�nst Solomon Islands’ central 
state has come �nto the f�eld from beh�nd and won hands down aga�nst the 
players f�ght�ng the bloody and ult�mately po�ntless Guadalcanal confl�ct �n the 
ma�n arena of the 1998–2000 confl�ct. There are val�d quest�ons as to whether 
the entrepreneur�al landowner �nterests that favour state government of the 
federal type proposed are the same �nterests as those of rural smallholders or 
those of resource-poor prov�nces. It has become a matter of fa�th, however, 
among Solomon Islanders that federal�sm of the type formulated by the 
western state task force dur�ng 2000 �s the only alternat�ve to the current 
form of nat�onal government. The few challenges and alternat�ves to th�s model 
have been left unheeded or d�sparaged by Solomon Islanders, who see �n any 
of these only an attempt to subvert hard-won ga�ns and re�nforce the status 
quo of strong central government w�th weak sub-nat�onal government (Scales 
2005). The bel�ef �n a state government system has, �f anyth�ng, grown stronger 
�n react�on to the v�ews of fore�gn adv�sors, who appear to be concerned that 
the pol�cy �s flawed from adm�n�strat�ve and econom�c po�nts of v�ew.33
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Conclus�on
The west’s br�ef fl�rtat�on w�th ethn�c �deolog�es �n 1998–99 was qu�ckly 
overtaken by rev�tal�sat�on of the western state movement, w�th �ts central 
goal of recla�m�ng control of western resources. By advocat�ng sub-nat�onal 
autonomy aga�nst the backdrop of a m�smanaged central state, the proposals 
of Western Prov�nce pol�t�c�ans �n early 2000 struck an emot�onal chord 
across Solomon Islands to do w�th land, development asp�rat�ons and �dent�ty. 
These were, however, essent�ally the calculated, self-�nterested act�ons of a 
small él�te group w�th a self-appo�nted task to reshape nat�onal governance. 
Perhaps the outcome would have been d�fferent �f Mala�tan pol�t�c�ans had 
presented the�r own deta�led proposal for state reform, wh�ch art�culated 
the�r best �nterests w�th respect to the all-�mportant nat�onal geograph�c 
balance between natural resource d�str�but�on and populat�on, or �f any 
other prov�nce had s�m�larly done so. In the event, we can ask �f the real 
coup �n Solomon Islands was that by the MEF on 6 June 2000 or �f �t was 
that of Western Prov�nce landowners, marked by the ra�s�ng of the State of 
Western Solomons flag on 7 July 2000.
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Notes
1 For deta�ls of development �ssues �n Western Prov�nce, see Foale 2001; Hv�d�ng 1996; 

Hv�d�ng and Bayl�ss-Sm�th 2000; McDougall 2005; as well as Scales 2004.
2 From t�me to t�me, breakaway �deas were also ment�oned �n the nat�onal Independence 

Day speeches �n G�zo (see Taus�nga 1987).
3 Central Bank of Solomon Islands (2001) and Fore�gn Exchange Department f�gures. 

For example, �n 1996, the compos�t�on of exports �n Solomon Islands dollars was: logs, 
56 per cent; f�sh, 24 per cent; palm o�l and kernels, 10 per cent; copra, 4 per cent; 
cocoa, 3 per cent; and all other exports, 3 per cent. 

4 Data �n Hand (1999:70–5) g�ves the share of the total f�sh catch �n 1998 (�n metr�c 
tonnes) as: Solomon Ta�yo Ltd, based �n Noro, 35,812; NFD, based �n Tulag�, 19,546; 
var�ous fore�gn-based jo�nt ventures, 68,376; others, 1,775—mak�ng a total of 
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125,509. G�llett and L�ghtfoot (2002:Append�x 2, 193ff.), however, g�ve an extended 
commentary as to d�ff�cult�es w�th f�sher�es data for Solomon Islands �n the 1990s.

5 The Western Solomons D�str�ct was a post-war (Apr�l 1944) amalgamat�on of the G�zo, 
Shortland and Ysabel Adm�n�strat�ve D�str�cts. See D�str�ct of Western Solomons 1951; 
also Bennett 1987:398.

6 On slaves sourced from western Isabel, see Jackson 1975.
7 For deta�ls, see Scales 2004; also Ol�ver 1955:17, 295. For ment�on of Sonto and �ts 

locat�on, see Thurnwald (1909:527) and Hocart (1922:95)—the latter of whom says 
that ‘Sonto appears to l�e �n Bouga�nv�lle’.

8 The Solomon Islands Red Cross had care centres for Bouga�nv�lle refugees �n G�zo, 
Taro Island and Guadalcanal, wh�le the Solomon Islands government prov�ded asylum 
and free health care (see Red Cross 1999).

9 Th�s �ncluded the k�ll�ng of two Solomon Islands c�v�l�ans �n Kar�k� v�llage about 
September 1992 (May 1993; Kabutaulaka 1998:40). Also see Off�ce of the Pr�me 
M�n�ster 1996; Spr�ggs 1992.

10 Th�s �mpos�t�on and negat�ve sent�ment �s the crux of the argument �n Dureau 1998.
11 S�las B�o, Ghatere V�llage, Kolombangara, personal commun�cat�on, 1999.
12 I heard at the t�me that th�s had occurred �n Hunda and Kena v�llages on Kolombangara 

�n m�d 2000.
13 The ra�d occurred on 26 Apr�l (Solomon Star 2000c).
14 For commentary, see Larmour’s (1989) rev�ew of the report and h�s later summary—

that the CRC was ‘conservat�ve, author�tar�an and ethn�cally defens�ve’—�n Larmour 
(1990). See also Gha� 1990. Solomon Nius (1988a) reported the presentat�on of the 
report to the pr�me m�n�ster.

15 The Prov�nc�al Government B�ll 1996 (Pac�f�c Manuscr�pts Bureau 1292) repealed 
the Prov�nc�al Government Act 1981—and �tself was soon repealed by the Prov�nc�al 
Government Act 1997. For expanded treatment of the var�ous rev�ews unt�l about 
1990, see Frazer 1995. For the early 1980s, see the treatment by Larmour (1985). 
For later developments, see Nanau 2002.

16 ‘Prem�er’s address to the full assembly—March/Apr�l 2000’ (Western Prov�nce 
Assembly 2000b).

17 Ib�d.
18 I attended th�s conference. The full report (Solomon Islands Government 1999b) was 

soon after d�str�buted to the prov�nces. 
19 ‘Western Prov�nc�al Assembly: budget sess�on [2000–01]’ (Western Prov�nce Assembly 

2000b).
20 I attended th�s and some subsequent leaders’ meet�ngs.
21 I d�d not see a copy of th�s not�ce and do not know what the exact word�ng was. 

Apparently, �t was posted on the n�ght of Sunday 28 May. Other reports say the not�ce 
was also posted �n Munda and Noro (Fraenkel 2004:88).

22 A corrupt�on of SBIA—the South Bouga�nv�lle Inter�m Adm�n�strat�on—an organ�sat�on 
that ceased to ex�st by late 1992 as a result of �nternal southern Bouga�nv�lle power 
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struggles. These had occurred when hard-l�ne pro-Bouga�nv�lle Revolut�onary Army 
(BRA) elements close to Franc�s Ona ga�ned ascendancy and a number of SBIA 
moderates were k�lled—upon wh�ch other moderates jo�ned the PNG Defence Force-
al�gned Bouga�nv�lle Res�stance Force (BRF). The term ‘Spear’ (SBIA) perhaps ga�ned 
currency �n western Solomons to descr�be cont�nual border cross�ng �nto Solomon 
Islands by southern Bouga�nv�lleans �nvolved �n f�ght�ng �n the assoc�ated complex, 
d�ff�cult to understand, �nternal battles �n Bu�n and S�wa� dur�ng 1991–92. The term 
Spear cont�nued to c�rculate �n western Solomons well after SBIA d�sappeared—perhaps 
�n d�st�nct�on to the ‘leg�t�mate’ BRA �nvolved �n negot�at�ons �n Hon�ara, wh�ch had 
formal l�nks w�th the Solomon Islands government and whose members were mostly 
from Central Bouga�nv�lle (Tony Regan, personal commun�cat�on, 2007).

23 In a later commentary, Andrew Nor�, a leader of the MEF coup �n Hon�ara, cla�med 
Black Shark had formed w�th the encouragement of the Western prov�nc�al government, 
‘together w�th some prom�nent bus�nessmen �n G�zo and �n the Noro/Munda area’, and 
was jo�ned later by ‘cr�m�nals and mercenar�es from South Bouga�nv�lle…to prov�de 
secur�ty for the people of Western Prov�nce from any �mm�nent attacks by the MEF’ 
(SIBC 2001). Wh�le Black Shark eventually became a code name for the armed groups 
�n G�zo and Munda, �t ev�dently began before the 5 June coup and m�ght or m�ght not 
have had early back�ng from the prov�nc�al government or other pol�t�cal leaders �n 
the prov�nce. 

24 Two pol�ce off�cers v�s�ted R�ngg� on the weekend of 3–4 June w�th th�s message.
25 I heard th�s �nformat�on at the t�me. Solomon was a member of BRA from Bu�n, who 

�n 1997 was l�sted �n BRA documentat�on (dated 26 December 1997) as the Company 
Commander, BRA Southern Mar�ne (Tony Regan, personal commun�cat�on, 2007).

26 Th�s �nformat�on �s partly from rumours I heard wh�le stay�ng on Kolombangara at 
the t�me. Fraenkel (2004:88) and Moore (2004:13–14) prov�de further deta�ls based 
on news reports.

27 Two unrelated people I have spoken to say they have held a copy of the secur�ty 
arrangement document, wh�ch they both say was between the Western Prov�nce 
government and BRA m�l�tants from Bouga�nv�lle.

28 Ema�l from (name suppressed), 25 June 2000.
29 Sogavare was declared pr�me m�n�ster on 30 June (SIBC 2000d). M�n�sters �n the new 

Sogavare government swore the�r oaths �n early July 2000 (Solomon Star 2000g).
30 Waena was M�n�ster for Prov�nc�al Government �n Mamalon�’s second government 

(March 1989–June 1993)—�ron�cally, respons�ble for deferr�ng act�on on the then 
w�dely expected federal system proposed �n 1988. 

31 Meet�ng notes, 10 August 2000, G�zo. Th�s eventually became the Buala Prem�ers’ 
Conference.

32 Nat�onal commun�ty consultat�ons were held between January and March 2003. See 
Solomon Islands Government 2003, 2004; Solomon Star 2005.

33 The most systemat�c cr�t�que �s that of the aud�t comm�ss�oned by the Solomon Islands 
government �n August 2006 (Inst�tute of Pol�cy Stud�es 2007).
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Chapter 10
Cr�s�s �n Solomon Islands:  
forag�ng for new d�rect�ons

Transform Aqorau

Solomon Islanders are fed up w�th the constant pol�t�ck�ng and petty 
b�cker�ng of the�r pol�t�c�ans and the man�pulat�ve behav�our of As�an loggers, 
wh�ch has resulted �n the corrupt�on of the ent�re fabr�c of Solomon Islands 
soc�ety save for the jud�c�ary. Speak�ng to the former legal adv�ser to the 
Department of Forestry recently, I was told that he had grown t�red of brown 
envelopes be�ng handed to h�m. On one occas�on, as he was gett�ng out of 
h�s car, a group of Malays�an loggers turned up and—before he could w�nd 
the w�ndow closed—threw a bundle of neatly folded cash onto the passenger 
seat. They told h�m that �t was for h�m to keep. On return�ng to h�s off�ce, 
he told the comm�ss�oner, who �nstructed h�m to return the money. The 
legal adv�ser has s�nce left to work �n the Marshall Islands. Just recently, a 
former government m�n�ster (currently a member of the oppos�t�on) told 
me that when he was act�ng M�n�ster for M�nes and Energy, he was asked 
by a couple of h�s fellow m�n�sters just before the elect�ons to approve the 
appl�cat�on of a Ch�nese prospect�ng company and they would each be pa�d 
SI$50,000. The m�n�ster told me that the elect�ons were clos�ng �n, and 
the two m�n�sters sa�d that the money could help the�r campa�gn. When I 
was legal adv�ser at the M�n�stry of Fore�gn Affa�rs, I rece�ved a call from 
the pr�me m�n�ster ask�ng whether I could ass�st �n develop�ng draft�ng 
�nstruct�ons for a proposed commun�cat�ons b�ll. I sa�d that I would be 
w�ll�ng to help out and he asked whether I wanted to be pa�d add�t�onal 
money for the serv�ce. I sa�d no, s�nce I was a c�v�l servant and was already 
be�ng pa�d by the government.
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If Solomon Islands �s to get anywhere, �f �t �s to prosper, �f �t �s to have a 
secure future, �f �t �s to have a susta�nable future w�th �ts people enjoy�ng a 
standard of l�v�ng that �ts natural wealth can generate, �t must overcome—
f�rst and foremost—the terr�ble legacy of corrupt�on that has permeated 
every �nch of Solomon Islands soc�ety. The corrupt�on that has been spawned 
largely by As�an logg�ng compan�es has �nf�ltrated the h�ghest echelons of 
government and reaches down to the common man on the street. Solomon 
Islanders have gone berserk over logg�ng, and �t �s be�ng fuelled largely by 
the lav�sh way �n wh�ch As�an logg�ng compan�es br�be, cajole and unduly 
�nfluence Solomon Islanders.

Th�s chapter seeks solut�ons to the cr�s�s that has beset Solomon Islands. 
Notw�thstand�ng the presence of the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to Solomon 
Islands (RAMSI), Solomon Islands st�ll has a long way to go to br�ng back 
accountab�l�ty, transparency and good governance to �ts �nst�tut�ons. Current 
cond�t�ons of peace and stab�l�ty are only superf�c�al and there rema�ns 
deep-seated resentment between former adversar�es from Mala�ta and 
Guadalcanal. The unfortunate s�tuat�on �n wh�ch As�an logg�ng compan�es 
have become so powerful �s only a small part of the problem. The b�ggest 
problems are poverty and soc�al and econom�c �nequ�t�es. 

Th�s chapter proposes a number of pol�cy opt�ons for the Solomon 
Islands government. These are by no means exhaust�ve. W�th the problems 
that Solomon Islands has exper�enced, f�nd�ng solut�ons has become ak�n to 
dragg�ng oneself up from a bottomless p�t. The d�lemma that the Solomon 
Islands government faces �s where to start: wh�ch sector should take pr�or�ty, 
should �t be educat�on, health, law and order, land rev�ew, const�tut�onal 
restructur�ng, rural development or prov�nc�al government strengthen�ng? 
The l�st goes on. Th�s chapter offers some �deas about some areas that can 
be addressed as a matter of pr�or�ty. It concludes that Solomon Islands �s 
st�ll forag�ng for new d�rect�ons. On the one hand, there �s the pol�t�cal 
rhetor�c of Pr�me M�n�ster Manasseh Sogavare, who often says one th�ng 
and does another. On the other hand, there �s a lack of resources to do the 
th�ngs that the government wants to do. Solomon Islands �s torn between 
two compet�ng forces: the des�re to get on w�th l�fe, and a lack of resources 
to establ�sh the bas�s for th�s.
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The As�an logg�ng connect�ons
Logg�ng �n Solomon Islands has been well establ�shed s�nce colon�al days. 
In the beg�nn�ng, most logg�ng operat�ons took place on government land, 
therefore there were none of the �ssues confront�ng the �ndustry today. 
Customary land was preserved for Solomon Islanders. The trees and forests 
on customary land were well conserved and prov�ded Solomon Islanders 
w�th a source of bu�ld�ng mater�als, herbal med�c�ne and other trad�t�onal 
needs, wh�ch were met from whatever the forests could prov�de. Tr�bal 
commun�t�es were largely und�v�ded and the soc�al �lls assoc�ated w�th 
large-scale logg�ng were unknown.

When logg�ng on government land decl�ned �n the early 1980s because 
of reduced numbers of trees, logg�ng compan�es started to look at ga�n�ng 
access to customary land areas. At the same t�me, the Government of 
Malays�a t�ghtened �ts laws govern�ng the large-scale explo�tat�on of �ts 
forests. Th�s compelled Malays�an logg�ng compan�es to look offshore to 
supply the�r cl�ents. Solomon Islands offered ready prey. Cyclone Namu, 
wh�ch h�t a large part of Solomon Islands �n May 1986, destroyed much of 
the country’s r�ce and o�l-palm plantat�ons. Solomon Islands’ economy was 
h�t hard. The government was, therefore, compelled to pursue other forms 
of econom�c development act�v�t�es and large-scale commerc�al logg�ng 
prov�ded an easy alternat�ve. 

Accord�ng to Kabutaulaka (2006), between 1980 and 1983, there was 
a fourfold �ncrease �n the number of logg�ng l�cences �ssued to fore�gn 
compan�es. One of the problems of the surge �n logg�ng �s the percept�on 
that �t del�vers real development to ord�nary v�llagers. I have f�rsthand 
exper�ence of the devastat�ng soc�al and env�ronmental �mpacts of logg�ng 
and have w�tnessed the man�pulat�on by As�an logg�ng compan�es, and the 
�nept�tude of Solomon Islands government off�c�als to stand up to the undue 
�nfluence that logg�ng company off�c�als can exert. S�nce 2000, I have made 
my home �n Rakutu, Z�ata, wh�ch �s a good two hours’ walk from Munda 
on the south coast of New Georg�a. The �sland of New Georg�a has been the 
s�te of some of the most extens�ve logg�ng operat�ons �n Solomon Islands’ 
forestry h�story. Rakutu �s s�tuated �n the bush along the Munda–Noro road. 
Noro hosts two �mportant compan�es prov�d�ng much-needed revenue for 
the coffers of the Solomon Islands government: the Solta� F�sh�ng Company 
and NFD F�sh�ng Company L�m�ted. Unbeknown to me, a t�mber r�ghts 
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agreement was s�gned �n November 2004 between f�ve trustees—three of 
whom are closely related to me—and Delta T�mber Company to log areas 
w�th�n Kazukuru Left Hand land, �nclud�ng the area where I l�ve. Th�s d�d 
not come as a surpr�se to me because logg�ng �s on the m�nds of almost 
everyone who has a p�ece of land. It was, however, sadden�ng because of the 
�nev�table loss of b�od�vers�ty �n the pr�st�ne trop�cal forest and the fact that 
people w�ll be poorer, not r�cher, as a result of logg�ng. Delta �s a subs�d�ary 
of Earthmovers, one of the largest logg�ng compan�es �n Solomon Islands 
and owned by Malays�an bus�ness �nterests. Delta T�mber Company was 
establ�shed by an employee of Earthmovers and �ts local consultant, who was 
also a serv�ng member of parl�ament at the t�me of Delta’s establ�shment. 
The �nd�v�dual concerned �s now a m�n�ster �n the Sogavare government. 
The assoc�at�on between prov�nc�al and nat�onal pol�t�c�ans and logg�ng 
compan�es makes �t very d�ff�cult for the government to address the 
corrupt�on that th�s �ndustry has caused.

The extraord�nary way �n wh�ch As�an logg�ng compan�es have permeated 
almost all levels of Solomon Islands soc�ety �s �llustrated by two cases w�th 
wh�ch I am acqua�nted personally. The f�rst �s my own fut�le endeavour to 
get �nformat�on from the Department of Forestry and the Western Prov�nce 
government about Delta’s operat�ons on Kazukuru Left Hand land. After 
learn�ng about the agreement, I v�s�ted the Forestry Department �n Hon�ara 
several t�mes and asked to see the relevant f�le, wh�ch would have allowed 
me to see the terms of the agreement and also see a copy of the l�cence. The 
�nformat�on would have helped �nform me about the nature of the operat�on 
and determ�ne the legal act�on I could take aga�nst the so-called trustees, the 
Forestry Department and Delta. I also wrote to the secretary of the Western 
prov�nc�al government to rece�ve conf�rmat�on of the m�nutes of the t�mber 
r�ghts hear�ng, wh�ch �s requ�red under the Forest Resources and T�mber 
Ut�l�sat�on Act (Solomon Islands Government 1999:Cap.40). 

All my �nqu�r�es were, however, �n va�n and I kept gett�ng all sorts 
of excuses about the relevant f�le. I was told that the f�le was w�th the 
comm�ss�oner. The next t�me �t was w�th the m�n�ster, and then aga�n �t was 
w�th the AusAID-funded project personnel. Each t�me I went to �nqu�re at 
the forestry department, the f�le was w�th someone else, but I was assured 
that they would f�nd �t and make �t ava�lable. I eventually wrote to the 
permanent secretary but, l�ke h�s counterpart �n the Western prov�nc�al 
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government, he deemed me not worth respond�ng to. I d�d, however, f�nd 
out from the ass�stant adm�n�strat�ve off�cer at Munda (the off�cer respons�ble 
for all adm�n�strat�ve matters perta�n�ng to the prov�nc�al government at 
Munda) that no t�mber r�ghts hear�ng had been convened at Munda �n respect 
of the t�mber r�ghts granted to Delta. Sect�on 8 of the Forest Resource and 
T�mber Ut�l�sat�on Act requ�res the execut�ve of the prov�nc�al government 
to f�x a place w�th�n the area of �ts author�ty and a date—no earl�er than 
two months and no later than three months from the date of rece�pt of the 
copy of the appl�cat�on—for a meet�ng to be held w�th the appropr�ate 
government, the customary landowners and the appl�cant. The purpose of 
the meet�ng �s to determ�ne: whether or not the landowners are w�ll�ng to 
negot�ate for the d�sposal of the�r t�mber r�ghts to the appl�cant; whether 
those propos�ng to grant the t�mber r�ghts �n quest�on are the people, and 
represent all the people, lawfully ent�tled to grant such r�ghts and, �f not, 
who such people are; and the nature and extent of the t�mber r�ghts, �f any, 
to be granted to the appl�cant. I was also able to subsequently conf�rm w�th 
the pr�nc�pal forestry off�cer �n charge of the Forestry Research Stat�on at 
Munda that to the best of h�s knowledge no t�mber r�ghts hear�ng had been 
convened, as was requ�red by law. 

Recently, the prem�er of Mala�ta Prov�nce called for an �nvest�gat�on �nto 
all t�mber r�ghts hear�ngs for logg�ng operat�ons �n Mala�ta. I can only �mag�ne 
what such an �nvest�gat�on would reveal. What most logg�ng compan�es have 
done �s bypass the t�mber r�ghts hear�ngs and s�mply negot�ate d�rectly w�th 
so-called landowners. The Forest Resources and T�mber Regulat�ons spec�fy 
that when a t�mber company negot�ates w�th a commun�ty, �t must do so 
‘w�th the chosen representat�ves of the landowners �n publ�c’ and that the 
negot�at�ons must take place �n the presence not only of the landowner’s 
legal adv�ser but also of representat�ves of the prov�nce and the Forestry 
D�v�s�on. If the two s�des agree, the agreement �s to be s�gned �n the approved 
form by ‘the Company and not less than 5 representat�ves chosen by the 
landowners’. One copy of all such agreements must be depos�ted w�th the 
prov�nce and one copy w�th the Forestry D�v�s�on w�th�n 14 days of be�ng 
s�gned (Solomon Islands Government 1999).

Wh�le th�s �s requ�red under the regulat�ons, �t does not negate the 
requ�rement under the act to determ�ne the r�ght of those who can grant 
t�mber r�ghts.
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The second �llustrat�on concerns the �nfluence that logg�ng compan�es 
have even over such th�ngs as charter�ng planes for deceased relat�ves of 
the trustees. I know of one recent case where relat�ves who travelled to 
the�r home v�llage after the father of a trustee passed away had the�r costs 
re�mbursed. The company also contr�buted to the costs of food for those 
who had gathered �n the v�llage for the wake. Th�s same company advanced 
money to the trustees. Whenever the trustees travel to Hon�ara, they are put 
up �n hotels. To renovate the�r church, the trustees advanced money from 
the company to pay for the renovat�ons. All of these advances are, of course, 
deducted from the agreed royalty so usually the landowners’ proport�on 
pa�d by the company �s far less than what was or�g�nally agreed because of 
the deduct�ons for advances. Th�s story �s, of course, repeated everywhere: 
the same th�ng happens �n every logg�ng concess�on. 

In 1999, the government granted logg�ng company S�lvan�a Ltd perm�ss�on 
to establ�sh an o�l-palm plantat�on on government land �n Vangunu, New 
Georg�a. Recently, the aud�tor-general’s off�ce �ssued a scath�ng report 
reveal�ng that the o�l-palm plantat�on was merely a d�sgu�se to enable the 
company to log the trees on the land. The company d�d not have any exper�ence 
�n grow�ng o�l palms and had no �nterest �n develop�ng a plantat�on. Th�s 
happened under the government of Bartholomew Ulufa’alu.

Solomon Islanders at all levels, from the grass roots r�ght up to the 
h�ghest echelons of government, have become crazy about logg�ng. It �s easy 
money. The government’s reluctance to take drast�c measures to address 
the explo�tat�on of Solomon Islands’ forest resources �s largely because of 
�ts m�sgu�ded bel�ef that logg�ng contr�butes s�gn�f�cantly to gross domest�c 
product (GDP). It should not be �nterfered w�th because that would severely 
�mpact on the country’s fore�gn exchange earn�ngs. 

Apart from unsusta�nable log product�on, another �ssue that dom�nated 
d�scuss�ons of the forestry �ndustry was Solomon Islands’ econom�c 
dependence on log exports. In 1990, logg�ng contr�buted 34.5 per cent 
of the country’s total exports. Th�s �ncreased to 54.9 per cent �n 1993. In 
1994, �t contr�buted 56 per cent of the country’s export earn�ngs and 31 
per cent of all government earn�ngs…In the ten years between 1988 and 
1998, t�mber made up a huge percentage of Solomon Islands’ pr�nc�pal 
exports…From 1992 to 1996, rece�pts from log exports �ncreased 
dramat�cally and dom�nated total exports. The average value of t�mber 
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exports �n that per�od was SI$285.2 m�ll�on per annum. In 1998, however, 
there was a dramat�c decl�ne �n log export rece�pts: SI$196.3 m�ll�on as 
compared to SI$290.7 m�ll�on �n 1997 and an average of SI$285.2 m�ll�on 
�n the per�od from 1993 to 1996…The 1997 and 1998 decl�nes were 
due to the fall �n export pr�ces and volume as a result of the cont�nued 
adverse developments assoc�ated w�th the As�an f�nanc�al cr�s�s. Desp�te 
th�s decl�ne, the value of log exports was st�ll well above that of other 
commod�t�es (Kabutaulaka 2007:247).

The behav�our and pract�ces of As�an logg�ng compan�es have not helped 
make the s�tuat�on any better. In a penetrat�ng analys�s of how the government 
and pol�t�c�ans have exacerbated the problem, Tony Hughes (2004) argues

[a]t the same t�me success�ve governments were mak�ng a famous mess of 
the arrangements for promot�ng and mon�tor�ng fore�gn d�rect �nvestment 
�n [Solomon Islands]. The process was heav�ly pol�t�c�sed from the start, w�th 
m�n�ster�al and pr�me m�n�ster�al �nvolvement �n �nterv�ew�ng and select�on 
of �nvestors and dev�s�ng of �nvestment cond�t�ons, w�th some of the more 
�mportant and personal cond�t�ons apparently not be�ng recorded. Th�s 
long-w�nded and corrupt�on-prone process has had a deterrent effect on 
a number of genu�ne would-be �nvestors, some of whom have made the�r 
feel�ngs known �n Hon�ara, and has encouraged some obv�ous con-art�sts 
to try h�jack�ng parts of the economy. Amaz�ng stat�st�cs have per�od�cally 
appeared about the number and value of �ncom�ng �nvestments approved, 
but there has never been any ser�ous attempt to follow [these] up to see 
what actually happened and publ�sh the �nformat�on.

The problem �s not just how pol�t�c�ans man�pulate the system. I 
also blame the self-�nterest of As�an logg�ng compan�es. Just before the 
pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on �n Apr�l 2006, Sean Dorney of Rad�o Austral�a 
�nterv�ewed Charles Dausabea, the Member for East Hon�ara. I heard the 
�nterv�ew on Rad�o Austral�a. Dorney descr�bed Dausabea as a l�nchp�n 
of Solomon Islands pol�t�cs. I d�sagreed and wrote a letter to the Solomon 
Star newspaper (Aqorau 2006). It was a�med largely at the As�an logg�ng 
compan�es and the�r role �n mak�ng and break�ng governments �n Solomon 
Islands. The letter stated �n part that 

…the real l�nchp�ns �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs are actually unelected. 
They are already busy man�pulat�ng the process, �f not expl�c�tly, at least 
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�mpl�c�tly. The full-page advert�sement that appeared �n Monday’s Solomon 
Star �s ev�dent [sic] of the undercurrents already at play. There are also some 
fa�rly well known power broker(s) lurk�ng �n the background somewhere, 
seem�ngly obl�v�ous to the s�tuat�on, but certa�nly strenuously work�ng �n the 
background to �nfluence next Tuesday’s elect�on results. There are poss�bly 
some very powerful ent�t�es who could potent�ally lose cons�derable leverage 
and advantage also work�ng t�relessly at �nfluenc�ng the outcome so that they 
can cont�nue to ma�nta�n the�r preferent�al status. The mach�nat�ons of the�r 
operat�ons are fa�rly well known. They are not elected and represent only 
the�r narrow �nterests wh�ch they w�ll want to pursue through the outcome 
they are endeavour�ng to �nfluence. These are the real l�nchp�ns and not, 
w�th respect, Hon. Charles Dausabea as alluded [to] by the med�a. W�th 
respect, [Dausabea] be�ng h�mself as everyone who knows h�m, w�ll lobby, 
w�ll endeavour to form all�ances, w�ll make med�a statements, and w�ll 
ostens�bly appear as the power broker, but w�th further respect, h�s �s a spent 
force, lack�ng the potency he once y�elded, and certa�nly not as powerful as 
the unseen forces work�ng �n the background (Aqorau 2006).

Solomon Islanders confront many challenges. One of the b�ggest 
challenges fac�ng the Sogavare government �s restor�ng publ�c conf�dence 
�n the l�ght of the total breakdown of government structures, �nst�tut�ons 
and processes. The Sogavare government has been mak�ng the r�ght no�ses 
about transparency, good governance and accountab�l�ty, but so far, Solomon 
Islanders have not seen any ev�dence of real progress on th�s front. Indeed, 
Sogavare h�mself has demonstrated d�ctator�al tendenc�es. F�rstly, he took 
on the D�rector of Publ�c Prosecut�ons (DPP) and accused the DPP and 
the jud�c�ary of collud�ng to keep two pol�t�c�ans who were arrested after 
the Apr�l r�ots �n custody longer than necessary. Secondly, he appo�nted the 
secretary to cab�net w�thout advert�s�ng the pos�t�on, and advert�sed for 
the pos�t�ons of permanent secretar�es but hand-p�cked them nevertheless. 
Th�rd, he establ�shed a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto the Apr�l unrest to be 
headed by a ret�red Austral�an judge, who �s h�mself under �nvest�gat�on. He 
also �ncluded �n the terms of reference of the comm�ss�on an �nvest�gat�on 
�nto whether the arrest and prosecut�on of the two pol�t�c�ans were 
pol�t�cally mot�vated. At the t�me of wr�t�ng, he was embro�led �n a publ�c 
d�sagreement w�th the attorney-general about the latter’s appl�cat�on to the 
H�gh Court to str�ke out the two controvers�al terms of reference relat�ng 
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to the c�rcumstances of the pol�t�c�ans’ arrests because the matter was the 
subject of court proceed�ngs. Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare threatened to sack 
the attorney-general and replace h�m w�th a pr�vate lawyer from Austral�a, 
who �s known to have pol�t�cal connect�ons �n Solomon Islands. (Th�s �s what 
subsequently occurred. See Chapter 1.) All th�s talk about good governance 
�s at the moment just that—all talk and no act�on.

Forag�ng for new d�rect�ons: �s there a way forward?
The scenes of r�ot�ng �n Hon�ara �n Apr�l 2006 were broadcast around the 
world. Now when I meet people and tell them about Solomon Islands, they 
know where �t �s because of the publ�c�ty the r�ots rece�ved. I l�stened to the 
reports on the rad�o and to analys�s from var�ous academ�cs from Austral�a, 
New Zealand and F�j�. Funn�ly enough, there were not as many Solomon 
Islanders �nterv�ewed as there were Austral�ans and New Zealanders. 

I have often been bothered by the fact that Solomon Islands �s a r�ch country, 
yet �t �s so undeveloped. It �s true that be�ng r�ch �n natural resources does not 
necessar�ly translate �nto soc�al and econom�c wealth; there must be pol�t�cal 
stab�l�ty as well as an educated populat�on. I th�nk of the case of Oman, wh�ch, 
30 years ago, had only three m�les of paved road. Today, all �ts roads are paved. 
Although �ts sultan �s very wealthy because of h�s country’s o�l, he has ensured 
that h�s people also �mprove the�r soc�al and econom�c well-be�ng. I have often 
pondered what could have happened �n Solomon Islands. 

As legal adv�ser to the Pac�f�c Islands Forum Secretar�at �n 2003, I had the 
un�que pr�v�lege of attend�ng the forum’s fore�gn affa�rs m�n�sters’ meet�ng 
�n Sydney on 30 June. It was touch�ng to hear the support and sympathy 
for Solomon Islands from reg�onal leaders. They had gathered there under 
the ausp�ces of the B�ketawa Declarat�on, wh�ch allowed the forum to lend 
whatever support was necessary to ass�st a forum member. RAMSI was born 
out of th�s meet�ng. Hav�ng l�stened to the d�scuss�ons �n Sydney, I v�ewed 
RAMSI as the condu�t through wh�ch Solomon Islanders could rebu�ld 
the�r shattered and war-torn country. The reg�on was g�v�ng Solomon 
Islands a second chance. That opportun�ty, however, cannot be dependent 
on RAMSI. The respons�b�l�ty to rebu�ld Solomon Islands, to re-establ�sh 
�ts �nst�tut�ons and restore conf�dence �n the country rests ult�mately w�th 
Solomon Islanders. Only Solomon Islanders can rebu�ld the�r country. 
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As I watched and l�stened to events unfold from Suva, I began to see 
some worry�ng trends. These were reconf�rmed when I returned to work �n 
Solomon Islands. My major worry was that our pol�t�cal leaders would not 
use the opportun�ty afforded by RAMSI to put �n place pol�c�es that would 
ensure Solomon Islands d�d not repeat the problems that resulted �n the 
ethn�c tens�ons. There was an almost total lack of d�rect�on as to where the 
country was head�ng. I have not changed my v�ews about RAMSI �n sp�te of 
cr�t�c�sms about �ts response—or lack thereof—to the Apr�l 2006 r�ots. In 
an art�cle on local perspect�ves of RAMSI, Matthew Allen argues that 

…the RAMSI of ‘state bu�ld�ng’ and ‘nat�on bu�ld�ng’ �s markedly d�fferent 
to the RAMSI wh�ch �s seen and �nterpreted by Solomon Islanders. For the 
major�ty of people �n Solomon Islands RAMSI means pol�ce and sold�ers. 
Moreover, �t �s w�dely perce�ved as an Austral�an dom�nated enterpr�se, 
composed mostly of Austral�an secur�ty forces wh�ch are commanded by 
Austral�an off�cers (Allen 2006:199).

W�th respect, RAMSI cannot and never w�ll be able to nat�on bu�ld and 
state bu�ld �n Solomon Islands; only Solomon Islanders can leg�t�mately and 
real�st�cally do that. The onus �s on Solomon Islanders and not on RAMSI 
to rebu�ld Solomon Islands. RAMSI, however, offers Solomon Islanders and 
�ts pol�t�cal leaders an easy target to blame for the�r own fa�lures. I do not 
want to be construed as an apolog�st for RAMSI, but Solomon Islanders 
cannot just s�t back, lament and compla�n about the �nequ�t�es between 
the�r salar�es and those rece�ved by RAMSI-supported personnel hold�ng 
l�ne pos�t�ons w�thout say�ng openly: th�s �s what we want Solomon Islands 
to be �n 50 years, and we w�ll ach�eve �t w�th RAMSI’s support.

In the per�od lead�ng up to the Apr�l 2006 general elect�ons, I wrote an 
art�cle that set out some of the cr�t�cal �ssues that had to be handled by the 
�ncom�ng government. I wanted a broader readersh�p �n Solomon Islands 
to read my thoughts and I also wanted to part�c�pate �n a debate about what 
�ssues should be addressed by the new government, so I sent the art�cle to the 
Solomon Star. It was never publ�shed, so I sent �t to Islands Business magaz�ne. 
In the art�cle, I argued that the Kemakeza government had been prov�ded 
w�th an env�ronment through the support of RAMSI �n wh�ch to govern 
effect�vely. The two and half year t�me frame that the Kemakeza government 
had after the arr�val of RAMSI was only long enough, �n my v�ew, for �t to 
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address governance structures and law and order �ssues. I argued that �f �t 
had attempted to address the underly�ng soc�al and econom�c problems that 
had beset Solomon Islands �n the past 27 years, �t was not apparent.

The Sogavare government has announced that �t w�ll pursue rural 
development as one of �ts key pol�cy pr�or�t�es. Rural development w�thout 
any �nfrastructure support to spur �t w�ll be hard to ach�eve. There rema�n, 
however, some very ser�ous �ssues that the government needs to address. 
I have set these out w�thout mak�ng any cla�m as to whether they are the 
only �ssues that need to be addressed. I l�ke to th�nk that Solomon Islands’ 
problems are l�ke fall�ng �nto a bottomless p�t: �t �s very hard to beg�n 
cl�mb�ng out unt�l you have h�t the bottom. Th�s �s perhaps Solomon Islands’ 
last opportun�ty to re-establ�sh �tself. The current members of parl�ament 
have only the next four years to lay a foundat�on on wh�ch to bu�ld Solomon 
Islands’ prosper�ty. 

The omens, however, are not good. Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare has already 
found h�mself �n all sorts of self-�nfl�cted d�sputes. He has made several 
contrad�ctory statements, and seems bent on underm�n�ng the �ndependence 
of the three arms of government. Already h�s government �s unstable, w�th 
the recent sack�ng of h�s M�n�ster for Commerce and former pr�me m�n�ster, 
Franc�s B�lly H�lly. S�x of h�s m�n�sters have also res�gned from the Nat�onal 
Party. The s�gns are fa�rly om�nous that Sogavare’s government m�ght not 
see out �ts full four-year term. Nonetheless, the challenges fac�ng Solomon 
Islands rema�n, �rrespect�ve of who �s �n government. I set these challenges 
out below, as well as suggest�ng ways �n wh�ch Solomon Islands can move 
forward. So what are some of these challenges? One of the b�ggest challenges 
fac�ng Solomon Islands today �s overcom�ng corrupt�on and the �nfluence of 
As�an logg�ng compan�es, �n part�cular, the negat�ve �nfluence th�s has had on 
the m�nd-set of ord�nary v�llagers and government off�c�als. The hand-out 
mental�ty that �t has spawned and the �dea that logg�ng �s the panacea for 
Solomon Islands’ econom�c problems needs to be debunked. Solut�ons are 
not easy to come by. Th�s �s because government m�n�sters, sen�or publ�c 
servants, prov�nc�al pol�t�c�ans, v�llage ch�efs, commun�ty leaders, lawyers 
and ord�nary v�llagers all have a stake �n logg�ng. 

The other challenges perta�n to address�ng the underly�ng causes of the 
ethn�c tens�on and Solomon Islands’ rap�d populat�on growth. 
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Underly�ng causes of ethn�c tens�on not addressed
The soc�al, pol�t�cal and econom�c factors that led to the ethn�c tens�on and 
quas�-c�v�l war have not been addressed. There should not be any pretence that 
all �s well �n Solomon Islands now that law and order has been restored, just�ce 
�s be�ng del�vered and the Gold R�dge m�ne and o�l-palm plantat�ons are be�ng 
rev�tal�sed. There are ser�ous undercurrents s�mmer�ng and feel�ngs of m�strust 
that st�ll ex�st among the former warr�ng part�es. If these undercurrents are not 
addressed, they could eas�ly re�gn�te the tens�on. It �s common knowledge that 
not all the h�gh-powered guns used �n the confl�ct were collected by RAMSI. 
The notor�ous Edmond Sae �s st�ll at large and �t �s alleged that he and others 
h�d�ng w�th h�m st�ll have such weapons. After the r�ot�ng and �mmed�ately 
before the conven�ng of parl�ament at wh�ch Sogavare was elected, Hon�ara 
was r�fe w�th rumours that Sae and h�s group from the ‘bush’ were h�d�ng �n 
the settlements on the outsk�rts of Hon�ara. The�r m�ss�on (accord�ng to the 
rumours) was to ensure that Snyder R�n� stepped down and to take on the 
m�l�tary component of RAMSI. In l�ght of the fact that guns are st�ll �n the 
commun�ty, such rumours have the potent�al to create �nstab�l�ty. There are 
always rumours that once RAMSI leaves, the confl�ct w�ll start aga�n.

Much has been sa�d about the economy and the conf�dence brought 
about by the restorat�on of law and order. The Apr�l r�ots severely shattered 
that momentum. Even before the r�ots, however, th�ngs were generally not 
what they were made out to be. The f�re that burnt down the new o�l-palm 
plantat�on headquarters early �n 2006, the calls for greater resource-owner 
part�c�pat�on �n the Gold R�dge m�ne and the demands for al�enated land 
�n Lunga and Tenaru to revert to the or�g�nal landowners were ev�dence 
of the tens�ons that st�ll ex�sted. The only reason these �ssues have not 
resulted �n v�olent confrontat�on �s because of the presence of RAMSI. The 
prol�ferat�on of squatters �n Hon�ara needs to be addressed. One cannot help 
but not�ce the exponent�al growth of unemployed people lo�ter�ng �n the 
town s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the year. There are now more squatters �n the 
nat�onal cap�tal than there were before the tens�on. What �s more worry�ng 
�s the encroachment of these squatter settlements on customary land just 
outs�de Hon�ara. Someth�ng must be done about rural development. The 
development of Mala�ta, �n part�cular, �s an �mportant part of the long-
term solut�on of some of the problems fac�ng Solomon Islands. Naturally, 
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because of �ts larger populat�on and underdevelopment, Mala�ta suppl�es a 
greater proport�on of people m�grat�ng to Hon�ara than other �slands. Th�s 
�s �n no way meant to be an �nd�ctment of Mala�tans; �t �s s�mply stat�ng a 
fact. What �t means for the Sogavare government �s that the Auluta o�l-palm 
plantat�on, the B�na Harbour project and an �nternat�onal runway for Mala�ta 
must be pursued w�th v�gour. It also means that land and resource owners 
from Mala�ta must be amenable to the �dea that �f they are to develop, 
they must allow the�r resources to be developed. Th�s �s true not only for 
Mala�ta; �t �s true for everyone else. It means that approaches to econom�c 
development must be d�fferent from what they have been �n the past 27 
years s�nce Solomon Islands ga�ned �ndependence.

Rap�d populat�on growth
Solomon Islands’ populat�on cont�nues to grow at an alarm�ng rate. It has 
one of the h�ghest populat�on growth rates �n the world, wh�ch has ser�ous 
�mpl�cat�ons for soc�ety. The effects of rap�d populat�on growth are qu�te 
v�s�ble �n the areas of publ�c health and educat�on. V�s�tors w�ll �mmed�ately 
not�ce the stench and f�lth of betel-nut sta�ns and the p�les of rubb�sh outs�de 
res�dent�al and commerc�al bu�ld�ngs �n Hon�ara. Solomon Islands’ cap�tal 
prov�des a good �llustrat�on of the publ�c health problems ar�s�ng from the 
populat�on explos�on. There �s generally poor san�tat�on and dra�nage, w�th 
the dusty and d�rty general env�ronment not conduc�ve to healthy l�v�ng. 
HIV/AIDS �s also another threat that w�ll have to be addressed w�th greater 
pol�t�cal v�gour than has h�therto been the case. In educat�on, the annual 
�ncrease �n the number of ch�ldren attend�ng school �s obv�ous. There �s 
overcrowd�ng �n schools, wh�ch generally are also under-resourced. Such an 
env�ronment �s not conduc�ve to learn�ng. There �s also �ncreas�ng poverty, 
espec�ally �n Hon�ara. Poverty fuels other soc�al problems, such as petty 
steal�ng, ravag�ng �n garbage dumps and prost�tut�on.

It �s not poss�ble �n a short d�scuss�on such as th�s to descr�be all the 
challenges fac�ng Solomon Islands. I have often thought that there are so many 
challenges that one problem �s know�ng where to start. The key challenge, 
of course, �s choos�ng a path that w�ll avo�d a repeat of the ethn�c tens�on. 
Once aga�n, I do not cla�m to have a monopoly on knowledge about what 
should be done. The follow�ng �deas are s�mply that—�deas about �ssues that 
should rece�ve the government’s attent�on
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establ�sh a royal comm�ss�on �nto the ethn�c tens�on

establ�sh, as a matter of urgency, a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto 
land matters

establ�sh an appropr�ate populat�on pol�cy

decentral�sat�on of development projects

ra�se educat�on standards 

healthy env�ronment 

free the publ�c serv�ce of pol�t�cal �nterference

address the flu�d�ty of elect�oneer�ng and pol�t�ck�ng

make �t unlawful for members to sw�tch pol�t�cal part�es once 
elected 

�ntroduce l�m�ted preferent�al vot�ng 

make �llegal the g�v�ng of g�fts, money, a�rfares, ass�stance and 
demands for money w�th�n s�x months of an elect�on

f�nd an alternat�ve way of elect�ng the pr�me m�n�ster

enhance the role of the med�a. 

Establish a royal commission into the ethnic tension. I have always 
felt that Solomon Islands’ pol�t�cal leaders had someth�ng to h�de, that they 
wanted memor�es of the ethn�c tens�on to be swept under the carpet. The 
danger of such an approach �s that we w�ll never really know the full extent 
of the �nvolvement of var�ous �nd�v�duals, �nclud�ng nat�onal and prov�nc�al 
pol�t�c�ans, and we w�ll never understand fully the reasons for groups tak�ng 
up arms. How can Solomon Islands be expected to move on w�thout ensur�ng 
that the reasons for the ethn�c tens�on have been addressed? The v�ct�ms of 
the tens�on are st�ll call�ng on the government for compensat�on. If noth�ng 
�s done to understand and address the causes of the ethn�c tens�on, �t �s 
poss�ble that �t w�ll happen aga�n. It �s also dangerous to s�mply forget about 
�t. The nat�on needs to know who planned and masterm�nded the ethn�c 
tens�on. Those who trag�cally lost the�r l�ves should not be nameless v�ct�ms 
of v�olence perpetrated by a few who held the ent�re nat�on to ransom.
Establish, as a matter of urgency, a commission of inquiry 
into land matters. The outgo�ng M�n�ster for Lands �n the Kemakeza 
government announced the establ�shment of a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto 
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land matters, but so far noth�ng has been done towards the creat�on of 
such a comm�ss�on. Address�ng problems of land tenure �n Solomon Islands 
must be among the top pr�or�t�es of the government. I bel�eve that there �s 
already a class of essent�ally landless Solomon Islanders. I say so, however, 
w�th some qual�f�cat�on, but there are people for whom return�ng to the�r 
ancestral land �s no longer an opt�on. Th�s must be recogn�sed. Dur�ng the 
ethn�c tens�on, many people were compelled to return to the�r ancestral 
land. Some of them had not been back s�nce they were born. In�t�ally, they 
were welcomed, but many of them were later forced to leave and return 
to Hon�ara because—hav�ng been away for a long t�me—the�r r�ghts to 
land had d�m�n�shed. The prol�ferat�on of squatters �n and around Hon�ara 
attests to th�s. Sadly, many of these settlements are not serv�ced by proper 
publ�c ut�l�t�es—roads, water, electr�c�ty and telecommun�cat�ons—creat�ng 
a d�st�nct class of c�t�zens �n Hon�ara depr�ved of the most bas�c serv�ces. 
The �ssue of squatters �s sens�t�ve and needs to be handled carefully. Hav�ng 
sa�d that, I do not bel�eve the government should shy away from �t, hop�ng 
that �t w�ll just d�sappear. It won’t—and left alone, �t could be the tr�gger 
for further ethn�c tens�on.
The need for a population policy. Solomon Islands’ rap�d populat�on 
growth needs to be addressed through the development of a populat�on 
pol�cy that encourages smaller-s�zed fam�l�es. The trad�t�onal �dea that larger 
fam�l�es mean more hands to prov�de labour �s no longer val�d. In fact, the 
converse �s now true because the ma�n struggle people face �s f�nd�ng the 
money to pay the�r ch�ldren’s school fees. In my v�llage these days, �t �s almost 
not worthwh�le celebrat�ng a b�rthday because �f you do have a party there 
are usually many more ch�ldren than there �s ava�lable food. Wh�le I do not 
advocate the b�rth-control methods used �n Ch�na, I would suggest that the 
government could a�m, as a matter of pol�cy, to reduce the populat�on growth 
rate by half over a def�ned per�od of t�me, say 20 years.
Decentralisation of development projects. One of the p�llars of the 
Sogavare government �s rural development. It was on th�s bas�s that Dr John 
Roughan was appo�nted secretary to cab�net so that he could spearhead 
the government’s new development strategy. Roughan was d�rector of 
the Solomon Islands Development Trust (SIDT), wh�ch worked for a long 
t�me to empower v�llagers. The test for the government �s whether any 
new major development projects w�ll be d�verted to the prov�nces. What �s 
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sorely needed �s �nfrastructure such as roads, br�dges, telecommun�cat�ons, 
wharfs and ports to spawn development. Two �nternat�onal-standard a�rport 
runways should be bu�lt �n Western and Mala�ta prov�nces. The ethn�c tens�on 
clearly showed the danger of central�s�ng government funct�ons �n one 
locat�on. W�th �nternat�onal-standard fac�l�t�es �n the prov�nces, Hon�ara 
could be d�vested of �ts pr�macy as the ‘br�ght l�ghts’ of Solomon Islands 
and thereby reduce the �nward m�grat�on of people to Hon�ara.
Raising education standards. I have also advocated the �mportance 
of educat�on for prov�d�ng better opportun�t�es. The government should 
ensure educat�on standards are ra�sed to a level whereby Solomon Islanders 
can export the�r sk�lls rather than cheap raw mater�als that damage the 
env�ronment. In the past 10 years, the number of schools has �ncreased but 
the number of qual�f�ed teachers has not matched th�s. The large number 
of untra�ned teachers �n many schools throughout Solomon Islands has 
affected the qual�ty of educat�on. Educat�on �s a three-legged partnersh�p 
between parents, students and teachers, whereby students should be taught 
to be creat�ve, cr�t�cal and thought provok�ng and not just to regurg�tate 
what teachers/lecturers tell them. Too often students, �nclud�ng un�vers�ty 
students, lack creat�ve, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng ab�l�t�es.
Healthy environment. The health of the env�ronment �s fundamental. The 
government and every Solomon Islander should ensure that Solomon Islands 
has a clean, healthy env�ronment. In add�t�on to the beaut�f�cat�on of Hon�ara 
and v�llages throughout the country, a green�ng of Solomon Islands pol�cy 
should be adopted by the government whereby every household, suburb, 
v�llage and town �s encouraged to plant trees, not just for beaut�f�cat�on but 
to help the env�ronment.
Freeing the public service of political interference. In the past 
15 years, the pol�t�c�sat�on of the publ�c serv�ce has led to a lower�ng of 
standards w�th�n �t. The government should ensure that the publ�c serv�ce �s 
free of pol�t�cal �nfluence. The publ�c serv�ce plays an �mportant role �n the 
fabr�c of Solomon Islands soc�ety. One of the f�rst th�ngs the government 
should do �s change the nomenclature ‘permanent secretary’ because there �s 
noth�ng permanent about the pos�t�on. A problem fac�ng the publ�c serv�ce 
�s a lack of capac�ty �n pol�cy �mplementat�on, espec�ally through leg�slat�ng 
to �mplement government pol�cy. Th�s �s ev�dent by the extremely small 
amount of leg�slat�on that parl�ament has enacted �n the past four years. Th�s 
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problem w�ll, unfortunately, be compounded �n the next few years because 
of the capac�ty gaps that now ex�st �n the serv�ce. Hav�ng sa�d that, I should 
po�nt out that a number of very pos�t�ve developments have taken place 
�n the past three years. There are well-publ�c�sed manuals on the Solomon 
Islands People F�rst Network’s web s�te on var�ous procedures, �nclud�ng 
the role of permanent secretar�es, how to make leg�slat�on and the role of 
cab�net. These manuals are very useful tools that should enhance the capac�ty 
of the publ�c serv�ce.
Addressing the fluidity of electioneering and politicking. Perhaps 
Solomon Islands’ b�ggest problem �s pol�t�cal �nstab�l�ty. Electoral laws 
should be amended so that elect�ons are contested only by pol�t�cal part�es 
and not by �ndependent cand�dates. Th�s would el�m�nate the uncerta�nty 
of �nd�v�duals stand�ng w�th no part�cular pol�t�cal platform or pol�c�es. 
The counter-argument �s that pol�t�cal part�es have never worked, do not 
have a strong grass roots base, have no part�cular �deolog�cal lean�ngs and, 
h�stor�cally, once elected, parl�amentar�ans have osc�llated from one s�de of 
the house to the other. Greater pol�t�cal stab�l�ty �s needed so that Solomon 
Islands can have a secure future and th�s should be the overr�d�ng publ�c 
pol�cy concern. It would be better for Solomon Islands to have a group�ng 
w�th�n parl�ament that already had �ts pol�c�es and strateg�es �n place once 
elected, rather than a group that started to th�nk about �ts pol�c�es and 
strateg�es only after form�ng government. We also need to move forward 
rather than be�ng constra�ned by the uncerta�nt�es of the present system. 

The �dea of elect�ng part�es rather than �nd�v�duals �s certa�nly not new 
and can be found �n a number of countr�es throughout the Commonwealth. 
It could be argued that Solomon Islanders are not yet ready for the elect�on 
of part�es because of the wantok system, low levels of understand�ng of 
government and the electoral processes. My response �s that we need to start 
somewhere. The suggest�on that Solomon Islanders are not soph�st�cated 
enough to apprec�ate a strong party system has two �mpl�cat�ons: f�rstly, 
Solomon Islanders are not �ntell�gent and flex�ble enough to understand and 
accept change; secondly, �t �s best that Solomon Islanders be condemned 
to the same old uncerta�n, �nherently weak system that we currently have. 
Most Solomon Islanders would be only too happy to see change that would 
real�se greater pol�t�cal stab�l�ty. The key to econom�c growth and greater 
soc�al and econom�c well-be�ng �s pol�t�cal stab�l�ty. 
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Making it unlawful for members to switch parties once elected. 
Log�cally, �t follows that �f �nd�v�duals are to be elected on the bas�s of the�r 
party aff�l�at�on, they should rema�n loyal to the pr�nc�ples, pol�c�es and 
strateg�es espoused by the�r party. Therefore, the electoral laws should 
be amended to make �t unlawful for any person who has been elected to 
parl�ament as a member of one party to sw�tch to another party. The counter-
argument �s that �t would be hard to d�sc�pl�ne parl�amentar�ans and such a 
law would s�mply not work. My response �s that there �s an overr�d�ng publ�c 
pol�cy �nterest �n ensur�ng stab�l�ty, reduc�ng flu�d�ty and t�ghten�ng d�sc�pl�ne 
�n the nat�onal parl�ament, wh�ch necess�tates such change. Ensur�ng that the 
sanct�ons and penalt�es were h�gh would be �ncent�ve enough for members 
not to change part�es after they were elected. The system �s appl�ed �n some 
countr�es �n the Commonwealth—for example, Papua New Gu�nea—and 
could be tr�ed �n Solomon Islands as a means of address�ng the problem of 
members frequently cross�ng the floor and thereby creat�ng �nstab�l�ty.
Introducing limited preferential voting. The f�rst-past-the-post system 
of vot�ng does not result �n a democrat�cally elected member who �s truly 
representat�ve of the electorate. In the just-completed nat�onal elect�ons, 
only two members were elected w�th more than 50 per cent of the votes 
cast. The elect�on of the pr�me m�n�ster, on the other hand, requ�res that the 
w�nner must obta�n at least 51 per cent of the votes. Electoral laws should be 
changed to ensure par�ty �n the general pr�nc�ples underp�nn�ng the major�ty 
requ�red to elect a pr�me m�n�ster and MPs. Introduc�ng l�m�ted preferent�al 
vot�ng whereby voters have a cho�ce of up to three people can do th�s. If a 
cand�date rece�ves more than 50 per cent of the votes cast on the f�rst count, 
he/she w�ns. If, however, no one w�ns an outr�ght major�ty, the preferences 
are d�str�buted unt�l such t�me as a cand�date rece�ves more than 50 per cent 
of the votes. The counter-argument �s that such a system �s compl�cated, w�ll 
confuse voters and �t w�ll take too long to count votes. My response �s that 
there �s a strong publ�c pol�cy �nterest �n ensur�ng that a truly democrat�c 
parl�ament �s elected, wh�ch represents the major�ty of Solomon Islanders; �t 
�s also someth�ng that �s be�ng �mplemented �n Papua New Gu�nea. 

Wh�le such a system would not el�m�nate br�bery and vote buy�ng, �t 
would certa�nly reduce these pract�ces, because voters would at least have 
more than one cho�ce. The �ntroduct�on of a l�m�ted preferent�al system 
can be phased �n through prov�nc�al assembly elect�ons and eventually the 
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nat�onal elect�ons. It �s �nstruct�ve to note that the �ntroduct�on of the s�ngle 
ballot box system generated cons�derable debate �n parl�ament. Indeed, 
there were suggest�ons that Solomon Islanders were not l�terate enough to 
understand th�s system. I th�nk �t �s a fa�r observat�on that such comments 
were generated largely by fear among some leaders that any change to the 
system m�ght lesson the�r chances of w�nn�ng. I would argue that the ma�n 
cons�derat�on should be the nat�onal �nterest—stab�l�ty and ensur�ng elected 
representat�ves rece�ve more than 50 per cent of the votes—rather than the 
narrow, self-centred �nterests of MPs. The �dea �s not new and �s appl�ed �n 
countr�es throughout the Commonwealth, �nclud�ng the Pac�f�c Island Forum 
countr�es. In fact, �n 1995, I made subm�ss�ons to the Electoral Rev�ew 
Comm�ttee to �ntroduce a l�m�ted preferent�al vot�ng system. I re�terated 
those same sent�ments �n the Solomon Star �n 1998. 
Making illegal the giving of gifts, money, airfares, assistance 
and demands for money within six months of an election. My 
observat�on of the general elect�ons �s that they are becom�ng more corrupt 
and rout�nely �nvolve the exchange of goods and serv�ces. Voters have also 
exacerbated the problem by �mpos�ng all manner of demands on cand�dates. 
The tendency for voters to ask cand�dates for money, sea fares and a�rfares, 
food and school fees dur�ng the per�od lead�ng up to elect�ons has become 
progress�vely worse. The 2006 elect�on was one of the most unclean �n terms 
of the att�tudes of the voters and cand�dates. The movement of supporters 
from one cand�date to another depend�ng on who gave them money was not 
obv�ous to the casual observer, but was an open secret �n the const�tuenc�es. 
There �s an overwhelm�ng publ�c pol�cy �nterest �n ensur�ng that elect�on 
campa�gns are conducted cleanly and fa�rly on a level play�ng f�eld. 

To ensure that money, goods and serv�ces are not transferred between 
cand�dates and voters, and to ensure that voters do not �mpose undue 
pressure on cand�dates by demand�ng money from them, the prov�s�ons on 
br�bery and treatment under the Nat�onal Parl�ament Electoral Prov�s�ons 
Act and the local government regulat�ons should be made more spec�f�c by 
proscr�b�ng altogether any exchange of money, goods or serv�ces and voter 
demands up to s�x months before elect�ons. As �t �s, the current laws requ�re 
proof that such exchanges of goods and serv�ces are �ntended to �nduce a 
person to vote. The problem �s that �t �s d�ff�cult to determ�ne whether 
the d�str�but�on of water tanks and other forms of ass�stance a few weeks 
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before an elect�on const�tute ‘development ass�stance’ or ‘spec�al treatment’. 
Perfectly leg�t�mate arguments can be developed e�ther way. 

The counter-argument �s that such a law �s unduly proh�b�t�ve and 
would prevent MPs prov�d�ng leg�t�mate ass�stance to the�r const�tuents. 
My response �s that the best form of ass�stance that MPs can offer �s to 
del�ver laws that w�ll enhance the soc�al and econom�c welfare of the people 
of the Solomon Islands. There �s an overr�d�ng publ�c pol�cy �nterest for 
MPs to d�scharge the�r dut�es as parl�amentar�ans rather than be bankers 
underwr�t�ng school fees, a�rfares, sea fares, plane charters and so on for 
the�r const�tuents, and �n ensur�ng that elect�ons are a t�me when �ssues 
affect�ng the soc�al and econom�c well-be�ng of Solomon Islanders are 
debated. It should not be a t�me when the greed, graft and cunn�ng of voters 
and cand�dates are man�fested so blatantly. Voters must not use the elect�on 
campa�gn per�od as a pretext to m�lk cand�dates of whatever money they 
have set as�de for the�r campa�gn. Even w�th t�ght laws �n place, �t �s d�ff�cult 
to control the exchange of goods and serv�ces. The proh�b�t�ons should, 
therefore, be made broader so that they cover any form of exchange of 
goods and serv�ces s�x months before an elect�on.
Finding an alternative way of electing the prime minister. It �s sa�d 
that the real pol�t�ck�ng starts once elected members arr�ve �n Hon�ara to 
choose the pr�me m�n�ster. Indeed, �f one has been observ�ng the elect�on 
of pr�me m�n�sters s�nce �ndependence, �t m�ght be fa�r to say that elected 
members have become more �mmature, �rrespons�ble, ch�ld�sh, �rrat�onal 
and m�l�tant �n the�r approach to the elect�on of the pr�me m�n�ster. It �s 
almost laughable the way that �nd�v�dual members are l�terally h�jacked by 
the d�fferent groups. The MPs m�ght not real�se �t, but to the members of 
the publ�c, such behav�our �s tantamount to lunacy. 

Black Tuesday—as the Apr�l 2006 r�ots became known—underscored 
the need to f�nd a more sens�ble, transparent, accountable and less d�v�s�ve 
way of elect�ng a pr�me m�n�ster. The reforms suggested above are a 
precond�t�on for the proposals for choos�ng the pr�me m�n�ster. A couple 
of models are offered. Once aga�n, these models are not new and ex�st 
w�th�n the Commonwealth, �nclud�ng Pac�f�c Islands Forum countr�es. The 
f�rst alternat�ve would be for the head of state to �nv�te the leader of the 
party or all�ance of part�es that commands the major�ty of MPs to form 
government. Th�s would �mmed�ately address the hanky-panky that currently 
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occurs. Fundamental to th�s, of course, �s the strong representat�on of 
part�es �n parl�ament. The second alternat�ve �s for MPs to nom�nate two 
cand�dates—or such numbers as appropr�ate—and have them elected by the 
people of Solomon Islands. The publ�c pol�cy �nterest �s to f�nd a more stable 
and cohes�ve way of elect�ng the pr�me m�n�ster. Th�s would not necessar�ly 
el�m�nate the need for horse-trad�ng, but �t would certa�nly m�n�m�se 
the uncerta�nt�es �n the present system and ensure a more transparent, 
accountable and cohes�ve way of choos�ng the pr�me m�n�ster.
Enhancing the role of the media. One of the major contr�butors 
to a free soc�ety �s med�a freedom. Much has been sa�d about the role 
of the med�a �n Solomon Islands and �t �s not my �ntent�on, therefore, to 
go through what has been hammered home on several occas�ons. I was, 
however, d�sappo�nted w�th the med�a coverage dur�ng the Apr�l r�ots. In 
ema�ls exchanged w�th Ofan� Eremae, ed�tor of the Solomon Star, after the 
Apr�l r�ots, I wrote that

…the med�a has a very �mportant role to play �n not only rebu�ld�ng the 
nat�on, [but �n] galvan�s�ng publ�c v�ews on what could be �ncorporated 
�nto publ�c pol�cy. My v�ews are only just one of the v�ews that can be 
put across, but the most �mportant th�ng �n my m�nd are [sic] the v�ews 
of ord�nary Solomon Islands [sic] and how they w�ll be affected. I don’t 
want the exchange of v�ews to become él�t�st only because some people 
can express themselves clearer than others. The �mportant lesson that 
should be taken from th�s �s that we should also learn to l�sten, and l�sten 
even more.

In terms of the med�a, I know that there are l�m�ts to what the pr�nt 
med�a can do, but the real reach out [sic] �s the SIBC [Solomon Islands 
Broadcast�ng Corporat�on] rad�o and I th�nk they have fa�led. Yesterday 
I l�stened to your panel d�scuss�on through Rad�o Austral�a wh�ch was 
excellent, but I cannot understand why SIBC cannot be do�ng the same, 
and ask�ng people quest�ons, and search�ng for solut�ons. There �s far too 
much mus�c be�ng played on the nat�onal broadcast serv�ce and not enough 
educat�onal mater�al from wh�ch we can learn. I really want to see a lot of 
pressure be�ng put on pol�t�c�ans…[to] �mprove the connect�on between 
them and us, and the med�a must ensure that th�s happens over the next 
four years otherw�se these 50 people w�ll ru�n [the l�ves of] the 450,000 
who l�ve here. Your coverage has been good and I understand perfectly 
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the l�m�ts that you have. I th�nk that one p�ece of �nvest�gat�ve journal�sm 
a month w�ll go a long way to expos�ng corrupt�on and keep�ng leaders on 
the�r toes (author correspondence w�th Ofan� Eremae, 28 Apr�l 2006).

Conclus�on
One of the th�ngs I not�ced �mmed�ately after the October 2000 cease-f�re 
was that people were enthus�ast�c about rebu�ld�ng the country. They were 
desperate to f�nd any form of work. Dur�ng that t�me, I sa�d that there was 
renewed energy to rebu�ld Solomon Islands from the ashes. I cannot speak 
for other prov�nces, but dur�ng that t�me I observed that people from my 
area �n Western Prov�nce d�d not wa�t for government hand-outs �n order 
to do someth�ng. Many people got �nto grow�ng tree crops. It was also 
at th�s t�me that I bu�lt my own home �n the bush—grow�ng a small teak 
plantat�on, as well plant�ng na�l-nut trees, betel-nut and sago palm. I dec�ded 
that there was no future �n Hon�ara and that the ethn�c tens�ons had taught 
Solomon Islanders some �mportant lessons: �t reaff�rmed the �mportance 
of land and �t demonstrated that you could not l�ve on someone else’s 
land. The Sogavare government’s emphas�s on rural development should 
be welcomed; however, �t �s eas�er sa�d than done. Development cannot 
happen �f Solomon Islanders expect others to do �t. There has been a lot 
of cr�t�c�sm of RAMSI, but �t �s not for RAMSI to nat�on bu�ld �n Solomon 
Islands. Just l�ke the unreal�st�c expectat�ons that Solomon Islanders have 
placed on RAMSI, there are unreal�st�c expectat�ons that others w�ll help 
Solomon Islands solve all �ts problems.

Corrupt�on, graft, cunn�ng, uncerta�nty and so on cannot be totally 
erad�cated; they can, however, be m�n�m�sed. The �deas offered above w�ll 
certa�nly go a long way towards address�ng some of the uncerta�nt�es �n the 
current system. To those who would oppose change to the current system, 
I say: trad�t�ons, cultures and soc�etal values change over t�me. Wh�le laws 
are �ntended to be forward look�ng, they become outdated, obsolete and 
�nappropr�ate. That �s why they should be changed to reflect how soc�ety 
has transformed. I would argue very strongly that the democrat�c processes 
espoused �n the 1978 const�tut�on and the Nat�onal Elect�ons Prov�s�ons 
Act are outdated and need to be changed. I would also quest�on the moral 
author�ty of a democrat�c process that results �n the loot�ng, destruct�on 
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and d�slocat�on of Solomon Islands �n a way that has never been seen before 
�n the short h�story of th�s nat�on. If MPs are to ra�se the�r heads above the 
destruct�on, they must change the laws �mmed�ately. The test of whether 
parl�ament �s �nterested �n avo�d�ng another Black Tuesday w�ll be whether 
the leg�slat�ve changes proposed above are del�berated on and enacted 
dur�ng the next four years. Fa�lure to do so w�ll be a clear demonstrat�on 
that our pol�t�cal leaders do not have the nat�onal �nterests of Solomon 
Islands at heart. 

Recently, a m�n�ster �n the Sogavare government bought a car from 
a colleague of m�ne. When the cheque for the purchase of the car was 
del�vered, the drawer was a Ch�nese shop owner. Th�s was �mmed�ately after 
the Apr�l r�ots. Is there a way out of the cr�s�s? I would argue that there �s, 
but we are st�ll forag�ng for �t.
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Append�x 1
The unrest �n Hon�ara—an Austral�an 
government perspect�ve

Anita Butler

Thank you for �nv�t�ng me here today to talk about the s�tuat�on �n Solomon 
Islands, the Austral�an government’s perspect�ve on what has occurred and 
�ts �mpl�cat�ons for our engagement there. The s�tuat�on �s obv�ously st�ll 
very flu�d, and these are very prel�m�nary thoughts, wh�ch �s why I am 
speak�ng only for Austral�a at th�s stage, and not for the other contr�but�ng 
members of RAMSI. 

F�rstly, let me offer a br�ef update on the s�tuat�on on the ground, as 
we understand �t. Manasseh Sogavare has been elected pr�me m�n�ster. H�s 
elect�on seems to have been rece�ved calmly thus far. He has yet to announce 
h�s cab�net, but deta�ls are expected to emerge over the weekend. In h�s 
acceptance speech, he noted that he would ensure respons�ble government 
for the country. Th�s comment was welcomed. In add�t�on, he has �nd�cated 
to the med�a that he th�nks RAMSI should rema�n �n Solomon Islands, and 
that he w�ll work w�th RAMSI. He has prev�ously sa�d he would l�ke to 
rev�ew RAMSI’s d�rect�on, and we of course know that he has been a cr�t�c 
of RAMSI �n the past. 

So let me take up th�s po�nt, before go�ng �nto more general d�scuss�on. 
We welcome Sogavare’s comments, and we look forward to engag�ng w�th 
the new pr�me m�n�ster to learn h�s pr�or�t�es and to take RAMSI forward. 
As far as we are concerned, RAMSI �s under constant rev�ew, �nclud�ng 
now through a number of formal mechan�sms, and we welcome the new 
government’s �nterest �n engag�ng �n th�s process. Th�s would have been 
our pos�t�on, no matter who was elected. As we have sa�d on a number 
of occas�ons recently, RAMSI �s a partnersh�p w�th the Solomon Islands 
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government—wh�chever government �s elected by the democrat�c and 
parl�amentary processes of Solomon Islands. RAMSI came about at the 
�nv�tat�on of the Solomon Islands government, and has �ts legal foundat�on �n 
an act of the Solomon Islands parl�ament, wh�ch was passed unan�mously �n 
2003. There �s, therefore, no quest�on that we would work w�th the elected 
government. We have no other cho�ce �f we w�sh to support the not�on of 
democracy �n Solomon Islands. 

We recogn�se that the pol�t�cal processes are open to abuse and that 
corrupt�on �s a huge problem �n Solomon Islands, �nclud�ng—and perhaps 
espec�ally—w�th�n the pol�t�cal system. That �s why, through RAMSI, we have 
focused on try�ng to rebu�ld and strengthen the accountab�l�ty �nst�tut�ons: 
the Leadersh�p Code Comm�ss�on, the ombudsman’s off�ce and the aud�tor-
general’s off�ce. In t�me, the hope �s that these �nst�tut�ons w�ll be strong 
enough to �nsp�re fa�th �n them, so that people w�ll actually use them to report 
allegat�ons of corrupt�on and allow them to be �nvest�gated and dealt w�th �n 
the courts. At present, wh�le everyone �s w�ll�ng to talk about what th�s or 
that pol�t�c�an may have done, who they may have taken money from and who 
they may be g�v�ng money to, very few people are w�ll�ng to put the�r name 
to that talk �n an off�c�al report. Some people are w�ll�ng to come forward, 
and as a result a number of pol�t�c�ans, �nclud�ng m�n�sters, and sen�or publ�c 
servants have been arrested and charged w�th corrupt�on offences �n the past 
two and half years. But, �n relat�on to the recent elect�on, pol�ce adv�se that 
they have not at th�s stage rece�ved any off�c�al report of corrupt�on. Bu�ld�ng 
trust and mak�ng a democracy work takes t�me. 

Austral�a, New Zealand and the other countr�es of the reg�on have 
comm�tted to Solomon Islands for the long term. In Austral�a’s case, not only 
do we have an unusual four-year budget pledge—beyond the l�fe of our own 
government and w�th b�part�san support—our pr�me m�n�ster sa�d publ�cly 
�n 2003 that we would need to be fully comm�tted to the task for at least 10 
years. Recent events have not altered that long-term comm�tment. If anyth�ng, 
they have underl�ned the need for �t, and re�nforced the message that we have 
been putt�ng forward s�nce the beg�nn�ng of RAMSI: that the changes needed 
�n Solomon Islands, to ensure future prosper�ty, secur�ty and stab�l�ty, w�ll 
take many years, �f not generat�ons, to �mplement and embed. RAMSI, after 
all, has been �n Solomon Islands for only two years and n�ne months. In that 
t�me, s�gn�f�cant progress has been made on a number of fronts. 
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When RAMSI arr�ved �n Solomon Islands �n 2003, the problems faced 
by the country were �mmense. Although outr�ght ethn�c warfare had 
ceased, opportun�st�c cr�m�nal lawlessness was r�fe, the pol�ce force was 
so comprom�sed by �ts l�nks to former m�l�tants and cr�m�nal gangs that 
�t was unable to keep the peace, corrupt�on was w�despread—rem�ss�ons 
and �llegal l�cences meant much government revenue was never collected, 
and that wh�ch d�d come �n, ma�nly �n the form of tax payments from the 
commerc�al banks, was �mmed�ately extorted at gunpo�nt by ex-m�l�tants 
and spec�al constables and anyone else w�th a b�g enough gun. As a result, 
serv�ce del�very had faltered—noth�ng had flowed out to the prov�nces for 
some t�me, publ�c off�cers, �nclud�ng teachers and nurses, were not be�ng 
pa�d and, by 2003, even the compensat�on money that had kept at least 
the beer and mag-wheel sect�ons of the Hon�ara economy afloat had dr�ed 
up. Along w�th the collapse of the economy was a total collapse �n publ�c 
conf�dence �n all the �nst�tut�ons of state. 

So, when Austral�a, New Zealand and the other Pac�f�c �sland countr�es 
agreed to respond to the Solomon Islands government’s request for help 
w�th the law and order s�tuat�on �n 2003, we made �t very clear that we were 
go�ng to offer a package of ass�stance. It would not be enough to prov�de 
secur�ty—just as �t had proven not to be enough to focus on bas�c serv�ce 
del�very or �nst�tut�onal strengthen�ng �n the context of such profound 
decl�ne. If RAMSI was go�ng to be successful, �t would need to tackle a 
broad spectrum of problems, �nclud�ng the ones that could not be solved 
overn�ght, and �nclud�ng those that were pol�t�cally d�ff�cult. Th�s pos�t�on 
has not changed, and �t �s one we w�ll be re�nforc�ng strongly w�th the new 
government. 

Although RAMSI was always an �ntegrated approach, there �s no doubt 
that the f�rst pr�or�ty on arr�val was the restorat�on of the rule of law. It �s 
fa�r to say �n�t�al success �n th�s regard—�n relat�on to the arrest of m�l�tants 
and the removal of a large number of f�rearms from the commun�ty—was 
qu�cker and more s�gn�f�cant than had been ant�c�pated. There was also 
cons�derable early success �n stab�l�s�ng government f�nances. From the 
beg�nn�ng, we made a concerted effort to re�terate that the real challenges 
were only just beg�nn�ng and would take t�me and comm�tment. But, 
understandably, progress after that �n�t�al per�od has seemed slow �n 
compar�son. So before we look spec�f�cally at the �mpl�cat�ons of the recent 
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r�ots—wh�ch have clearly had damag�ng effects �n many areas—I want to 
h�ghl�ght for a moment the progress made by the RAMSI partnersh�p, wh�ch 
has not been underm�ned and wh�ch �s st�ll of value. I th�nk �t �s �mportant 
that we don’t throw the baby out w�th the bath water. 

Let’s focus f�rst on the area that may seem at a glance to have suffered 
the most s�gn�f�cant set-back: pol�ce, law and order. Apart from the arrest of 
large numbers of law-breakers (the �ncred�ble number of 6,300 on more than 
9,100 charges), successful support to the jud�c�al system (wh�ch has enabled 
those arrested to be dealt w�th by an effect�ve and �mpart�al jud�c�ary) and 
the removal of more than 3,600 f�rearms from the commun�ty (wh�ch no 
doubt contr�buted to the fact that no l�ves were lost �n the recent unrest), 
the progress made s�nce RAMSI’s arr�val �n July 2003 on rebu�ld�ng the 
Royal Solomon Islands Pol�ce (RSIP) as a v�tal nat�onal �nst�tut�on cannot 
be d�scounted. 

After a wholesale clean out of the pol�ce force—more than 160 former 
RSIP off�cers arrested and others removed through �nternal �nvest�gat�ons—
rebu�ld�ng has obv�ously been a mammoth task. Four rounds of new recru�ts—
men and women from all prov�nces—have completed tra�n�ng at the RSIP 
academy at Rove and commenced pol�c�ng dut�es. Accord�ng to the pol�ce 
comm�ss�oner, these new recru�ts and jun�or RSIP off�cers performed very 
well �n combat�ng the recent r�ots. There �s a long way to go, of course, but 
the progress �n th�s area �s what underl�es the return to the rule of law that 
has occurred �n Solomon Islands. What that means pract�cally �s that when 
secur�ty �s underm�ned, and when people break the law, as occurred two 
weeks ago, order can be restored, and people can be arrested. It �s true that 
w�despread damage occurred before the s�tuat�on was brought under control, 
and that re�nforcements had to be called �n from Austral�a, New Zealand 
and the reg�on, but that tells us two th�ngs: f�rstly, that a r�ot �s not an easy 
th�ng to control (even the Par�s R�ot Pol�ce, w�th all the�r exper�ence, f�nd �t 
a challenge); and secondly, that the work on rebu�ld�ng the Solomon Islands 
pol�ce must be cont�nued. The fact that two weeks after the r�ots Hon�ara �s 
calm and more than 150 people have been arrested for the�r act�v�t�es dur�ng 
the unrest tells us we have come a long way s�nce 2003. 

In RAMSI’s two other ma�n areas of work—econom�c governance and 
mach�nery of government—we can also po�nt to s�gn�f�cant progress that 
has not been underm�ned. The government’s �mproved f�nanc�al pos�t�on 
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and f�nanc�al management means that, among other th�ngs, serv�ce del�very 
cont�nues, publ�c servant salar�es are pa�d on t�me and essent�al econom�c 
reform �s under way. The bureaucracy �s funct�on�ng far more effect�vely 
than �t was, w�th �mproved commun�cat�on and coord�nat�on between 
d�fferent parts of government, better plann�ng and management systems, 
�mproved understand�ng and �mplementat�on of processes and, �mportantly, 
recru�tment and human resource development. W�th RAMSI support, the 
Inst�tute for Publ�c Adm�n�strat�on and Management has been re-establ�shed, 
and publ�c servants have rece�ved the f�rst tra�n�ng they have undertaken 
�n many years. 

It �s �mportant for us not to lose s�ght of th�s progress, but I don’t 
want to g�ve the �mpress�on that we are complacent, or that we �ntend to 
�gnore the �mpl�cat�ons of the r�ots. What has occurred clearly represents 
a s�gn�f�cant set-back for Solomon Islands. It �s a set-back �n terms of the 
phys�cal damage that has been caused (wh�ch has affected not only Ch�nese 
bus�ness people, but also the many ethn�c Solomon Islanders who were 
employed by those bus�nesses—est�mated to have been 600 at the Pac�f�c 
Cas�no Hotel alone) and also �n terms of the damage to the �nternat�onal 
�mage of Solomon Islands (wh�ch has �mpl�cat�ons for tour�sm and fore�gn 
�nvestment). More far-reach�ng, the r�ots have been a set-back to the process 
of peace and reconc�l�at�on �n the country, and to people’s sense of well-
be�ng and secur�ty. Austral�a, as the lead country �n RAMSI, �s very focused 
on exam�n�ng what the unrest can tell us, wh�ch can �nform our approach. 
Th�s process has only just begun, and what I have to offer are some very 
prel�m�nary thoughts. 

The f�rst obv�ous lesson we draw �s that our job �s a long way from be�ng 
done, and we need to stay comm�tted. We w�ll therefore be work�ng hard 
to engage w�th the �ncom�ng government and ensure �ts comm�tment to 
forward partnersh�p. Our partners �n the reg�on have already reaff�rmed 
the�r support for RAMSI, both publ�cly and pr�vately. 

Secondly, we are already reflect�ng—�n our many �nternal consultat�ve 
mechan�sms—on the reasons for the unrest and what �t tells us about the 
needs of Solomon Islands soc�ety. 

In fact, �t tells us a lot that we already know: f�rst and foremost, that 
the s�tuat�on �n Solomon Islands rema�ns frag�le—as the l�terature says, ‘a 
post-confl�ct soc�ety �s a pre-confl�ct soc�ety’. 
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Much analys�s rema�ns to be done—and �s be�ng done by many people—
on the factors that provoked th�s unrest. At th�s early stage, let me offer a 
nutshell take on what has occurred—�n very s�mpl�st�c terms—from wh�ch 
some �n�t�al thoughts can be drawn. One poss�ble explanat�on �s that a small 
cr�m�nal element, frustrated that �ncreas�ng adherence to the rule of law 
has curta�led �ts �nterests, has preyed on and used to �ts own ends what are 
very genu�nely felt, deep-seated resentments w�th�n the populat�on—partly 
of corrupt�on and m�smanagement, partly a feel�ng that the pol�t�c�ans have 
been tak�ng the people for a r�de, partly of perce�ved Ch�nese �nterference �n 
pol�t�cs and, most s�gn�f�cantly, resentment of Ch�nese commerc�al success 
and a feel�ng that �t has been at the expense of Solomon Islanders’ prosper�ty. 
All of these resentments fed �nto a ransack�ng mass element, st�rred up by 
those w�th less worthy pol�t�cal mot�ves than the el�m�nat�on of corrupt�on 
or want�ng the bad guys out of government, and �t all got out of hand. 

Th�s tells us a few th�ngs. Obv�ously, desp�te the fact that th�ngs clearly 
have �mproved s�nce the bad old days, people do not feel they are gett�ng 
the�r fa�r share of the benef�ts. They feel that others—pol�t�c�ans, Ch�nese 
bus�ness people, maybe fore�gn adv�sers—are tak�ng more than the�r share, 
and they do not have fa�th �n the�r pol�t�cal system, and spec�f�cally �n the�r 
pol�t�c�ans’ ab�l�ty to elect a good pr�me m�n�ster. And what does th�s tell 
us? Perhaps that more work needs to be done �n some key areas 

• on bu�ld�ng a sense of un�ty and nat�onhood, and on reconc�l�at�on 

• on address�ng the problems of corrupt�on and lack of transparency 
�n government 

• on �mprov�ng people’s understand�ng of and ab�l�ty to part�c�pate 
�n the democrat�c process 

• and on generat�ng econom�c development and creat�ng oppor-
tun�t�es for young people �n Solomon Islands. 

Alexander Downer, dur�ng h�s recent v�s�t to Hon�ara, urged both s�des 
of pol�t�cs to step up and take respons�b�l�ty for tackl�ng these �ssues. These 
problems cannot be solved by outs�ders alone. But clearly, RAMSI has an 
�nterest �n do�ng what we can to help address these �ssues, �f we are to ensure 
that the progress RAMSI has made to date �s susta�nable. 

None of th�s �s new. We have all been d�scuss�ng the need to address the 
underly�ng causes of confl�ct �n Solomon Islands for some t�me. But qu�ck 
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f�xes have not been easy to f�nd. RAMSI �s already work�ng—through the 
c�v�c educat�on and parl�amentary strengthen�ng projects, through work 
on strengthen�ng the accountab�l�ty �nst�tut�ons and �mprov�ng governance 
and through the var�ous arms of the f�nance project—on address�ng these 
deep-seated problems. But everyth�ng we are do�ng takes t�me: educat�on 
takes t�me, bu�ld�ng trust takes t�me, �nst�ll�ng good pract�ces takes t�me. 
Clearly, �f people do not sense that enough progress �s be�ng made �n these 
areas, there �s a r�sk that they w�ll take matters �nto the�r own hands, w�th 
d�sastrous results. So we th�nk we probably have to do more �n these areas 
�n an attempt to �ncrease the pace of change and sat�sfy publ�c expectat�ons. 
Although we have been focused over the past two weeks on the task of aga�n 
restor�ng order, we have already begun the process w�th�n the Austral�an 
government and �n d�scuss�on w�th New Zealand of creat�ve th�nk�ng w�th 
a v�ew to present�ng some concrete proposals to the new government as 
soon as poss�ble. Th�s process w�ll be taken forward �n d�scuss�on w�th our 
reg�onal partners. 
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Append�x 2
Terms of Reference 
Comm�ss�ons of Inqu�ry Act (Cap.5) 
Comm�ss�on of Inqu�ry �nto the Apr�l 
2006 C�v�l Unrest �n Hon�ara

Commission
By the Honourable Manasseh D. Sogavare MP, Prime Minister 
of Solomon Islands

TO: MR BRIAN DANESBURY BRUNTON of Alotau, Papua New Gu�nea;
MR WAETA BEN TABUSASI SIM CSI of Hon�ara, Solomon Islands;
MR NOEL LEVI CBE of Kav�eng, Papua New Gu�nea; and
MR CHARLES LEVO of Hon�ara, Solomon Islands.

WHEREAS by v�rtue of Sect�on 3 of the Comm�ss�ons of Inqu�ry Act 
(Cap.5), the Pr�me M�n�ster, whenever he deems �t adv�sable, shall �ssue a 
comm�ss�on appo�nt�ng one or more comm�ss�oners and author�s�ng them 
to �nqu�re �nto any matter �n wh�ch an �nqu�ry would, �n the op�n�on of the 
Pr�me M�n�ster, be for the publ�c welfare.

NOW THEREFORE by th�s comm�ss�on, I, the Honourable Manasseh D. 
Sogavare MP, Pr�me M�n�ster:

1 APPOINT Mr Br�an Danesbury Brunton; Mr Waeta Ben 
Tabusas� SIM CSI; Mr Noel Lev� CBE; and Mr Charles Levo as 
comm�ss�oners (‘the Comm�ss�oners’) to �nqu�re �nto the c�v�l 
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unrest wh�ch occurred �n Hon�ara dur�ng the per�od between 
Apr�l 18, 2006 and Apr�l 20, 2006, follow�ng the elect�on of the 
Honourable Snyder R�n� MP as Pr�me M�n�ster of Solomon Islands 
(‘the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest’);

2 AUTHORISE the Comm�ss�oners to:

a �nvest�gate, probe, exam�ne and analyse the background to the 
Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest �nclud�ng all the �nc�dents, events, 
act�v�t�es and c�rcumstances connected therew�th and lead�ng 
thereto;

b �nvest�gate and determ�ne the role played by the bod�es, groups 
and �nd�v�duals who planned, organ�sed and part�c�pated �n all 
act�v�t�es relat�ng to the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest; 

c �dent�fy the persons as well as pol�t�cal part�es and groups who 
spearheaded and part�c�pated �n the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest;

d �nvest�gate, exam�ne and determ�ne the role of any Member of 
Parl�ament �n the plann�ng, organ�sat�on and execut�on of the Apr�l 
2006 C�v�l Unrest;

e �nvest�gate all the c�rcumstances attendant upon and surround�ng 
the damage and destruct�on of property as well as the arson 
and loot�ng of commerc�al and bus�ness establ�shments �n and 
around Hon�ara and �dent�fy the bod�es, groups and persons who 
consp�red, planned and executed such cr�m�nal act�v�t�es;

f �nvest�gate, exam�ne, analyse, appra�se and determ�ne the role and 
respons�b�l�ty of the Solomon Islands Pol�ce Force (‘the SIPF’) 
and the Part�c�pat�ng Pol�ce Force (‘the PPF’) respect�vely, �n the 
preservat�on and ma�ntenance of law and order �n Hon�ara dur�ng 
the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest;

g cons�der and evaluate the response of the SIPF, the PPF and the 
emergency serv�ces to the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest and adv�se 
on the appropr�ateness, adequacy and coord�nat�on of that 
response;

h rev�ew and cons�der the quest�on of the l�ab�l�ty or obl�gat�on of the 
Solomon Islands Government to rehab�l�tate and/or compensate 
any v�ct�ms of the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest for damage, loss or 
destruct�on of the�r property occas�oned thereby due to the 
fa�lure (whether by om�ss�on or comm�ss�on) of the SIPF, the 
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PPF or any other const�tut�onal or statutory body entrusted w�th 
respons�b�l�ty for the prevent�on, control and suppress�on of the 
Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest;

i rev�ew, exam�ne, appra�se and evaluate the nature, appropr�ateness, 
effect�veness and adequacy of ex�st�ng arrangements for the 
prevent�on, control, �mmed�ate suppress�on and repet�t�on of 
�nc�dents, events and act�v�t�es occurr�ng dur�ng the Apr�l 2006 
C�v�l Unrest;

j �nvest�gate, appra�se, evaluate and report on any other �ssue 
bear�ng or �mp�ng�ng on any of the forego�ng; and

k make recommendat�ons as to the act�ons that ought to be taken 
to prevent a recurrence of the �nc�dents, events and act�v�t�es 
occurr�ng dur�ng the Apr�l 2006 C�v�l Unrest.

3 DIRECT as follows:

a that Mr Br�an Danesbury Brunton shall be cha�rman of the 
Comm�ss�oners;

b that the �nqu�ry shall be held:

�. �n publ�c;

��. as soon as pract�cable; and

���. at such place(s) as the Comm�ss�oners shall des�gnate;

c that the presence of the cha�rman and one of the Comm�ss�oners 
shall const�tute a quorum for the proceed�ngs of the �nqu�ry wh�le 
perm�tt�ng the Comm�ss�oners to s�t �n panels of one or two to 
take part�cular ev�dence �f a quorum cons�ders �t conven�ent or 
appropr�ate so to do;

d that dec�s�ons of the Comm�ss�oners shall be by s�mple major�ty 
and �n the case of equal�ty of votes the cha�rman shall have a cast�ng 
as well as a del�berat�ve vote;

e that the Comm�ss�oners shall:

�. subm�t the�r wr�tten report on the result of the�r �nqu�ry �nto each 
and all of the matters referred to �n Paragraph 2 above as well as 
the reasons for the�r conclus�ons; and

��. furn�sh the full record of the proceed�ngs of the �nqu�ry to the 
Pr�me M�n�ster w�th�n f�ve (5) months of the commencement of 
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the �nqu�ry, or on or before such other date as the Pr�me M�n�ster 
may determ�ne;

f that the Comm�ss�oners may, �f they cons�der �t prudent or 
appropr�ate so to do:

�. prepare and subm�t to the Pr�me M�n�ster �nter�m or prov�s�onal 
reports on any aspect of the �nqu�ry at any stage thereof;

��. keep any part of the transcr�pt and the�r reports conf�dent�al to 
the Pr�me M�n�ster and the Attorney-General;

g that the Comm�ss�oners shall, �n the performance of the�r 
funct�ons, be ass�sted by:

�. Mr Sam Tagana MBE who �s hereby appo�nted as secretary to the 
Comm�ss�oners under Sect�on 7 of the Comm�ss�ons of Inqu�ry 
Act (Cap.5);

��. one or more legal pract�t�oners duly appo�nted by the Attorney-
General to act as counsel to the Comm�ss�oners;

���. transcr�bers, �nterpreters, �nvest�gators, techn�cal adv�sers, 
researchers and any other persons whom the Comm�ss�oners 
may, w�th the approval of the M�n�ster of F�nance, engage to 
render serv�ces based on the�r recogn�sed expert�se, spec�al�sat�on, 
qual�f�cat�ons, knowledge and relevant exper�ence;

�v. pol�ce off�cers who the Comm�ss�oner of Pol�ce �s hereby d�rected 
under Sect�on 17 of the Comm�ss�ons of Inqu�ry Act (Cap.5) to 
deta�l for the protect�on of the Comm�ss�oners and the orderly 
and eff�c�ent conduct of the�r �nqu�ry;

v. such other publ�c off�cer as may be ass�gned from t�me to t�me by 
the M�n�ster respons�ble for the publ�c serv�ce;

h that the Comm�ss�oners and the secretary shall be remunerated 
at a rate to be determ�ned by the Pr�me M�n�ster;

�. that all m�n�str�es, servants, boards, agenc�es and �nstrumental�t�es 
of the Solomon Islands Government shall ass�st the Comm�ss�oners 
to the fullest extent �n order that they may d�scharge the�r 
funct�ons w�thout any h�ndrance whatsoever.

ISSUED at Hon�ara th�s 24th day of Apr�l, 2007 
The Honourable Manasseh Sogavare, MP 
Pr�me M�n�ster
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Append�x 3
Forum Rev�ew of the Reg�onal 
Ass�stance M�ss�on to the Solomon 
Islands. Terms of reference

Mandate
At the 37th Pac�f�c Islands Forum, Leaders agreed, follow�ng a s�x-po�nt 
subm�ss�on from the Solomon Islands Government (SIG), to establ�sh a 
Task Force to exped�t�ously rev�ew RAMSI and to report back to Fore�gn 
M�n�sters who would make recommendat�ons to leaders.

The Leaders also agreed that �n the �nter�m RAMSI w�ll cont�nue to 
operate �n �ts current form and that a Consultat�on Mechan�sm between 
the Government of Solomon Islands, RAMSI and the Pac�f�c Islands Forum 
�s establ�shed. The Consultat�on Mechan�sm �s to be a h�gh-level reference 
group wh�ch prov�des strateg�c adv�ce to all part�es on the pol�cy d�rect�on 
of RAMSI unt�l the Task Force publ�shes �ts f�nd�ngs.

The compos�t�on of the Task Force w�ll �nclude deputat�on from the 
Solomon Islands Government, be�ng a major partner and the most d�rectly 
affected stakeholder, �n accord w�th the Forum Cha�r and the Forum 
Secretary-General who w�ll be tasked to appo�nt the Task Force to undertake 
the rev�ew.

Purpose
The purpose of the rev�ew �s to assess and recommend a way forward to 
gu�de the future operat�ons of RAMSI wh�ch, represented by the SIG, �s �n 
the best �nterests of the people of Solomon Islands. It �s also expected that 
the rev�ew propose substant�ve recommendat�ons across a broad range of 
RAMSI’s act�v�t�es wh�ch affect the Government and people of the Solomon 
Islands.
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Scope
To fulf�l the mandate by the Leaders and complete the rev�ew of RAMSI, 
the Task Force w�ll undertake:

1. To rev�ew the operat�on of the Fac�l�tat�on of Internat�onal Ass�stance 
Act 2003 and the mult�lateral Ass�stance Agreement (2003) ATS 17 
between part�c�pat�ng countr�es.  

2. To establ�sh the or�g�nal bas�s for RAMSI’s �ntervent�on �n the Solomon 
Islands �n 2003 and clar�fy general cont�ngenc�es surround�ng the 
�ntended partnersh�p arrangements at the t�me between RAMSI and 
the SIG.

3. In cons�derat�on of progress made, to evaluate s�nce �ts arr�val, 
the overall �mpact of RAMSI on the sovere�gnty and �ntegr�ty of 
the Solomon Islands Government �n relat�on to:
• the �ntegrat�on of RAMSI �nto Solomon Islands Government 

�nst�tut�ons
• operat�onal aspects of the RAMSI partnersh�p wh�ch overlap w�th 

funct�ons of the Execut�ve Government.
4. To exam�ne RAMSI’s focus, object�ves and �ts key gu�d�ng pr�nc�ples �n 

the context of the Solomon Islands Government’s S�x Po�nt Plan.

5. To exam�ne the role, respons�b�l�t�es and object�ves of RAMSI, 
�nclud�ng ex�st�ng coord�nat�on and partnersh�p mechan�sms w�th 
the SIG, �n the follow�ng key areas:
• econom�c governance and growth (�nclud�ng f�nanc�al management, 

f�nanc�al accountab�l�ty, econom�c reform and development)
• law and just�ce (�nclud�ng the legal, jud�c�al, law enforcement and 

correct�onal sectors)
• government sector (�nclud�ng accountab�l�ty of �nst�tut�ons, the 

publ�c serv�ce, cab�net and parl�amentary processes)
• compl�ance w�th ex�st�ng legal requ�rements �nclud�ng Publ�c 

Serv�ce rules and regulat�ons affect�ng the appo�ntment and 
fac�l�tat�on of personnel under RAMSI

• the employment of externally based commerc�al pr�vate sector 
compan�es to prov�de adm�n�strat�ve and log�st�cal support to 
government or�entated programs that �nclude pol�c�ng and 
secur�ty operat�ons.
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6. To �dent�fy areas �n the Government’s ‘Bottom Up Approach’ Pol�cy 
on Rural Development wh�ch could be supported and �mplemented 
by RAMSI.

7. To appra�se whether the progress made by RAMSI on capac�ty bu�ld�ng 
�s al�gned to SIG development pr�or�t�es and pol�cy object�ves �n 
ensur�ng government agenc�es are staffed and funded appropr�ately, 
and to also cons�der:
• goals for strengthened capac�ty bu�ld�ng �nclud�ng towards the 

local�sat�on of pos�t�ons
• spec�f�c benchmarks to measure progress of these efforts
• �mprovement �n Publ�c Serv�ce Systems.

8. To exam�ne current a�d and pol�cy coord�nat�on between RAMSI 
and the Solomon Islands Government �n part�cular, to establ�sh 
a clear demarcat�on between the RAMSI and b�lateral AusAID 
programs by separately def�n�ng the jo�nt cooperat�on of both 
organ�sat�ons on cont�ngenc�es spec�f�cally related to programs 
supported by RAMSI.

9. To exam�ne processes by wh�ch dec�s�ons are made to change ex�st�ng 
arrangements relat�ng to RAMSI programs and personnel.

10. To exam�ne the role of the Pac�f�c Islands Forum �n RAMSI, 
�nclud�ng Forum–RAMSI–Solomon Islands Government consultat�on 
mechan�sms and the poss�b�l�ty of creat�ng a Forum M�n�ster�al 
Stand�ng Comm�ttee to be establ�shed as a govern�ng body des�gned 
to regulate the operat�ons of RAMSI.

11. To cons�der the recommendat�ons made by the Pac�f�c Islands 
Forum Em�nent Persons’ Group (EPG) �n �ts 2005 Rev�ew of 
RAMSI, determ�n�ng �ts relevance �n the context of present 
c�rcumstances and what poss�ble act�on m�ght be taken by the 
Solomon Islands Government and RAMSI.

12. Apprec�ate the ult�mate necess�ty for the eventual ex�t of RAMSI 
and to determ�ne the t�metable and w�thdrawal strategy.

Methodology
In carry�ng out �ts mandate, the Task Force �s requested to:
•	 peruse the documents lead�ng to the establ�shment of RAMSI 

wh�ch shaped �ts sp�r�t, accent and values such as the 34th Leaders’ 



 Forum Rev�ew of the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to the Solomon Islands - Terms of reference 283

Declarat�on on the Solomon Islands �n Auckland 2003 and the 
B�ketawa Declarat�on

•	 cons�der the current roles, obl�gat�ons and respons�b�l�t�es of both 
RAMSI and the Solomon Islands Government

•	 cons�der relevant SIG, RAMSI and Forum documents �nclud�ng the 
SIG recurrent and development budgets, SIG Pol�cy Translat�on 
and Implementat�on Document, SIG departmental corporate 
plans and annual reports, the draft RAMSI Med�um Term Strategy, 
RAMSI Performance Framework, RAMSI 2006 Performance 
Report, Capac�ty Bu�ld�ng Stocktakes, the F�nanc�al Management 
Strengthen�ng Rev�ew (FMSP) report, Econom�c Reform Un�t 
reports, ex�st�ng RAMSI reports to the Forum and the Forum EPG 
report also �nclud�ng the Oxfam report on Br�dg�ng the Gap Between 
State and Soc�ety 2006 and other documents descr�b�ng the soc�al, 
cultural, econom�cal and h�stor�cal background of the Solomons for 
the 10 years preced�ng the Soc�al Unrest years wh�ch �nformed and 
shaped events lead�ng to m�l�tary �ntervent�on

•	 consult w�th the Solomon Islands Government Members of 
Parl�ament, prov�nc�al and local governments, const�tut�onal off�ce 
holders, government off�c�als, the Solomon Islands Pol�ce Force and 
Solomon Islands Pr�son Serv�ce, jud�c�al bod�es, trad�t�onal leaders, 
bus�ness and profess�onal representat�ve organ�sat�ons, representat�ves 
of c�v�l soc�ety, women’s organ�sat�ons, youth organ�sat�ons, rel�g�ous 
leaders, med�a organ�sat�ons, RAMSI part�c�pat�ng governments, 
the RAMSI leadersh�p and personnel on the ground �nclud�ng 
development partners

•	 �nv�te subm�ss�ons from any �nterested or affected persons or 
organ�sat�ons on the�r assessments and percept�ons of the role, record, 
performance and future of RAMSI.

Outputs and report�ng
The Task Force w�ll comp�le �ts f�nd�ngs and recommendat�ons �n a Report. 
In l�ne w�th the 2006 Pac�f�c Islands Forum Commun�qué, the Report w�ll 
be presented to Fore�gn M�n�sters, who w�ll make further recommendat�ons 
to Forum Leaders.
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