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9
Since independence

Plate 9.1 Busy Mendana Avenue in 2014.
Once lined with shade trees, Honiara’s main street has become a hot and dusty area 
dominated by bitumen, concrete, and traffic jams.
Source: Christopher Chevalier Collection. 

Modern Honiara
So far, Honiara: Village-City of Solomon Islands has concentrated on the 
years up to 1978—the period of the establishment of institutions that 
make up the modern nation. The final two chapters are broad essays 
on the past 40 years. At the time of independence, Honiara was centred 
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on Point Cruz, with most of the business district, government offices, and 
other public buildings nearby. Low-density housing extended east and 
west along the coast. The second commercial centre was in Chinatown 
on the east bank of the Mataniko River, which was an area where rural 
visitors felt comfortable among the trade stores that were little different 
from those in the provinces. Further east there were several educational 
institutions built in the 1960s to serve the nation and surrounding 
Pacific territories. Ranadi was on the way to becoming the third business 
centre, based on light industry and warehouses. Henderson Airfield, 
11 kilometres east of Point Cruz, was the international gateway, based on 
an old wartime airstrip. Housing was beginning to fill out the urban area 
and, as continues, leaf-thatch villages mixed with more permanent houses 
in the settlements. Leaf-thatch houses were also scattered around the 
more established houses in the suburbs, subsidiary to the main buildings.
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Figure 9.1 The population of Greater Honiara: The Honiara City Council 
area and the adjacent peri-urban population of Guadalcanal Province, 
1959–2019.
Notes: The depiction in this graph should be regarded as approximate. Peri-urban areas 
of Honiara outside the city boundaries do not show up in statistics until 1999. Over time, 
squatter areas—many originally outside the town/city boundary—became THA/TOL 
areas once Honiara’s boundary was expanded to incorporate 5,000 hectares of Queen 
Elizabeth National Park in 1973. 
Sources: Based on BSIP (1961); SIG (2014a: 13; 2020g). Graph created by Jessica 
Carmichael.
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Table 9.1 Honiara demographic overview, 1959–2009.

1959 1970 1976 1986 1999 2009

Population 3,534 11,191 14,942 30,413 48,513 64,609

Males 2,664 7,237 8,905 17,293 27,050 34,089

Females 827 3,954 6,037 13,120 21,462 30,520

Households 445 1,644 2,734 4,317 6,921 8,981

Average household 
size (persons)

n.a. n.a. 5.5 7.0 7.1 7.0

n.a. Not available
Note: Some of the figures are deceptive, particularly for 1959 and 1970 for household 
sizes, as significant numbers lived in barracks. 
Sources: BSIP (1961, 1970); SIG (1988a, 1988b, 1999b, 2009). 

Figure 9.1 and Table 9.1 provide an outline of population increases 
between 1959 and 2019 within the Honiara City Council boundaries 
and in Greater Honiara. The number of urban residents of Solomon 
Islands (overwhelmingly living in Honiara) increased by approximately 
4.7 per cent every year—a doubling every two decades. Some Honiara 
settlements grew at twice this rate.1 In 1976, Honiara’s population was 
14,942, which is comparable with that of a small Australian country town. 
More than 80 per cent of Honiara’s population were Melanesian, and 7 to 
8 per cent were Polynesian or Gilbertese. The percentage of Europeans 
in the town’s population fell from 6.1 per cent in 1976 to 4.6 per cent in 
1979. Chinese made up only 1.8 per cent in 1979. Malaitans were the 
main group: approximately 50 per cent of Honiara’s residents aged 15 
and over. The next largest group, about 12 per cent, was from Western 
Province. In 1970, there were still two men to every woman; by 1976, this 
had altered to two women to every three men, indicating the speed of the 
changes during the 1970s. In 1976, 83 per cent of the Solomon Islanders 
in Honiara had lived there for less than four years. A decade later, the 
population was 17,293 males and 13,120 females—a doubling in size 
and an improvement in the male/female ratio. Urban planners estimated 
that, based on the rate of increase in the 1970s, the population was likely 
to be 40,000 by 1996, which was lower than the official figure of 49,107 
recorded in the 1999 census, and did not include people living in Greater 
Honiara beyond the city boundary.2 

1  Keen et al. 2017: 19.
2  Oram 1980: 135–36.
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Map 9.1 Honiara town and boundary, 1981.
Although the map shows the section of Queen Elizabeth National Park gifted to the 
Honiara Town Council, it seems not to include THA/TOL or squatter areas.
Source: Solomon Islands Department of Lands and Survey. 
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Very few attempts have been made to estimate the full extent of Greater 
Honiara and its peri-urban fringe. For instance, Map 9.1 indicates that in 
1981 about one-third of Honiara City Council land had been developed. 
However, it seems not to include THA/TOL or squatter areas. Map 10.1 
is more accurate, although still limited largely to the area of the Honiara 
City Council. Recent mapping is much better. Map 10.4 shows the THA/
TOL and squatter housing settlements in 2019, and Map 10.5 attempts 
to show projected growth between 2006 and 2025, and the expected 
overflow on to Tandai and Malango land. 

Point Cruz is emblematic of changing Honiara. Over the past four decades, 
the promontory has been expanded into a major wharf and storage 
facility. It bears little resemblance to the original small island joined to 
the mainland by a reef and a low swampy causeway. To the east, alongside 
the main wharf and container terminal, is a network of wharves handling 
interisland shipping. The Point Cruz Yacht Club and the government 
patrol boat base are on the western side. Increasingly, Honiara has the 
infrastructure of a modern city, yet the basic geography—Point Cruz, the 
Mataniko River, the narrow coastal strip, the low ridges, and the many 
valleys in between—will always shape development. The hills and ridges 
make it a difficult city for which to provide services. Along with this, 
human changes and continuities bind Honiara into the modern nation. 
The number of occupants of settlements equals, or possibly exceeds, that 
in the suburbs, and housing standards vary enormously. 

The population increased at least four or fivefold between 1976 and 2009. 
In the 2009 census, the male/female ratio had become close to equal. 
The number of households more than tripled between 1976 and 2009, 
and the average household size increased. The National Statistics Office’s 
population estimate for the Honiara City Council area in 2009 was 
67,000, which it projected would reach 100,000 in 2025.3 How wrong 
they were. The official estimate from the 2019 national census is 130,000 
within the boundaries of Honiara City Council and another 30,000 in 
what includes Greater Honiara: a combined total of 160,000 people.

3  SIG 2019c: ‘Projected Population by Province, 2010–25’.
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Plate 9.2 The Honiara waterfront to the east of Point Cruz in 2017, 
showing international ships at the old main wharf on the right and the 
smaller interisland shipping wharves to the left.
The fuel storage area is behind and the National Parliament is on the hill.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 9.3 Honiara’s modern interisland shipping wharves, 2014.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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Honiara has become the seat of government, the headquarters of 
Guadalcanal Province, the home of the nation’s best schools, and the 
headquarters of most Christian denominations. It is also home to the 
head offices of commercial companies and NGOs. It is the ‘arrival city’ for 
Solomon Islands, a place where many aspire to live, even with the financial 
and social difficulties that accompany urban life. However, Honiara 
City Council has always been weak (compared with many overseas city 
councils of similar size) and is not really in charge of urban development 
plans, being subservient to the whims of the national government on 
most matters. The government has done little to create the necessary 
infrastructure for anything beyond the more formally planned areas. 
The results of this lack of forethought are clear in the size of the barely 
controlled settlements.

The most populous wards in 1970 were Panatina, Mataniko, Vavaea, 
and  Kola`a. Mataniko and Vavaea were central to early settlement 
(Map 5.2). Kola`a, Vura, and Panatina in the east are geographically the 
largest wards, stretching furthest inland from the coast. In 1973, Kola`a 
and Vura absorbed the major part of the national park, and Panatina 
was also extended. By 1976, Kola`a and Vura in the east, and Nggosi 
in the west, were all growing fast. In 1986, the most populous wards 
were Panatina, Vura, Vavaea, and Kola`a Ridge, indicating the population 
shift to the east. Twenty years later, the largest wards were Nggosi, Kola`a 
Ridge, Vura, and Panatina. The overall settlement pattern remains the 
same as earlier: the rich live on the hills and the poor live in the valleys. 
The population of Point Cruz, the administrative and commercial hub, 
has remained small. Panatina, once only an education and industrial 
enclave, has now developed into a major housing area, extending along the 
coast as far east as (but not quite including) the Burns Creek settlement, 
and stretching inland. Vura Ward includes Vura suburb, Kobito, and 
Gilbert Camp, plus numerous other settlements. In 2009, 365 Honiara 
dwellings were listed as being constructed from makeshift or improvised 
materials, and 1,586 (of 8,981) had traditional thatched roofs—an 
indication that squatter settlements and urban villages continued to use 
local building materials.
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Plate 9.4 A prosperous Lengakiki Ridge house, 2014.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 9.5 A typical Honiara house combining local and Western 
materials, 2014.
Source: Christopher Chevalier Collection. 
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Table 9.2 Population of wards within Honiara, 1970–2009.

Ward 1970 1976 1986 2009

Nggosi 1,130 1,638 3,900 10,068

Mbumbaru 442 440 1,350 3,625

Rove-Lenggakikia 776 1,023 1,554 2,646

Cruz 632 334 545 232

Vavaea 1,402 2,219 4,699 6,954

Vuhokesa 432 576 634 1,191

Matanikob 1,413 1,246 2,317 4,347

Kola`ac 1,307 2,447 4,279 10,151

Kukum 862 1,023 1,654 1,835

Naha 544 365 577 356

Vura 586 2,183 4,830 9,096

Panatina 1,624 1,499 4,884 14,108

Total 11,150 14,993 31,223 64,609

a Also spelt Langgakiki or Lengakiki.
b Also spelt Matanikau.
c Also spelt Kolaa or Kola.
Sources: SIG (2011b: 13); Floyd (1976: 7a). 

Other social indicators are worth noting here: marriages, religious 
denominations, and schools. The marriage pattern during the mid-1980s 
was similar to that in the rest of the country, wherein men married later in 
life than women by several years—an indication that men were expected to 
be able to provide a living and accommodation for their wives and potential 
families before they entered into marriage. The proportions of religious 
denominations did not entirely mirror the national statistics (Table 7.1). 
Adherents of the Anglican Church of Melanesia (9,330) were the largest 
Christian group: 30.6 per cent of Honiara’s population, which was lower 
than their 33.9 per cent nationwide. The SSEC had 7,742 adherents, 
or 25.4 per cent of Honiara’s population, which was much higher than 
their national level of 17.6 per cent. The same applied to the SDAs: 4,851 
adherents, or 15.9 per cent, when the national figure was only 10 per cent. 
The United Church had 2,551 adherents, or 8.4 per cent. And even though 
the Catholics had been an important presence on Guadalcanal since the 
1890s, they only made up 3,863, or 12.7 per cent, of Honiara’s Christians, 
compared with a national proportion of 19.2 per cent.4 

4  SIG 1988b: 12, 14, 15.
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The modern education system begins with early childhood education and 
six years of primary schooling. The percentage of boys and girls attending 
primary school is approximately equal. The secondary system divides 
into junior secondary school (Years 7 to 9) and senior secondary school 
(Years 10 to 12). The rapid creation of community high schools since 
the 1990s, which include primary and lower secondary levels, has now 
swelled the number of secondary school students. As would be expected 
in a capital city, Honiara has the best-educated population in the nation. 
Whereas some of the provinces had larger numbers of students at primary 
school, none matched Honiara for secondary school attendance. The best 
Honiara upper-level schools are King George VI, the SDA’s Betikama, 
the Catholic St Joseph’s Tenaru, the Anglican St Nicholas College, and 
Woodford International School. 

Solving disputes
In a Pacific city the size of Honiara, civil disturbances can easily get out 
of control, and rivalry between Solomon Islands’ diverse peoples is quite 
usual. The issue has its origins in cultural isolation, the comparative size 
of the ethnic groups, the power of ancestors and spirituality, and translates 
to antagonisms in modern society. Before the protectorate administration 
began in 1896, there was interisland trade and marriage, accompanied by 
fighting, headhunting, and enslavement. Even closely related kin groups 
could hold animosities. Canoes were constantly on the move around 
the coasts of each island and between islands, and groups walked across 
and around islands, visiting kin, trading, and harvesting seasonal crops. 
Internecine fighting was ubiquitous. On plantations overseas and in the 
protectorate, there was also animosity between groups of labourers from 
different places, although the origins of Pijin, wantokism, and pan-island 
nationalism also date back to these same workplaces. 

Sporting games can regularly cause overexcitement in an almost tribal or 
at least an island-centred manner. Elements of ethnic competition and 
rivalry are often present at sporting events at Lawson Tama and Town 
Ground. Lawson Tama is close to Chinatown, with the possibility of 
looting if any situation gets out of control. The area around Town Ground 
is also vulnerable as it includes shops, residential accommodation, and 
government offices. At such times, the police are always very careful in 
handling crowds. While many events have no relationship to alcoholic 
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excess, once bans were lifted (between 1959 and 1965), alcohol became 
an extra element, exacerbated more recently by supplies of kwaso 
(home brew). 

Solomon Islands is a nation of 900 islands, several of them large and 
populous, and all divided between descent and language groups. Solomon 
Mamaloni was correct when he said the nation owed its name to the 
Spanish and its modern boundaries to the British, who divided the BSIP 
into four regions for administrative purposes, whereas by his count there 
were 25 ‘island nations’ inside the Solomon Islands nation. Mamaloni 
is often quoted as saying: ‘Solomon Islands or “the Solomon Islands 
Community” has never been a Nation and will never be a nation and will 
never become one.’5 

His words, written 30 years ago, still have a ring of truth about them. 
All of this influenced the political events that occurred in Honiara and the 
way in which the government attempted to ameliorate tense situations. 
Several cultural mechanisms, and their abuses, paved the way to the 
Tensions of 1998–2003. Some of the disputes that fed into the Tension 
years—Maasina Rule and the Moro Movement, for instance—occurred in 
the days of the British protectorate when an element of anti-government 
rhetoric was intertwined with the desire to re-establish customary legal 
systems. As outlined in the previous chapter, trade unions began in the 
1960s, flexing their industrial muscle and making demands, which created 
a voice for working people and an understanding of the power of group 
action. On the government side, the colonial-era police soon realised that 
new control methods were needed, which led to the modernisation of the 
RSIPF during the 1950s. In the late 1960s, a police field force and riot 
squad were created. While not riots (although that was what Mamaloni 
called them) and not the first strike (Maasina Rule was the first labour 
strike), trade union demonstrations in the 1960s and 1970s were the first 
times the post-war BSIP Government had to deal with crowds of citizens 
in Honiara refusing to obey police orders. The ability (or lack) of the 
police to handle riots and civil discontent was part of the mix. In 1993, 
when Prime Minister Mamaloni authorised the purchase of high-powered 
weapons for the police (for use in relation to the Bougainville rebellion), 
this provided modern guns not previously available in Solomon Islands. 

5  Mamaloni 1992: 10.
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One peculiarity leading up to and during the Tension years was the 
way traditional compensation practices were corrupted. Paying cultural 
compensation is a standard procedure in Solomon Islands society, and 
has survived strongly on some islands, particularly Malaita. The origins of 
the compensation concept relate to payments with traditional valuables—
livestock (usually pigs) and food—not modern currency. There are many 
reasons to demand compensation. After independence, the disputes 
became more political and a pattern emerged of offering cash payments 
as compensation. This escalated and, by the time of the Tensions, the 
practice was accepted as a normal process by the national government. 

Compensation is a fundamental contradiction or tension between socially 
positive and socially destructive behaviours. Exchanges of traditional items 
maintain equilibrium in society after some slight—perhaps swearing at 
humans or ancestors, or at a pig destined for sacrifice, or because of insult, 
injury, or death. In Solomon Islands, a great deal of emphasis is placed on 
the language of respect within networks, based on age, gender, place, and 
kin. Any violation of these codes of conduct—for example, swearing and 
using profanities—can rapidly escalate into conflict, violence, and calls 
for retribution. In Solomon Islands, ‘swears’ (as they are referred to in 
Pijin) have to be heard to be believed. I am most familiar with Malaitan 
‘swears’. They are vituperative and often involve human anatomy and 
‘taboo’ bodily fluids such as blood and faeces. They are aimed at ancestors 
or even the mother or grandmother of the victim of the ‘swear’. I have 
never heard any European profane with anything like the intensity of an 
angry Solomon Islander in full flight. It is a refined cultural form intended 
to get a reaction and, fuelled by alcohol, it can reach eloquent heights. 
Compensation is usually demanded for a ‘swear’. 

The Solomon Islands ‘nation’ was a British creation; the southern and 
northern boundaries are arbitrary, created to placate wider German and 
French colonial interests. Inter-district rivalry is not new. In June 1978, 
just before independence, a poem was published in the Solomon Star 
that denigrated the people of Western Province. Even now, it is seldom 
republished (to my knowledge, only once and never within Solomon 
Islands), such is the antagonism it caused.6 Called Ode to the West Wind, 
it was scathingly derogatory of what the writer viewed as the high-handed 
ways of the people of the western Solomons.7 The author was sent to 

6  Fraenkel 2004: 116.
7  SND, 9 June 1978.
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prison and the national government paid SI$9,000 in compensation to 
Western Province—a sizeable amount more than 40 years ago. This was 
the beginning of national government payments of cash compensation 
for events that denigrated ethnic groups within the nation. Western 
Province—the province closest to Papua New Guinea, at the border with 
Bougainville—boycotted the 1978 independence ceremonies, not so 
much because of the poem, but because it wanted maximum autonomy 
and the National Constitution did not guarantee devolution of powers to 
the regions. It was eventually coaxed in by Prime Minister Kenilorea in 
1979 with a series of ad hoc responses relating to the transfer of Choiseul 
land held by the national government, and negotiations over the future 
citizenship status of Gilbertese immigrants.8 Although relations were 
patched together, it is a longstanding grievance and, when the Tensions 
began, once more, a Western breakaway movement emerged. Although 
phrased in terms of regional autonomy, there was an ethnic element based 
on the blackness of the Western people’s skin—a genetic characteristic 
that links them to Bougainville—and their belief that Western Province is 
the economic engine of the nation.9 

Another incident occurred during 1984–85, when people from the Kwaio 
language/culture area on Malaita boycotted the national elections because 
of lack of compensation for a devastating government-organised massacre 
in 1927, following the killing of their district officer, his deputy, and 
13 police on a tax-collecting mission.10 The ‘Kwaio Fadanga’11 had to be 
placated: Prime Minister Kenilorea made two trips to talk to the Kwaio, 
who demanded an almost meaningless SI$300 billion in compensation—
best regarded as an ambit claim marking their extreme discontent. Kwaio 
anger had been simmering for decades. They presented the National 
Parliament with lists of the dead and items destroyed and raised the 
issue of compensation with the British High Commission, which refused 
to engage with an event so long ago. Kenilorea’s government paid no 
compensation. In his autobiography, Kenilorea shows discomfort about 
dealing with the Kwaio, even though his family is from a neighbouring 
area on Malaita and he knew Kwaio customs well. As anthropologist 

8  Premdas et al. 1984.
9  Scales 2007.
10  Moore 2017a: 404–12, 2019: 227–43; Keesing and Corris 1980.
11  Fadanga means meeting or discussion. It developed into a political pressure group, operating 
mainly in the Kwaio language area on Malaita, and in Honiara in a small way. Akin 1999; Kenilorea 
2008: 267–71.
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David Akin suggests, imbedded in the Kwaio demands was a desire 
that their customary law (‘kastom law’) should also be recognised, not 
just British-derived law. They were also opposed to Christian beliefs that 
banned payments of compensation. There is evidence of this dialogue 
over law and kastom going back at least to the 1930s, and probably as far 
back as the plantations in Queensland and Fiji in the nineteenth century. 
A similar element permeates later demands for compensation in Honiara. 
At its core is non-recognition of the modern state’s legal system and 
a retreat to much older ways of seeking justice. 

Kenilorea was responsible for beginning government-sponsored cash 
payments (to Western Province); Mamaloni took them to new heights. 
The next serious disturbance was in November 1989 when 5,000 mainly 
Malaitan youths rioted in Honiara. This riot was triggered by a ‘swear’ 
against Malaitans when insulting remarks were written on a shop door 
at Central Market, supposedly by a Polynesian man from Rennell and 
Bellona Province. Malaitan youths, fuelled by disenchantment with their 
lack of access to paid work, quite predictably reacted with anger and 
violence. Over four days, they used the incident as an excuse to loot stores 
in Chinatown and along Mendana Avenue.12 Prime Minister Mamaloni 
took personal charge of the situation. He prided himself on being able to 
read the character of the various provinces and knew that antagonisms 
between Malaitans and Ren/Bels (as those from Rennell and Bellona 
are known) were longstanding. All Solomon Islanders are aware of this, 
and often use the ‘cats and dogs’ simile to describe interaction between 
the two groups. Although Rennell and Bellona people are few compared 
with Malaitans, this has never stopped violent interaction. Mamaloni 
ordered a swift response from the police, who used tear gas to disperse 
the mob. Access to Chinatown was blocked and the Tandai Highway was 
closed. White River settlement, with its substantial Malaitan and Ren/
Bel populations, was cut off from the city. A few hours after the riot, 
Mamaloni went on SIBC radio to make a national address in Solomons 
Pijin. He pleaded for calm in the young nation and asked that the issue be 
settled through compensation payments. By 3 am, Police Minister Victor 
Ngele had negotiated a truce and a compensation payment of SI$200,000 
from the national government to the Malaita Province Government. 

12  SS, 17 November 1989, 10.
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A similar incident occurred in 1996. A man of Polynesian heritage from 
Reef Islands had supposedly cursed Malaitans at a Honiara night club. 
The next day, Malaitans assembled at Central Market and demonstrations 
began. There was a confrontation at the market when several Reef Islanders 
drew up in a truck and faced a mob of perhaps 1,000 Malaitans. They 
showed no fear, and the Malaitans showed restraint and respect for Reef 
fighting prowess.13 Three days of tension followed. Chinese shops were 
looted, petrol bombs were readied, and threats were made to burn down 
Honiara. Shops and schools closed. The government capitulated, using 
its Community Development Fund to compensate both sides. The 1989 
incident was quoted as a precedent for the level of compensation necessary 
during the Tensions, and Malaitan leaders also referred to kastom law as 
justification. Once again, it marginalised a weak central government and 
strengthened customary rights. 

Unlike Western law, kastom law can vary from area to area, even on one 
island, and enormously between islands. Nor are kastom beliefs necessarily 
external to government processes, as public servants are sympathetic and 
often unhappy with the weakness of the state they serve. As David Akin 
concluded: 

The political message that Malaitans delivered in Honiara’s streets 
was not only one of dissatisfaction with the government, but also 
one of defiance of government control over their island and their 
affairs.14 

The 1989 and 1996 riots revealed the underlying, simmering social and 
economic issues that would emerge fully blown in 1998. While Mamaloni 
solved the immediate problem in 1989, he was not forthcoming with 
longer-term solutions. In fact, he closed some schemes in Honiara to 
assist unemployed youths, seemingly to discourage a further flow of 
migrants from the provinces, particularly Malaita. He followed this 
strategy to deal with similar smaller riots and disturbances. Each time, 
the government provided cash compensation. In 1996, the disturbance 
was once more between Malaitans and Polynesian groups, the rhetoric 
directed at all Polynesians, including those from the eastern outer islands 
of Sikaiana (part of Malaita Province), Ontong Java Atoll, and Tikopia, 
plus Reef Islanders, who have a mixed Polynesian and Melanesian 

13  From an eyewitness account.
14  Akin 1999: 61.
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heritage. The 1990s riots all involved Malaitans and probably delayed 
reform of the National Constitution towards adopting a federal rather 
than a centralised government system. Although Malaitans make up one-
third of the Solomons population, their province contains only one-sixth 
of the land area. This has led to large-scale migration to other provinces 
and substantial intermarriage outside their own province. The emphasis 
on central government and the provincial system enabled Malaitans to 
access services and employment in other provinces, while on Malaita itself 
there was very little ‘modern’ development. Malaitans need access to the 
other provinces to balance out their excess population and to access cash 
work. It was not clear how the smaller provinces (particularly Rennell 
and Bellona, and Temotu) could access enough funds under a system of 
state governments.

Not all prime ministers approved of cash compensation. Prime Minister 
Ulufa`alu did not, or at least he delayed too long, which was his undoing 
during the Tensions and led to him being forcibly deposed. In 2000, 
during Ulufa`alu’s term as leader, in response to Guale provocation, 
disaffected Malaitan young men gained access to guns in the police 
armouries, which began years of thuggery and extortion by members of 
the Malaita Eagle Force. 

Cost of living in Honiara, 1998–2003
Another aspect of all this was that Honiara was then (and still is) an 
expensive place to live. Part of what was happening in the 1990s was 
increasing pressure on its residents, and a sense of hopelessness as 
conditions deteriorated. No one had faith that the national government 
was working to improve the situation. The Honiara Retail Price Index—
the best gauge of living costs—constantly increased between 1989 and 
1999, by an average of 10.7 per cent a year, which was not matched by 
increases in jobs and incomes. The highest increase was 15.2 per cent 
in 1991. Food prices increased markedly, as did the cost of alcohol and 
tobacco, clothing, footwear, housing, and utilities. A 1995 Honiara 
household income survey showed that many Solomon Islands families in 
Honiara received an average of only SI$619 (then about A$90) a month 
in income, and wages were only a small part of that figure. Much of their 
earnings came from selling their own garden produce, or from onselling 
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other produce, such as betel nuts, from the provinces. The high level of 
inflation created desperate living conditions during these years, which 
were compounded during the Tensions. Many families survived on a diet 
of home-grown tapioca and green vegetables, and as little store-bought 
food as possible.15

The government remained by far the biggest employer in Honiara, with 
a weak private sector trailing behind. In 1986, there were 29,178 males 
and 10,032 females employed in Honiara. In 1999, 39,761 males were 
employed, along with 17,711 females, showing female employment 
growing faster than for males. Jobs for women were mainly in wholesale 
and trading services, which were lower in pay and status. In the late 
1990s, the beginning of the Gold Ridge mine in the central mountains 
of Guadalcanal (Maps 0.2 and 9.2) directly stimulated Honiara, which 
benefited through the development of infrastructure. The mine began 
operations in 1998, and the next year produced 130,000 ounces of gold, 
earning approximately US$36.4 million. The inhabitants of the mine 
site were resettled on the coastal plain 20 kilometres east of Honiara.16 
In  2020, that all seemed like a dream, with the mine closed and the 
tailings dam in a dangerous condition. The mining company offloaded 
the mine (and its responsibility for pollution from the tailings dam) to the 
local landowners for SI$100. 

The 1970s–1990s lead-up to the 
Tension years
Social tensions that were beginning to build in the 1970s and 1980s finally 
exploded in 1998–99.17 By the mid-1980s, the Guale were increasingly 
frustrated by the lack of economic benefits flowing to their province from 
the agricultural developments on Guadalcanal Plains, and the presence 
of an ever-expanding Honiara. As already mentioned, on the plains, the 
landowners owned only 2 per cent of the Commonwealth Development 
Corporation’s SIPL company, although they also received rent for each 
hectare. The national government held 30 per cent of SIPL, and the 
company held the rest. There was no involvement from the provincial 

15  Otter 2002: 65, ‘Honiara Income Distribution Survey, 1995’.
16  SIG 2001: 25; Tolia and Petterson 2005.
17  Moore 2004a; Fraenkel 2004; Keesing 1995.
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government. By the time of the Tensions, the oil palm estate covered 
6,000 hectares, with another 1,000 hectares still under negotiation, 
and was contributing around 20 per cent to the nation’s gross domestic 
product. When the Gold Ridge mine arranged land leases at a higher level 
of return, resentment swelled among the traditional owners of the SIPL 
land. In early 1999, the Ulufa`alu Government announced that as part of 
its privatisation plans, it wanted to reduce its holdings in SIPL from 30 
to 10 per cent, selling the difference to CDC. Although the Guadalcanal 
Provincial Government objected, wanting the shares to be transferred to 
it, the financial needs of the national government were too great. A deal 
was done to sell 10 per cent of the national government’s SIPL holdings to 
Solomon Islanders, in a scheme managed by the Investment Corporation 
of Solomon Islands. This never occurred and the landowners were left 
with an unsatisfactory 2 per cent.18

Map 9.2 Honiara (in black) and oil palm plantations (in grey) on 
Guadalcanal Plains, 2009.
Source: Jon Fraenkel Collection. 

There were also difficult and violent elements among the Malaitan settlers 
on Guadalcanal Plains and in Honiara, who insisted on operating within 
Malaitan kastom realms, which were alien to Guale ways. The Guale felt 
that Malaitan customary ways were being substituted for their own and 
that they were losing control of their land. The situation was not unique in 

18  Moore 2004a: 73–75.
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the Pacific Islands. For instance, the same has happened in Port Moresby, 
where migrants from the Highlands have overridden the local Motu–
Koitapu peoples, who have lost control of large areas of their traditional 
(but now urban) land. Port Moresby’s barren hills were transformed into 
market gardens for industrious Highlanders. The Motu–Koitapu have not 
been able to compete in commerce with the Highlanders, who dominate 
transport and many of the small business ventures in the city. It has also 
happened in Lae, Papua New Guinea’s second-largest urban area, where 
Highlanders and north coast peoples have had easy access to the city via 
the highways.19 

While the storm gathered, the number of squatter settlements around 
Honiara increased. They occupied government-owned and Guale 
customary land under several arrangements. As explained in Chapter 5, 
the Guale had ‘sold off ’ (or at least allowed settlement on) some of their 
lands around Honiara in a complex web of deals that combined cash with 
customary arrangements. Often, the arrangements were made between 
men, without involving Guale women, in a matrilineal society in which 
women were the custodians of the land. Many of the residents on THA/
TOL land had been squatters in the 1970s and 1980s; their land had been 
incorporated into ‘formal’ arrangements within the boundaries of Honiara 
City Council. Squatters had also been living on Guadalcanal Plains to 
the east of Honiara since the 1960s, in ever-increasing numbers, often 
through customary arrangements with Guale landholders and through 
intermarriage. Map 6.2 shows the division of land on the Guadalcanal 
Plains in the 1970s. By the 1990s, there were thousands of settlers on the 
plains, mainly the families of SIPL employees, and in urban areas they 
had extended their occupancy far beyond the original customary or THA/
TOL boundaries granted for their use. Although their personal rights 
were tenuous, Malaitan men who married Guale women had some rights 
through their wives and children. On Guadalcanal, at marriage, women 
move to their husband’s place of residence. Once they are young adults 
or their father dies, male children usually return to their mother’s land 
and establish themselves there through their relationships with maternal 
uncles.20 Many of the newcomers (the migrants from elsewhere) paid no 
rent, securing their occupancy rights through friendship and kinship. For 
instance, one group at Abuabili had sweet potato gardens, the crops from 

19  Stuart 1970; Oram 1976; Strathern 1975; Willis 1974: 145–53.
20  Allen 2012a: 302.
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which they sold at Honiara’s Central Market, giving a percentage of their 
profits to the local big-men in the Guale mamata (matrilineal landowning 
group). Chupu exchanges (explained in Chapter 5) were paid, but these 
only provided usufructuary rights for the lifetime of the individual to 
whom they were granted. Over several decades, the settlements became 
permanent, although in Guale customary law the settlers did not have 
permanent ownership rights. Nevertheless, they were inclined to interpret 
their presence in terms of land rights in the societies from which they 
originated. Once more, kastom was interacting with modern forms of 
settlement and causing contradictions.21 The situation was made more 
complex by the interisland migration of families from the isolated 
and impoverished Weather Coast to the plains, and to Honiara. Their 
movements began in the 1950s and intensified from the 1970s. 

The Tension years, 1998–200322

The greed of the national elite, most of whom lived in Honiara, was faintly 
recognisable in the immediate post-independence years (1978–86), and 
grew exponentially during the years of the logging boom (1987–98). 
Despite attempts since 2003 to pass anticorruption legislation, since 
RAMSI departed in mid-2017, corruption has cautiously increased, 
dampened but not thwarted by government attempts to monitor the 
practice and increasing numbers of civil society monitoring groups. 

Honiara always had a high rate of inward migration. High proportions 
of the inhabitants supplemented their economic activities with ‘village 
work’—an indication of the importance of the subsistence and cash-
crop gardens on the fringes of Honiara.23 The lifestyles of residents in 
the settlements, particularly in squatter areas, were basic and lacked 
certainty. Poverty increased, as did unemployment. The ingredients for 
civil unrest were all present, mixed with issues surrounding federalism and 
constitutional reform, which have been argued over continuously since 
before independence in 1978. 

21  ibid., 92; Lasaqa 1968; Fraenkel et al. 2010: 67; Allen 2012a.
22  An earlier version of this section was published in Moore 2018.
23  SIG 1988b: 23, 27; Atai 2017. A 2017 report suggests that 79 per cent of Honiara residents are 
involved in some form of agriculture. SIG 2019d: xiv, 15, Table 4.1.
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There is a substantial literature describing the 1998–2003 Tensions and 
the RAMSI era that followed.24 There was continuous civil disturbance 
and militancy that, although it did not affect the whole nation, strongly 
affected Guadalcanal, Malaita, and Western Province. In the last, it 
was because of evacuations to there from Honiara, Malaitans already 
living in the province, and its proximity to Bougainville. Although the 
circumstances  were different, the Bougainville rebellion against the 
PNG Government was too close to be ignored. During the civil war 
on Bougainville (1988–98), both the PNG Defence Force and the 
Bougainville Revolutionary Army made incursions across the border into 
Western and Choiseul provinces. Around 9,000 Bougainvilleans fled 
to Solomon Islands, most to Guadalcanal, living there for several years, 
which meant Guale militants had some direct contact with Bougainville 
militants.25 

A long-term underlying reason for the Tensions was lack of economic 
development on heavily populated Malaita, which caused migration in 
search of work. Many of the migrants settled in and around Honiara, 
causing the population to overflow on to surrounding Guadalcanal land.26 
A related reason was Guale discontent with the lack of development on 
their island beyond the urban and peri-urban areas. There were troubles 
with unwelcome settlers around the oil palm plantations on the plains, 
and royalties from the oil palm plantations and the Gold Ridge mine. 
As well, the Guale lamented what they saw as a lack of respect for their 
culture. Key issues involved the rights both of free access for all citizens and 
of traditional custodians of the land. It is also fair to say that governance 
and political processes had deteriorated, and the rich were gathering 
wealth at the expense of the poorer majority of people, all of whom were 
increasingly frustrated as the great promises that had seemed to come with 
independence receded. 

After growing disquiet over several decades, by 1998–99, some of 
the people of Guadalcanal finally lost patience. One indicative issue 
going back to 1988 were the multiple murders by Kwaio Malaitans at 
Mt Austen above Honiara. Anthropologist Roger Keesing’s analysis shows 
the collision between ‘two modes of life and two systems of meaning; 

24  Allen 2007, 2013; Braithwaite et al. 2010; Liloqula and Pollard 2007; Naitoro 2000; Kabutaulaka 
2002b. For the literature on Solomon Islands during the RAMSI years, see Moore 2017b.
25  Kabutaulaka 2001: 16; Moore 2004a: 13–14, 53, 97–98; Fraenkel 2004: 127–28.
26  Moore 2007b.
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and two moral and legal systems 
that barely communicate with one 
another’.27 To many Guadalcanal 
people, this seemed to epitomise 
Malaitans living on their land 
riding roughshod over their 
customs. Encouraged by leaders 
who should have tried alternative 
approaches within the legal system, 
in the late 1990s, elements of the 
Guadalcanal people decided to take 
the law into their own hands. They 
purposefully and violently expelled 
fellow Solomon Islanders—
predominantly Malaitan families 
living around the oil palm 
plantations on Guadalcanal Plains. 
Others from all provinces left 
Honiara once the situation became 
too dangerous;28 between 25,000 
and 35,000 people fled. 

27  Keesing 1995.
28  Allen 2012b: 164.
29  There will never be agreement on this point. Moore 2004a: 105, 2018: 167, fn. 8. See also Fraenkel 
2004: 47–48.

Plate 9.6 Prime Minister Ezekiel 
Alebua (1986–89), later Premier 
of Guadalcanal Province (1998–
2003), during the Tensions.
He was wounded during an attempted 
assassination in 2001 and was later 
imprisoned for corruption.
Source: Christopher Chevalier 
Collection.

The first militia formed was the Guadalcanal Revolutionary Army, which 
was later renamed the Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM). Ezekiel Alebua, 
then Guadalcanal Premier (and former prime minister, 1986–89), and 
Sethuel Kelly (a former cabinet minister in the National Parliament) 
provoked discontent in a manner that was unseemly for national leaders. 
The behaviour of Alebua and other leading Guadalcanal political figures 
was probably treasonous, although they were never charged.29 The turmoil 
and the mass expulsion were a major catastrophe for the citizens of 
Honiara and Guadalcanal. Thousands of refugees were dispossessed of 
their jobs, land, and homes, which led to the counter-formation of the 
Malaita Eagle Force (MEF), which comprised mainly Malaitans who 
were current or past residents of Honiara and Guadalcanal Plains. In 
cahoots with Malaitan sections of the police, the MEF took control of 
Honiara. The IFM and MEF clashed over the next several years. Raids 
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and atrocities became the norm, homes and schools were burned, and 
no-go zones with roadblocks were declared. The quasi-militant groups 
fought more through skirmishes than through battles. It was a disastrous 
situation that brought no credit to either side. Both groups performed 
traditional magic said to impart martial invincibility—a Solomons touch 
to modern military confrontation.30 

30  Allen 2013: Figure 2.3, pp. 41, 127. Malaitan informants have told me similar stories.

Despite national and international attempts to mediate, the government 
found itself increasingly unable to control the situation. Then, in 
a June 2000 coup, Malaitans in the police force removed Prime Minister 
Ulufa`alu, forcing his resignation. The next two governments, led by 
prime ministers Sogavare and Kemakeza, failed to regain control. All three 
prime ministers pleaded for international intervention, which eventually 
came in July 2003 in the form of the Australian-controlled, Pacific Islands 
Forum–sponsored Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands 
(RAMSI), which restored law and order and set about strengthening 
sagging central government processes. 

Plate 9.7 Bartholomew Ulufa`alu, Prime Minister of Solomon Islands 
(1997–2000), addresses the UN General Assembly in New York on 
30 September 1999.
He was deposed during a coup on 5 June 2000 and resigned on 14 June. He became 
leader of the opposition and finance minister in the Sogavare Government in 2006. 
He died in 2007 after a long battle with diabetes.
Source: UN Photo/Eskinder Debebe, UNO Image 384479, available from: un.org/en/
conferences/small-islands/newyork1999.

http://un.org/en/conferences/small-islands/newyork1999
http://un.org/en/conferences/small-islands/newyork1999
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Until then life in Honiara was difficult and dangerous. The police were 
compromised and largely under MEF control.31 Terrible things happened. 
Beheadings and torture occurred: a headless Guale corpse was left in 
Central Market and, in retaliation, the head of an MEF member was 
presented to the Multinational Police Assistance Group. There were also 
assassinations: seven Melanesian religious Brothers were executed on 
the Weather Coast by Harold Keke and his Guale group; IFM leader 
Selwyn Saki was killed, his throat cut, and his body mutilated; Father 
Augustine Geve, the Minister for Youth, Sport and Women, was killed, 
as was former Police Commissioner Sir Frederick Soaki. Two masked 
men killed two Guadalcanal militants while they were in a locked ward 
in hospital in Honiara.32 People left Honiara to avoid the worst of the 
confrontations. Solomon Islanders remember the feeling of helplessness 
during the Tension years. In 2017, reflecting on the Tensions, Sir Allan 
Kemakeza said: 

We were basically a lawless state with armed criminal militia 
creating a feeling of fear throughout all layers of the community 
and impacting all our day to day lives. The impact on the economy 
was crippling.33 

Fraudulent ‘fast money’ and ‘pyramid’ schemes circulated. One in 2002 
was the Princess Diana Family Charity Fund, which was calculated to 
dupe an already poor and desperate urban population. Another, the 
Royal Association of Nations and Kingdoms, tempted the Kemakeza 
Government with an offer of a US$2.6 billion grant.34 Compensation 
claims, exploitation, and intimidation became endemic, frightening, and 
constant. The list below is a sample. In 1998, Premier Alebua announced 
that his province wanted SI$50 payments for every non-Guale in Honiara 
and a further payment of SI$100,000 for each of the 24 Guale killed 
by Malaitans ‘for no reason’ since independence. In 1999, the national 
government paid Guadalcanal Province SI$2.5 million as compensation for 
‘hosting’ the capital city and consequent social disruption, but this did not 
stop attempts to remove Malaitans from Guadalcanal. Often government 
ministers felt so intimidated they handed over cash to try to ameliorate 
thuggery. The total amount is difficult to calculate. For instance, in 2000, 
SI$100,000 went to individuals involved in special police operations, 

31  Short 2015.
32  Moore 2004b: 4, 131, 141, 152, 190; Carter 2006; Macdonald-Milne 2020: 204–9.
33  Kemakeza 2017.
34  Kabutaulaka 2004: 395.
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many with fictitious names, and Prime Minister Ulufa`alu offered both 
Guadalcanal and Malaita provinces SI$5 million in compensation for 
incidents in which chiefs had been sworn at or shown disrespect. The 
money paid to Guadalcanal Province was not accounted for by Premier 
Alebua, and the money for Malaita Province was seized by the MEF and 
never reached the province’s bank account. The MEF demanded a further 
SI$50 million. The Honiara Casino was robbed of SI$100,000 in cash. 
In 2001, the ‘special constables’ absorbed SI$11 million. Businesses were 
harassed for money and goods were ‘requisitioned’, vehicle theft and 
housebreaking were daily events, and government property was looted. 
Four-wheel-drive vehicles, particularly new ones owned by members 
of the diplomatic corps, were keenly sought after for ‘road testing’ on 
Malaita. In the 12 months from August 2000, the government gave out 
SI$140 million in duty remissions, many of them to ex-MEF commanders 
who had gone into business. Jimmy ‘Rasta’ Lusibaea received 100 per 
cent remissions on SI$280,000 of alcohol imported for his bottle shop, 
and another SI$60,000 in cash compensation for an incident in Fishing 
Village. More than 300 vehicles entered the country without import tax 
being paid, plus millions of dollars of duty were forgone on imported 
tobacco and alcohol. In the lead-up to the 2001 national election, the 
government paid out more than SI$15 million to ex-militants, police, 
and politicians, using Taiwanese aid money intended to compensate 
displaced people.35 

The total amount rorted was huge and could never be justified 
in  a  bankrupt nation. Nevertheless, what happened was often done as 
a compromise to keep the government functioning at even a minimal 
level. We need to put ourselves in the shoes of the government ministers 
and think about what we would do if militants entered our offices and 
threatened us and our families. Prime ministers Ulufa`alu, Sogavare, and 
Kemakeza, and their ministerial colleagues can all be criticised, but they 
were in an unwinnable and unenviable situation. External intervention 
should probably have come earlier, in about 2000, by which time the 
downward spiral was clear.36 The government of Prime Minister John 
Howard in Australia was guided by Foreign Minister Alexander Downer, 
who dithered. Howard, Downer, and their advisors had no idea how 
to deal with the dire situation, and it showed. Previously, Australia had 

35  Fraenkel 2004: 124, 145; Moore 2004a: 160–63, 168.
36  Moore 2004a: 106, 114, 133, 135, 139–40, 168.
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been reluctant to interfere directly in the affairs of its Pacific neighbours. 
The move to restore law and order and shore up government processes 
in Solomon Islands began a new chapter in Australian foreign policy. 
The final answer was RAMSI, which was sent in to regain control. 

The Pacific Islands Forum and RAMSI, 
2003–1737

Most of RAMSI’s personnel were based in Honiara. The foreign army and 
police force members lived in barracks on the edge of town. Although the 
economy of Honiara was still directly affected by inflation in house prices, 
RAMSI public servants were entitled to accommodation commensurate 
with what they could expect elsewhere, and extra NGO staff were based in 
Honiara. Restaurants flourished and hotels were usually full, with many 
permanent occupants (some staff spent years living in hotels). Honiara 
also gained many more high-end four-wheel-drive vehicles, adding to the 
already worsening traffic.38 RAMSI tried to quarantine its effect on the 
overall economy and, although much of its spending was ‘boomerang’ 
aid that ended up in the pockets of overseas employees and companies, 
there was a considerable boost to Honiara’s economy. On the plus side, 
Honiara developed coffee shops like Lime Lounge, Bamboo Bar, and 
Breakwater Café, where, for the first time, residents could partake of 
a quality cappuccino or espresso coffee (at international prices). 

The Tensions were a low-level conflict, and unique in the Pacific, 
with Bougainville’s rebellion as the closest equivalent, although the 
circumstances were different. There, the fight was against the national 
government, which used its army and mercenaries against the rebels. 
The Solomons’ dispute was largely on Guadalcanal between people from 
two provinces, Guadalcanal and Malaita, and had its basis in long-term 
development issues.39 Government processes deteriorated to such an 
extent that academics debated whether the nation was a ‘failing’ or ‘failed’ 
state. It was not in Australia’s interests to have uncertainty on its doorstep, 
particularly when there was also political volatility in Papua New Guinea, 
Vanuatu, and Fiji. Australian leaders and the strategic community began 

37  An earlier draft of this section was published as Moore 2018.
38  Moore 2007a.
39  Moore 2007b.
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talking about an ‘arc of instability’.40 To deal with the Tensions crisis, in 
2003, the Pacific Islands Forum invoked the 2000 Biketawa Declaration, 
which outlined guiding principles for good governance and courses of 
action for responding to crises in the region.

The Pacific Islands Forum’s intervention in Solomon Islands was an 
unprecedented response, and it was also the first time Australia and 
New Zealand had led a substantial intervention mission beyond their 
borders that was not under UN auspices. It was an important learning 
experience for all Pacific Island states, as well as for Australia and New 
Zealand. There was no blueprint and there were some dead ends and 
major errors along the way, both from RAMSI and from the Solomon 
Islands Government. Unlike the situations in East Timor and Kosovo, 
RAMSI did not take over executive authority. Legally, the sovereignty of 
the independent Solomon Islands nation continued. There was never any 
suggestion of a transfer of sovereignty, which would have been against the 
terms of the Biketawa Declaration.41 The RAMSI agreement was supposed 
to be renewed annually by the National Parliament, although this did not 
always happen. It could have been cancelled had the Solomon Islands 
Government chosen to do so. This made the situation very different from 
East Timor and Bougainville. 

Large-scale Australian and New Zealand involvement in Solomon 
Islands’ affairs was new. Within the Pacific, Australia had previously 
concentrated on its former colonial territory of Papua New Guinea, 
showing minimal interest in the former British protectorate across the 
border. Australia’s annual aid package to Solomon Islands between 1991 
and 1998 averaged A$13.3 million—equal to that given to Samoa. Then, 
suddenly, Australian aid to Solomon Islands increased to A$18.7 million 
in 1999–2000, and A$20.4 million in 2000–01. It kept increasing and, 
once RAMSI was established, was always more than A$200 million a year. 
Similarly, New Zealand—commensurate to its smaller size—increased its 
aid package, to NZ$13 million in 2003 and spending NZ$347 million 
between 2003 and 2013.42 By the time RAMSI was disbanded, Australia 
had spent A$2.8 billion and New Zealand around half a billion dollars. 
Suddenly, Australians, New Zealanders, and staff from every Pacific 

40  Fraenkel 2005; Dobell 2012.
41  Interestingly, when Prime Minister Sogavare spoke at the Lowy Institute in Sydney, in 
conversation with James Batley in mid-August 2017, he claimed that his early opposition to RAMSI 
was due to there being a plan to suspend sovereignty. There is no evidence this was ever contemplated.
42  Moore 2004a: 120–21; New Zealand Government 2003; Fraenkel et al. 2014: 85.
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Islands Forum nation were very visible. This foreign intervention in law 
enforcement and bureaucratic agencies altered Honiara. The decade and 
half of the RAMSI presence created a more ethnically and racially diverse 
community, and an alternative power base to the central government. 
RAMSI has been factored into Figure 0.1 in the Introduction, depicting 
the changing Honiara ‘worlds’. Solomon Islanders were exposed to 
outsiders with good intentions, who were there to make RAMSI and other 
aid packages work. Most were based in Honiara, although RAMSI and 
aid project workers travelled widely. The Solomon Islands Government 
also received many analytical reports on all aspects of government, the 
economy, and society, which have helped shape and guide subsequent 
administrative processes. 

Most international peacekeeping exercises occur in the wake of civil wars 
or conflicts between nations. RAMSI was an intervention in a nation with 
no army (other than the small Royal Solomon Islands Police Field Force) 
and very few guns. However, Prime Minister Mamaloni’s purchase of guns 
for the police in the early 1990s meant that after raiding the police and 
prison armouries, the MEF was far better equipped with high-powered 
weapons than the IFM.

The Solomon Islands conflict was primarily between two civilian 
militias and between the militias and the police, with overlap between 
them, particularly between the police and the MEF. Another important 
difference was that, when measured against many similar events 
internationally, both the death and the injury rates were low. Nevertheless, 
the social disruption in a small nation and a small capital city, replete with 
village-like neighbourhoods, was immense. While there was suffering 
because health, education, and other government services were either 
unavailable or declined, if one stands back and examines the Tension-
related deaths, many around Honiara, they probably number around 
200 (the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s estimate). A larger 
number died nationwide from lack of access to health services—perhaps 
another 1,000. If we compare this with other nations that have hosted 
large peacekeeping missions (East Timor, Iraq, Bosnia, and Sierra Leone) 
or have faced large internal disputes and genocide (Rwanda, Burundi, 
and Iraq), the figure is low. Overall, there was a degree of restraint. A lot 
of posturing occurred, but violent confrontation was relatively rare. 
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For instance, compare the figures above with the estimated 5,000 deaths 
in Bougainville (1988–98)43 and a reported 60,000 to 100,000 deaths in 
Timor (1975–98).44 

While the nation mourned the Solomon Islanders and RAMSI staff who 
died, the low fatality rate shows something about dispute-resolution 
mechanisms in Solomon Islands. The Tension years were moderated 
by dispute-resolution approaches that reached back into pre-colonial 
social mechanisms, mixed with Christian tolerance, and other changes 
since colonial intervention began in the 1890s. While some individuals 
and groups abused compensation mechanisms outrageously, kastom also 
played its part in maintaining equilibrium.

A background understanding of what occurred during the 1990s and 
early 2000s went into RAMSI planning and created its initial success. 
There was no armed resistance to RAMSI and most of the population 
(including many of the militants) welcomed the intervention. Although in 
the beginning there was a substantial military component (the Combined 
Task Force), the law and order face of the mission was largely led by the 
Participating Police Force (PPF), which remained an important section 
of RAMSI, helping to rebuild the RSIPF. No amnesties were offered 
(which had been a feature of pre-RAMSI peace negotiations), except for 
the return of firearms. All of this had implications for the command-and-
control structure, and the role of the RAMSI Special Coordinators, all 
of whom were Australian, with the implications of an Australian agenda. 
Australia ran the operation and paid the majority of RAMSI’s bills. 
This was the largest peacekeeping expense Australia has incurred, and it 
brought Solomon Islands into Australia’s orbit in a way it never had been 
before. This change in the relationship continues. 

43  Regan 2013: 123.
44  Rimmer 2013. It needs to be acknowledged that the population of East Timor in 1975 was 
approximately 630,000, whereas Bougainville had approximately 200,000 people in 1990. This 
would mean the fatalities in the Indonesian invasion and occupation of East Timor were about four 
to five times greater than Bougainville’s during the conflict with Papua New Guinea.
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Plate 9.8 RAMSI soldiers and RSIPF officers talking to a school group, 
2000s.
Source: RAMSI Archives. 

Plate 9.9 RAMSI soldiers outside the Magistrate’s Court in Honiara, 2006.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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The arrival of the RAMSI forces restored peace to Honiara and 
neighbouring parts of Guadalcanal. Solomon Islands differs from Papua 
New Guinea and Fiji in that it never had military forces, only police. The 
Guadalcanal and Malaitan militants introduced weapons, then RAMSI 
military forces arrived with armed forces and police. Between 1998 and 
2004, Solomon Islands shifted very quickly from a society in which there 
were very few guns to a militarised community. Initially, there were about 
2,000 RAMSI armed services personnel, police, development advisers, and 
public servants—the majority from Australia, with lesser representation 
from the other participant nations. By late 2003, 3,700 weapons had 
been surrendered. Although a few high-powered weapons escaped the 
net and are still buried around Honiara and on Malaita, the surrender of 
weapons and ammunition was largely a success, leaving Solomon Islands 
relatively gun-free. More than half of the troops were withdrawn by the 
end of 2003, and others left in February and March 2004, leaving behind 
about 200 police, a few dozen armed forces personnel, and senior public 
servants in ‘line’ positions. Although the initial RAMSI activities were 
accomplished without loss of life, two RAMSI personnel died in action: 
an Australian police officer was deliberately killed by a sniper in Honiara 
in December 2004, and another died through misadventure the following 
March. Four others died while serving in RAMSI. 

After strengthening the court facilities and legal system, RAMSI 
methodically pursued the main corrupt and criminal figures. Many of 
the key militants faced trial. By November 2003, more than 80 police 
had been charged, including very senior officers. Members of the MEF 
supreme council, some IFM leaders, and some politicians, including two 
former prime ministers, Ezekiel Alebua and Sir Alan Kemakeza, served 
prison sentences for a variety of crimes. The military presence was more 
obvious in the first few years, when armed personnel patrolled Honiara’s 
main streets, toting high-powered guns, and helicopters supervised from 
the sky. In the 2010s, they were more often confined to barracks and less 
obvious. After the gun amnesty, the second and third phases of RAMSI 
involved institutional and economic rehabilitation. RAMSI was wound 
down from 2013 and made a full exit in mid-2017, with aid assistance 
reverting to the Australian and New Zealand high commissions and other 
donors, particularly the Republic of China (Taiwan), Japan, and the 
European Union. Since 2020, the People’s Republic of China has replaced 
Taiwan as a major donor.
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RAMSI was always much more than a policing operation and, although on 
occasions RAMSI opposed government policies, it was never a government. 
A large amount of development assistance went to rebuilding the machinery 
of government. This was the ‘Three Pillars’ approach: restructuring the 
police, institutional strengthening and accountability, and economic 
reform. RAMSI and the Solomon Islands Government learnt to be flexible 
with the agenda, perhaps more so than they usually admitted. Much of the 
public image was of the Special Coordinators and the smiling PPF. Their 
activities were far more photogenic than public servants quietly working 
away behind computers in the Treasury and the courts. Yet there remain 
unanswered questions. RAMSI largely chose its own agenda, but was it the 
right one to reorient and rehabilitate the nation? Did RAMSI take sufficient 
steps to leave behind a functioning reliable bureaucracy to run the nation? 
Should the RAMSI staff have been kept only in advisory positions and 
not placed in ‘line’ positions where they were integrated into the public 
service? Was the re-localisation process effective? Did any of the RAMSI-
era governments really support the ‘Three Pillars’ approach? The Solomon 
Islands Government supposedly gave priority to reconciliation and 
facilitated the Truth and Reconciliation Commission between 2009 and 
2012. RAMSI did not, seeing this as beyond its mandate. The commission’s 
report was eventually presented to the National Parliament in September 
2014, at the end of Prime Minister Gordon Darcy Lilo’s term, although few 
of its recommendations have been enacted.45 

There has been no equivalent intervention in any other Pacific nation 
against which to judge RAMSI’s success or failure. Although there was 
constant outreach to the provinces, much of the work was centred on 
Honiara, emanating from RAMSI bases at what were previously Lelei 
Resort in west Honiara, Guadalcanal Beach Resort at Kukum Beach, 
and in the government ministries. Between 2003 and 2006, RAMSI was 
overconfident about its success. In the initial phase, guns and ammunition 
were speedily removed. Solomon Islanders collectively breathed a sigh of 
relief. RAMSI then worked on its long-term agenda. Unexpectedly, 2006 
was RAMSI’s worst year. The organisation (through the PPF) must bear 
a great deal of the responsibility for mishandling the riots in Honiara after 
the election of Snyder Rini as prime minister. They were not the first 

45  Prime Minister Lilo tabled the report at the very end of his term (on 5 September 2014). 
The document does not seem to have been made available through the parliament, although it was 
published unofficially. There has been minimal debate on the report in the National Parliament or 
elsewhere. SIG 2014b.
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riots in Honiara, but they came when the RSIPF was weak and the PPF 
was in control. The PPF, largely consisting of Australian Federal Police 
and seconded state police, who were used to dealing with Australian-
style civil unrest, had no idea of the capabilities of a fast-moving Honiara 
mob. They misjudged the situation and could not rely on the new 
RSIPF constables, who were not trained to deal with such an emergency. 
The  result was a riot that began at the National Parliament, damaged 
areas at Point Cruz and around Central Market, and caused immense 
damage in Chinatown and the Pacific Casino Hotel.46 Perhaps more 
interesting than the buildings torched were those that were not: QQQ 
and Honiara Hotel escaped damage. The Quan and Chan families are 
old waku: married into Solomon Islander families, they used indigenous 
cultural mechanisms to survive. The PPF and RAMSI learned a salutary 
lesson: policing techniques that work well in Australia and New Zealand 
do not necessarily work well in Honiara with a depleted police force. 
A stronger and more focused RAMSI emerged, and there were also signs 
that RAMSI’s sponsors began to consider a timeframe for withdrawal, or 
at least a transition to bilateral and multilateral aid programs.47 

Plate 9.10 The entrance of the Pacific Casino Hotel burning during the 
April 2006 riot.
Source: Garry Scott Collection. 

46  Moore 2008a.
47  Allen 2011; Allen and Dinnen 2015, 2016; O’Callaghan 2013.
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Plate 9.11 Burnt-out buildings in Chinatown after the April 2006 riot.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.

Plate 9.12 The Quan family’s QQQ store in Chinatown, 2006, which was 
not harmed during the riots.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Overall, RAMSI commanded broad respect in the community, although, 
even with its large budget, there were limitations on what could be 
accomplished. At various times, particularly in 2005 and 2010, the Solomon 
Islands Government considered placing limits on RAMSI. Equally, there 
was rethinking of New Zealand and Australian aid preferences towards 
bilateral programs. Could it be that RAMSI altered direction after the low 
ebb of 2006–07 and, after about 2010, was out of kilter with the aims of 
Solomon Islands governments? Prime Minister Danny Philip’s government 
(2010–11) promoted a five-year exit program, causing friction with Australia, 
which advocated an open-ended commitment. Did RAMSI stay too long? 
And why did relations between the government and RAMSI seemingly 
improve in the final years? Or was it just that the verbal sparring was less 
obvious? In 2003, Sogavare was a trenchant critic of the original RAMSI 
concept and, as prime minister (2006–07), he crossed swords with Australia 
when his government expelled Australian High Commissioner Patrick Cole 
over alleged interference in a commission of inquiry relating to the April 
2006 riots, and over Australia’s opposition to Sogavare’s appointment of 
Attorney-General Julian Moti.48 Eventually, the High Court of Australia 
found against the Australian Government for its flagrant manipulations of 
the law over Moti. Yet, at the RAMSI farewell, Moti’s and Cole’s names 
never passed Sogavare’s lips.49

RAMSI’s strengths were its ability to constantly reinvent itself in changing 
circumstances, while declaring that there was a steadfast long-term plan, 
and its excellent public relations team headed by ace journalist Mary-
Louise O’Callaghan, who always managed to present a glowing picture. 
The RAMSI coordinators were also very skilled diplomats. Despite the 
‘Three Pillars’ rhetoric, there was not one set of goals enunciated in 2003 
and followed through. RAMSI learnt along the way and was largely able 
to run its own agenda with a degree of flexibility.

While the outside intervention has been judged a success, it could 
never have succeeded without the strength of Solomon Islands society 
and its own ways of handling cultural complexity. The Tension years 
brought local institutions to the fore as guiding mechanisms when the 
state apparatus faltered. The importance of the churches, women, and 
community government has always been there, but has increased. There 
were a resilience and manner of behaviour that came from living in diverse 

48  Colvin 2006; Dorney 2006.
49  Moore 2008b, 2008c; Merrell 2017; Nelson 2007.
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communities, as well as the core strength of the cultures. As Reverend 
Philemon Riti said in his presentation at the June 2017 RAMSI exit 
symposium, Solomon Islands came ‘already equipped with a culture’. 
This strength prevailed and was the real glue that made the RAMSI years 
a success, even down to the politicians’ ability to compromise. The success 
did not come from imposed or refurbished government institutions. The 
place of religion in the nation has always been strong. One theme in 
the speeches to parliament in RAMSI’s last week in June 2017 and in 
many other presentations and speeches heard at the time was the power 
of Christianity in providing basic guiding principles for the nation. 
The churches continue to be essential in the peace-building process. 

Although there is a core cultural strength, no one would say all Solomons 
traditions are suitable for the modern world. Among those not compatible 
with the future of government and the modern economy and society are 
gender structures that give emphasis to males and do not fully utilise 
the joint strength of males and females in creating the modern nation. 
RAMSI and other aid agencies quietly worked towards the normalisation 
and valuing of the role of women in all aspects of government and society. 
The empowerment of women continues to be an important aspect of 
nation-building. Whereas once women made up 3 per cent of the officers 
in the RSIPF, by 2016, the figure was a more respectable 20 per cent, 
and 24 per cent in 2019. The policy since 2017 has been to recruit equal 
numbers of male and female police each year. While there is much room 
for improvement, there is now a better recognition that gender equity is 
necessary to create a modern nation.50 

Using social mechanisms to remodel society was beyond RAMSI’s brief 
and is best achieved by Solomon Islanders. One issue is to what extent 
the 2008–12 Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s findings have been 
implemented. Reconciliation remains crucial to the process through which 
Solomon Islanders come to terms with what happened. In the final days of 
RAMSI, Prime Minister Sogavare made clear that he felt that RAMSI had 
acquitted its mandate well and that his government remained committed 
to implementing the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s findings, 
with a reparation framework in place. Lessons have been learned and, 
despite a few political storms over the Coral Sea, there has been goodwill 
on all sides. As several participants in the final RAMSI symposium noted, 
errors were made at crucial junctures. This was to be expected with such 

50  Tavola et al. 2016; SIG 2019b; Brigg 2018; George and Soakai 2020.
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a unique, unprecedented Pacific intervention involving many diverse 
personnel working in difficult situations over many years. Through 
RAMSI, regional relationships have been strengthened and Pacific 
countries have been brought closer together through a common cause. 

Plate 9.13 The RAMSI Memorial in Honiara, opened in June 2017.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

***
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At its most basic level, RAMSI was about people and goodwill. It was 
important to Solomon Islanders that RAMSI was a Pacific-wide 
operation. Bringing other Pacific Islanders into Solomon Islands was 
part of its success. There was a cultural energy created that reverberated 
among Solomon Islanders, who appreciated that other Pacific Islanders 
had come to help them restore normality and progress. This component 
gave Solomon Islanders confidence in their own ability to move their 
nation forward.

Many of the underlying causes of the Tensions have not yet been 
satisfactorily resolved. Perhaps they never will be. Aspects of gender, 
leadership, corruption, land, logging, decentralisation of development, 
and urbanisation remain difficult issues. In particular, the increasing size 
of the national capital’s population is a unique challenge. Decisions must 
be made about Honiara’s future, and soon.

Plate 9.14 The Solomon Islands National Parliament building, built in 
1994, was a gift from the US Government.
It sits high on Vavaea Ridge overlooking Point Cruz. This photograph is from 2007.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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The people of Guadalcanal have every right to expect more substantial 
recompense for the economic and urban developments that have occurred 
in their province since World War II. They would benefit from any 
move towards federalism and more regional-level government, enabling 
strengthening of provincial authority. There are still vast anomalies in 
development on the island, particularly between the north coast and 
the remote and impoverished southern Weather Coast. There is also the 
question of what are acceptable styles of leadership and development. 
Not everyone believes that logging, mining, and large-scale commercial 
agricultural production are the answer. A large proportion of people still 
live in rural areas. They operate under local land tenure systems and 
support the value of maintaining ‘traditional’ cultures and kastom. There 
are philosophical issues at stake relating to what type of nation Solomon 
Islanders want their grandchildren to inherit.51

51  Aqorau 2011. 

Plate 9.15 Prime 
Minister Sir Allan 
Kemakeza (2001–06).
Source: Clive Moore 
Collection.

Plate 9.16 Prime 
Minister Rick 
Hounipwela (2017–19).
Source: Press 
Secretariat, Office of 
Prime Minister and 
Cabinet, Solomon Islands 
Government.

Plate 9.17 Prime 
Minister Manasseh 
Sogavare (2000–01, 
2006–07, 2014–17, 
2019–).
Source: Press Secretariat, 
Office of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet, Solomon 
Islands Government.
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