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1  BSIP 1970: 24; Foukona and Allen 2017: 92.
2  SIG 2014c.
3  Evans 2012: 1.

Municipal authority 
and housing

The modern boundary of Honiara City Council includes 2,273 hectares 
of land and another 1,151 hectares of water off the coast (Map 9.1).1 
Most often the land, not the water, is the centre of the story. Then, in 
2017, the Tandai won a court case over ownership of the sea surrounding 
Honiara—a reminder that, in the Pacific Islands, customary land includes 
areas of sea, in the same way as modern nations claim ownership of the 
surrounding ocean. Honiara land is vested in the government as Perpetual 
Estate (PE) and is regulated by the Land and Titles (Amendment) Act 
2014.2 In 2006, there were said to have been 6,078 PEs within Honiara.3 
The Commissioner of Lands is trustee for the government over PE titles. 
The commissioner (now governed by a Land Board) has the power to create 
fixed-term estates (FTEs), Temporary Occupation Licences (TOLs), and 
Temporary Housing Areas (THAs), to transfer them or enable subleases, 
and has also to deal with squatters occupying land to which they have 
no legal claim. Strategic planning for land use comes under the Honiara 
Local Planning Scheme and the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Survey. 
There is also a very small amount of Tandai customary land, and one 
right-of-way, within the boundary.
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Map 5.1 Honiara Town Council boundary in 1959.
Note the extension to the east to incorporate the land for educational institutions. 
Kukum Airfield and Ranadi industrial estate had not yet been included. The dotted 
lines around the Mataniko River indicate its floodplain.
Source: Based on a map in Tedder (1966). Cartography by Vincent Verheyen.
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Map 5.1 illustrates the land area of Honiara in 1959, with the narrow 
coastal plain backed by steep grassed ridges and deep forested valleys. The 
early town area stretched for 10 kilometres along the coast, with a national 
park added in 1954, abutting the south-east of the urban area. Honiara 
was surrounded by large tracts of alienated land to the east and customary-
owned land to the west and inland. The boundaries of the Honiara City 
Council area have been extended over time and are of complex origin. 
As explained in Chapter 3, in 1947–48, the BSIP Government acquired 
nearly all the land within the boundaries of the new town. Customary and 
plantation lands from the west bank of the Mataniko River to White River 
were resumed, as was Levers’ Kukum plantation to the east. In 1954, the 
government negotiated to obtain a large parcel of Tandai land inland from 
east Honiara, extending to Mt Austen, which became the 6,070-hectare 
Queen Elizabeth National Park. A small area of customary land was 
exempted from the resumptions—although this is now under the control 
of squatters—at the mouth of the Mataniko and in the settlement at 
the base of Koa Hill. Two other anomalies occurred: at Mbumburu in 
the 1970s, when a two-storey block of units was built partly over the 
boundary, and a water tank that was built wholly over the boundary.4 

Map 5.3 is a 2010s map of west Honiara, which blends into traditional 
Tandai land centred on Kakabona. Map 6.2 depicts the Guadalcanal 
Plains as they were divided in the 1970s, showing the complex land-use 
patterns that had evolved on what were once coconut plantations and 
then a battlefield. The boundary to the east, which was initially quite 
limited, was extended in the second half of the 1950s to include the new 
educational institutions at Kukum and Panatina, but not yet including 
what is now Ranadi industrial estate.5 After Kukum Airfield closed, the 
land around it was included in Honiara’s urban area, which enabled 
the expansion of Ranadi industrial estate. Further areas to the east of the 
original Honiara City boundary were acquired from Levers in 1965 and 
1970, although there were few people living there. Several small areas 
of freehold land close to the eastern boundary, belonging to Levers and 
Christian missions, were converted into FTEs.6 Clearly, it was easier to 
expand east than west. When the southern city boundary absorbed a large 
part of the failed national park in 1973, the Mataniko, Vura, and Panatina 
wards were expanded (Map 5.2).7

4  Information from Jeffrey Moore, 5 May 2020.
5  It was originally called the Kukum industrial estate.
6  Oram 1980: 137–38. See Section 3 of the Town Planning Ordinance (6/1954 as amended) under 
L.N. 13/1969.
7  BSIP 1970: 24; Foukona and Allen 2017: 92.
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Map 5.2 Honiara’s town boundary, 1976.
Note the changes to the Kola`a, Vura, and Panatina boundaries to include areas of 
Queen Elizabeth National Park resumed in 1973, and the resumption of Kukum Airfield 
in 1957, which enabled the creation of Ranadi industrial estate and the golf course.
Source: Based on Floyd (1976: 25). Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 
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Map 5.3 The west of Honiara City Council’s land and adjacent customary-
owned areas of Guadalcanal, 2010s.
Source: Monson (2015: 438). 

All of this was accompanied by an initial attempt to regularise the 
settlement patterns of Solomon Islanders arriving in Honiara. Village-style 
settlements were created in the early 1950s at Malaitan Fishing Village at 
Kukum and at White River, and about the same time squatters began to 
move on to vacant land elsewhere. As often happened in Honiara, modern 
authorities had to accommodate residential patterns based on customary 
land use, rather than migrants fitting with the municipal regulations 
governing settlement. Compromises were reached. The largest group of 
inward migrants came from Malaita, followed by those from Western, 
Guadalcanal, and Central provinces.8 The valleys behind Honiara soon 
began to fill with village-style houses. 

8  SIG 1988a: 5, 15; 1988b.
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As mentioned in Chapter 3, the first Honiara town plan was prepared in 
1945. Separation of Honiara’s affairs from those of the BSIP Government 
began in the late 1940s when a six-man Town Board was established. 
A Town Planning Ordinance was passed in 1954 to provide a framework 
under which an area of land could be declared a town. Honiara Town 
Council was constituted under the 1957 Town Councils Ordinance by 
a warrant issued by High Commissioner Gutch on 1 March 1958. The 
1957 ordinance was reconstituted under the 1963 Local Government 
Ordinance, which was further amended in 1969. There were 12 council 
members, one for each ward, all appointed by the high commissioner, 
with one member each supplied from the Departments of the District 
Commissioner Central, Public Works, Lands and Survey, and Medical 
Services.9 

There were no town planners employed in the BSIP until just before 
independence.10 Since the 1940s, Honiara’s suburban area has extended 
further along the coast to the east and inland along valleys, ridges, and hills. 
The number of people recorded as living in Honiara can be deceptive, as 
the statistics only count those living within the official boundary. Official 
statistics suggest that, in 1954, there were 1,400 residents in Honiara, 
3,548 in 1959, 6,684 in 1965, 11,191 in 1970, 13,300 in mid-1971, and 
17,000 by 1974. Even though these statistics are conservative, this is an 
increase of 10 to 15 per cent a year. Unfortunately, the number of new jobs 
available only covered about 5 per cent of the annual population increase. 
The official population almost doubled in the six years between 1959 and 
1965 and more than trebled between 1959 and 1970. There was also the 
beginning of a peri-urban population that was part of Honiara but living 
beyond the city boundaries (Figure 9.1). 

While detailed planning was lacking, the ridges and valleys were reserved 
for residential zones, and the coastal plain was set aside for government 
departments, commerce, industry, educational institutions, and sports 
and community facilities. Forty-five per cent of the early population was 
employed by the government. The Honiara Town Council had specific 
responsibilities and duties to pass by-laws (which still required higher 
approval) and had only limited powers to raise revenue, instead relying 

9  District Commissioner Central, D.G. Cudmore, was the first chairman of the council. The first 
indigenous members were Alphonse Daga from Western District, Jesimiel Afia from Malaita, and 
J. Tamana. BSIP NS, 31 May 1969.
10  Floyd 1974; Heath 1975, 1978.
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mainly on an annual subvention from the BSIP Government. The District 
Commissioner Central, based in Honiara, served as the executive officer of 
the council, with similar duties to those of a council clerk in the districts. 
Although early planning was very ad hoc, in 1958, there was a report 
into urban housing for Solomon Islanders. In 1960, Honiara was divided 
into zones with appropriate building standards gazetted: commercial 
and industrial areas had to be built in concrete, usually in the form of 
concrete blocks. Chinatown was largely exempt from these requirements 
because many of its buildings preceded the regulation, which left its 
quaint wooden trade stores intact. The Town Planning Board was set 
up in 1961 and a more substantial town plan was completed the next 
year. By designating areas as low and high-density residential zones, the 
new plan created spatial separation of Solomon Islanders and expatriates, 
with a blurred line at Chinatown and the Mataniko River (Map 8.1). 
This separation established a model quite different from urban areas 
elsewhere—for example, in many South-East Asian cities, which have 
mixed occupancy. This ensured that central parts of Honiara were very 
European in character.11 

The issue of squatters occupying town council land began to be discussed 
during the 1960s. The council chairman warned that ‘iron shanties’ 
or ‘slum dwellings’ constructed without permits could be ordered to 
be demolished, except at White River and Malaitan Fishing Village at 
Kukum, where by-laws were relaxed.12 The council encouraged the digging 
of individual and communal pit-latrines, and attempts were made to stop 
pigs and dogs roaming around. There was an existing but limited coastal 
piped-water system left by the Americans, although most government and 
expatriate private houses usually also had water tanks. Other residents 
used natural springs and boreholes, hand-carrying water to their homes. 
Residents living near the upper Mataniko and White rivers were the only 
ones with an excellent free-flowing freshwater stream and late in the 
afternoons people there went upstream to bathe. Sadly, both are now too 
polluted for this use.

11  Bellam 1970: 78.
12  PMB 1371, Nigel Oram 1962–93, Papers on Town Planning in Bougainville and Honiara, and 
Provincial Government in Papua New Guinea: Town Planning Ordinance, No. 6, 1954; Honiara 
Town Building By-Laws, BSIP Gazette, Notice No. 152, January 1960; BSIP 1962; BSIP SINA, 
Chairman, Honiara Town Council Circular No. 4/67, File LAN 2/1/5, 1 September 1967.
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Plate 5.1 Central District Headquarters in Honiara, 1956.
The building was on the beach on the Point Cruz side of the present Central Market.
Source: Alan Lindley Collection, in Clive Moore Collection.

Plate 5.2 Flamboyant poinciana trees in Hibiscus Avenue, Honiara, 1968.
The Honiara Town Council planted many flowering trees to beautify the town. They 
are immediately obvious in photographs from the early years and Solomon Islanders 
remember being able to walk along Mendana and Hibiscus avenues shaded by the 
fringe of red-flowered poincianas. Sadly, most of them have now been cut down.
Source: Les Tickle Collection.
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A new Town Council Ordinance was introduced in 1968, allowing for 
future elections, along with a core of appointed members. This came 
under the Honiara Town Council (Constitution of Wards) Order in 
1969, which created the 12 wards. Plans for the Honiara recognisable in 
the 2020s first developed during the 1970s, with commercial, residential, 
and industrial zones. Soon after independence, conflicts began to arise 
between council plans and those of government departments and agencies, 
which often ignored the council and sometimes tried to make decisions 
that were contrary to existing town planning. 

Council elections were held in 1969.13 The council’s budget was $121,000, 
of which only $11,000 came from a service tax. The main expenditure was 
on capital works. The council took over responsibility for the provision of 
junior primary education in Honiara—initially only at the main primary 
school. Then, several new primary schools were built to cater for the 
new housing estates.14 The Kukum shoreline was cleared and made into 
a park for public use, and the Rove Botanic Gardens were established 
in 1971, along with an orchid house.15 By 1974, the council’s revenue 
was $339,000, and was mainly used for public health and education, 
the construction of a new Central Market building, and an abattoir.16 
The town council became a municipal authority in 1980. The Honiara 
City Act 1999 created a city council of 20 members.17 

Expanding Honiara and anticipating other urban developments in the 
protectorate provided a planning dilemma. The government buildings 
were clustered west of Point Cruz and the central business district was 
close by on Mendana Avenue. There was recognition that the port facilities 
at Point Cruz had to be enlarged, and that there needed to be a new bridge 

13  The new council members were: Nggosi (Lilian Poznanski), Mburumburu (Dr R.B. Thompson), 
Rove–Lengakiki (Ron Lawson), Cruz (Rose Dettke), Vavaea (Peter Smith), Vuhokesa (Peter Salaka), 
Matanikau (D. Chinn), Kola`a (John Lee), Kukum (Stephen Sipolo), Naha (Gordon Billy Gatu), Vura 
(C.H. Cheng), and Panatina (J. Kari). The high commissioner appointed Mr Sheehan, a surveyor from 
the Lands Department, Chief Health Inspector Mr Dunn, and acting Deputy Director of Public Works 
Mr MacNaughton. BSIP NS, 31 March 1958, 31 March 1969, 30 September 1969.
14  These were at White River and Tuvaruhu (1969), Mbokonavera (1970), and Vura (1971). Three 
more were planned for Rove, Koloale (between Chinatown and west Kola`a Ridge), and a site near 
the training college at Kukum (now Panatina). BSIP NS, 31 March 1958, 31 October 1971; BSIP AR 
1958–59: 63–64.
15  It appears the Botanic Gardens may meet the same fate as the Queen Elizabeth National Park. 
In 2019, there were squatters living within its upper boundary. SIBC, 3 July 2019.
16  BSIP AR 1974: 146.
17  As noted in the Introduction, 12 members are elected to represent the wards and the Minister 
for Home Affairs appoints the three parliamentarians with Honiara constituencies, the Premier of 
Guadalcanal Province, and four other members (one of whom must be from Guadalcanal).
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over the Mataniko River in line with Mendana Avenue. Central Market 
was established midway between Point Cruz and Chinatown. Community 
facilities were also slated to be built close to the west bank of the Mataniko 
River, although this was flood-prone land. Another failing in the rather 
haphazard growth of downtown Honiara was the overemphasis on, 
and consequent increasing congestion around, Mendana and Hibiscus 
avenues. Two more troublesome features of modern Honiara have never 
been resolved. First, the convenience of having the fuel storage facilities 
close to the port is overwhelmed by the potential for explosions in the 
centre of the city. Second, the National Referral Hospital is on the coast, 
too close to the mouth of the Mataniko River and the adjacent beach, and 
exposed to possible tsunamis. Discussions on moving the hospital and the 
fuel tanks have continued over decades.

Ranadi industrial estate
The town plan included Ranadi industrial estate, midway between Point 
Cruz and Henderson Airfield, which was originally known as Kukum 
industrial area and was developed for use by light manufacturing and to 
support the agricultural industries on Guadalcanal Plains. In the mid-
1960s, a small industrial area already existed at Ranadi, housing the Joy 
biscuit factory, a tin-container factory, a joinery, and a bakery, but the area 
was inadequate for expansion.18 The growth that occurred was further east 
along Kukum Highway. Once the airfield was relocated to Henderson, 
there was enough spare land to use as a golf course, and to expand the 
commercial and industrial areas.

Honiara’s educational institutions are described in Chapter 7. All were 
positioned along the coast at what was once all called Kukum and is now 
Kukum, Ranadi and Panatina. Nearby Kukum Beach had been developed, 
but only to a limited extent as it always took the brunt of heavy cyclonic 
seas. Burns Creek, on the western side of the streams and channels at 
the mouth of the Lungga River, closed off the urban area. In the 1970s, 
a small ferrocement shipbuilding enterprise operated at Kukum Beach, as 
did the town council abattoir, and a commercial soap factory.19

18  Tedder 1966: 39.
19  Floyd 1975: 31–44.
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In 1975, the area was zoned for light industrial use, with plans for further 
medium-scale industry. The western portion of the site (next to T.S. Ranadi 
Marine Training School) was allocated for the Queen’s Warehouse (the 
Government Store), with land for other governmental instrumentalities 
close by. Slowly, over decades, Ranadi became the major light industrial 
and warehouse area for Honiara. The only real failure is that plans to shift 
the oil storage tanks from central Honiara to Ranadi never eventuated.20 
The industrial area now extends east as far as the Lungga River. 

Housing in Honiara
Honiara of the 1950s was centred on Point Cruz and Rove, along with a 
thinly settled seafront. A decade later, Lengakiki and Mbumburu ridges 
were beginning to become middle-class housing areas, as were Vavaea 
and Mbokonavera ridges between Point Cruz and the Mataniko River. 
Chinatown and the hospital were across the river, and the Labour Line 
was further east at Kukum. The official early 1950s version of Honiara’s 
emerging lifestyle sounded enticing: 

Here every effort is made to provide as attractive an environment 
for them as circumstances permit. In 1949 a Central Committee 
for Native Recreation was established which deals with all matters 
of outdoor recreation. The seven sports clubs have now increased 
to eight and hold league matches and knock-out competitions in 
football and cricket … The Native Welfare Centre in Honiara, 
which was opened in December, 1950, contains a canteen, wireless 
and facilities for indoor games. All sections of the community 
have used its stages once a week with films provided by the Central 
Office of Information, London.21 

Reality was never as glossy. The predominant leisure occupations for 
Solomon Islanders were gardening, fishing, and hunting, attending church 
on the sabbath, sport, and family responsibilities. Recreation centred 
on playing soccer, both in organised leagues and in impromptu games 
when teams of 30 to 40 took to the fields for up to three hours. Those 
with spare money took themselves off to the cinemas to watch mainly 
Hollywood ‘Westerns’ or attended informal parties and dances. Males still 
predominated, as wives and families were usually left at home in their 

20  Heath 1978: 2–15.
21  BSIP AR 1953–54: 32.
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villages—separations that lasted many years. Even in Honiara, men left 
their wives at home with the children when they went out socialising. 
The 1961–62 BSIP Annual Report recorded that there were 2,500 men 
employed in Honiara, of whom less than 300 lived with their families.22 
Reverend Montford, the Anglican priest resident in Honiara in the 1950s 
and 1960s, was realistic in his description. Rather than a need for welfare 
centres, the basic problem was accommodation: 

The Melanesian population was crowded into a variety of 
buildings. Small houses were being built for families but there 
were more families than houses. Most of the population consisted 
of single men, or men who had had to leave their families in 
their home villages. Wherever there was a roof there were people 
crowded in. It was not good but that was all there was. It took 
time to assemble the material for new houses and people kept 
coming. Somehow the people kept cheerful in spite of the living 
conditions. They seemed to be able to manage on so little. They 
slept on the ground or floor if there was one. Very often they 
cooked on an open fire under sheets of iron. Their food was rice, 
or root crops if they could procure them, with a tin or two of meat 
shared among a number of people. For ablutions there were a few 
streams or, luxury of luxuries, a shower where they never seemed 
to turn off the tap. Their lavatory was the open beach. Yet they 
turned up on Sundays looking spick and span in white shorts and 
shirts. As more and more houses were built more and more people 
crowded into them.23 

Government records show worries about early squatter settlements, 
overcrowding of housing, and disharmony in families when low wages 
were too often used for the purchase of alcohol. Domestic violence 
became common. In 1958, a special committee reported on the problems 
of housing for Solomon Islanders, concluding that the accommodation 
provided for employees was below acceptable standards. The committee 
recommended improving house designs and setting aside special areas 
where village-style structures could be built. The report also recommended 
encouraging longer periods of employment to try to create a settled 
family-oriented population.

22  BSIP AR 1961–62: 52–53; Bedford 1967; Knudson 1965.
23  Montford 1994: 83.
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Plate 5.3 This 1970s photograph shows the typical accommodation 
for labourers at the back of stores or commercial premises in town 
between the 1950s and the 1970s.
Source: Ian Frazer Collection.
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The committee discussed establishing a housing authority, although the 
concept was initially shelved due to lack of finances. Three areas were created 
specifically for Solomon Islanders: Fishing Village at Kukum, where a Lau 
Malaitan community developed on the shore; at White River on the edge of 
west Honiara, an area of mixed ethnicity where private houses could be built 
in village style; and Kukum Labour Line, which was a planned community 
including space for housing for 700 government and private employees 
in both single and married barracks quarters. Kukum had a playing field, 
market, cinema, school, community centre, Christian churches, and shops. 
Government and city council labourers were housed at Kukum, with low-
level housing estates developed in surrounding areas further inland. Some 
sites of around 1,000 square metres (one-quarter acre) were made available 
at low rentals. Building materials were in short supply and, by the mid-
1960s, fewer than 20 houses had been constructed on the Kukum blocks. 
The government also built single men’s quarters and a few basic houses 
suitable for junior married clerks and married artisans. The latter comprised 
two small bedrooms, a living and verandah area, and an external ablutions 
block. They cost about $2,000 to construct and were rented at a rate related 
to salary. The building cost was too high and the government began to 
consider how to build more cheaply using prefabrication methods.24 

Wages for Solomon Islanders varied depending on skill. The highest wages 
in 1954 went to assistant medical officers (AMOs), at £240 to £500 per 
annum, along with cost-of-living allowances in some cases. Middle-range 
employees such as clerks, artisans, agricultural field assistants, medical 
dressers, sanitary inspectors, and wireless operators received £72 to £240 
per annum. Lower-range workers received wages of between £60 and 
£144 per year, supplemented by rations. Domestic servants were paid £24 
to £36 per year, with unskilled workers receiving £24 to £30 per year, plus 
rations, free accommodation, clothing, and medical care.25 A decade later, 
in February 1966, the Australian currency in use changed from pounds to 
dollars. In that year, government labourers received an average of A$249 
per annum, domestic servants received A$240, government-classified 
workers received A$374, mechanics and clerical workers received A$360, 
while senior public servants earned up to A$1,000 a year.26 Lower-
income workers could barely scrape an existence in Honiara, and their 
accommodation was of poor standard.27

24  Tedder 1966: 38; Bellam 1970: 88.
25  BSIP AR 1953–54: 11.
26  Bellam 1970: 82.
27  Bellam 1964.
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Plate 5.4 This sign was placed on Kukum Beach opposite the Kukum 
Labour Line by the Honiara Town Council.
It says it is forbidden to defecate on the beach. It was quite usual for coastal 
communities to use the shallow water at beaches as a public toilet.
Source: Alan Lindley Collection, in Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 5.5 Housing at Mbokonavera in the 1970s, with a bicycle in pride 
of place.
Source: Ian Frazer Collection.
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In 1974, Honiara’s town planning was described as an ‘ordered drift’: 
‘ordered’ because the government owned the land, and ‘drift’ because 
there was no clear idea of how expansion should occur.28 After the initial 
1945 town plan, building by-laws were prepared and, in 1960, a town 
map at a scale of 1:2,000 was produced.29 A new town plan was issued 
in 1962, then revised in 1966, and in 1971. These early plans detailed 
a port and an administrative hub, including the secretariat building, 
High and Supreme courts, plans for a Legislative Council chamber, 
post office, natural resources and social services departments, a central 
sports arena and playing fields, and fuel storage depots. Little attempt 
was made to deal with expanding suburban development. In 1972, 
Mr Berry, a water engineer with the Public Works Department, prepared 
a report recommending a series of high-density housing estates, based 
on the logistics of providing water services, which, because of the lack of 
a competent town plan, became de facto the basis for future planning. 

Housing estates
Quite large numbers of government-owned houses were built in Honiara 
during the 1950s and 1960s for the mainly expatriate public servants. 
Government housing styles were classified using Roman numerals, from 
III to X. The top of the range X houses were commodious but never grand. 
As localisation occurred in the late 1960s and 1970s, Solomon Islanders 
began to occupy these houses, paying rents that averaged about 20 per 
cent of their salaries. They were also given priority to purchase the houses 
as the government divested itself of residential property. Although the 
provision of housing was a contractual requirement for expatriate public 
servants, this was not the case for most local employees, and maintaining 
housing was an expensive business, which the government could ill afford. 

During the late 1960s and 1970s, Honiara’s urban sprawl moved away from 
the coast and into the rolling valleys, with the expansion achieved mainly 
through developing government-financed housing estates.30 In 1967, the 
government constructed the first 112 houses at Vara Creek, inland on 
the Mataniko River, then 60 at Rove, the latter mainly for police families 

28  Floyd 1975: 14.
29  BSIP AR 1959–60: 43.
30  Bellam 1964; 1968: 3–4.
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(Map 8.1). A hostel for single young women was planned.31 The next area 
developed was the three-stage Vura housing estate (Map 6.1), with a plan 
to construct 300 family homes, a primary school, and a retail area. The 
Housing Authority, a statutory body under the Ministry of Public Works 
and Utilities, began operations in 1970, responsible for the allocation of 
residential land to Solomon Islanders and providing them with home 
loans. The government provided land to the Housing Authority under 
a 99-year lease, which was in turn leased to individuals for houses. Land 
could also be purchased privately, and some companies built houses for 
their employees. These houses were half the price of those built in the 
1960s. They were very basic, lined up in rows, and looked unappealing 
until vegetation grew around them. The Commissioner of Lands made 
the land available (at no cost) to the Housing Authority, attempting to 
guard against speculative purchases. The land was released as FTEs, and 
there were no survey fees or charges for the initial installation of sewerage, 
electricity, and other services. Between 1970 and 1973, the Housing 
Authority spent A$1,010,600 to build 290 houses in estates, with another 
110 houses built before 1976.32 

Plots of land cost A$100, with tenure for 50 years. The smallest houses—
with two bedrooms, a verandah, kitchen, septic toilet, and shower—cost 
just over A$1,500, which could be borrowed from the Honiara Town 
Council. Whatever one’s salary, it was a slow process to pay off a house. 
Payments made to the Housing Authority varied with salary levels, and for 
those on lower salaries, payments were capped at a level below repayment 
costs.33 Some of the purchase prices for the lower-quality houses were 
below building cost, although middle-range and elite housing was sold 
at cost price. While the Housing Authority was able to increase Honiara’s 
housing stock during the 1970s, overall, it was not an economic operation 
and was faltering around the time of independence in 1978. The Housing 
Authority picked up again and continued into the 1980s. 

31  BSIP NS, 7 June 1967.
32  Floyd 1975: 46; 1976: 10–11.
33  Tedder 1966: 37–38; BSIP NS, 15 March 1970.
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Plate 5.6 The beginnings of Vura housing estate in 1968.
Source: Brian Taylor Collection. 

Plate 5.7 Ella and John Ru`ugwata Kaliuae in 1988. They were early 
settlers at Vura.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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New housing estates opened at Kola`a Ridge, Mbua Valley (between 
Kukum and Kola`a Ridge), Mbokonavera, Tuvaruhu, Tehamurina (near 
Lengakiki), Vara Creek, and Vura 1, 2, and 3 (Maps 6.1 and 8.1). Research 
by Nigel Oram, an expert on Port Moresby’s urbanisation, showed that, 
by 1977, about 520 houses had been built or were under construction—
around one-fifth of all conventional (non-traditional) housing in Honiara. 
Anyone purchasing through the council or the Housing Authority had 
to provide a 5 per cent deposit, on 15-year terms for older buyers and 
20-year terms for younger buyers. House prices began to rise dramatically 
in the late 1970s: what was known as a ‘485’ style of house, which cost 
$2,900 in 1975, was selling for $5,500 in 1977. The government provided 
a grant of $300 to public servants wishing to purchase houses, although 
there was no clause in the agreements to ensure the money was invested 
in a house. The Housing Authority, which received interest-free and 
‘soft’ loans, managed to build many houses, even though it seems to have 
been disorganised when it came to the finer points of payments received. 
The wealthier members of the urban population benefited most.34 

The future of suburban accommodation in Honiara was tied to housing 
estates, although Solomon Islanders had to be encouraged to live there. 
Plus, there was a need for private housing, beyond Housing Authority and 
government housing. Estimates suggest there were about 2,000 houses in 
Honiara by 1969, most owned by the government and some dating back 
to the days of the American base. Twenty-four of these structures were 
barrack blocks, most of which were at Kukum. Initially, the government 
built all levels of housing, although once the Housing Authority began, 
the government removed itself from the lower end of the construction 
market. By the end of 1974, the Housing Authority estimated that 450 
houses had been or were in the process of being purchased by Solomon 
Islanders, while there were another 380 houses constructed in the urban 
Temporary Occupation Licence (TOL) settlements (see below), which 
were being brought within the control of the town council. Housing 
construction kept pace with population growth during the 1970s, 
although the real growth was largely unsupervised in the settlements.35 

34  BSIP AR 1971: 4, 1974: 81–82; SND, 4 April 1975.
35  Floyd 1976: 35.
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Table 5.1 The number of houses valued up to $6,000 (1975 prices) 
constructed in Honiara, 1969–1974.

Year 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 Total

Housing Authority 0 0 50 100 100 114 364

Government 71 106 49 10 23 9 268

Private (incudes 
village development)

57 25 27 55 65 41 270

Subtotal 128 131 126 165 188 164 902

Source: Floyd (1976: 34). 

Table 5.2 The number of houses valued at more than $6,000 (1975 prices) 
constructed in Honiara, 1969–1974.

Year 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 Total

Housing Authority 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Government 26 8 7 22 16 0 79

Private 23 12 16 27 19 10 107

Subtotal 49 20 23 49 35 10 186

Source: Floyd (1976: 34). 

Table 5.3 The number of houses constructed in Honiara, 1969–1974.

Year 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 Total

Housing Authority 0 0 50 100 100 114 364

Government 97 114 56 32 39 9 347

Private 80 37 43 82 84 51 377

Total 177 151 149 214 223 174 1,088

Source: Floyd (1976: 34). 

The 1959 Land and Titles Ordinance developed out of Colin Allan’s 
extensive 1957 report on customary land.36 Not fully operational until 
1963, it was amended during 1963–65, then replaced in 1968 with 
a  new ordinance. There were three types of land in the protectorate: 
customary land, unregistered alienated land, and registered land. Only the 
government could convert land held under customary tenure to statutory 
tenure. There was also provision for compulsory acquisition. As mentioned 
in Chapter 4, in relation to the Gilbertese community, in August 1977, 
the Legislative Assembly amended the Land and Titles Ordinance so that 

36  BSIP 1957.
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all PE land held by non–Solomon Islanders became FTEs held by the 
government and allocated on long-term leases.37 FTEs could be issued 
for up to 75 years, although in Honiara they were originally allocated for 
50 years or lesser periods, subject to a fixed payment and annual rent. The 
land could be disposed of during the lifetime of the holder of the FTE 
or at their death. Residential FTE land usually consisted of around 2,000 
square metres (about half an acre), costing $1,500, and with an annual 
rental value of $50 to $100. Industrial sites cost about 50 per cent more, 
with a similar annual rent.38 In the early decades, FTE land was beyond 
the finances of almost all Solomon Islanders.

Berry’s 1972 report recommended housing developments for new areas: 
SDA Valley (south-west of Vura), Rove South, Symes Valley (between 
Vura and Panatina), Kuromulevuhu (on the west bank of Mataniko 
River), Mbokona (behind the old power station), Mbumburu (west of 
Mbokonavera, near Lengakiki), Kombuvatu (south of Kola`a Ridge), 
and at White River (on the western edge of Honiara) (Map 6.1). The 
density of housing developments varied, with an average of eight houses 
per hectare. These were generous proportions, allowing for the expansion 
of the house, gardening land, and space for children to play. Initially, 
Solomon Islands public servants were not keen on moving out of centrally 
located, heavily subsidised government housing into their own houses 
on the edge of town. This was accomplished during the mid-1970s by 
increasing the rents paid for government houses, which made the move 
more financially attractive. Under the sixth development plan in 1977, 
the strategy was to transfer the houses in the government housing pool 
to the Housing Authority, although valuations were slow and difficult 
to obtain.39 

Another housing problem was that there were very few privately owned 
houses in Honiara suitable for letting to short-contract technical assistance 
staff from aid agencies. The government attempted to obtain overseas aid 
to build suitable houses, to be constructed by the Housing Authority, 
with the idea that in the long term these houses would be purchased by 
senior Solomon Islanders.40 

37  Heath 1978: 11.
38  PMB 1371, Nigel Oram Collection, Commissioner and Lands and Surveys, Memorandum 
H5/20, 18 October 1969.
39  Floyd 1976: 44–45.
40  ibid.
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Honiarans remember the houses by their model numbers. Taking low-
covenant housing at Mbua Valley estate as an example, in 1975, there 
were 89 houses of various models. They were constructed on short steel-
pipe stilt foundations, with wooden frames and floors, Masonite interior 
walls, fibro outer walls, insulated ceilings, and galvanised ripple-iron 
roofs. They cost between A$1,337 and A$4,800. Deposits were between 
A$50 and A$500.

Table 5.4 Housing Authority house models and prices at Mbua Valley, 1975.

Model no. Cost (A$) Deposit (A$) Size (sq m)

240 1,337 50 6.1 x 3.6

384 1,598 100 7.3 x 4.8

485 2,600 200 8.2 x 5.4

700 3,434 300 9.1 x 5.4

800 4,800 500 12.1 x 6.1

Source: Floyd (1975: 53–55).

The ‘240’ was a one-bedroom house with a separate concrete service capsule 
outside, containing the toilet, shower, and washtub. The ‘384’ was similar, 
but bigger and the ablutions block could be built inside. Type ‘485’ had 
two bedrooms, a living room, kitchen space, and indoor ablution facilities. 
The ‘700’ was similar to the ‘485’, but larger, with two extra bedrooms. 
The ‘800’ was clearly the deluxe model, with four bedrooms, a living 
room with dining space, a separate kitchen with a stove, indoor ablution 
facilities (including a washbasin), ceilings, flyscreens, and built-in shelves. 
While the lower-range houses provided only basic accommodation, their 
residents built extensions roofed with sago palm fronds, and outdoor 
kitchens, seating, and sleeping areas—usually low wooden platforms 
designed to catch the breeze. A combination of urban and village styles 
ensued, which were suitable for cheap urban development. 

Model ‘240’ was designed to be within the reach of middle-level public 
servants, while the ‘700’ was for top-level public servants, as was the ‘800’. 
There were no Model ‘1,000’ houses at Mbua (Map 6.1), but where they 
were built, they required two high incomes to meet the repayments.41 The 
original selling price did not include the site development costs, which 
largely explains the demise of the Housing Authority, as it could ill afford 

41  Floyd 1975: 53–55.
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to absorb the costs.42 Even so, the owners also needed to purchase furniture 
and appliances, and to attend to maintenance, which, with electricity and 
water, the repayments, and feeding and clothing large extended families, 
meant that incomes were stretched to the limit. Repayment defaults were 
common. These were the living conditions available for public servants, 
unless they were lucky enough to have access through localisation to one 
of the older houses built for expatriate public servants. 

The demand for housing eased in the late 1970s. There were few new jobs 
in Honiara, although labour was being drawn to commercial activities 
on Guadalcanal Plains at the Commonwealth Development Corporation 
(CDC) oil palm project, the Brewer Solomon Associates rice scheme, 
Foxwood Timbers, and Levers’ activities (Chapter 6). Inflation pushed 
house prices beyond average income levels, while the plan to introduce 
economic rents for government houses was slow to be implemented. 
Other Honiara valley areas were opened—such as Mbokona and Kaibia 
(Map 10.1: #23, #44)—and there was infilling: building new houses 
in already established areas on Housing Authority estates. Plans for 
a 400-house SDA Valley estate were shelved for a few years. A middle-
class housing estate eventuated at Panatina Ridge—a suitable supplement 
to this educational, commercial, and industrial area. 

Home gardens did not flourish on the estates as the soils were poor and 
the settlers required large areas for root-crop gardens, which they obtained 
by colonising the surrounding national park and through customary 
arrangements with Tandai landowners. The planners had designed 
conventional suburbs that did not consider Solomon Islands shifting 
cultivation practices or the poor soils.

The settlements: Early THA/TOL and 
squatter areas
The housing estates and the more formal urban areas are overwhelmingly 
made up of FTE leases, although there are always small squatter areas 
within these, or close by, even in areas as solidly middle class as Kola`a 
Ridge. Temporary Housing Area (THA) schemes under TOLs are 
arguably now as important and permanent as FTE areas, even though this 
was not part of the original urban concept. 

42  Floyd 1976: 38.



HONIARA

218

The Allies’ Camp Guadal was largely a tent city, along with Quonset huts, 
and a few substantial buildings. Photos of downtown Point Cruz in 1945 
show rows of tents, which were dismantled when the Americans withdrew. 
When Solomon Islanders first arrived in Honiara in the late 1940s, they 
required accommodation and, after work, they needed to supplement their 
meagre incomes by continuing food-gathering and cultivation practices 
learnt in their home villages. What became increasingly obvious was that 
90 per cent of Honiara’s residents could not afford even the cheapest 
houses provided by the authorities, and they needed to supplement their 
wages with extensive subsistence gardens to feed their families, and to sell 
excess food in the market. The result was the growth of the first settlements 
in what are now THA/TOL and squatter areas on the fringes of central 
Honiara.43 Individuals from these settlements established gardens on 
Honiara Town Council or BSIP Government land, or Tandai customary 
land, and they fished, hunted, and foraged. From about 1950, men who 
were living in the Kukum Labour Line accommodation began to make 
gardens further inland, which the government encouraged.44 To protect 
their crops, they arranged for wantoks to build small huts as guard houses. 
This led to the establishment of several of the earliest settlements in the 
valleys leading away from the coast.

The accommodation provided by employers was usually substandard. 
To compensate, Honiara’s residents began to build houses using bush 
materials, or a combination of bush and scavenged materials. On their 
customary lands at home, they were free to begin new hamlets or villages, 
and to build houses for themselves using local materials. They applied 
the same principles to vacant land around Honiara. A good example was 
men occupying the single men’s quarters at Kukum who brought their 
families to join them. Honiara was populated by Solomon Islanders who 
had migrated from their home villages and were trying to make their way 
in the urban settlement. They earned low wages and could not afford 
to rent houses, even when they were available. If they moved, it was to 
nearby squatter settlements where sanitation was poor and there was no 
reticulated water. As they did in their home islands, people depended 
on rivers and streams, and tapped into small springs, although overall 
Honiara had a poor supply of natural groundwater, and lower rainfall 
than surrounding areas. 

43  PMB 1371, Nigel Oram Collection, J.B. Twomey, Advisor, Natural Resources Committee, BSIP 
Secretariat, Public Notice No. 40/73, 11 April 1973; Floyd 1974: 11.
44  PIM, April 1953, 129.
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The THA/TOL concept, introduced in 1960, was intended to provide 
short-term permits to erect one house, and the initial idea did not include 
transfer, lease, or renting to another person. THAs were intended to 
regularise the use of government land within Honiara through formalising 
temporary occupancy. Settlers could obtain a licence for $5 to occupy 
land for 12 months. The blocks were not surveyed, no facilities were 
provided (such as roads, water, electricity, garbage disposal, or human 
waste removal), and the placement of houses was haphazard. As long as 
a house was built on the land, the licence could be renewed each year 
until some future date when the BSIP Government or the Honiara Town 
Council had an alternative purpose for the land.

Honiara’s residents needed somewhere to live beyond the Labour Line 
and shanties behind their employers’ properties. They also needed to 
supplement their small incomes. District Commissioner Tedder described 
the situation in 1966: 

All types of fishing are practiced on weekends. Fish is a useful 
dietary supplement, and the surplus fish is sold for cash. Hunting 
and foraging parties are held during most weekends along the river 
valleys within easy reach of Honiara.45 

The most senior civil servant and the most junior labourer could be found 
during weekends working in adjacent gardens in the valleys. There was 
no declared official policy until 1964, when Honiara Town Council tried 
to place limits on shifting cultivation to prevent soil erosion. Gardening 
permits were introduced, allocating 1,300 square metres for each member 
of a household, but banning the burning or cutting of larger trees, and 
encouraging composting. These permits increased in number from 250 
in 1964, to 719 by June 1971.46 Residents of the settlements suffered 
from poor health. A report from Kobito in 1976 showed elevated levels 
of sickness among children. The principal diseases were those of the skin, 
diarrhoea, and hookworm—all indications of poor sanitation.47

45  Tedder 1966: 40.
46  Bathgate 1978b: 3, fn. 2.
47  Oram 1980: 146.
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In 1974, an investigation was under way in 12 urban squatter settlements—
an attempt to regularise titles, construct roads, and provide water and 
refuse services. The Housing Authority and the council wanted to provide 
basic services and even sketched the minimum type of structure they 
would like to see built. This was hardly a unique idea as the sketch was 
typical of many basic Solomon Islands village structures then and now, 
with public and private areas, and a detached kitchen with a fireplace, all 
made from local materials.48

In the mid-1970s, the government and the council were very aware of the 
growing number of urban and peri-urban village settlements constructed 
from local or mixed materials. Nigel Oram described the way these 
settlements grew between 1970 and 1979, noting that the statistics he 
collected were probably too low. The settlers were almost all Malaitan, 
except for settlers from Ontong Java Atoll and Rennell Island on Tandai 
customary land at the mouth of the Mataniko River opposite the hospital. 
The oldest of these settlements are at Malaitan Fishing Village and White 
River, which was the first attempt by the BSIP Government to come 
to terms with the needs of Solomon Islanders in Honiara. As Figure 0.1 
in the Introduction indicates, the Malaitan community was beginning to 
dominate. 

Table 5.5 Growth of settlements in Honiara, 1970–1979.

Year Houses Settlements Population

1970 148 7 ?

1972a 196 9 ?

1973 346 15 1,168

1976b 428 ? 2,407

1979c 337 17 2,330

1979d 147 6 961

a Survey dated 3 July 1973.
b November 1976 Housing Survey.
c Inside the town boundary, 1979 Honiara Census, pp. 22, 46. 
d Outside the town boundary, 1979 Honiara Census, pp. 22, 46. 
Source: Oram (1980: 139). 

48  PMB 1371, Nigel Oram Collection, Sketch of a Honiara-style village house, 1970s. 
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Plate 5.8 Kola`a Ridge squatter settlement on the inland side of the 
established suburb, 1969.
Source: Brian Taylor Collection. 

Squatting on empty land became a considerable problem as more people 
migrated to Honiara, attracted by hoped-for employment opportunities. 
In September 1967, Jim Tedder, as Chairman of the Honiara Town 
Council, issued a stern warning against squatters building houses without 
permission: 

Frequently, though the actual building under construction is not 
in sight, people can be observed carrying old Masonite, corrugated 
iron, sewn sago-palm leaf, bush timber, etc, into the wooded 
valleys in the town—which always means that a structure is being 
built there … The Council hopes to expand the areas in which 
proper village-type houses can be built. But it is essential both now 
and in the future to prevent the erection of unlawful shanties.49 

Ten years later, a report to the government extoled the THA/TOL system:

Migrants from rural areas and other islands who are still living 
according to traditional patterns can obtain a temporary 
occupation license permitting them to construct a house, usually 

49  PMB 1371, Nigel Oram Collection, Circular No. 4/67, File LAN/2/1/5, James Tedder, 
Chairman, Honiara Town Council, 1 September 1967.
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of traditional materials. In providing temporary housing areas, 
wherein basic housing can be constructed, subject to simple 
control, the Government avoided the development of squatter 
areas. There are just a few isolated squatters.50

In 1976, the Honiara City Council recognised about 16 ‘villages’ in 
Honiara, containing 500 houses and a population of around 2,000, all on 
land designated as THAs under TOL. 

Wishful thinking in the 1970s was not mirrored by what happened over 
the next 40 years.51

Migration from rural areas to Honiara increased rapidly and there 
was nowhere to live except in the squatter or THA/TOL settlements. 
Traditional arrangements were mixed with urban concepts. Map 10.1 
from 2019 shows 92 contemporary THA/TOL/squatter settlements, and 
there are also many squatter areas not shown on the map as they are outside 
the council boundaries. In some cases, when the initial settlement began, 
the squatters compensated the Tandai for the land. In east Honiara, this 
was before the land was incorporated into the 1953 national park, or later 
into the Honiara City Council area. This suggests that under customary 
law they may have had usufructuary rights. Most of the residents in any 
THA/TOL or squatter area are from one language area, one island, or one 
Christian denomination. Some families have lived on these temporary 
sites for half a century and have built substantial homes. As well, there 
are nearby leaf houses, which are cheap to rent and provide a low-cost 
urban base.

Although most residents continue to identify with their home 
island, they now see Honiara as their permanent place of residence.52 
The  interpretation  explored in this book is that these THA/TOL and 
squatter settlements are an extension of customary village patterns 
transferred to the urban setting. Rather than the people accommodating 
municipal regulations, the Honiara City Council and the government 
have had to accommodate the needs and traditional land-use and housing 
patterns of the people. In 2020, close to half of Greater Honiara’s residents 
lived in settlements—either on THA/TOL land or as squatters—areas 

50  ADB 1977: 5.
51  ibid., 25.
52  Keen et al. 2017: 79.
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with no permanent security of land tenure. The majority are from Malaita. 
They are an urban reality and will play a powerful role in shaping future 
economic and social developments.

Unfortunately, the THA/TOL system has broken down and the authorities 
have lost control. The initial concept included no urban services, which 
gave way to minimal services: roads, electricity from the grid that can 
be connected, and a communal water supply that can also be connected 
to houses—both for a fee. Many TOL residents cannot afford grid 
electricity, although small solar systems are now often used. The standard 
of housing now varies from dwellings that would not be out of place in 
rural villages to four-bedroom houses that could just as easily have been 
built in FTE suburbs. The bulk of the residents have failed to pay their 
annual licence fees. Squatters have shifted on to government land within 
the city boundary and on to surrounding alienated and Tandai land. The 
system continued to grow (and deteriorate) as the number of squatters 
and THA/TOL residents increased. In the 1960s and 1970s, the small 
TOL fee provided a minimal form of legal security—a licence to squat—
and guided people to settle in concentrated areas, creating urban villages 
or settlements. Twenty years later, the THA/TOL system was providing 
land for at least 23 per cent of Honiara’s population. Some of these areas 
were authorised by the government or council, while others regularised 
what were family initiatives to begin new settlements.

The council has had to amend its by-laws to accommodate these urban 
villages, building roads and paths, supervising health services, the spacing 
of houses, and implementing rubbish removal services.53 The council and 
government are now in the early stages of providing more permanent 
legitimacy to THA/TOL tenure, if occupants pay their annual land rents 
and organise a conversion of title. In recent years, bowing to the way 
in which the THA/TOL areas developed over several decades, and for 
a survey and title transfer fee of around SI$10,000, the land can now be 
registered as FTE, providing more permanent tenure. There also needs 
to be an education campaign to explain the responsibilities inherent in 
urban residence, which includes paying fees to live on the land. While the 
government and the Honiara City Council gradually provided services, 
most THA/TOL residents have failed to pay their annual TOL fees, with 
many of them 20 to 25 years in arrears. A 2006 survey found that of 3,000 

53  WPHC 1958, Housing Committee Report, 28/I CF 252/4/6, vol. 1.
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TOLs, only 10 were up to date with their annual licence fees. By 2013, 
there had been a slight improvement, with 168 up-to-date TOL parcels 
of land—still a long way to go. In the mid to late 2010s, there were 38 
THA/TOL settlements within or on the city boundary (Map 10.1).54 The 
fee has increased over the decades and is now SI$1,000 for a three-year 
TOL. Most THA/TOL residents will never afford to convert their land 
to FTE title.55 

There is another category of people with no formal urban status: families 
who occupy land as squatters, either under customary arrangements with 
the surrounding Tandai or Malango landowners or on land that was 
alienated but unused. The Honiara City Council attempted to differentiate 
between THA/TOL settlements and squatter areas (where no TOLs 
exist), although THA/TOL settlements also fall into administratively 
unclear land categories, particularly so if the payment of TOL fees is not 
up to date.56 Over the decades, what began as squatter settlements often 
progressed to become THA/TOL areas—a regularising of an indigenous 
fait accompli. The difference between squatters and THA/TOL residents 
who fail to pay their annual TOL fee (the majority) is small, although 
lapsed THA/TOL residents can pay their arrears and have their licences 
reinstated. The Honiara City Council’s maps make the attitudes of urban 
planners clear, with headings that depict ‘Temporary Housing Areas’ as 
squatter areas. This is because, as a 2014 report says: 

The vast majority of the remainder [other than the 168 up to 
date with payments] are still occupying that land that their 
expired TOL was issued for. The use of the term ‘temporary’ is a 
misnomer, as occupation of land in Honiara’s squatter settlements 
is rarely ever of a temporary nature.57 

The next section examines the best-known settlement areas: Fishing 
Village, White River, Kobito, Gilbert Camp, Koa Hill, and Burns Creek. 

54  ibid., 92.
55  Foukona and Allen 2017: 91–92; Tozaka and Nage 1981; SIG 2014a: 16.
56  Oram 1980: 147.
57  SIG 2014a: 16.
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Fishing Village
Ellison Sade and Harry Maesae have recounted to me the early history of 
Fishing Village on the shore at Kukum. Gilbert Talo was one of the founders 
of Fishing Village, which was Honiara’s first and most visible urban village 
settlement. The area is also known as ‘Fisherie’ or Vaivila Fishing Village 
(Maps 6.12, and 10.1: #24). It was first settled in the mid-1950s by 
people from Funafou Islet in Lau Lagoon on Malaita’s north-east coast. 
Talo, from Lau Lagoon, was working at the mental hospital at Kilu`ufi on 
Malaita when the facility was shifted to Honiara in 1955. He led a group 
of four medical workers who moved with their families to work at the new 
mental hospital (Map 6.1), which was on the site of the modern Woodford 
International School. The colonial government found it difficult to obtain 
enough protein for hospital patients, and even root vegetables were in 
scarce supply. One easy protein source was fish and, although the nearby 
sea abounded with marine life, there was no organised commercial fishing. 
The doctors at the hospital asked Talo to help establish a regular supply of 
fish. Talo wrote to his younger brother Loea Mamata, who was a student 
at Batuna Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) school in Marovo Lagoon, in the 
western Solomons, asking him to come to Honiara to begin a commercial 
fishing venture. Mamata agreed and travelled to Funafou to recruit the first 
large group of Lau fishermen to live in Honiara.58 

Over the decades, the size of Fishing Village increased, and eventually an 
eastern extension of the ‘Fisherie’ stretched along the coast to Vagamatotora, 
opposite the present-day main campus of Solomon Islands National 
University. Vaivila and Vagamatotora are rocky infertile areas on the shore, 
hemmed in by reefs. This rugged area of coast was no less hospitable than 
the artificial islands on which most of its inhabitants had lived on Malaita, 
and the position offered advantages. Many of the first inhabitants were 
employed at the nearby hospitals or as domestic servants at the Agricultural 
College across the road. They made extra money through participating in 
fishing cooperatives and selling their catch at Honiara’s Central Market. 
In the 1960s, one BSIP Government policy was to develop the local 
fishing industry. Three ‘F’-class fishing boats were provided, two to Lau 
cooperatives operating from Mamanawata (Lokea) at the mouth of the 
Mataniko and from the Fishing Village, the division marked by religion. 

58  The first Fishing Village settlers were Loea Mamate (their leader), Toata Talo, Tom Abanaai, 
Lomo Rofeta, Kabolo Adaisi, Adaisi Abakai, Sarui, Tagele, Satini Dara, Magi Misimisi, Maelasi 
Molia, and Gilbert Talo. Information from Ellison Sade, 26 November 2017.
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The Loya Brothers (SDA) formed the Kukum Private Fishery in 1960, 
and the other group, Ganomela, was Catholic. The Honiara Co-operative 
Fish Marketing Association was formed in 1965, with cold-room facilities 
constructed the next year.59 Fishing Village residents lived in clan groups. 
They built leaf-thatch houses in traditional Lau style on the shore, but they 
were squatters with no land licence or tenure. The administration did not 
confirm their village as permanent until the residents marched to confront 
them. In 1972, 28 Fishing Village households were granted 57 THA/TOL 
licences, establishing the family and clan patterns that continue. All their 
THA/TOL areas have now been converted to FTEs.60 

Plate 5.9 The ‘Fishery’, Honiara’s Malaitan Fishing Village, on the 
beachfront at Kukum, 2008.
This was one of the first areas allocated for ‘village-style’ living in the 1950s. The old 
Malaria Centre (left) and Woodford International School (right) are on the other side 
of the main coastal road.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

59  Fishermen from Langalanga Lagoon, Malaita, also established themselves in Honiara in 1967, 
further expanding the Malaitan fishing community. WPHC 29/11, 312/2/3, Great Britain, High 
Commission for the Western Pacific Islands, General Correspondence Files, 300–499 series, relating 
to the WPHC and BSIP: 1967–71 (1962–72).
60  Information from Harry and Betty Masae, Fishing Village, Honiara, 19 October 2007, 29 
November 2016; BSIP NS, 15 February 1970; Oram 1980: 139.
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White River
The government had begun to realise that not all settlement in Honiara 
would be through high-covenant housing, purpose-built estates, and 
labour barracks. Solomon Islanders took the initiative to negotiate for 
land in ways that were familiar to them. White River on the west side of 
Honiara (Maps 5.3, and 10.1: #77) was different from Fishing Village. 
It was a government-planned area—the first acknowledgement that there 
needed to be settlements where planning regulations were relaxed. It seems 
likely that the earliest people to live at White River were Malaitans. Two 
brothers from east Fataleka, Malaita, Rau and Jack Ramosaea, were 
among the first settlers. Their families claim they arrived in the late 1940s, 
which if true probably means they were initially squatters. They were 
certainly living there in the early 1950s. Jack Ramosaea’s children say their 
father named the river for the white stones on its bed, although James 
Tedder said it was named after a Lieutenant White of the US Armed 
Forces.61 Originally, the river was called Tau`utu. The Ramosaeas chose 
a downstream location with plentiful water nearby.

In the 1960s and 1970s, there were government attempts to guide 
development of the settlement, which was a different start to that at 
Fishing Village, Kobito, Gilbert Camp, or much later at Burns Creek. 
The area was acknowledged as a ‘village area’ although in practice it 
became a THA/TOL settlement. Roads and drainage were laid out 
and, in the 1970s, an extra 60 plots of land were released, doubling the 
settlement’s size. White River officially became an ‘estate’. Small stores 
and a primary school were established and, by the 1970s, there were some 
substantial houses at the coastal end of White River. It became a racially 
mixed community. Its Malaitan, Santa Cruz, Polynesian, and Gilbertese 
residents were among the first Solomon Islanders to identify Honiara 
as their permanent home. Settlement also spread inland to Kongulai 
(Map 5.3) on the ridges at the top of the river.

61  After a search through books on Guadalcanal during the war years, I can find no record of a 
Lieutenant White.
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Plate 5.10 Jack and Margaret Leonga Ramosaea, early settlers at White 
River, photographed in 1982.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Plate 5.11 A Housing Authority home at White River, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 5.12 The typical home of a middle-class White River family, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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White River is on the border between Tandai and Honiara land. During 
the Tension years (Chapter 9), many residents fled. The young men of 
the area joined a community watch group that became the Iron Eagles, 
within the Malaita Eagle Force. They guarded the empty houses of those 
who had evacuated to their home islands and safeguarded the remaining 
White  River community. Like other Honiara settlements, since the 
2000s, White River has witnessed an influx of settlers, although because 
of the extent of its existing settlement, there was less space for newcomers. 
The  area is different to the other settlements as it has a multiethnic 
heritage and is a mixture of THA/TOL and FTE land. What was once 
considered an area of Honiara too isolated to settle is now within easy 
access of the city centre.62 

Kobito, Gilbert Camp, and Koa Hill
Many Solomon Islander residents continued to cultivate gardens on the 
town’s fringes for family food and cash crops. In the 1980s, more than half 
of Honiara’s women had root-crop gardens, and about one-quarter had 
leaf-vegetable gardens—all away from their homes.63 In the early 2020s, 
THA/TOL settlement and squatter area residents were still walking 
long distances to their sweet potato and tapioca gardens on customary 
land rented from the Tandai. When heavy rains destroy these and other 
gardens on Guadalcanal, as occurred after floods in April 2014, supplies 
to Honiara’s markets are low, prices are high, and residents suffer. 

One of Honiara’s planning failures was the 6,070-hectare Queen Elizabeth 
National Park, created in 1954 to celebrate the accession to the throne of 
the new monarch. The park was placed under the charge of the local 
district commissioner. It is doubtful whether the traditional landowners 
ever recognised government control of the park, nor did they understand 
the later incorporation of most of it (5,261 hectares) within the Honiara 
City Council boundary. They continued to make customary transactions 
to allow urban settlers to use the land. By the time money was eventually 
allocated for rangers, in 1973, squatters and ‘weekend farmers’ had cleared 
much of the rainforest from the slopes of Mt Austen. The government 
acknowledged that the concept had failed.

62  I am indebted to Daniel Evans for allowing me access to a draft section of his doctoral thesis, 
which has expanded my knowledge of White River settlement.
63  Jourdan 2010: 270; SIG 1988b: 23, 27.
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Kobito (Map 10.1: Kombito, #39–41) had pockets of good soil and the 
residents also had gardens further out, which were rented from the Tandai 
landowners. Michael Kwa`ioloa, a senior resident of Kobito originally 
from the Kwara`ae language area on Malaita, commented on the origins 
of the gardens on Mt Austen: 

Tapioca is the main food which we plant in the outlying 
settlements, and sweet potato. We live on tapioca because we can 
replant it in the same place and it will grow over and over again for 
many years, if we can’t extend our gardens because the land belongs 
to others. Our way is that if it is regrown forest, no-one can work 
it and if you do they will chase you out, because the area belongs 
to the man who worked it when it was virgin forest. So on land we 
were the first to settle we make tapioca gardens, harvest them, and 
repeat this again and again. When it will no longer grow well, we 
leave it for the forest to regrow and no-one will come to work it, 
because it is ours. In this way we worked the whole area of Mount 
Austen before the ethnic tension. People from Matariu, `A`ekafo, 
Namoliki, Fulisango and Kombito settled everywhere, all of them 
from home on Malaita.64 

Plate 5.13 Kobito 2 in 1968, which was then reminiscent of a Malaitan 
village.
Source: Les Tickle Collection. 

64  Kwa`ioloa and Burt 2012: 68.
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Plate 5.14 The first houses at Kobito 2 were built from local materials. 
This photograph is from 1968.
Source: Les Tickle Collection.

Kobito is now a sprawling permanent settlement divided into several 
sections. Most of the early settlers around Kobito and Gilbert Camp came 
from the Kwara`ae, Fataleka, and Baegu language areas in north and central 
Malaita. The first settlers in the 1950s approached the Tandai landowners 
for permission to settle on the outskirts of Honiara. Even though most 
(although not all) of this land was within the town council boundaries or 
inside the national park, Solomon Islanders used traditional methods to 
acquire rights to use the land. Kwa`ioloa described what happened when 
the Malaitan settlers approached the Tandai. While they may initially have 
been squatters (under the definitions used by the municipal authorities), 
they employed customary processes to settle on Tandai land. Kwa`ioloa 
recorded other settlement patterns, using a style reminiscent of recited 
Malaitan genealogies, and explained the Tandai’s reason for encouraging 
settlement on their land. Many of the sites mentioned below can be 
located on Map 10.1: 
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Their names were Baranaba, Ben Baenosi and Manimosa, 
Domeniko and Kosi, from Gaobata and Kaokao in the Tandai 
Shahalu clan lands. Their aim in giving out those areas was to 
safeguard their customary land against further expansion of the 
town boundary by the government, with the Malaitans there 
to witness that they were the land-owners. However, as I told 
Orodani, when more of our relatives flooded into Honiara for 
employment, instead of consulting the land-owners they called 
at the Lands Department office for permission to occupy these 
outlying settlements. Without consulting the land-owners 
either, the Lands Department automatically issued temporary 
occupation licences with a yearly rent of five shillings, which rose 
to ten shillings, then two dollars, rising to thirty dollars by 1994, 
and now to one hundred dollars.65 

Kwa`ioloa said his brother John Maesatana was the first to settle at Kobito. 
Solodia (meaning ‘soldier’ or ‘policeman’) and Maniuri from Fataleka, 
and Laua`a from Baegu, also settled at Kobito 1. Laua`a’s descendants 
are Dongafaka and his son Konongūi. Kaobata established his family at 
Kobito 2, where Michael Kwa`ioloa and his family are his descendants. 
Tua settled at Mamulele (Namulele), where his grandson Jimmy Ga`ea 
still lived in the 2010s. Salebanga settled at Dukwasi, where Benjamin 
Ramo is his descendant. Dioko began Ferakuisia and was represented in 
the 2010s by Michael Ngidui. Kamusu settled at Adaliaua, along with 
Jack, Deobasi, and `Au from `Ataa, who arrived a little later. Suxon Talo 
and Ini are their descendants. Tega and Amagele settled the Matariu land, 
where Tega’s son Fito`oa and Amagele’s grandson Cedric Kemanu lived 
in the 2010s. Ngwaa and Lafunua settled at Taba`a above Rove Market 
in west Honiara.66 Some of these settlements were on leased government 
land, but even so, the new occupants conducted traditional exchanges 
with the Tandai landowners to make certain their welcome was long term. 
Originally, their homes were made from ‘bush’ materials, then, slowly over 
years, they used more permanent materials, and the land was incorporated 
into the THA/TOL system. 

65  ibid., 198.
66  From the memories of Michael Kwa`ioloa, and the Toa Te`e, Itea, Masae, and Kaliuae families. 
See also ibid., 64, 199.
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Lau Valley (Map 10.1: #36) was begun by a leader from Lau Lagoon, 
represented by Inito`o in the 2010s. Maelaua was the first to settle at 
Kaibia, which was named after a tapioca (kaibia) garden there. `Ofi`olo 
was begun by Robert, a man from the South Malaita section of `Are`are. 
Gua from east Fataleka was the first settler at Abira`ado`e, which he named 
after his home area.67 As Michael Kwa`ioloa notes, these settlements were 
arranged through traditional procedures: 

We must also realise that when our ‘fathers’ sought permission to 
settle this land they offered gifts of shell-money and pigs to the 
land-holders, who had to offer sacrifices to their ancestral ghosts 
to declare everything before anyone settled or cleared an area of 
land. Otherwise the ghosts would not know those persons and 
would cause sickness or even death to those settling the land. They 
also offered the land-holders food such as sugar, tinned meat, 
biscuits, rice or whatever, and even handed them tools such as 
machetes, axes, saws, hammers and nails. They provided the land-
holders with everything, because they were friends, demonstrating 
the rights of Solomon Islanders to freedom of movement to settle 
anywhere as long as we seek permission from the rightful land-
holders, avoiding fighting, killing and parting people from their 
property.68 

The ethnic origins of settlements are usually clear from their names, 
which come from particular islands and languages. Settlement names 
such as Adaliua, Aekafo, Feraladoa, Fulisango, Koa Hill, Lau Valley, and 
Tolo all have Malaitan origins. Malaitan residents are also clustered in 
other settlements such as Borderline, Burns Creek, Gilbert Camp, Green 
Valley, Kaibia, Kobito 1, 2, and 3, Mamulele, Adaliua, New Mala, and Sun 
Valley.69 Alongside this formal permission there was a blend of occupation 
types on Tandai and THA/TOL land, which now cover large areas of the 
city. Several of the outer settlement areas grew in these years, particularly 
those in east Honiara dominated by Malaitans. The pattern of settlement 
relates to language and extended kin relationships back on Malaita. 

Anthropologist Rodolfo Maggio’s research suggests that between 1949 
and 1952, Moses and Benjamin Ko`oru`u were the first to settle at 
Gilbert Camp (Map 10.1: #18). Benjamin made an arrangement with 
Baranaba O`ai from the Tandai Kakau descent group: he worked at Ilu 

67  Kwa`ioloa and Burt 2012: 199.
68  ibid., 201.
69  Foukona and Allen 2017: 91.
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farm and, in return for access to produce, his family was allowed to live 
at Gilbert Camp. As this was before the national park was proclaimed in 
1954, it was a normal customary arrangement preceding later government 
declarations. The Malaitans say the current Tandai landowners of Gilbert 
Camp land regard the arrangement as a Guadalcanal chupu, a traditional 
arrangement involving the exchange of food and valuables for land.70 
However, traditional arrangements seldom operate in perpetuity and need 
to be regularly maintained, which has not always occurred, and which 
became part of Guale disquiet during the Tension years. 

A similar pattern developed on Koa Hill (Map 10.1: #25), between the 
Mataniko River and Skyline Ridge.71 There are two entry points to Koa 
Hill: down from Skyline Road and across the Mataniko, using a bamboo 
raft. The river end of this area is one of the two remaining Tandai 
customary areas within Honiara. A man from Koa in west Kwara`ae asked 
permission from Baranaba to settle there. Others followed in the 1970s 
and 1980s, and gradually there was more of a mix of housing materials, 
using bush materials and modern milled wood and galvanised ripple-iron 
sheeting. Talo settled at Namoliki, while `Aitorea, Adam from Kwaio, 
and  Dick Maetoe settled at Kena Hill. Kalaka established Kalaka, and 
Kofiloko was founded by Paul Ata, Kasile, and Ben Beuka—all from 
east Kwaio. 

Not all Tandai landowners would support Kwa`ioloa’s analysis of 
Malaitans’ customary negotiations. The Tandai complain that many 
Malaitans did not continue to pay compensation or rent for their houses 
and garden land. Guale customs relating to land and residence differ from 
those on Malaita. Although unhappy with the Malaitans, the Guale did 
not feel able to terminate the arrangements. They say they approached 
the Guadalcanal Council for assistance but were told it was their own 
responsibility. When the matter was raised in the Legislative Assembly, 
Malaitan members are said to have blocked any discussion.72 These issues 
simmered for decades and eventually boiled over during the Tensions. 

70  Maggio 2016; see also 2014.
71  Ariki 2020: 72–94.
72  Oram 1980: 140–41.



HONIARA

236

Plate 5.15 Billy Toa Te`e, originally from Kwara`ae on Malaita, lived at 
White River, before settling at Kobito 2 in the 1980s. He is seen here 
with two members of his family in the 1990s. 
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 5.16 Roselyn Aona Toa Te`e, 
wife of Billy Toa Te`e, 1980s.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 5.17 The original 1970s Toa 
Te`e house at Kobito 2 had ripple-
iron walls as well as an unlined roof.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 5.18 Urban renewal: 
The walls of the Toa Te`e home 
at Kobito 2 were renovated with 
wood in the 2000s.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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Burns Creek
The Burns Creek coastal settlement abuts the easternmost Honiara City 
Council land. The name Burns Creek was originally applied to a sluggish 
stream feeding into the mouth of the Lungga River, and then to a rubbish 
dump, an area used for agriculture and education, and a squatter settlement. 
Levers—under a new company entity, Russell Islands Plantation Estate 
Limited—originally controlled the land. It is low-lying and Japanese and 
American photographs from mid-1942 indicate that the area was never 
planted with coconut palms.73 It was known as Burns Creek as far back as 
1945 and wartime photographs show a scattering of American buildings 
there. The SDA mission took over the American facilities at nearby 
Betikama to begin a primary school in 1948. Negotiations began in the 
1960s to start a secondary school at Betikama and the mission arranged to 
shift its existing primary school to the Burns Creek area on the opposite 
side of the highway.

The city rubbish dump was also known as Burns Creek, even though it 
was on the fringe of Ranadi outside the area of Burns Creek settlement 
(Map 10.1: #7). During the 1970s, cattle holding grounds were established 
there, with plans for an abattoir under the Livestock Development 
Authority, which collapsed in the 1990s (Map 6.2). From the 1980s 
until 2019, about 12 hectares of the area, where it bordered the highway, 
became the Taiwan Technical Mission’s experimental rice farm, which is 
often still referred to as the ‘KGVI farm’, which presumably indicates 
its original use when KGVI transferred from Malaita to Honiara in the 
1960s. A decade later, part of the Burns Creek land was sold to private 
interests and part reverted to the government, when the Commissioner of 
Lands is said to have allowed squatters to settle there. 

Daniel Evans’ informants suggest the current squatter settlement at Burns 
Creek began in 1992, facilitated by John Seti Iromea from Baegu, Malaita. 
He was on the Honiara City Council and seems to have invited settlers, 
mainly migrants from north-east Malaita. He is said to have ‘sold’ land to 
the squatters, trading on his authority as a councillor. Another prominent 
early settlement leader was Peter Usi, who also invited people to settle. 
Burns Creek was sparsely populated during the 1990s, then came into 
its own in the early 2000s, housing many of those who returned after 

73  I am indebted to Peter Flahavin for providing relevant photographs.
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having fled Honiara and Guadalcanal Plains during the first years of the 
Tensions. The settlement expanded rapidly during the 2000s and 2010s. 
Finally, in 2010, a portion of the area was obtained by the National Sports 
Council on a 50-year lease to construct a sports stadium. Part of this land 
was already included in the squatter settlement. In 2013, the National 
Sports Council issued squatters with letters demanding they quit the land, 
which they ignored. Burns Creek is the best example of an area recently 
‘colonised’ by migrants in need of homes. In essence, what occurred there 
is the same as in other settlements like Kobito and Gilbert Camp in the 
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s: newcomers in search of a place to live squatted 
on land that was empty. It became theirs through long-term occupancy.74 

Figure 0.1 in the Introduction shows the transition to a separate dominant 
Malaitan community, much of it in east Honiara in the settlements 
described above.

Creating modern social patterns
Chapter 10 concentrates on hybridity and aspects of village life that 
maintain and sustain modern Honiara. These urban social patterns 
developed over several decades. This short concluding section attempts to 
begin to explore some aspects that have fed into the making of modern 
Honiara. 

First, there is the overwhelming Malaitan presence in Honiara. The 
Malaitan THA/TOL and customary/squatter communities, along with 
the other more well-to-do Malaitans living on FTE land, created a 
Malaitan urban ‘world’ of such size that it operates as a separate entity, 
as well as being part of the wider Solomon Islands section of the urban 
population. The majority is from central and north Malaita, particularly 
from Kwara`ae, or from Lau and Langalanga lagoons, Fataleka, and Baegu. 
Yet, Malaitans are not a united group and they have also intermarried 
with Solomon Islanders from other provinces (including Guadalcanal), 
adding to the complexity. In Making Mala: Malaita in Solomon Islands, 
1870s–1930s (Moore 2017a), I discussed the way in which, decades 
earlier, Malaitans overcame their differences to unite during Maasina 

74  I am indebted to Daniel Evans and Martin Hadlow for assisting in the quest for the origin of the 
Burns Creek name. We were not successful in establishing who Burns was.



239

5. MUNICIPAL AUTHORITY AND HOUSING

Rule (1944–52). David Akin extends this analysis into the Maasina Rule 
years.75 Their urban lives, particularly in Honiara, were built on these 
earlier experiences. 

Second, modern Honiara combines elements similar in urban settings 
around the world, along with aspects specific to Solomon Islands. Over 
decades, there were changing consumption patterns and expectations. 
In  the 1960s and 1970s, all urban working-class and middle-income 
earners had rising expectations as they became used to town life. Whereas 
a bicycle was a paramount urban status symbol in the early 1950s 
and 1960s, at the end of the decade, bicycles had been replaced with 
autobikes, small motorcycles, or motor scooters. Young Peter Kenilorea, 
a KGVI secondary schoolteacher, provides a good example of the changing 
consumption patterns of elite indigenous workers. In 1969, he became 
the proud owner of a Honda 150cc motorcycle, then a few years later he 
graduated to a small British car. In 1976, he became the country’s second 
chief minister and, in 1978, the first prime minister, with a car and 
a driver.76 His final car in the 2010s was an ageing Land Cruiser, which 
was a remnant of his time as Speaker of Parliament. His accommodation 
also changed. Sir Peter moved from government accommodation at the 
new KGVI to the ‘Red House’ (the prime minister’s residence), and then 
to his own comfortable home on Kola`a Ridge.

Third, as in any city, Honiara developed communal urban facilities. 
The Christian denominations led the way in providing facilities such 
as multipurpose halls adjoining churches. The United Church and 
the South Sea Evangelical Church established their main churches on the 
beach near Central Market. The Catholic and Anglican cathedrals were 
constructed further east. Other churches are spread through the suburbs 
and settlements. The first community centre was built in 1971, between 
Chinatown and Lawson Tama sports ground, close to the new urban 
sprawl, providing multipurpose space for indoor sports and meetings.77 
There are shopping centres, community facilities, food markets, sporting 
associations and facilities, spaces for public events, and a growing sense 
of belonging to a complex urban community. 

75  Akin 2013.
76  Kenilorea 2008: 132.
77  BSIP AR 1971: 5; BSIP NS, 7 May 1973; Oram 1980: 143.
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Fourth, alongside these trappings of a modern city, the Tandai landowners 
feel that their ownership of the land on which Honiara is built has never 
been extinguished. The government’s arrangements to resume the land 
were made legally in 1947–48 and 1954. Back then, it was easy for the 
government to set a low price. Between the 1950s and 1990s, the Tandai 
were also compensated in cash and traditional wealth items by other 
Solomon Islanders who had come to live in Honiara. I am aware of Tandai 
land at Kongulai (Map 5.3), on the ridges behind White River settlement, 
which was purchased (using cash and chupu concepts) by Malaitans in the 
1990s, in a style of acquisition like that for the land around Gilbert Camp 
decades earlier. Evidence was presented to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (2008–12) on these land transactions, some of which were 
paid for through cash compensation, but in other areas, the land reverted 
to the Guale with no recompense.78 Other Solomon Islanders are quite 
aware of the ambivalent attitudes of the people of Guadalcanal to the 
existence of Honiara.

A related land issue is the nature and size of the squatter and THA/TOL 
settlements. While the city council and the national government have 
legal claim over the FTE, THA/TOL, and other ‘vacant’ lands within 
the city’s boundaries, and lament that most TOL fees are in arrears, they 
seem to have no ability to regularise or close squatter settlements. Evicting 
about half the occupants of Greater Honiara from their homes is not an 
option. Planners are treading carefully in this area, aware of the issues, but 
unsure how to deal with them.

Fifth, Solomon Islanders have made Honiara their own, creating a hybrid 
indigenous culture. In the early decades, many Solomon Islanders did 
not feel comfortable in downtown Point Cruz, and various of Honiara’s 
early facilities, such as the clubs and hotels, were dominated by, and 
almost exclusively for, expatriates. The core of indigenous Honiara was 
formed by the Central Market, Chinatown, Kukum, the hospital, and 
the churches—all located close to the Mataniko River. Central Market 
was always a meeting place for everyone: expatriates shopped there once 
or twice a week; Solomon Islanders without refrigeration to preserve food 
visited the market every day. 

78  SIG 2014b.
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The dynamics of Central Market are useful for explaining Honiara’s 
hybridity. By the 1960s and 1970s, the market ran six days a week and 
supplies were coming in from all over Guadalcanal and other islands. 
When in season, Malaitan pineapples flooded the market, and root 
vegetables arrived by the shipload from other provinces. Villagers from 
all around Guadalcanal, Savo, and Ngela were constant visitors, bringing 
produce. The market has always been a place where Solomon Islanders can 
laze about and socialise, chew betel nuts with wantoks, pass on messages, 
and look for relatives just arrived on ships. Murray Bathgate noted in 
the 1970s that ‘the market compound was divided into discrete social 
territories’,79 which were never marked but always adhered to. Customary 
exchange cycles interacted with the modern economy. It was a microcosm 
of the Solomons world in which foreigners were tolerated but never quite 
felt comfortable. 

Plate 5.19 Some of the first minibuses in Mendana Avenue, Honiara, 
in the 1970s.
This scene is of the centre of the Point Cruz shopping centre in Mendana Avenue, 
opposite the gas company, Acor Bookshop, and Solomon Airlines. There were trees 
in the main street, which, sadly, have now disappeared in the name of progress.
Source: Ian Frazer Collection.

79  Bathgate 1977: 18; SND, 14 March 1975.
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The same patterns apply to established wantok communities. There are 
large parts of Honiara that most foreigners never visit: the settlements—the 
THA/TOL and squatter areas. Solomon Islanders live comfortably there, 
combining the need to earn money to support urban life with the need 
to fulfil family and customary obligations. One of the most interesting 
things about Honiara is the way it brought about an amalgamation 
and intertwining of different systems of kastom from various islands 
and broadened the wantok system beyond its origins in separate local 
languages. Another interesting aspect is the way Solomon Islanders’ 
concepts of public space have been transferred from villages and language 
groups to the urban setting. One theme in this and other chapters is 
the idea of parallel Honiara ‘worlds’. Although some urban compounds 
and private houses are fenced off and access is clearly restricted, most of 
Honiara is one large public arena.80 

North Malaitans introduced a word into Solomons Pijin: liu, meaning 
to ‘hang around’, stroll, or loiter casually. Young single men have always 
been the main performers of this social art, although the practice can 
apply to families and women as well. They, too, enjoy the freedom of 
wandering about Honiara’s public places. Liu allows new contacts to be 
made and old relationships to be supported. Lilui la became a lifestyle for 
many Malaitans and other urban Solomon Islanders. The term masta liu, 
coined in the 1970s, is still well-known, and means to have no work and 
depend on wantoks for sustenance. In 1975, in his final year as a student 
at Betikama SDA High School, Ellison Sade wrote the following lyrics 
for a song about masta liu. Like the lyrics for Wokabaoti long Saenataone 
(Walkabout in Chinatown), Masta Liu struck a chord with the people 
of Honiara: 

Master Liu
I’m Master Liu
And it’s not something new
If I come your way
At any time of the day
I’ll walk the streets
Till the soles of my feet
Know every grain of sand
In all of this land
[Chorus]

80  Frazer 1985: 191.
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Hey Master Liu, please show us the way
To travel along the Kukum High Way
It was long, long ago since we have come
So take us home
Master Liu, Master Liu81 

The master liu concept entered Solomon Islands culture. On the district 
stations in the 1950s, the unemployed were given free passage home by the 
district commissioners or district officers. This did not occur in Honiara, 
although in the 1960s there were some ‘district houses’ built for lius (the 
plural form) next to the district commissioner’s office.82 Lius have always 
been a large portion of the Honiara population, staying with their extended 
families in overcrowded housing. Ian Frazer interpreted ‘to liu’ as strategic 
behaviour, a way of learning, and of supporting social cohesion. He also 
described comparative terms and behaviours among the Guale, and from 
other areas of the nation. This peripatetic but acceptable lifestyle can extend 
over years, and include movements and circulations between islands, all 
encompassed in an extension of local area activities rooted in culture.83 
What foreigners often see as rootless wandering and parasitic dependence 
on wantoks are part of the creation of a sustaining modern national 
consciousness, a dynamic and creative process that blends with traditional 
cultural norms. It also easily tips over into criminal activity. 

***

Planners never envisaged the Greater Honiara of 2020, with its population 
of 160,000 in a nation of 721,000 people. Future forecasts are difficult, 
although the Ministry for Lands, Housing and Survey estimates that 
Greater Honiara’s population could reach 350,000 by 2050.84 Honiara has 
always had a high rate of inward migration, with the population increasing 
sevenfold between independence in 1978 and the 2010s. There have been 
two falls in population numbers. The first was during the Tension years 
(1998–2003), when 25,000 to 35,000 residents left Guadalcanal Plains 
and Honiara, although many returned after 2003, once RAMSI arrived 
(Chapter 9). The second was in 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when many people returned to their home villages. 

81  My thanks to Ellison Sade for allowing the reproduction of his lyrics.
82  In 1967, there were several hundred people without employment, which was of concern to local 
and central government authorities. BSIP NS, 7 May 1967.
83  Frazer 1985: 185–205; Gegeo 2015.
84  Keen et al. 2017: 19.
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Solomon Islands Government processes are often frustrating to outsiders. 
Citizens seem to behave in ways that appear to be not in the national interest. 
There are deeply felt beliefs about preserving the rights of customary 
landholders, which hold up development opportunities. Government 
decisions almost always err on the side of humanitarianism, recognising 
that there are social pressures at work as village societies transition into the 
modern world, which do not always fit into bureaucratic rules. As well, 
the government seldom uses force on its people; almost never in land 
matters. While this may seem inefficient, negotiation and respect are the 
key mechanisms that preserve the fabric of society and cultural values. 
I have heard senior Solomon Islanders complain about squatters in shanties 
wedged into urban crevices on Kola`a Ridge, next to their prestigious 
urban allotments. Yet, they also prefer to let the squatters stay there and 
would be horrified if the government used strong-arm tactics to remove 
them. I suspect that, deep down, they realise that they, too, are only one 
or two generations away from villages where land is held under customary 
ownership. All the Solomon Islands elite have relatives living in Honiara’s 
settlements or in provincial villages, to whom they are obligated. The elite 
remember their own less-affluent days, and Christianity also plays its part 
in shaping a modern belief system that is forgiving of difference. 

In the standoff at Burns Creek over land reserved for sporting facilities, 
the squatters seem to have won, as it is unlikely the government will evict 
them. There are other recent similar examples. In 2017, news broke of 
squatters from Temotu Province fighting back against Hatanga Limited at 
Tinge Ridge in west Honiara. They retaliated against the company, which 
had FTE ownership and the legal right to clear them off the land. The 
company, chaired by Jay Bartlett, who is also a member of the Solomon 
Islands Chamber of Commerce and Industry board, had owned the land 
for 20 years, with the long-term plan to subdivide it into a residential 
estate. The company claimed to have entered negotiations with the illegal 
settlers. Appeals were made to the owners and the squatter/settlers to 
remain calm and deal with the dispute in a peaceful manner. In another 
2017 case, at Ranadi, two different Chinese companies were said to 
have been sold the same piece of land (which belongs to the South Sea 
Evangelical Church and had a tenant, a local company, Timol Enterprises 
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Limited).85 Ministry of Lands officers seem to have connived for personal 
gain. The bubbling tensions are obvious. Disputes between settlers on the 
land and the legal owners will continue as Honiara grows.86 

The Honiara City Council has never really been autonomous, always 
hamstrung by the BSIP Government and the post-independence national 
government and its instrumentalities such as the Housing Authority, the 
Ports Authority, and the Ministry of Infrastructure Development, which 
maintains Honiara’s road system.87 While Honiara is only a small region 
excised from Guadalcanal Province, the city belongs to the nation, not to 
the province. The 1998–2003 Tension period and continuing disturbances 
such as those between Hatanga Limited and the Temotu squatters show 
the complexities of life in Honiara. Deep social issues relating to land and 
society are never far below the surface.

85  Tatua 2014.
86  Koli 2017; Bartlett 2017.
87  Osifelo 2018.
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