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Weak states, collapsed 
states, broken-backed 

states and kleptocracies: 
General concepts and 

Pacific realities

This paper was presented to a symposium ‘L’Etat des Etats—Pacific Island 
States Today’ at The Australian National University in 2003 and published in 
The New Pacific Review/La Nouvelle Revue du Pacifique 2(1):35–58, 2003.

For some years there has been a burgeoning literature on weak states, 
failed states, collapsed states and states seen to have been taken over by 
warlords or criminals. More recently, this discussion has been extended to 
take in the states of Melanesia, where Solomon Islands has been described 
as a failed state and Papua New Guinea as at best a weak state and at worst 
one on the verge of collapse.1 More specifically, since 11 September 2001 
strategic analysts have warned that weak states provide a haven for 
international terrorism (a proposition that the ‘coalition of the willing’ 
has helped demonstrate in Iraq), and this concern has been echoed in 
Australian policy dialogue.2 Such concerns, however, raise broader 

1  For example, see The Economist (13 February 2003) ‘The Pacific’s first failed state?’ (on Solomon 
Islands) and Windybank and Manning (2003:1) (on Papua New Guinea).
2  See, for example, Australian Prime Minister John Howard: ‘If the Solomons becomes a failed state, 
it’s a haven potentially for terrorists, drug runners and money launderers … we don’t want that on our 
door step’ (transcript of the Prime Minister the Hon. John Howard, MP, interview with Charles Wooley, 
60 Minutes, 20 July 2003, cited in Kabutaulaka 2004:7). Also see ASPI (2002:28; 2003:6, 13–15).
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questions of what is meant by such terms as ‘weak state’, ‘failing state’ and 
‘collapsed state’, and what outside intervention can, and cannot, achieve. 
This paper provides a brief and selective overview of the relevant literature 
before examining the experience of five Pacific island states that have been 
described as weak, failing or collapsed. It argues that broad generalisations 
about state failure are unhelpful and that, while there may be a role for 
outside assistance to strengthen state capacity, such outside intervention 
is fraught with difficulties.

From broken-backed states to 
collapsed states
The idea of state weakness is not new. In the early 1960s Hugh Tinker 
wrote about ‘broken-backed states’, predicting that the broken-backed 
state would probably provide the pattern in East Africa and other areas 
‘unprepared’ for independence. Candidates for broken-backed status 
were characterised by the lack of a significant Westernised middle class 
committed to representative government, the absence of a professional 
civil service and army to uphold law and order ‘or even exert a counter 
leverage to the politicians’, the low probability of a traditional leader filling 
the [national] political vacuum created by the withdrawal of the colonial 
power and the low likelihood of a communist mass-party takeover. ‘The 
centralized state will cease to be’, Tinker suggested. ‘The simulacrum of 
government will continue in the capital, but within twenty miles there 
will be a total divorce between appearance and reality. The man with the 
gun will have taken over’ (Tinker 1965:114–17).

Tinker’s prototype of the broken-backed regime was Burma, where 
a  military regime had recently taken over government. Yet in Burma, 
Tinker observed, ‘despite the negation of government, life continues 
and is not all barren … an almost complete breakdown of the national 
machinery … does not entail a similar breakdown in local life. And 
so there is no dramatic national collapse: there is just broken-backed 
government’ (Tinker 1965:117–18).

Somewhat similar ideas were expounded by a number of scholars in 
the latter half of the 1960s and early 1970s as a growing number of 
democratic governments set up by retiring colonial governments gave way 
to military coups, authoritarian one-party regimes or civil wars (which 
frequently followed lines of ethnic cleavage). Between 1945 and 1976, 
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Eric Nordlinger (1977) calculated, two-thirds of the countries of Latin 
America, Asia, Africa and the Middle East had experienced various levels 
of (domestic) military intervention against civilian governments, to the 
extent that Joseph La Palombara (‘Foreword’ to Nordlinger 1977:x) 
was moved to comment that ‘military coups are now so frequent and 
widespread they must be considered as significant as elections’.

Addressing the issue of ‘nation building’, a number of scholars queried the 
underlying evolutionist assumptions of the more extreme ‘modernization 
theorists’ (such as Rostow 1971) who suggested a virtually inevitable 
transition from traditional society to modern state, noting that ‘many 
of the same factors generating national identities … are generating sub-
national identities as well’ (Weiner 1973:253), and that the politics of 
developing societies, ‘segmented by region, community, kinship and the 
pace of social change’ was ‘amorphous and inherently unstable’ (Heeger 
1974:23). In 1975 Nigerian scholar Peter Ekeh (1975:108) suggested that 
a common problem for post-colonial states in Africa was the existence of 
two public realms, one civic, one ‘primordial’, and that ‘the unwritten 
law of [modern African politics] is that it is legitimate to rob the civic 
public in order to strengthen the primordial public’. Earlier, Samuel 
Huntington (1965, 1968) had enunciated a succinct proposition about 
social order in changing societies: ‘The rates of social mobilization and 
the expansion of political participation are high; the rates of political 
organization and institutionalization are low. The result is political 
instability and disorder’ (1968:5). Indeed ‘stability’ became a key word 
in the literature of comparative and development politics. Some even saw 
virtue in ‘bureaucratic authoritarian’ states, which seemed to offer greater 
stability, and hence development, than democratic states.

The concerns of the time were reflected in the writings of several 
informed commentators in the lead-up to independence in Papua New 
Guinea in 1975. Australian journalist Peter Hastings (1971:32) spoke 
of the ‘inescapable similarity between Africa and Papua New Guinea’, 
suggesting that after independence ‘the Army will inevitably be involved 
in the political direction of the country’, and Hank Nelson wrote:

After the formal withdrawal of Australian authority the new 
government may seem to work well, then, as corruption, 
inefficiency and secessionist movements become more obvious, 
the few educated and competent will take over, either dismissing 
the institutions of government established by Australia or ignoring 
them. (Nelson 1972:208)
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In the latter part of the 1980s, Joel Migdal (1987, 1988) popularised 
the idea of the ‘weak state’ and in a comparative study of five states, 
counterpoised the weak state with the ‘strong society’. Migdal suggested 
that the capacity of the state could be assessed in terms of its ability 
‘to  penetrate society, regulate social relationships, extract resources, 
and appropriate or use resources in determined ways’ (Migdal 1988:4). 
In  a  weak state, he argued, compliance was weak, participation low 
and legitimation poor (Migdal 1988:32–33). The idea of the weak or 
fragile state was frequently employed as a number of states faced crises of 
governance and legitimacy during the 1990s.3

During the 1980s the experiences of a number of African states produced 
an extensive literature of state collapse. A sample of this writing was 
brought together in William Zartman’s Collapsed States: The Disintegration 
and Restoration of Legitimate Authority (1995).4 Zartman himself defined 
state collapse as ‘a situation where the structure, authority (legitimate 
power), law and political order have fallen apart and must be reconstituted 
in some form, old or new’ (1995:1). Addressing the question, ‘Why do 
states collapse?’, Zartman answered, somewhat tautologically, that states 
collapse ‘because they can no longer perform the functions required 
for them to pass as states’, but he went on to point to the link between 
state collapse—‘the breakdown of good governance, law and order’—
and societal collapse—‘the extended breakdown of social coherence’. 
In a description of the characteristics of breakdown that recalls Tinker’s 
description of broken-backed government, Zartman wrote:

The normal politics of demands and responses atrophies; the 
political processes for popular legitimization are discarded or 
prostituted; politics and economics are localized; and the center 
becomes peripheral to the workings of society. (Zartman 1995:5–6)

Hans-Joachim Spanger (2000:8), however, has questioned the generality of 
the model of state failure derived from African experience: ‘as opposed to 
the painful and lengthy European history of gradually decoupling the state 
as an institution from the individuals who happen to run it, there is no idea, 
lest practice [in Africa] of the state beyond clan and kinship loyalties’.

3  In a workshop at The Australian National University in 1997, attended by Migdal, Migdal’s 
ideas were discussed in the context of Asia-Pacific societies. On Melanesian countries, see papers by 
Dinnen, May, Larmour and Dauvergne, in Dauvergne (1998).
4  Purdue University has sponsored a series of conferences on ‘failed states’, the first in 1998: www.
purdue.edu/uns/html3month/1998/980213.Stohl.failed.html

http://www.purdue.edu/uns/html3month/1998/980213.Stohl.failed.html
http://www.purdue.edu/uns/html3month/1998/980213.Stohl.failed.html
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Another body of literature has focused on the criminalisation of the state or 
its capture by local strongmen or warlords (reversing the historical process 
by which many states have emerged).5 Commonly cited examples of such 
‘kleptocracies’ or ‘predatory states’ include the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (Zaire) under Mobutu, the Dominican Republic under Trujillo, 
Haiti under the Duvaliers, the Central African Republic under Bokassa, 
Nicaragua under the Somozas and the Philippines under Marcos. Most 
of these were superficially strong states, but states whose leaders’ excesses 
eventually caused them to implode. But equally, when state capacity is 
weak—for example during wars or internal strife—warlords and criminals 
may move in to fill the power vacuum.6

Increasingly, however, concerns about state collapse became associated 
with questions of international security. In part this was an outcome of the 
breakup first of the Soviet Union and then of Yugoslavia, but it also drew 
from the experiences of Afghanistan and Somalia. After September 11, 
2001, the linking of state failure and international terrorism became more 
explicit. Robert Rotberg, for example, wrote in the prestigious US journal 
Foreign Affairs:

In the wake of September 11, the threat of terrorism has given the 
problem of failed nation-states an immediacy and importance that 
transcends its previous humanitarian dimension … Failed states 
have come to be feared as ‘breeding grounds of instability, mass 
migration, and murder’ (in the words of political scientist Stephen 
Walt), as well as reservoirs and exporters of terror. The existence 
of these kinds of countries, and the instability that they harbor … 
endangers world peace. (Rotberg 2002a:127–8)

Among the characteristics of failed states, Rotberg listed:

a rise in criminal and political violence; a loss of control over 
their borders; rising ethnic, religious, linguistic, and cultural 
hostilities; civil war; the use of terror against their own citizens; 
weak institutions; a deteriorated or insufficient infrastructure; 
an inability to collect taxes without undue coercion; high levels 
of corruption; a collapsed health system; rising levels of infant 
mortality and declining life expectancy; the end of regular 

5  For example, see Andreski (1968), Aquino (1987), Klitgaard (1990), Lundahl (1997), Reno 
(1999) and Sidel (1999).
6  Compare Acemoglu et al. (2003:1): ‘kleptocracy emerges in “weakly-institutionalized polities”, 
where formal institutions neither place significant restrictions on politicians’ actions nor make them 
accountable to their citizens’.
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schooling opportunities; declining levels of GDP per capita; 
escalating inflation; a widespread preference for non-national 
currencies; and basic food shortages, leading to starvation. 
(Rotberg 2002a:132; also see Rotberg 2002b)

Somalia, Rotberg suggested, was the model of a collapsed state: 
‘a geographical expression only, with borders but with no effective way to 
extend authority within those borders’ (2002a:133). Other failed states 
(in 2002) were Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi, Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Sudan. (Presumably Iraq could now 
be added to the list.) Indonesia, Colombia, Sri Lanka and Zimbabwe were 
among two dozen ‘nation-states that contain serious elements of failure 
but will probably avoid failure, especially if they receive sufficient outside 
assistance’. Fiji and Solomon Islands were listed among several states 
‘vulnerable to further deterioration’ (Rotberg 2002b:93).

Most of the literature of state failure is concerned with developing, 
post-colonial countries, in which it is frequently observed that the 
correspondence between ‘state’ and ‘nation’ has been weak. As a 
corollary, there has never been much sense of nationhood or national 
identity at the level of the state, and hence only a weak perception of 
state legitimacy. It might be observed, however, that this is not a feature 
unique to developing countries. Post-Soviet Russia, for example, has been 
characterised by a weak state whose authority is challenged by criminal 
organisations (‘the  Russian mafia’), corrupt police and government 
officials, and separatist rebels. In Italy it is widely recognised that the writ 
of the state does not extend to all parts of the country. In his novel Midnight 
in Sicily, Peter Robb recalls that an Australian ambassador to Italy in the 
late 1980s, intent on visiting those places whence people had emigrated to 
Australia, was forbidden by the government in Rome from visiting large 
tracts of Calabria, since it could not guarantee his safe conduct. Indeed, 
a report to the Italian government about this time had said that, ‘In many 
parts of Sicily, Calabria and Campania the domination of the territory 
by organized crime groups is absolute’ (Robb 1996:37–38). Even in the 
United States, where until comparatively recently the electoral (and other) 
rights of African Americans were severely constrained in some states, the 
authority of the government is at best tenuous in large sections of some 
cities, and in 2003 the state of California declared a state of emergency in 
response to a fiscal crisis.
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Rather than seeing state failure as a phenomenon confined to Third World 
countries, it might thus be more appropriate to think of a continuum of 
state effectiveness stretching from, say, Somalia, where state collapse has 
been sufficiently dramatic that it has not always been clear who represents 
the state (let alone whom the state represents), through varying degrees 
of state weakness, to countries in which the state is well entrenched, with 
a virtual monopoly over coercion, and effective (if perhaps sometimes 
misguided) in its ability to exercise authority and deliver services. 
Australia is perhaps close to this other end of the spectrum. From this 
perspective, the question is less one of whether a state has collapsed or not 
collapsed, as one of how far the writ of the state extends, and what are 
the elements of state weakness (or strength). In this context, for example, 
Michael Field (Pacific Magazine September 2003) has contested the idea 
of Solomon Islands as a failed state, on the grounds that, ‘for 85 percent 
of [the population], the state never existed anyway; and spread across 100 
islands they have lived a successful if plain subsistence lifestyle’.

The Pacific context7

In recent years there has been a good deal of discussion of state weakness 
and state failure in the island Pacific, particularly in the Melanesian states.8 
Much of this has come from Pacific island leaders themselves (see,  for 
example, May 2003b:1). In 2000 it was a common view, especially in 
Australia, that the Solomon Islands ‘coup’ was a ‘copycat coup’ inspired 
by George Speight’s coup in Fiji, and that via some domino effect Papua 
New Guinea and ultimately Vanuatu would follow.9 This section looks 
briefly at the experiences of five Pacific island states whose fragility has 
been a subject of international comment.

Fiji

Until 1987 Fiji looked, to most outside observers, like a model post-
colonial state. A society ethnically divided between indigenous Fijians 
and Fiji citizens of Indian origin whose forebears had been brought to 

7  This section draws on May (2004a).
8  In addition to sources cited above, see Reilly (2000) on the ‘Africanization’ of the Pacific, and the 
critique of the Africanization thesis by Fraenkel (2003). Also see Henderson (2003).
9  For example, see Greg Sheridan in The Australian (6 June 2000).
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Fiji as indentured labour for the colonial economy,10 Fiji had achieved 
a smooth transition to independence and had enjoyed a fairly high 
degree of political and economic stability. Its political system embodied 
a compromise between equality for all citizens and recognition of the 
paramountcy of indigenous Fijian interests, and it enjoyed a degree of 
economic success, in part through a prosperous tourism industry. In 
1987, however, the electoral victory of the recently formed multiracial Fiji 
Labour Party (FLP) over the Fijian-dominated Alliance Party, which had 
held government since independence in 1970, provoked a political crisis 
that culminated in the Pacific’s first military coup. Lieutenant Colonel 
Sitiveni Rabuka, the third-in-command of the predominantly Fijian 
Fiji Military Forces (FMF), detained the elected government of Timoci 
Bavadra and created a 16-member Council of Ministers, which included 
himself, 11 Alliance members of parliament (including paramount chief 
and former prime minister the late Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara) and four 
members of the populist Fijian nationalist Taukei movement. Rabuka’s 
action was endorsed by the Great Council of Chiefs, the supreme chiefly 
body representing the interests of indigenous Fijians, though Rabuka 
himself was not a chief.

Although various explanations have been offered for the coup of May 
1987,11 the victory of the FLP, in which Indo-Fijians were strongly 
represented, was seen by many Fijians as posing a threat to the principle of 
the paramountcy of Fijian interests (despite the fact that Bavadra himself 
was an indigenous Fijian).

In the weeks that followed the creation of the Council of Ministers, 
the civilian politicians, led by Ratu Mara, entered into discussions that 
culminated in an agreement to establish a caretaker government, which 
would include members of parliament from both the Alliance and the 
deposed government, under the governor-general, Ratu Sir Penaia 
Ganilau. The effect of this was to partially marginalise Rabuka and the 
Taukei leaders. But before the caretaker government could be announced, 
Rabuka staged a second coup, abrogating the 1970 constitution and 
declaring himself head of a republican government. Subsequently, 
deferring to the chiefly elite, Rabuka resigned from the FMF and became 

10  In 1987, 46 per cent of Fiji’s population were indigenous Fijian and 48 per cent of Indian 
origin (‘Indo-Fijian’); the remainder were European, Chinese and other Pacific islanders. By 1996 the 
estimated proportions were Fijian 51 per cent and Indo-Fijian 44 per cent.
11  For a review of the various accounts see Ewins (1992). Rabuka’s own version of the events of 
1987 is contained in Dean and Ritova (1988). Also see Lawson (1991) and Premdas (1995).
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deputy prime minister in an interim civilian government headed by 
Ganilau, as president, and Mara, as prime minister. A new constitution 
was drawn up in 1990 and two years later elections were conducted under 
the new constitution. Rabuka was elected prime minister.

The Fiji coups of 1987 were strongly condemned outside Fiji, especially 
by Australia and New Zealand. After the second coup of 1987 Fiji 
was expelled from the British Commonwealth. But after an initial 
reaction there was no serious discussion of foreign intervention to 
support the democratically elected FLP government, and after the 1992 
elections Rabuka was generally accepted as the legitimate head of an 
elected government.

Neither of the 1987 coups was particularly violent, but there were 
instances of physical harassment, arson and looting, mostly directed 
against Indo-Fijians. A number of Indo-Fijians left the country, many 
of them migrating to Australia and New Zealand, and the tourism 
industry suffered a major setback, which contributed to a more general 
economic decline.

As the political situation settled down again, the Rabuka government 
authorised the drafting of a new constitution. After a lengthy process 
of consultation, the new constitution was passed in 1997. It was widely 
acclaimed as an attempt to achieve reconciliation between the dominant 
ethnic groups, while acknowledging the paramount interests of the 
indigenous Fijians in matters such as land.12 In 1997 Fiji was re-admitted 
to the Commonwealth.

The first elections under the new constitution were held in 1999. In 
the event, Rabuka was not returned to parliament and electoral victory 
went to the FLP, which was led by an Indo-Fijian, Mahendra Chaudhry. 
Within 12 months, the Chaudhry government was overthrown, this 
time in a civilian coup, led by businessman George Speight. Speight was 
backed by members of the Fijian elite and elements within the army and 
police. Again, the factors behind the coup were complex, but in 2000 
appear to have had less to do with the ethnic divide than was the case in 
1987 (see, for example, Lal 2000; Lal and Pretes 2001; Robertson and 
Sutherland 2001).

12  A collection of papers on Fiji in the 1990s is contained in Akram-Lodhi (2000).
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After a period of unrest, Speight was arrested, along with some members 
of the FMF, and sentenced on charges of sedition. New elections were 
held in 2001, this time returning a Fijian-led government headed by 
Laisenia Qarase, who had headed an interim administration following 
the coup. Under power-sharing arrangements introduced in the 1997 
constitution in an effort to reduce racial divisions, Prime Minister Qarase 
was bound to offer posts in the cabinet to the defeated FLP (which won 
28 seats in the 70-seat parliament); according to Qarase, an offer was 
made, but withdrawn when the FLP put forward unacceptable policy 
conditions. The FLP challenged the government’s decision and in 2003 
the Fiji Supreme Court ruled that it was entitled to representation in 
cabinet (though as of April 2004 the matter was not finally resolved).

Fiji thus appears to have returned to some degree of political order, and 
has achieved a measure of economic recovery. The political landscape 
has significantly changed, however. The racial harmony that the country 
appeared to enjoy before 1987 has been substantially undermined and 
there are new tensions within indigenous Fijian society. But no-one seems 
to be suggesting that Fiji is a failed state.

Papua New Guinea

Despite a good deal of negative prediction in the lead-up to Papua New 
Guinea’s independence in 1975, and notwithstanding the emergence 
of separatist movements in Papua and on Bougainville on the eve  of 
independence, Papua New Guinea achieved a smooth transition 
to independent statehood and generally prospered, politically and 
economically, during its first decade as a new state (May 1997b).

From around the mid-1980s, however, there were increasing signs of state 
weakness. Raskolism (criminal activity by gangs of mostly unemployed 
youth) and intergroup (or ‘tribal’) fighting appeared to escalate, both 
within the towns and in the countryside, and the capacity of the state to 
maintain law and order came seriously under question. As early as 1977 
there were calls for the deployment of the Papua New Guinea Defence 
Force (PNGDF) to assist police in dealing with intergroup fighting 
and criminal activity in the highlands, and although the PNGDF was 
not called out, two years later a state of emergency was declared in the 
five highlands provinces. In late 1984 another state of emergency was 
declared in response to rising urban crime and violence in the national 
capital, and this time the PNGDF was called out to assist police. The 
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PNGDF was involved in further such operations in 1985, 1987 and 
1988, before becoming engaged in the rebellion in Bougainville (see 
below). As problems of lawlessness escalated, the ‘disciplined forces’ 
sometimes became as much a part of the problem as a means of resolving 
it, and demands against the state for compensation for draconian police 
actions became more frequent. By 2002, when intergroup fighting in 
the Southern Highlands disrupted national elections in that province, 
police were reluctant to intervene because, they said, they were not only 
outnumbered but outgunned.

In 1976 the Papua New Guinea government had decided to introduce 
a system of provincial government, recommended by the Constitutional 
Planning Committee in 1974 but rejected by the Constituent Assembly. 
This was partly a response to the demands of the Bougainvillean 
separatists, though also motivated by a belief that decentralisation might 
bring government closer to the people. But the record of provincial 
governments was mixed, and by 1994 all but five of the 19 provincial 
governments had been suspended at least once, mostly for financial 
mismanagement (May  et  al. 1997). In 1995 the Organic Law on 
Provincial Governments and Local-Level Governments was amended, 
ostensibly to further decentralise but in fact to abolish the elected 
provincial assemblies and increase the roles played by national members 
of parliament, and perhaps by local-level governments in the system. 
Within five years, however, concerns were being expressed that the new 
provincial and local-level arrangements were not working effectively and 
that the delivery of  government services was deteriorating; there was 
talk of a new review of provincial and local-level government. Similar 
problems of poor service delivery were also apparent within most national 
government departments.

Problems of maintaining law and order and of getting access to 
government services have spilled over into the electoral process. Since 
the 1980s there appears to have been an increasing incidence of electoral 
fraud and violence, particularly in the highlands provinces—even though 
every election has been held on schedule and has produced a generally 
accepted outcome. In 2002, electoral malpractice and violence reached 
new heights and in Southern Highlands, elections in six of the province’s 
nine electorates were declared ‘failed elections’ (new elections were held 
successfully in 2003).



STATE AND SOCIETY IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA, 2001–2021

34

From 1988, protests by landowner groups seeking increased compensation 
for the impact of the massive gold and copper mine on Bougainville 
escalated into a full-scale rebellion, with the Bougainville Revolutionary 
Army demanding secession and the PNGDF called out to put down the 
rebellion. The Bougainville conflict went on for almost a decade before 
a ceasefire was negotiated in 1997 and the protagonists committed to 
a peace process. A Bougainville Peace Agreement was signed in 2001, 
granting Bougainville a high degree of autonomy, and the necessary 
constitutional amendments passed the following year (Regan 2003).

Economically, Papua New Guinea has suffered from the closure of the 
Bougainville mine, variable commodity prices, a decline in the real 
value of Australian development assistance, and, particularly, from poor 
economic management. The poor law and order situation, and unrealistic 
demands against foreign-dominated resource projects, have discouraged 
foreign investment and domestic savings rates have remained low. With 
several major mining and petroleum projects likely to come to an end by 
2010, Papua New Guinea’s economic prospects are not good. In addition, 
while the great bulk of the population still has access to subsistence 
agriculture, and food production has roughly kept pace with a high rate of 
population increase, there is growing evidence of poverty, and regression 
in some social indicators. With economic decline, Papua New Guinea’s 
social problems are likely to worsen.

In sum, Papua New Guinea has suffered an ongoing crisis of governance 
that local initiatives and generally well-designed foreign assistance 
programs have failed to redress. Against this background there has been 
increasing talk of state collapse. As noted above, however, such gloomy 
predictions are not new and while some of the characteristics listed by 
Zartman (1995) can be applied to Papua New Guinea, there is still a 
functioning, if weak, state and Papua New Guinea continues to receive 
a favourable ranking on the Freedom House index.

Solomon Islands

Like Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands achieved a harmonious 
transition to independence in 1978, notwithstanding a separatist 
movement in the western islands around the time of independence. But, 
also like Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands is a fragmented country, 
with over 80 different language groups and a poorly developed sense of 
national identity.
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By the 1990s there were growing tensions in the national capital, 
Honiara, situated on the island of Guadalcanal, between traditional 
landowners and in-migrants (or the descendants of in-migrants), mostly 
from the neighbouring island of Malaita. In 1998 these tensions erupted 
into violence.13 Militant groups of Guadalcanal people, initially calling 
themselves the Guadalcanal Revolutionary Army, and later the Isatabu 
Freedom Movement (IFM), began harassing Malaitan settlers in rural 
Guadalcanal, forcing some 20,000 people to return to Malaita or seek 
refuge in Honiara (whose population is predominantly Malaitan). 
In mid-1999 a state of emergency was declared on Guadalcanal. A series 
of peace talks, mediated, somewhat ironically, by Fiji’s 1987 coup leader 
Rabuka, failed to ameliorate the situation, and the responses of the Royal 
Solomon Islands Police (RSIP), which is heavily Malaitan, exacerbated 
the situation.

Early in 2000, Malaitans, who had effectively established a Malaitan 
enclave in Honiara and were retaliating against the Guadalcanal population 
in and around the capital, formed a rival militant group, the Malaita 
Eagle Force (MEF). The MEF had close links with the RSIP, particularly 
its paramilitary police field force, giving them access to high-powered 
weapons. The situation deteriorated over the following months, with 
MEF members demanding substantial compensation payments for the 
loss of lives and property. A request from the Solomon Islands government 
of Bartholomew Ulufa’alu for assistance from Australia and New Zealand 
was declined.

In June 2000, MEF elements, supported by the police field force, 
staged a coup of sorts, seizing control of the police armoury and other 
installations and forcing Prime Minister Ulufa’alu (himself a Malaitan) 
to resign. Opposition leader Manasseh Sogavare was installed as head of 
government, though he was in effect the puppet of the MEF–field force 
‘joint operation’. Following the coup, violence, looting and destruction of 
property escalated and spread to other islands; in Western Province there 
were reports that former members of the Bougainville Revolutionary 
Army were providing security against attacks by the MEF; businesses 
closed down and many foreigners left the country, and an escalation of 
compensation claims—sometimes enforced at gunpoint—threatened to 
bankrupt the government.

13  For accounts of the Solomon Islands conflict, see Kabutaulaka (2001), Bennett (2002), Dinnen 
(2003) and ASPI (2003).
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A ceasefire agreement was mediated by the Australian government 
in August, and some 130  representatives of the militant groups and 
the national and provincial governments were flown to a military base 
in Townsville, Australia, to negotiate a peace agreement between the 
combatants. The Townsville Peace Agreement (TPA) was signed two 
months later. The ceasefire and TPA effectively brought an end to 
the fighting between the militant groups; provisions were made for the 
surrender of weapons, under the supervision of an international peace 
monitoring team, and for the creation of a national peace monitoring 
council. But there were weaknesses in the TPA process and outcome. 
For one, it gave formal recognition to the MEF and IFM, and left the 
major responsibility for weapons surrender with them. By late 2000 
there was intense factionalism within both groups, and little interest in 
implementing the provisions of the TPA. For another, the TPA provided 
for an amnesty for members of the militant groups (including police who 
had joined the militants), and institutionalised compensation payments. 
Further, it allowed for former militants to be integrated into the police 
force as ‘special constables’ (by the end of 2001 there were around 2,000 
special constables, most of them Malaitan). The result was that a number 
of former combatants, often armed with stolen police weapons, became 
systematically involved in criminal activities, including raids on the 
national treasury to obtain large ‘compensation’ payments. Generous 
duty remissions and tax exemptions were also being granted to certain 
individuals. The RSIP, itself compromised by the involvement of police 
personnel in the armed conflict and still seen as partisan, was incapable 
of restoring law and order. Beyond Honiara, provincial administrations, 
starved of funding from the centre, began pressing for greater autonomy.

In December 2001 Solomon Islands went to the polls. When votes were 
counted, only 18 members of the 50-member parliament retained their 
seats, and in the vote for prime minister, the former deputy prime minister 
in the Sogavare government, Sir Allan Kemakeza, was victorious. But with 
the limited impact of the TPA (which expired in October 2002), growing 
civil unrest and criminality, and a severe economic downturn, in April 
2003 Kemakeza approached the Australian prime minister for assistance.

As recently as January 2003 Australian Foreign Minister Alexander 
Downer had said that ‘sending in Australian troops to occupy the Solomon 
Islands would be folly in the extreme’,14 but in June, following a visit by 

14  See The Australian (8 January 2003) ‘Neighbours cannot be recolonised’. A similar view was 
expressed by New Zealand foreign minister Phil Goff in April (Solomon Star 17 April 2003).
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Kemakeza to Canberra, Downer announced plans for an Australian-led 
‘cooperative intervention’ in Solomon Islands, subject to obtaining the 
support of the Pacific Islands Forum and the passage of enabling legislation 
by the Solomon Islands government. These two conditions met,15 the 
Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) commenced 
in July 2003. It involved the deployment of 2,225 police, military and 
civilian personnel from Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Fiji 
and Tonga. This included an initial force of 1,500 Australian troops. The 
operation was headed by an Australian civilian, who had recently served 
as high commissioner in Papua New Guinea. The immediate task of 
RAMSI was to restore law and order, in part by securing the surrender of 
weapons. A second phase involves state capacity building and institutional 
strengthening.16

RAMSI had a significant immediate impact in restoring law and order, 
and has continued to enjoy a high degree of local acceptance. In its first 
100 days more than 3,700 firearms were collected (including over 600 
‘military-style weapons’), some 340 people were arrested, including some 
high-profile militants, and a comprehensive review of the RSIP had 
commenced, with about 25 officers arrested on charges including murder, 
arson and assault. Government finances had also been stabilised and 
issues such as tax and customs collection and administration of the justice 
and prisons systems were being addressed (RAMSI SI-PH-4–57; also 
see Roughan 2003). Nonetheless, the critical tasks of prosecuting high-
profile offenders (including senior politicians), achieving reconciliation 
and strengthening governance in Solomon Islands lie ahead. Solomon 
Islander academic Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka has warned:

[RAMSI’s] emphasis on shoring up a perennially weak central 
government, and its inattention to other pillars of society, threaten 
to undermine its success and create a crippling sense of dependency 
… There is a need to restore, not only a functional state, but also 
a functional society. (Kabutaulaka 2004:1, 7)

15  The approval of the Pacific Islands Forum was within the terms of the Biketawa Declaration 
(see below). Subsequently, the operation was also endorsed by the United Nations secretary-general 
(UN Press release SG/SM/8811, 5 August 2003).
16  For a good summary of the genesis and objectives of RAMSI see Wainwright (2003). Also see 
Hegarty et al. (2004) for a review of the policy options and problems facing RAMSI.
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Vanuatu

Of the four Melanesian states, Vanuatu has perhaps maintained the 
best record of democratic government, since its independence in 1980. 
Its  relatively short political history has not been without incident, 
however. In 1988 President Ati George Sokomanu dissolved a fractious 
parliament and swore in his nephew Barak Sope as interim prime 
minister. Sokomanu and Sope were subsequently charged with mutiny 
and seditious conspiracy, though the charges were overturned. Seven 
years later, Vanuatu’s prime minister at independence, Father Walter Lini, 
and his coalition party leader, Serge Vohor, staged what was described 
as an ‘administrative coup’ in an unsuccessful attempt to retain office 
(Ambrose 1996). The following year, members of the Vanuatu Mobile 
Force (VMF, the paramilitary arm of the police) briefly abducted the 
president, while pursuing their demands for outstanding pay.

In May 2001 Vanuatu suffered another constitutional crisis, prompting 
some commentators to suggest a flow-on of political instability from 
Fiji and Solomon Islands. In this instance, the triggering event was an 
attempted parliamentary vote of no confidence in Prime Minister Barak 
Sope, in the context of an impending financial crisis (Morgan 2003). 
It was reported (Trading Post 18 April 2001) that Sope had requested the 
acting police commissioner to declare a state of emergency and, given 
links between Sope’s Melanesian Progressive Party (MPP) and the VMF 
(the deputy leader of the MPP at the time was a former commander of 
the VMF), there were some concerns about an imminent coup. But in the 
event, the constitutional order was maintained and Sope was unseated. 
Subsequently he was convicted of fraud and sentenced to three years’ gaol.

Shortly after this, in August 2002, a group of police personnel, including 
the commander of the VMF, arrested the newly appointed police 
commissioner and 15 members of the Police Services Commission 
(PSC), including the attorney-general, the secretary to the president, 
and the ombudsman, alleging seditious conspiracy in the appointment 
of the police commissioner. Although the judiciary overturned the police 
commissioner’s appointment, a number of senior police officers were 
charged with mutiny and incitement to mutiny over their role in the 
detention of the PSC.

Vanuatu’s parliamentary democracy thus remains intact, though Vanuatu 
is seen by many as a fragile state and a potential candidate for state failure.
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Nauru

Nauru is another Pacific island country that has been referred to in terms 
of failure and collapse.17

This tiny island nation (21 square kilometres with a population in 2003 
of around 12,500, including some 3,000 foreign workers) was the site of 
phosphate mining by the British Phosphate Commission (BPC) from the 
early twentieth century. On the eve of independence in 1968,18 Nauruans 
used anticipated future earnings to purchase the assets of the BPC, and 
have continued operations as the Nauru Phosphate Corporation (NPC). 
A proportion of profits from the NPC has been paid into a Nauru 
Phosphate Royalties Trust (NPRT), to provide a source of income after 
the phosphate deposit has been exhausted. In 1993, following the filing 
of a claim with the International Court of Justice, Australia—which, 
with New Zealand and Britain, was a member of the BPC, and its 
major customer—agreed to an out-of-court payment as compensation 
for the environmental damage caused by phosphate mining (which has 
rendered about 80 per cent of the island uninhabitable).19 This money, 
with the profits from the NPC, has given Nauru one of the highest per 
capita incomes in the world. Its citizens pay no taxes, and education 
and health services are free. The government employs 95 per cent of the 
workforce. However, as a result of poor financial management, bad advice 
(in 1996 the government of Nauru successfully sued its legal advisers) 
and corruption, Nauru’s financial position has been eroded. In the mid-
1990s the government Bank of Nauru collapsed and persistent budgetary 
deficits led to excessive borrowing and the sale of assets (in the early 1990s 
Nauru’s investments were estimated at around A$800 million). In April 
2004 receivers for the US General Electric Capital Corporation (which is 
owed some A$230 million by the government of Nauru) moved in to take 
control of the NPRT’s property investments in Australia.

17  See, for example, The Weekend Australian (17–18 April 2004) ‘Nauru “on the brink of collapse”’. 
Also see The Economist (20 December 2001).
18  Before 1968, Nauru was a United Nations Trusteeship administered by Australia, New Zealand 
and Britain. In 1968, considering that Nauru had become uninhabitable, Australia offered to resettle 
the population of Nauru on an island off Queensland, an offer the Nauruans declined.
19  Australia agreed to pay A$107 million, $57 million as a lump sum payment and $50 million in 
annual instalments over 20 years. New Zealand and Britain each paid A$12 million.
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During the 1990s Nauru developed offshore banking facilities and 
reportedly attracted large sums of money (according to Russia’s central 
bank, about US$70 billion) from the ‘Russian mafia’. In 2002 the OECD’s 
Financial Action Task Force on Money Laundering listed Nauru as one 
of the world’s three most uncooperative money laundering jurisdictions, 
and threatened sanctions, forcing the Nauru government to close almost 
450 offshore banks. Nauru has also been involved in the sale of passports.

In 2001, as part of its controversial ‘Pacific Solution’ to problems of people 
smuggling to Australia, the Australian government persuaded Nauru to 
establish a detention and processing centre for over 1,000 ‘boat people’, 
in exchange for A$20 million in assistance.

With assistance from the Asian Development Bank and Australia, 
the present government has plans for structural readjustment and 
environmental rehabilitation. Over the years, however, Nauru has suffered 
from intense political infighting, with frequent changes of government 
(five presidents between January 2003 and March 2004) mostly as 
a  result of votes of no confidence, and a poor record of policymaking 
and implementation. After years of such political instability and financial 
mismanagement, and with phosphate deposits expected to have been 
exhausted before 2020, it faces an uncertain future.

Diversity in disunity

What is clear from this brief survey is that the experiences of the five 
Pacific island states are substantially different. Fiji appeared to be a strong 
state with a functioning Westminster system, though the ethnic divide 
between indigenous Fijians and the Indo-Fijians was a constant source 
of mostly subterranean tension, which had the potential to erupt into 
conflict. The perception among some Fijians that the victory of the FLP 
in 1987 threatened the paramountcy of Fijian interests provided a trigger 
for that conflict, though it also brought to the surface a fractiousness 
within indigenous Fijian society, based on regional loyalties and economic 
disparities. This fractiousness has permeated party politics and the 
disciplined forces. Nevertheless, in 2004 Fiji does not look like a failed 
or failing state.

Solomon Islands, on the other hand, has displayed many of the classic 
characteristics of the failed state: a significant conflict, along predominantly 
ethnic lines, in which the police (Solomon Islands does not have a 
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defence force) were partisan and the apparatus of the state, at least on 
Guadalcanal, was essentially held hostage by armed thugs, precipitating 
a collapse of state functions, a withdrawal of foreign business, and a 
general economic collapse. The RAMSI intervention has brought law and 
order back to Solomon Islands and is seeking to restore governance and 
promote economic recovery, but if it is to do more than simply prop up 
the institutions through which the country was governed before 1998 
it must assist Solomon Islanders to address the problems that brought 
about the collapse, such as the issues of internal migration, urbanisation 
and land, and establish institutions of governance that meet the needs of 
Solomon Islands citizens.

In Papua New Guinea—the largest of the Pacific island states—the issues 
are different again and more complex. The state is undoubtedly weak; 
its ability to maintain law and order and to deliver government services 
such as health and education is limited (though the extent of this varies 
across the country). But while the institutions of the state have frequently 
been subverted by personal and local-level political forces, there is not a 
major ethnic cleavage dividing the nation, democracy still prevails and the 
state—though challenged—retains its dominant authority over most of 
the country. Much the same might be said, on a smaller scale, of Vanuatu, 
though to date the problems appear to have been more effectively managed, 
perhaps in part because of the continuing strength of traditional authority 
at the local level. By contrast, Nauru might be described as a dysfunctional 
state, but with an indigenous population of under 10,000, limited human 
and physical resources (apart from phosphate) and vast wealth, it has little 
in common with any other country in the Pacific, or beyond.

Sweeping generalisations about failed or failing states in the island Pacific 
are at best unhelpful and at worst obfuscate the specific problems of 
social tension and poor governance in particular countries, impeding the 
formulation of appropriate policy responses. Indeed one might question 
whether the frequent use of the terms failed state and collapsed state has 
furthered the discussion of the problems facing the Pacific island countries 
(or countries elsewhere). Certainly, the failed, failing or potentially failing 
states listed by scholars such as Zartman and Rotberg cover a wide range 
of countries, and their collective experience seems to be of little value for 
predicting state failure. Zartman (1995:2–5) distinguishes several patterns 
of state collapse in Africa, but most involved either a concentration of 
power at the centre (frequently under a military dictator) and subsequent 
‘implosion’, or large-scale regional or ethnic conflict. Such patterns have 
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limited resonance in the Pacific. Melanesia is not Africa,20 nor are the 
problems in Papua New Guinea identical with those in Solomon Islands. 
While there are substantial differences among the experiences of the 
Pacific island countries, and significant differences between the Pacific 
and Africa, however, some of the issues are comparable and raise similar 
questions.

Beyond state failure
One fundamental question that has been raised in relation to the Pacific 
island countries in the context of perceived state failure is to what extent 
does a decline in state capacity matter? There is a tendency to conclude 
that, because there have been sporadic political crises in the Pacific, the 
political institutions ‘inherited’ by post-colonial Pacific island states 
are inappropriate and the island countries must re-establish more 
appropriate historical political institutions and customs (kastom). In an 
extreme form, it has been argued in relation to Solomon Islands that 
‘reconstruction’ efforts should be concentrated at community level and 
not on reconstituting ‘the state’, which is a foreign import. But is there an 
alternative to the state? In most parts of the Pacific (as elsewhere), colonial 
administrations brought together groups of communities who often had 
little in the way of shared histories or whose histories were marked by 
longstanding enmities. The colonial administrations introduced the 
idea of a larger state and established new relations between Pacific island 
communities and the outside world. In most post-colonial states there is 
an ongoing tension between ‘introduced’ political institutions, and the 
presumed political behaviour that sustains them, and local-level politics 
based on loyalties to clan or group.21 In some parts of the Pacific—Tonga 
and Samoa, for example—traditional social and political structures have 
been substantially incorporated into modern state structures, though this 
has not always alleviated social tensions or brought political harmony.

20  Moreover, note Christopher Clapham’s warning: ‘One should always be chary of easy 
generalisation from the experiences of one African state to the condition of the continent as a whole’. 
Different states had different precolonial and colonial experiences and have developed distinct post-
colonial characteristics. ‘It cannot be assumed that the record of one African state will readily be 
replicated, even in those states that apparently most closely resemble it’ (Clapham 2001:16).
21  Compare Ekeh (1975). Also see Huntington (1968:460–61) and note Migdal’s (1987:424) 
comment: ‘For those interested in discerning how third-world societies are ruled and the influence of 
politics on social change, the local level often holds the richest and most instructive hints’.
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But while community or kastom institutions and values play an important 
role in Pacific island politics, kastom does not provide an adequate base 
for government of a country in the twenty-first century. There are some 
functions that have to be performed at a national level (for example, 
defending the county’s exclusive economic zone, representing its interests 
at international forums, dealing with international agencies, carrying 
out central banking and customs collection) or require coordination 
at national level (various government policies from school curriculums 
to health policies). Further, some service provision requires a level of 
technical input that is unlikely to be generally available at community 
level (for example, medical services, road building); decentralisation of 
government does not necessarily eliminate waste, corruption or inequity, 
and there is little evidence that decentralisation solves problems of law 
and order. In short, a national structure of governance—the state—is 
necessary for the functioning of a modern nation. Without an effective 
state structure, competing demands on the nation’s resources cannot be 
properly prioritised and dealt with.22 Indeed, it is the decline in the role the 
state is playing in contemporary Pacific island countries, and the resulting 
loss of personal security and state infrastructure and services, that has 
generated concern about state weakness within the Pacific nations.

If, then, the state is necessary, and particular states lack the capacity to 
fulfil their roles in maintaining law and order and delivering services, 
outside support may be beneficial, both to the citizens of those states 
and to their neighbours. But outside intervention to rectify what is seen 
as state collapse is fraught with difficulties, even when (as in the case of 
Solomon Islands) the state concerned invites such intervention. The record 
of ‘state reconstruction’ around the world is not impressive.23 Moreover, 
when intervention is justified in terms of the intervener’s interests (for 
example, the argument that Australian intervention in Solomon Islands 

22  Zartman (1995:6–7) also raises this question (‘Did the state fall apart because it was the wrong 
institution?’) in relation to Africa, and reaches a similar conclusion: ‘There is no typical “African state” 
especially adapted to African circumstances, or specifically derived from a precolonial protoinstitution; 
rather is there a set of functions that need to be performed for the coherence and the effectiveness of 
the polity—anywhere’.
23  A useful recent addition to the growing literature on this subject is Bastian and Luckham (2003). 
It includes a chapter on Fiji, by Jon Fraenkel.
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was prompted by Australia’s concern for its own security), the difficulties 
are compounded. And, as Iraq vividly illustrates, the dangers of ‘pre-
emptive intervention’ are extreme.24

Specifically, the argument that state failure in the island Pacific will 
attract terrorists and international crime (and that outside intervention 
is therefore desirable) needs to be questioned. Pacific island countries are 
unlikely bases for terrorists: there is not a local constituency for terrorism; 
the arrival and presence of outsiders in the small, personalised societies is 
generally very obvious; and the logistics of undertaking terrorist activities 
from small island Pacific countries must be unattractive. Apart from 
offshore banking, international crime syndicates are unlikely to find the 
small Pacific island countries an attractive base for their activities, for 
similar reasons. A more serious problem for Pacific island countries has 
been small-scale criminal activity, often involving sole operators, that has 
targeted small island governments (including Nauru, Tonga and Vanuatu) 
or their populations through financial swindles and dubious financial 
schemes, corrupt business practices and pyramid credit schemes—and 
such activities have not been attracted by state failure.25

When intervention does occur, it is essential that those intervening are 
aware of local circumstances and sensitivities, carefully negotiate the terms 
of the intervention, and recognise that any ‘solutions’ to the problems 
that led to intervention in the first place must be seen as having local 
‘ownership’ (though in deeply divided societies it is not easy to satisfy all 
groups). Kabutaulaka’s comments, made in relation to Solomon Islands 
(see above), that it is necessary to restore a functional society as well as 
a functional state, need to be taken seriously. The ultimate purpose of 
intervention is to strengthen local capacity for good governance, not to 
provide an alternative, foreign, government. The tensions in relations 
between Australia and Papua New Guinea that arose in early 2004 over 
Australia’s ‘enhanced cooperation package’26 illustrate the difficulties that 
can arise when ‘enhanced cooperation’ is not adequately negotiated.

24  Among those who argue a general case for ‘preventive diplomacy’ see, for example, Zartman 
(2001) and Crocker (2003). An interesting critique of the conventional argument for intervention is 
provided by Herbst (1996–97).
25  This view is elaborated briefly in May (2004b).
26  The enhanced cooperation package is outlined in The Honourable Alexander Downer, MP, 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Australia, Media Release FA158, 11  December  2003, ‘New Era of 
Cooperation with PNG’, and in the 15th Australia – Papua New Guinea Ministerial Forum Joint 
Statement, 11  December 2003, www.dfat.gov.au/geo/papua-new-guinea/Pages/15th-australia-papua-
new-guinea-ministerial-forum-joint-statement

http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/papua-new-guinea/Pages/15th-australia-papua-new-guinea-ministerial-forum-joint-statement
http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/papua-new-guinea/Pages/15th-australia-papua-new-guinea-ministerial-forum-joint-statement
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In recent years, in the wake of the Fiji coups, the Bougainville crisis and 
the Solomon Islands conflict, the Pacific Islands Forum countries have 
become increasingly aware of how problems of internal security can 
threaten the viability of the island states and have agreed on the need for 
regional responses. In 2000 the forum members adopted the Biketawa 
Declaration, which outlined guiding principles for responding to crises 
in the region (the RAMSI intervention in 2003 was endorsed in terms 
of the Biketawa principles). Two years later, in 2002, a further expression 
of support for a regional approach to issues of transnational crime and 
terrorism was embodied in the Nasonini Declaration. In 2003 and 2004 
national security workshops were organised by the forum secretariat in 
Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea.

In sum, while concern about state weakness and failure in the island 
Pacific is not entirely misplaced, much of the discussion to date has been 
simplistic, and a great deal of what has come out of Australian policy 
circles has been seen, justifiably, as paternalistic. If the problems of state 
weakness are to be adequately addressed in the region, there is need for 
a well-informed understanding of the specific problems facing particular 
countries, regular dialogue between those receiving assistance and those 
providing it, and a capacity for creative approaches to policies that might 
avoid the pitfalls experienced in so many interventions elsewhere.
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