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1  SIG 2015.

The village-city

Cities with much longer histories than Honiara’s have experienced similarly 
severe problems as they grew and their functions changed. What the early 
administrators of Honiara did badly was not planning sufficiently for the 
large city that now exists. In 1945, residents laughed at the brave town 
plan and its mild vision for creating a liveable city, but who in 1945 could 
have envisaged a Greater Honiara in 2020 of 160,000 people? 

Planning for the future
In 2015, the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Survey issued a document, 
Shaping Honiara’s Future,1 based on a 2014 study of the Honiara Local 
Planning Area, which identified various planning issues: 

• Uncontrolled land use due to the lack of planning requirements, 
leading to inefficient use of land. 

• Increased pressure on the existing available land for private 
development, removing opportunities for key infrastructure such as 
open space, community facilities, and public parks. 

• Lack of recognition of the natural environmental affecting some areas 
of the city, putting properties and people’s lives at risk. 

• Lack of understanding of the infrastructure requirements of 
developments and the location of existing infrastructure, resulting in 
developments blocking access to key infrastructure. 
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• Lack of requirements for building design, landscaping, and car parking 
within developments. 

• Lack of land to accommodate key public infrastructure to service the 
growing population. 

The emphasis and priorities have been changing as the world has become 
very conscious of climate change and the environment. Honiara is 
a coastal city and not much attention has been paid to keeping, let along 
expanding, recreation areas, nor to the potential for natural disasters. 
There has been no attempt to control the erosion that occurs in the 
many creeks and rivers, nor the pollution of these water sources. A good 
example of what can go wrong is the flooding that occurred in 2014 after 
a cyclone dumped copious amounts of rain on the city.2 Honiara’s drainage 
system cannot cope with emergencies like this. Twenty-two people died 
in the flooding along the Mataniko River. Whole houses floated out to 
sea. The damage was estimated to have cost SI$108 million—equivalent 
to 9.2 per cent of gross domestic product—with around 52,000 people 
affected. The old Mataniko bridge between Chinatown and the coastal 
road was washed away, and Honiara International Airport–Henderson 
Field was extensively damaged. Some 675 houses were destroyed, along 
with food gardens, and farms.3 

Future natural disasters may cause even worse damage, exacerbated by 
population growth. A 2017 Asian Development Bank paper rather coyly 
stated that ‘Honiara is relatively far from reaching green city status’.4 
While this is true, and the city planners and politicians should be ashamed 
of the extent to which they have allowed parks, the seashore, and other 
areas of government land to be plundered for commercial developments, 
it will now be difficult to ‘green’ the city without clearing the settlements, 
which is unlikely to happen. And as the policy to change land tenure in 
the settlements from THA/TOL to FTE proceeds, ‘greening’ will become 
even more difficult. 

2  SIG 2014e.
3  ibid., 14.
4  ADB 2017: 15.
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Map 10.1 Settlements (THA/TOL and squatter) within or on the Honiara 
City Council boundaries, 2019.
Source: Regina Souter, International WaterCentre at Griffith University (modified 
from World Bank and Honiara City Council: Community Access and Urban Services 
Enhancement Project). 
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Code for Map 10.1: Settlements (THA/TOL and squatter) within or on the Honiara 
City Council boundaries, 2019, on the accompanying map.

1 Adaliua 32 Kombivatu 63 Rove

2 Aefako 33 Kukum 64 Skyline

3 Aefako 2 34 Kukum Campus 65 Tandai

4 Antioch 35 Kukum Community 66 Tanuli Ridge

5 Bahai 36 Lau Valley 67 Tavioa Ridge

6 Baranaba 37 Lawson Tama 68 Tehamurina

7 Burns Creek 38 Lengakiki 69 Tolo

8 Chinatown 39 Lio Creek 70 Town Ground

9 Choviri 40 Mamanawata 71 Tuvaruhu

10 East Kola Ridge 41 Mamulele 72 Upper Tasahe

11 Ferakusia 42 Matafali 73 Vara Creek

12 Feraladoa 43 Matariu 74 Vavaea Ridge

13 Fijian Quarter 44 Mbokona 75 Vuhokesa

14 Fishing Village 45 Mbokonavera 76 Vura

15 Forest Valley 46 Mbua Valley 77 White River

16 Fulisango 47 Mbumburu 78 Wind Valley

17 Gegema 48 Naha 79 Windy Valley

18 Gilbert Camp 49 Naha Community 80 Koa Hill (below US 
Memorial)

19 Green Valley 50 Namoliki 81 Banana Valley

20 Gwaimaoa 51 New Valley 82 Cana Hill

21 Independence Valley 52 Ngossi 83 Feraladoa (beside 
Pakoe Lodge)

22 Jericho 53 Number 3 84 Green Valley (SIWA)

23 Kaibia 54 Ontong Java/ Lord Howe 85 Kaibia (East)

24 King George 55 Panatina Campus 86 Kaibia Heights

25 Koa Hill 56 Panatina Ridge 87 Kukum Fishing Village

26 Kofiloko 57 Panatina Valley 88 Kwaio Valley

27 Kokomulevuha 58 Panatina Village 89 Marble Street

28 Kola`ale 59 Point Cruz 90 Master Liu

29 Kombito 1 60 Ranadi 91 Ohiola

30 Kombito 2 61 Ranadi Industrial 92 Zion

31 Kombito 3 62 Rifle Range

Source: Souter and Orams (2019).
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In Shaping Honiara’s Future’s six ‘visions’, the planners’ stated aims were 
to make Honiara a liveable cultural and economic hub for the nation, 
with an efficient transport system and resilience to natural events and 
environmental risks. Congestion within the city centre is recognised as 
a major issue, which requires improvements to the road and transport 
systems. The plan is to eventually decentralise Honiara by developing 
multiple nodes and centres, and to create centrally located precincts 
showcasing the best of Honiara—including heritage, art, culture, and 
the natural landscape. Planners suggest the best solution is to diversify 
development away from Point Cruz to satellite areas. Utilising the river 
systems, the hills, and the sea would make it a pleasant city, both for locals 
and for international tourists. However, the rivers and creeks are polluted, 
and the coast has been locked up under commercial developments.

Two key plans may alter the situation. One is a new highway bypass 
inland from Honiara, skirting through what is now Tandai, and 
presumably also Malango and Lengo, land (Map 9.3). There are also plans 
to develop a second city at Mamara, still within the Tandai area, west of 
Honiara—a new, planned city to relieve the pressure on existing urban 
areas.5 The sketches for the future Point Cruz area show apartments built 
above a commercial precinct, rather than the present low-rise street scene. 
As well, moving the fuel depot facilities from the centre of Honiara is once 
more up for discussion, along with the redevelopment of downtown Point 
Cruz. While the plan is laudable, an important issue remains unanswered: 
the cost of achieving these changes in a nation that has vast structural 
weaknesses in its economic base.

The planners seem to have modelled future urban development on First 
World cities, not Pacific reality. There is insufficient understanding of 
how Honiara has evolved since 1945 and of the limits of a cash-strapped 
developing nation. Town planners create nice words and pictures, but 
if there is no political will or cash to finance new developments, their 
concepts fail. The government cannot afford to restructure urban 
development on Guadalcanal without substantial inputs of foreign aid 
or becoming beholden to foreign developers, such as with the Mamara 
plan. The COVID-19 shutdown of much of the national economy has 
further reduced the government’s ability to make structural changes to the 
urban environment, at least for some years. The next important goal will 
be creating sufficient infrastructure for and running the Pacific Games in 
2023, with not much leeway left for anything else. 

5  SIG 2018; SIBC, 24 February 2021, 26 April 2021.
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Map 10.2 A 2015 Honiara citywide structural plan showing the 
proposed bypass road.
Source: SIG (2015). 

Map 10.3 A 2015 Honiara city centre structural plan.
Source: SIG (2015). 
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Hybridity
The Tensions and the RAMSI years brought to the fore various cultural 
forms that have always been part of the national make-up: wantokism, 
kastom, linguistic diversity, and dispute-resolution mechanisms. With 
little government-sponsored social security beyond basic health care, and 
limited primary education, much of which failed to function during the 
Tensions and early RAMSI years, life in Honiara is always difficult. New 
arrivals are sustained by established social networks, which enable them 
eventually to integrate into urban life, although there is also a strong 
element of circulation with a constant flow from and to the provinces. 
In Honiara’s expanding urban settlements, and elsewhere in Melanesia, 
many of the features of people’s rural origins survive, including significant 
ongoing circulation. Life in the settlements seldom enables a transition 
into the more affluent suburbs. The small size of the formal economy 
and the lack of employment mean it is a constant battle to survive. The 
measurable economy remains weak and the saving grace for the nation 
is self-sufficiency at the village level, which represents 80 per cent of the 
population. 

Many of the issues of the Tensions and the decade after are writ large 
in Honiara. The size of Greater Honiara means that understanding its 
history and social dynamics will be crucial to all future development in 
Solomon Islands. Although there is now relative quiet after six years of 
turmoil, and 14 years of outside intervention, like a dormant volcano, 
Honiara has the capacity to erupt again. After RAMSI departed at the 
end of June 2017, in August, the Solomon Islands Government signed an 
agreement with Australia assuring direct military assistance if there was 
any recurrence of civil unrest. Let us hope the rebuilt RSIPF can cope 
without further outside help. 

In 2016, the country’s gross domestic product was around A$1.4 billion: 
38 per cent came from agriculture, and 26 per cent was generated from 
the export of natural resources. Although there have been attempts to 
reopen the Gold Ridge mine, this has not occurred, and other mining 
ventures are still at an investigation phase, except for Bintan Mining’s 
small-scale bauxite mining on Rennell Island, which has returned 
negligible revenue to the government since it began in 2014. The other 
major mining venture is Axiom’s nickel mining project on San Jorge 
Island in Isabel Province. Axiom planned to begin exports in late 2019, 
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but had its export and investment licences withdrawn in November that 
year by the Solomon Islands Government.6 In 2017, the country’s exports 
were dominated by large commodity-based industries: A$390 million 
from round logs; A$14 million from sawn timber; A$35 million from 
fish (whole, processed, and canned); A$30 million from palm oil; A$18 
million from coconut products (copra, mature nuts, coconut oils, and 
meals); and A$10 million from cocoa beans.7 Timber is Solomon Islands’ 
largest export, and corruption enables companies to circumvent many of 
the logging regulations. Log exports are underreported, and reforestation 
seldom occurs. Asian companies are stripping out trees at an alarmingly 
unsustainable rate. As well, logging revenue will decline in the long term; 
it must, as overlogging has been occurring for at least 30 years. 

The closure in the late 1990s of the Guadalcanal Plains oil palm estates 
provided a chance to rethink the area’s economic and social structure. 
Since the Tensions, the plantations outside Honiara slowly have been 
regenerated by Guadalcanal Plains Palm Oil Limited (GPPOL), which 
controls 6,500 hectares and is now the leading agricultural company 
in Solomon Islands. The company is an offshoot of New Britain Palm 
Oil Limited, which was originally part of British agricultural company 
Harrisons and Crosfield, and then part of Malaysian state-owned company 
Kulim (Malaysia) Berhad. The parent company is Sime Darby Plantation, 
a huge agribusiness that is the world’s largest producer of sustainable palm 
oil. From 2004, agreement was made with the Tasimboko landowners to 
restart the oil palm estates, with better arrangements to limit the spread 
of settlement and include an outgrower component. GPPOL began 
operations in 2005 and the mill restarted in mid-2006.8 

This poses significant economic challenges. Until 2020 and the COVID-19 
pandemic, Honiara was a sprawling, booming, vibrant Pacific city. There 
was a constant sense of hybridity, a joining of several cultural forms—
none of them triumphant—that formed the beauty of the place. This 
chapter argues that the authorities must come to terms with squatters, 
settlements, villages, and cultural hybridity. They must face the issues still 
outstanding from the Tensions and RAMSI years, incorporating solutions 
into planning, or face future urban and national turmoil. Long-established 
FTE areas such as Kola`a Ridge, Panatina, and Vura can perhaps be 

6  Wasuka 2019; ‘Axiom failed to meet the ministry’s conditions’, SIBC, 6 December 2019; Sei 2019b.
7  PHAMA 2013.
8  Fraenkel et al. 2010; Allen 2012a.
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regarded as suburbs, yet, so, too, can White River’s urban village and the 
Malaitan Fishing Village at Kukum, both of which have moved from 
their squatter origins to THA/TOL and now FTE status. White River 
is a multiethnic community that includes modern Western housing and 
semitraditional buildings. Fishing Village is a Malaitan stronghold that 
looks rather like an artificial island village washed up from Lau Lagoon 
on the Kukum shore. Its narrow spaces and closely positioned houses owe 
as much to the origins of the people—on crowded artificial islands—as to 
Honiara, and clearly city council building regulations are being ignored. 
To an outsider, Fishing Village appears chaotic, but the housing clusters 
are in extended family groupings, which enable social support. 

Plate 10.1 Hybridity: A rest house at the Honiara Trade Show in 2008—
symbolic of the old and the new.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

The THA/TOL districts and squatter areas (Maps 10.1 and 10.4) are 
best described as settlements, although residents call them villages, in 
recognition of traditional domiciliary characteristics and the hybrid spaces 
created. Squatter areas can be large—for example, at Burns Creek—
or quite small, wedged into more established areas. The settlements 
operate like villages with functioning local communities, plus a few basic 
municipal services. Extended families gather for rites of passage such as 
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births, marriages, and funerals, and maintain aspects of village authority. 
The FTE suburbs lack this characteristic; residents there do not feel closely 
bound to their neighbours. Settlements are urban villages, the strengths 
of which lie in customary relationships. Market stalls are built at road 
junctions, providing easy access to meet common household needs, while 
enabling village-style socialisation. 

Plate 10.2 Hybridity: Neighbouring houses at Fishing Village are often 
built close together.
While perhaps not within city council regulations, the practice is used by extended 
families and provides shade and cover in bad weather. This photograph is from 2013.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Honiara’s hybrid nature relates to the operation of wantokism, extended 
kinship relationships, and kastom. In The Chiefs’ Country, Malaitan 
Michael Kwa`ioloa and anthropologist Ben Burt provide a window into 
settlement life in east Honiara. Kwa`ioloa lives in Kobito, surrounded by 
family and other Kwara`ae relatives and wantoks. He and other Malaitan 
leaders there operate with many of the trappings of Malaitan big-men: 

In Honiara, although we are not at home, we understand that 
our tradition stays wherever we stay. If we are without our 
tradition, everything will be all over the place. People of different 
languages are involved, because our area of south-east Honiara is 
one community including Kombito, Kofiloko, Lau Valley, and up 
to Gilbert Camp. Other areas have other groups. We call this a 
community, because everyone knows each other. We coordinate 
the chiefs and if there are any problems we deal with them.9 

Kwa`ioloa describes having formed a Malaitan house of chiefs in Honiara, 
although other accounts suggest this customary authority is limited to 
areas close to his Kobito home. Nevertheless, many customary elements 
have survived the transition to the urban world. Some disputes are dealt 
with inside the communities, and ‘red shell wealth’ changes hands in 
compensation. 

In the FTE areas, there is an emerging group of richer urbanites who 
prefer to minimise their obligations to poorer relatives, or at least make 
access difficult.10 Yet, in the end, they never totally ignore their kin as 
the responsibility is too ingrained. Even in areas such as Gilbert Camp 
and Kobito, some people engage with the market economy and heed 
the government’s promotion of individualistic behaviours, rather than 
following provincial or Honiara versions of kastom. At most, they operate 
a modernist version of kastom based on their socioeconomic context. 
Ethnicity flows into national politics. Malaitans make up the major ethnic 
component living between Vura and Gilbert Camp, and it is rare for 
anyone other than a Malaitan to win the large East Honiara parliamentary 
seat.11 From a national political perspective, the Malaitan dominance in 
east Honiara combines modern politics with indigenous practices. 

9  Kwa`ioloa and Burt 2012: 168.
10  Gooberman-Hill 1999.
11  Over 12 elections, four of seven members were Malaitans and another two were part-Malaitan. 
Since 2018, when the Electoral Commission allowed cross-border registration for voting, it is now 
much harder to anticipate the results in the three Honiara seats, as electors can choose to vote away 
from their primary place of residence. Batley et al. 2019.
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Although traditional leadership remains important, the Christian 
denominations and their leadership are just as crucial in Honiara. These 
spread through all of Honiara’s settlements and the more developed 
suburban FTE communities, providing stable social networks and 
leadership. While those with cars, or bus fares, may choose to travel to the 
central churches and halls, there are many local-area churches operated 
by the long-established denominations, as well as the newer Pentecostal 
groups. Most of these are within walking distance of the homes of their 
congregations. Activities are not confined to the sabbath, and many 
residents in the settlements are involved in evening meetings.

Social activities, obligations, and aspirations are similar, whether one 
lives in established suburbs like Lengakiki or Kola`a Ridge, in a THA/
TOL settlement like Kobito, or a squatter settlement like Burns Creek. 
When money is available, people upgrade their homes or get water and 
electricity connected. Extended families flow through houses, children 
play, everyone is fed and housed. Weddings occur, linking families in 
a manner no different from life in villages in the provinces. These events 
vary, some including exchanges of traditional wealth, while others follow 
the style of European weddings, with bridesmaids and groomsmen in 
matching outfits.

Another, less noticeable change in Honiara is that girls and young women 
are now much freer in urban surroundings. Even if cloaked as participation 
in church or sporting activities, women can mix, use the transport system 
to visit relatives and friends, and develop their own varieties of popular 
culture. Young women attend concerts (religious and secular), explore new 
clothing and hair fashions, and use electronic music devices and mobile 
phones. They mirror many of the behavioural patterns of their Western 
counterparts. While not as free as Honiara males, and bound by limited 
finances, modern women can enjoy the pleasures of hotels and clubs, but 
with more risk than in Western society. Nevertheless, there is far more 
parental control over girls and young women than over their brothers, 
and a large percentage of them are confined to home environments and 
church activities. 
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Plate 10.3 Hendry Billy Toa Te`e’s house at Kobito 2, which was built 
over a few years in the 2010s as money became available.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.4 Emelda Davis (left), an Australian South Sea Islander, visiting 
the family of Hendry Billy Toa Te`e at Kobito, 2014.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Alongside this, domestic violence is increasing, fuelled by the male-
dominated traditional culture, established use of physical violence 
for discipline, lack of education, poverty, kwaso (home brew), and 
conservative Christianity.12 In 2016, the National Parliament passed the 
Family Protection Act, which criminalised domestic violence, although 
implementation and training have been slow and poorly resourced. 
Women do not want to shame their extended families by revealing the 
violent secrets within their marriage; and the payment of bride-wealth, 
which must be returned if a marriage breaks down, discourages divorce.13

Land and corruption
The availability of land is a major and contentious issue. The 2010 
unimproved capital value of all land within the Honiara City Council 
boundary was SI$2.46 billion, of which approximately SI$2.1 billion 
was then fixed-term estates. A decade later, the figures have increased 
considerably, and would be even higher if we included land on the peri-
urban fringe. High-quality housing seems to cover every available ridge, 
and people claim there is a shortage of land both for housing and for 
commercial use. Deals have been done by rich Asians and Solomon 
Islanders to transfer land from government control to private use. The 
government owns around 3,200 houses in Honiara and the provinces, 
although a significant number are illegally occupied or beyond economic 
repair. The government also operates a public service rental scheme, 
which in 2009 was worth SI$53 million, and was estimated to be between 
24 and 40 per cent of the rental market. Rents are far too low to be 
economic and, in 2009, the government was owed SI$24 million by 
public lease tenants. Public servants who own their homes are entitled to 
rental allowances, which in 2008 cost the government SI$11.37 million.14 
With this level of incompetence in the administration of public land and 
housing, and the lucrative perks and commercial possibilities governing 
land acquisition, the poor in the settlements and squatter areas have little 
chance of gaining access to suitable long-term ownership of land. Even 
paying annual land licence fees is often beyond them. 

12  Ming et al. 2016; Waka Mere 2019. Solomon Islands has high rates of family and sexual violence: 
64 per cent of women aged 19 to 49 surveyed at the National Referral Hospital between 1994 and 2011 
reported physical and sexual abuse from a partner.
13  Marks 2019.
14  Williams 2011: 2; Evans 2012.



445

10. THE VILLAGE-CITY

The rezoning and allocation of land in Honiara are a fraught business. 
There are too many examples of obvious corruption over the years to 
believe that the process is fair and uninfluenced by bribery. As lawyer 
Transform Aqorau argued in a 2013 essay: 

[L]and allocation, in particular allocation of urban land … clearly 
reflects corruption as evident by the standard of commercial 
buildings built by the more recent Chinese arrivals. It is argued that 
these lands could only have been allocated through corrupt means as 
there has never been any government tender by the Commissioner 
of Lands in the last ten years. The replacement of what were once 
residential homes at Kukum Labour Line by commercial buildings 
owned and operated by these new Chinese arrivals could only have 
been done by corrupt means. There were no tenders issued for these 
areas, and the fact that Solomon Islanders who lived there could 
have been given an opportunity to own those plots of lands where 
their houses were located arguably points to corruption. It is argued 
that government machinery that disenfranchises its own citizens by 
making them homeless to give way to a new wave of Chinese is 
evidence of serious inherent weaknesses in the government systems 
particularly in the Lands Department, Physical Planning Division, 
and Honiara Municipal Authority.15 

Corruption, says Aqorau, ‘has left a terrible legacy … that has permeated 
all levels of Solomon Islands society’.16 

Corruption is obvious in Honiara at all levels. In the early 1990s, Prime 
Minister Mamaloni sold government land in Mendana Avenue to 
a Chinese friend. During the same years, the then Premier of Guadalcanal 
Province sold land at the other end of Mendana Avenue for SI$50,000, 
without consulting his executive. In his forthcoming biography of 
Mamaloni, Christopher Chevalier summed up the corruption nicely: 
‘Gradually, valuable plots of land in the middle of Honiara and along the 
Kukum Highway were sold off to developers—mainly Asian businessmen 
who bought the land corruptly.’17 

More recently, rich Solomon Islanders and Asian business interests have 
been busy buying up land around the airport to the east and Kakabona 
to the west—sometimes with dubious legality. Prices for land blocks 

15  Aqorau 2013.
16  Wairiu 2007.
17  Chevalier 2017: 252.
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are largely dependent on location and size and vary from SI$100,000 
to SI$500,000. These costs have pushed many middle-class Solomon 
Islanders to buy land further east, where prices are not as high and land 
parcels are smaller. The area around Lungga River and Alligator Creek 
is particularly sought-after by people working around Ranadi and the 
airport. Landowners are building small rental houses and ‘single men’s 
quarters’ to cater for this demand. 

There are numerous examples of past commissioners of lands exercising 
their powers in a manner beyond the terms of the Land and Titles Act. 
In 2013, Honiara City Mayor Andrew Mua complained that the then 
commissioner had sold pieces of land that formed part of Honiara’s 
garbage dump to Asian investors and other individuals. There have been 
media reports of other land set aside for public use or future utilities being 
sold by various commissioners, including land next to the Mataniko 
River bridge that had been designated for expanding crucial transport 
infrastructure, which was sold to an Asian businessman. Reports suggest 
corruption is widespread throughout the Ministry of Lands, Housing 
and Survey, with many staff gaining personal control of FTE land. The 
decisions of the Honiara Town Planning Board, which oversaw overall 
urban planning, were frequently overridden.18 The situation was so 
corrupt that the legislation was amended in 2015 to introduce a Land 
Board, stripping the commissioner’s position of its discretionary powers. 
These land deals have enriched a few and thrown poor people off land on 
which they have lived for decades. 

There is an Institute of Public Administration Management Learning in 
Honiara and SINU runs short administrative training courses, which help 
lift public servants to higher standards. Regardless of these endeavours, 
a substantial black market has developed for government services. Making 
a little extra money at the expense of both the public and the government 
has become commonplace. Getting a water meter connected quickly 
(rather than waiting for six to 12 months) can be accomplished with 
a SI$1,000 bribe, while gaining swift progress through the system for a 
minor land matter costs SI$500 as a ‘salary supplement’. Gaining a copy 
of a birth certificate can be hurried through the system or the issuing of 
a passport can be speeded up—both through small bribes, which are 
euphemistically called ‘lunch money’. There appear to be different levels 

18  Foukona and Allen 2017: 94–98.
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of corruption for different races: Solomon Islanders get the cheapest deals 
but resent the avaricious public servants; Europeans pay considerably 
more; and Asians are usually willing to splash a lot of cash around to get 
instant attention. And, despite Prime Minister Lilo’s assurance on Radio 
New Zealand in August 2013 that it was not true that politicians can be 
lured to change sides in Parliament,19 10 years ago the rumour was that 
this could be achieved with a bribe of SI$50,000; now it routinely costs 
more like SI$500,000. Luring top politicians to change sides is said to cost 
up to SI$1 million.20 All of this money circulates in the ‘grey economy’ in 
Honiara and the provinces. Aqorau stated the future consequences: 

Donors … should be concerned that their tax money is helping to 
sustain a situation that will fuel a revolution: a revolt that would 
be instigated by young Solomon Islanders who are well informed 
through social networks to what is happening within the deepest 
corners of the Government.21 

Since 2003, Solomon Islanders have returned to settle in Honiara in large 
numbers, with an annual urban population growth rate of 4.7 per cent. 
Daniel Evans suggested the growth rate of Honiara’s urban settlements 
was 26 per cent over the three years following the arrival of RAMSI. 
Many of these settlers were returning to try to regenerate their lives 
after becoming refugees to the provinces in 1998–99. The squatter 
settlement at Burns Creek grew enormously during these years. Much 
of the peri-urban expansion was beyond the city council’s control as it 
occurred in Guadalcanal Province on the fringes of the city, on customary 
or reclassified land. The strain on the urban and peri-urban settlements 
caused by the Tensions has been immense. It took years to restore water 
supplies that were damaged or had been allowed to deteriorate. During 
the Tension years, many households in settlements made do with public 
water supplies, walking long distances to access water for drinking and 
washing, using wells, springs, and limited council supplies.22 Even when 
reticulated water is available, many cannot afford to connect the service to 
their homes, nor to pay the water usage charges. 

19  Husband 2013.
20  There was a remarkable front-page article in the IS on 3 November 2017, which claimed that 
Jeremiah Manele, the leader of the opposition, was offered SI$1 million to become deputy prime 
minister in a Sogavare-led government.
21  Aqorau 2013.
22  Evans 2012: 8; Storey 2003; Chand and Yala 2008; Information from Hendry Billy Toa Te`e, 
Kobito, 17 October 2013.
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Urban characteristics
The provision of urban services in Honiara and its environs is more 
extensive  than in other parts of the country, although still minimal 
compared with some other capital cities in the Pacific. In 2009, only 
75 per cent of the city had access to piped water, while only two-thirds 
had lighting linked to the electricity grid. Sewerage coverage is also 
limited: only 54 per cent of households had a flush toilet, and another 
9 per cent had shared flush toilets. The raw sewage outfalls to the sea 
and the Mataniko River. For areas not connected to the sewerage system, 
a septic tank emptying service is available, but the coverage and quality 
of this service are limited. For others, shared pit toilets remain the only 
possibility.23

What is the future for this village-city? Honiara’s population increased 
from 3,000 in the late 1950s to 160,000 in 2020—an astounding 
growth rate. In the 1970s, with a population of around 15,000, it 
seemed that everyone knew everyone else. In modern Honiara, this is 
no longer possible, although one has only to spend time at the docks 
to see the constant human traffic circulating between the provinces and 
Honiara, with the urban middle class and elites still closely involved in 
this movement, looking after relatives from their villages of origin. People 
seldom arrive without contacts; every provincial village has members 
living in Honiara. The hybrid strength of Honiara society depends on 
individual and community-level resources, with little support from, or 
links with, municipal authorities or the state.

Modern Honiara, through both British planning and Solomon Islands 
ingenuity, comprises five types of land occupancy. First, as a remnant 
from earlier years, a small area of customary land has been preserved, 
although it is no longer controlled by the Tandai landowners to whom 
it was granted. By and large, customary landownership was expunged 
from urban Honiara, but not from the surrounding areas of sea and land. 
Map 9.1 shows the Honiara City Council boundary on land and sea, in 
almost equal proportions. In August 2017, a court case provided a win for 
the Tandai landowners, with 1,500 hectares of the ocean now registered in 
the name of Vincent Kurilau, on behalf of the Tandai.24 

23  UN-Habitat 2012: 14.
24  Information from Michael Ben Walahoula, Honiara, October 2017.
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The remainder of Honiara belongs to the state, with the non-customary 
land either reserved for government and council purposes or released under 
various forms of long-term lease or licence arrangement. The second type 
of land is national government and council land in the form of reserves 
held for public purposes, such as playing fields and areas for recreational 
use, road reserves, and areas earmarked for future development. Until 
the end of 2014, government land could be obtained through the 
Commissioner of Lands either as FTE or as THA/TOL. The newly 
created Land Board now holds this responsibility, and FTE is available for 
a renewable tenure of 75 years, whereas some of the earlier FTE land was 
provided for shorter periods.25 Reports from the early 2010s suggested 
there were 5,049 FTEs in Honiara, covering 12.7 square kilometres.26 
The fourth land type is THA/TOL, which is described in Chapter 5. For 
a fee, THA/TOL land can now be converted into FTEs under 75-year 
leases—a logical extension of what have become permanent suburban 
settlements. A remaining problem is the high cost of the conversion for 
those on subsistence incomes.

The fifth category covers 20,000 to 25,000 people in more than 3,000 
households in Honiara (about one-quarter of the population) who 
live as squatters on land occupied without formal land title or licence, 
mainly Tandai land on the peri-urban fringe, in unused crevices, or on 
government or council reserves in FTE and THA/TOL areas. Permanent 
structures are often built in squatter areas, and customary arrangements 
have been made with Guale landholders to safeguard their occupancy.27 
FTE, THA/TOL, and squatter lands are sometimes side by side.

When asked whether there are suburbs, Honiara residents look surprised 
and say there are none in the way urban tenure is understood in places 
like Australia. To accommodate relatives, even the middle class and elites 
sometimes build houses from local materials alongside their substantial 
homes, and squatters may occupy unused land nearby. One feature of the 
city council over the past decade is a modernisation of rules and building 
codes, although no one seems to take much notice in THA/TOL and FTE 
areas. With no street mail delivery system, it is difficult to communicate 
with the bulk of residents and, even if it were possible, there are issues 

25  ‘New resolution reached by Lands & Housing Board on lands’, SIBC, 20 June 2015.
26  Evans 2012.
27  Larden and Sullivan 2008: 316–17; SIG 2013; Maebuta and Maebuta 2009; Evans 2010; 
Jourdan 2010: 269.
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with literacy. The 2014 Honiara Planning Scheme uses formal language 
that does not acknowledge the reality of thousands of illegal residences, 
nor suggest how to incorporate them into the city.

Living in Honiara
In the absence of full reports from the 2019 national census, a contemporary 
picture can be gained from one RAMSI project, the People’s Survey, 
which began with a pilot survey in 2006 and was completed every year 
until 2013, interviewing 3,000 to 4,000 individuals each year all over 
the nation.28 The final People’s Survey is used here to create a picture of 
modern Honiara. In 2013, there were 613 interviewees from Honiara 
in a total of 3,405 nationally.29 Those surveyed saw RAMSI’s biggest 
achievements as bringing peace to the country and restoring law and order, 
although just over 50 per cent of the Honiara residents surveyed had no 
idea who paid for RAMSI.30 Residents wanted economic development 
and a curb on corruption. About 65 per cent said they would be willing 
to report misuse of power or public monies, but similar numbers said they 
had never known an official to behave improperly, which indicates faulty 
collective memory in relation to petty corruption.31

Almost 97 per cent of the Honiara interviewees identified Honiara as their 
permanent home. In FTE areas, there was an equal balance of couples 
from the same and different provinces, whereas those living in Honiara 
settlements were more likely to have partners from the same province. 
Still, the interprovincial marriage rates were three times higher in Honiara 
than on the rest of Guadalcanal, or on Malaita. Urban Solomon Islanders 
are beginning to shed their regionalism, becoming citizens of the nation, 
not just of provinces.32 As suggested in the Introduction, in terms of 
Malaitan dominance in Honiara and in the nation, it may mean that 
in the long term, mixed-province marriages will create a more united 
national community and Malaitan influence will lessen. This may take 
another 30 to 50 years to produce obvious changes.

28  RAMSI 2006, 2007, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013.
29  RAMSI 2013: 101.
30  ibid., 102, 104.
31  ibid., 111, 118, 119–21.
32  ibid., 20–21.
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Plate 10.5 ‘No weapons (sharp or pointed)’: The Pipeline Disco, Hibiscus 
Hotel, Honiara, 1994.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.6 Youths dressed up for a dance competition entitled 
‘Battlegrounds’, 2016.
Source: Vincent Verheyen Collection. 
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In the 1940s and 1950s, there were few children or youths in the city. In 
the early twenty-first century, Honiara’s child population is comparable 
with the level in the provinces. Household size has generally decreased 
in the provinces since the 1980s. In Honiara, the 2009 national census 
showed that household sizes remained high, at around seven people per 
dwelling—an indication of family size and the number of people arriving 
to look for work and staying with wantoks.33 There are many reports of 
houses with 10 to 15 occupants, including children, all subsisting on 
a single basic income. One of the ticking time-bombs in Honiara is the 
future of the youth population. The 1999 census showed a substantial 
number of 15 to 29 year olds in Honiara—exceeded only by Malaita 
Province, with Guadalcanal and Western provinces not far behind.34 This 
age group was likely to be unemployed. Urban youths can often only find 
low-status work as labourers on family or community projects, and less 
often with businesses.35 Young men felt alienated from decision-making 
and the People’s Surveys showed them to be concerned about alcohol 
use and abuse, violence, aggression, and stealing. Young women were 
equally disadvantaged and were even more ‘invisible’ in most decision-
making processes. They were concerned about alcohol, marijuana, and 
teenage pregnancy. All youths wanted better skills training, greater access 
to opportunities for income generation, and increased sporting facilities. 
There have been many schemes to develop policies to improve the situation 
for youths in Honiara, back to the Masta Liu Project of the mid-1970s, 
but until there is some improvement in employment opportunities, the 
level of disenchantment will continue to increase.36 

Water and electricity services are not secure and the cost prohibits many 
people from connecting to the main supply grids. In the 2013 People’s 
Survey, 16.7 per cent of Honiara people surveyed described the water 
supply as insufficient and unreliable. The electricity supply in the Solomons 
is expensive, partly because it is produced by diesel fuel. Slowly, there have 
been moves away from diesel generation. Australian aid has assisted the 
development of the Tina River hydro project, which will connect to the 
Lungga power station and the Honiara grid by the early 2020s. A few 
years back, there was an investigation into ways to harness nearby Savo 

33  UNICEF 2012: 5, 8.
34  Hassall & Associates and AusAID 2004: 11.
35  Evans 2016, 2018; Ride 2019.
36  Evans 2019.
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Island’s volcanic thermal power as the basis for electricity generation.37 
‘Cash Power’ (pay-as-you-go meters) is used to power domestic lighting 
and electrical appliances, and small solar systems are gaining popularity, 
but refrigeration is still rare in many settlement houses. Cooking is done 
on stoves powered by bottled gas, kerosene, wood, and coconut shell, 
with stone-pit cooking still in use, particularly to prepare food for the 
sabbath and for feasts. In the FTE suburbs, 83.8 per cent of households 
had a main grid electricity supply, while this figure was only 37.8 per cent 
in the settlements. Almost 12 per cent of residents in the suburbs and 
33.9 per cent in the settlements had access to small solar electricity systems 
(capable of providing basic lighting and recharging mobile phones), 
which are fast becoming a cheaper alternative to the main grid supply. 
Almost 9 per cent of people living in the suburbs and 29.3 per cent in the 
settlements had no electricity at all.38

Honiara’s residents, like many in other parts of the developing world, have 
skipped the installation of telephone landlines and moved straight to mobile 
phones. In 2009, only 23 per cent of those surveyed had a mobile phone.39 
That year, the new Telecommunications Act broke the one-carrier monopoly 
held by Our Telekom (formerly Solomons Telecom) and introduced 
Bemobile, a PNG company backed by Hong Kong equity fund GEMS and 
the international telecommunications firm Trilogy. Mobile phone charges 
fell sharply, leading to a surge in the number of subscribers—to an extent that 
mobile phones have become ubiquitous. In 2013, more than 80 per cent of 
Honiara’s adult residents had access to a mobile phone—up from the 2011 
and 2012 levels. The proportion is now much higher.40 The mobile network 
has been extended to far-flung rural areas (even isolated Tikopia Island 
and Ontong Java Atoll), which encourages nationwide communications. 
Overseas calls remain expensive, providing no encouragement to business. 
Internet speeds are faster than they were a few years ago, although download 
costs remain prohibitive. Conditions improved when a fibre-optic cable 
from Sydney reached Honiara in late 2019. Digital access figures continue 
to increase all through the nation—one consequence of which will be that 
future social disturbances are likely to be orchestrated through mobile 
phones and Facebook. 

37  SIG 2011a; Geodynamics Limited 2014.
38  RAMSI 2013: 52, 55, 58.
39  ibid., 60; O’Callaghan 2013: 45.
40  There were 479,800 mobile phone connections operating in January 2020 (71 per cent of the 
population) and 147,000 internet users (22 per cent of the population). Kemp 2020.
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Radio listening, both AM and FM, is widespread, mainly to keep up with 
news services, followed by music, and community notices. Radio remains 
the preferred media for information, along with newspapers. Access 
to television—from overseas satellite services, along with short local 
programming—is limited and not usually available in the settlements.41 
Mobile phones are used mainly for voice and text messages, with limited 
use of the internet because of the cost. 

Education
The education system begins with early childhood education and six 
years of primary schooling. 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. Schools are often under-resourced, 
with limits on teacher training, overcrowded classrooms, and not enough 
teaching materials. Education is not compulsory, and schooling has basic 
fees per child.

The People’s Surveys provided information on education. During the 
1990s, Honiara primary school enrolment statistics increased, then 
decreased, showing the effect of inflation in the economy and growing 
poverty: 5,493 enrolments in 1990, 11,775 in 1995, and 6,455 in 1997.42 
In the 2010s, the ratios between students and certified teachers in Honiara 
primary and secondary schools were higher than in any of the provinces.43 
In 2020, there were 15 Honiara Education Authority primary schools 
(Years 1–6) and 12 secondary schools (Years 7–12) spread throughout the 
city, in various combinations.44 There are also early childhood education 
centres, and training in technical vocational education.

41  RAMSI 2013: 65, 69.
42  Otter 2002: 91.
43  UNICEF 2012: 26. Only in Rennell/Bellona is the student/certified teacher ratio higher and 
only in primary schools.
44  Honiara City Council Schools, available from: honiaracitycouncil.com/index.php/education-
and-recreation-2/hcc-schools-parents-2/hcc-secondary-schools/; and honiaracitycouncil.com/index.
php/education-and-recreation-2/hcc-schools-parents-2/hcc-primary-schools/.

http://honiaracitycouncil.com/index.php/education-and-recreation-2/hcc-schools-parents-2/hcc-secondary-schools/
http://honiaracitycouncil.com/index.php/education-and-recreation-2/hcc-schools-parents-2/hcc-secondary-schools/
http://honiaracitycouncil.com/index.php/education-and-recreation-2/hcc-schools-parents-2/hcc-primary-schools/
http://honiaracitycouncil.com/index.php/education-and-recreation-2/hcc-schools-parents-2/hcc-primary-schools/
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Year 13, a pre-university foundation program, is offered only by a few 
schools.45 The best schools are private, such as Woodford International 
School and the Anglican Church of Melanesia’s St Nicholas College, which 
take students from preschool to matriculation. Woodford began in the 
mid-1950s as a small school on Mendana Avenue in Point Cruz, catering 
mainly for expatriate children. By the early 1970s, it had outgrown its 
downtown space and its redevelopment was included in the Solomon 
Islands National Development Plan. The school moved to its new site 
at Kukum in 1979. A decade later, its name was changed to Honiara 
International School, and then to Woodford International School. 
St Nicholas College began more than 30 years ago and has included 
secondary level for 20 years.

Some 30 to 40 per cent of children attended primary schools in their 
local communities, although about half travelled for more than an hour 
to reach their primary school of choice. Most of those surveyed thought 
the quality of teaching at primary and secondary schools had improved 
over the previous five years.46 Ninety-three per cent of the occupants of 
the FTE areas had more than five years of formal education, although 
only 84.5 per cent in the settlements had achieved this level. In the FTE 
suburbs, 22.7 per cent had no secondary education, 24.4 per cent had 
one to three years, and 52.8 per cent had more than four years. In the 
settlements, 36.7 per cent had no secondary education, 23.3 per cent had 
one to three years, and 39.9 per cent had four or more years. A minority of 
those surveyed had attended tertiary courses: 22.2 per cent in the suburbs 
and 18 per cent in the settlements had done so, for one to three years—
presumably, mostly through SICHE and USP courses. 

The background to tertiary education was outlined in Chapter 7. Since 
the 1980s, there has been consolidation and considerable expansion. 
SINU has begun to adopt a mixed-mode delivery system (face-to-face 
combined with distance education), aiming to establish provincial centres 
and nationwide outreach. Informal adult education (from basic literacy 
to community development courses) is available, run by women’s groups, 
churches, and NGOs. Some education is available for ‘push-outs’ who 
have failed to gain a place in school. The Ministry of Education and 

45  Galokale 2013: 9–10.
46  RAMSI 2013: 23, 24, 25, 27–30, 32–34.
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Human Resources Development receives substantial donor funding and 
its Honiara-based Curriculum Development Centre has been instrumental 
in national curriculum reform.

While Honiara is the best Western-educated community in the country, 
a surprising degree of adult illiteracy continues, and many young adults in 
Honiara have been left outside the school system. A significant proportion 
of Honiara residents in the settlements (8.1 per cent) had received no formal 
education—a higher proportion than in the FTE districts (3.5 per cent). 
In Kobito, for instance, some illiterate adult men and women manage to 
hold down steady jobs. One man I know is a baggage-handler at the airport; 
one aged in his 20s has become a hairdresser, resplendent in dyed and 
braided blond hair; and another, aged in his 40s, sells barbecued chickens 
and betel nuts by the roadside. There is also a generation of students who 
in normal circumstances could have expected to continue through the 
system but who received no schooling during the Tension years. They 
have been left stunted educationally by being unable to complete school. 
While the government has recognised the necessity of achieving national 
literacy and expanded the provision of education, the reality is a lack of 
finances and expertise. The result has been the expansion of a disadvantaged 
underclass with no chance of finding employment, surviving through 
the wantok system and the liu process. It is this group that is volatile and 
opportunistic in any political disturbance, such as the Tension years and the 
2006 Chinatown riot. Governments have much to fear from anyone who 
harnesses their discontent. 
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Plate 10.7 The next generation: Vura Primary School students, 2007.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Health
Based on access to health and educational services, Honiara is usually 
seen as a good place to live. Health services there are better than in the 
provinces, although some who participated in the 2013 People’s Survey 
indicated that it could take more than an hour to travel from their homes 
to health facilities. There are several clinics around Honiara and, despite 
some shortcomings, the National Referral Hospital is the best and largest 
medical facility in the country. Most of those surveyed thought access to 
health services had improved over the previous five years, although less 
than half were happy with the service they received.

Life expectancy is slightly higher in Honiara than in the provinces. 
Analysis of the 1999 and 2009 census results shows some general health 
advantages of living in Honiara. Although overall prenatal and postnatal 
death rates remain high by Pacific standards, Honiara’s infant mortality 
rate is the lowest in the nation. The incidence of malaria has declined 
over recent decades, which is perhaps responsible for fewer households 
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using chemically treated bed-nets to ward off mosquitoes.47 Dengue 
fever has made a resurgence, probably due to increasing urbanisation 
providing more breeding sites for the main vector, the Aedes aegypti 
mosquito. Pregnant women and children under five are most at risk. 
Improvements in child health are attributed to immunisation, exclusive 
breastfeeding, and better child nutrition. Waterborne diseases are still 
a problem. In 2009, out of a total of 7,379 households in Honiara, 4,415 
had access to clean drinking water inside dwellings, 1,368 only had access 
outside their dwellings, 1,072 used outside shared water supplies, and 353 
households reported no piped water was available.48 

Hanson’s disease (leprosy) is still active in Honiara, with 30 new cases 
reported in 2017.49 HIV prevalence among the general population appears 
to be low. The Solomons introduced HIV monitoring procedures and 
community education earlier than any other Pacific nation. The first case 
was officially recorded in 1994, and there have only been 25 reported cases, 
six of them currently in Honiara. Most transmission is via heterosexual 
activity. As HIV testing is client-initiated and there are limited laboratory 
testing facilities, along with poorly trained health workers, it is likely 
that sexual diseases in Honiara are not being detected accurately and are 
significantly under-reported. Rates for other sexual diseases, particularly 
syphilis, are high and indicate underlying behavioural risks. Reported 
condom use is low. The major vector area for sexual diseases is Western 
Province (this relates to workers in the logging industry), not Honiara, 
although this probably means cases in Honiara are under-reported.50 

Alcohol and marijuana consumption are high and, since the 1990s, kwaso 
(homemade potent alcoholic spirit) has increased in availability. Alcohol 
in particular fuels domestic violence. Honiara residents suggested the 
Solomon Islands Government should give priority to improving health 
and education services. In the People’s Surveys, they also mentioned police 
and agricultural advice services as important. Respondents signalled that 
they received virtually no information relating to agricultural practices—
an important omission for people who partly depend on the sale of their 
agricultural produce.

47  Otter 2002: 17, 18, 20, 34; Kere 2017.
48  UN-Habitat 2012: 34, 45.
49  ‘Health broadcast’, SIBC, 24 January 2018.
50  SIG 2016b: 11–12; Marks et al. 2015; SIBC, 18 December 2018.
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Plate 10.8 Small health clinics run by the Honiara City Council are 
spread through the suburbs. This one is in White River, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Earning a living
Just under half of those surveyed in 2013 thought their financial 
situation  was much the same as two years earlier. About one-quarter 
thought their economic circumstances were worse. Only 33.7 per  cent 
of the Honiara residents interviewed were involved in paid work, 
31  per  cent depended on money from members of their family, and 
61.7 per cent made money from selling commodities. Marginally more 
males than females were in paid work. This result is amplified by Maebuta 
and Maebuta’s 2009 study of livelihoods in Honiara squatter settlements, 
which found that  
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the main sources of household income are selling betel-nuts and 
cigarettes to supplement full time and casual jobs. The average 
income from informal activities is two times more than the 
average fortnightly income from casual and full-time employment 
and 1.5 times more than the national minimum wage.51 

Small local markets thrive, with thousands of betel nut and tobacco 
stalls, and others selling fresh green vegetables and sweet potatoes, plus 
fish of dubious quality (bought frozen, then thawed). The main sales at 
roadside markets and Central Market came from betel nuts and cigarettes, 
garden crops, canteen goods, fish, and other foods, ice, drinks, and 
livestock. Many households operate small kiosks attached to their houses, 
functioning as mini-trade stores.52 Just under half those surveyed had 
never paid direct taxation and more than half had no bank account, living 
totally in the cash economy. They have no comprehension of or access 
to loan facilities, and do not even fully understand the necessity to pay 
urban annual land fees. Some families relied on remittances from relatives 
working away from home, mainly in New Zealand and Australia.53 
The COVID-19 pandemic scare showed just how fragile the domestic 
economy is.54 

51  Maebuta and Maebuta 2009.
52  These local markets are regulated by Honiara City Council officers, who were once known as the 
Honiara City Constabulary, a branch of the RSIPF. My thanks to Eric Grimm for his clarification of 
this service, 13 May 2020.
53  RAMSI 2013: 75, 76, 77, 78–79, 85–92.
54  Australian Government 2020.
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Plate 10.9 The Sunday Fishing Village market on Kukum Highway, 2011.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.10 Central Market on the waterside, 2017.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Plate 10.11 Thousands of people visit Honiara’s Central Market every day.
This photograph is from 2004.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.

Plate 10.12 A market stall at Honiara International Airport—Henderson 
Field, 2004.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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Central Market and the Malaita Fishing Village Sunday market provide 
the bulk of fresh produce for Honiara. Women vendors dominate these 
two markets. The unregulated White River market spreads along both 
sides of  the road west out of Honiara, made up of closely packed rows 
of small huts. It is male-dominated and sells mainly betel nuts. Council-
owned Kukum market now sells little fresh produce. The vendors 
concentrate on betel nuts and illegal home brew, in a space dominated 
by  men, to an extent that women feel unsafe there. Smaller markets 
operate at Naha and Borderline. There was also a small market at Rove 
and another near King George VI School—both of which are now 
closed.55 In the late 2010s, vendors at Central Market on average made 
SI$104 per market visit—60 per cent more than the 2019 daily minimum 
wage.56 The economic benefits of market selling are huge. Central Market 
is well run and now has at least 1,000 vendors on weekends. About two-
thirds of them grow their own produce, with the other third onselling 
produce grown by others. The vegetables and fruits come mainly from 
north and central Guadalcanal, the Ngela Group and Savo, the Russells, 
Malaita, and Isabel. The fish on sale come mainly from Noro, and direct 
from trawlers operating in Western Province, with some also from the 
Ngela Group, the Russells, Isabel, and Malaita. Overall market earnings 
per annum are around SI$30 million, which flow back into Honiara and 
provincial economies. After household costs and business needs, about 
34  per cent of the remaining market income is spent on school fees, 
church tithes, building materials, and supporting kin.57 About 90 per cent 
of the market venders are women, and their experiences of Honiara differ 
from those of men. A recent urban development report says: 

For some, the city offers opportunities for leadership and 
skills development generally not found in the village. They 
value the greater role they can have in earning income for the 
family—often becoming the main bread winner. More women 
work in  the  informal sector than men … These opportunities 
allow them access to the finances necessary to provide for their 
families’ needs.

While women can earn money, they can be harassed by males 
in their community to ‘share’ their earnings. The lack of access 
to saving facilities or banks increases their vulnerability to these 

55  UN Women 2009; Keen and Ride 2018.
56  Georgeou et al. 2019: 113. 
57  Keen et al. 2017: 109–11.
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demands, as most have to keep their savings in cash. This is 
a  significant issue impacting on empowerment, education for 
children, food security and poverty; unaddressed it can lead to 
violence against women. Some women leaders believe that access 
to trustworthy and easily accessible savings facilities can reduce 
this problem.58 

The market economy is entirely based on cash and still contains 
elements of local provincial marketing, expanded to Honiara. The vendor 
skills necessary are little different from those in village markets, which 
allows visitors from the provinces and rural areas on Guadalcanal to 
participate in the urban economy. Central Market, in particular, has been 
the social, economic, and often political hub of Honiara for more than 
60 years. 

Transport
Most Honiara residents surveyed felt that cheap transport was 
sufficiently available. They used it for access to work, visiting their families 
and friends, and to attend sport and church activities.59 Over decades, 
minibuses have provided an excellent service all over Honiara, while 
recently bigger buses have been added to the fleet. Over the past decade, 
traffic has become a dominant issue in Honiara, with substantial traffic 
jams. Partly, this is because Honiara has been swamped by cheap Japanese 
second-hand cars. There are hundreds of taxis, which are also used as 
family cars. The congested roads have reduced the financial viability of 
taxis, which once charged by the kilometre but now charge by the hour. 
In the period 2017–21, Japanese funding enabled a massive upgrade of 
Kukum Highway from the airport, including building a second bridge 
across the Mataniko River, and the creation of large roundabouts at the 
city council building intersection and at Kukum. The project will be 
completed before the 2023 Pacific Games. The city desperately needs 
a highway bypass, although construction will be financially and logistically 
difficult (Map 10.2).

58  ibid., 84.
59  RAMSI 2013: 39–40.
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Plate 10.13 Chinatown from lower Skyline Ridge, 2011.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.14 Mendana Avenue, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Plate 10.15 View of the Point Cruz area from Parliament, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.

Law and Order
One of RAMSI’s Three Pillars was the strengthening of policing and 
the justice system. Most of the Honiara residents surveyed in 2013 had 
no contact with the police over the previous year. Where contact was 
made, it was to deal with theft, violence, or community disputes. The 
general feeling was that the level of police assistance was not satisfactory, 
because the police did not help or were too slow to arrive, although 
one-third of respondents thought police assistance had improved over 
the previous five years.60 Those in Honiara’s FTE suburbs were twice as 
likely as those in settlements to say they felt unsafe in the downtown area 
(23 per cent compared with 11 per cent). Young men and women were 
more likely than older respondents to say they felt unsafe in Honiara. 
Drunks abound in the settlements, particularly at weekends. They 
cause a nuisance, wandering the streets, and are responsible for violent 
incidents. One slowly increasing community problem is the production 

60  ibid., 43–45.
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of kwaso in primitive stills. Although the police constantly target kwaso 
production, it still flourishes. Kwaso and marijuana, but not ‘hard’ drugs, 
are available in all settlements, squatter areas, and markets. The drinking 
of kava (a beverage made from Piper methysticum) is a new and spreading 
phenomenon, with kava bars operating. The survey found community 
disputes were common, although the majority of those interviewed were 
satisfied with the ways available to them to solve these disputes. Local 
and traditional justice systems were thought to be superior mechanisms 
to calling the police. Although domestic and community violence did 
not emerge as particular themes, a 2019 Oxfam survey suggests ‘women’s 
behaviour is strongly policed and their transgression often resulted in 
severe punishment’. Men are far less likely to be held accountable for 
their actions.61 

Life in middle-class Honiara is not yet lived behind razor wire, although 
those with the most to lose do protect themselves with guards, dogs, 
and high fences. ‘Rascal’ (criminal) gangs do not operate to the same 
extent as in Port Moresby or Lae. There are criminal groups involved in 
opportunistic break-ins and other crimes, and youth gangs exist.62 One 
of the oldest groups is Borderline Original Gangsters (BOG), which is 
made up mainly of young Kwara`ae and Kwaio Malaitans. Other gangs 
are similar and usually have a shared ethnic origin.

There is considerable indigenous resentment over the extent of Asian 
political and economic influence, which always smoulders but seldom 
breaks into flames.63 The old waku have moved into large-scale commerce 
and the professions. They are also culturally skilled at operating in 
Solomon Islands and are never as confrontational or as uncaring as the 
new waku. Control of three of Honiara’s main hotels is in old waku 
hands. The main resentment is against the smaller new waku traders who 
make little attempt to accommodate themselves to Solomons ways. The 
shopkeepers sitting on their high chairs in the trade stores, keeping their 
untrusting eyes on their cash, staff, and customers, cause resentment, as 
do new waku ventures into business areas usually reserved for Solomon 
Islanders. Recently, the new waku began moving into the bus industry 
(which is reserved for locals).64 The image of parallel but overlapping 

61  Homan et al. 2019: 5.
62  Dinnen 1994, 2001; Jourdan 2008; Allen 2007: 125–26.
63  Moore 2008a.
64  In December 2017, Honiara City Council banned foreign-owned buses. Kafo 2017.
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‘worlds’, introduced in earlier chapters, remains valid. As the centrality of 
Chinatown diminishes, there is a joke circulating in Honiara: the decline 
is not important as the whole of Honiara has become a Chinatown. 

The events of 1998–2003, the large 2006 riot, and smaller riots in 
2014 and 2019 make clear that there remains a potential for violence 
to arise again in Honiara. Many of the same ingredients that created the 
Tensions remain: dissatisfaction with lack of development in Guadalcanal 
and Malaita provinces; continued Malaitan migration, particularly to 
Honiara; a burgeoning population of disaffected youths with no prospects 
of paid employment; a growing Honiara constantly encroaching on Guale 
land; blatant political corruption that has flourished despite RAMSI; 
and the possibility of future misguided rogue leadership. The national 
government is aware of these problems, but is obviously incapable of 
dealing with them, and the Honiara City Council has no capacity to do 
so. After flash floods in May 2014, when small riots occurred over the 
maldistribution of relief funds, a Chinese store was burnt down. Once 
more, the Chinese community braced for a larger riot that, mercifully, did 
not come.65 The recently rearmed RSIPF performed well in handling riots 
after the 24 April 2019 election of Prime Minister Sogavare, which gives 
reason for future optimism.66

Parliament and local council 
representatives
Most people interviewed had little contact with parliamentarians or town 
councillors. Politicians fill a different role than in developed nations. 
Because national politicians have large Constituency Development 
Funds (CDFs) (now SI$350,000 per member)67 and access to shipping 
grants and other direct funding, they are called on to provide community 
services such as coffins for burials in Honiara or coffins and costs for 
transporting bodies back to the provinces. They also provide water tanks 
for households in their electorates. There are three national electorates 

65  Australia Network News 2014; SIBC, 17 May 2014, 23 May 2014; SS, 19 May 2014; Wood 2014.
66  SIBC, 24 April 2019. There are still more than 40 Australian Federal Police in supporting roles.
67  Aqorau 2019. Until 2019, the Taiwanese funded 20 per cent of the Constituency Development 
Fund system, which was down 50 per cent from their contribution 10 years ago. 
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based in Honiara.68 Given the high turnover in parliament each election, 
members need to prove their local usefulness. There is a great deal of 
criticism over the existence of the Constituency Development Funds, 
which have grown exponentially and are seldom acquitted properly. They 
show the hybridity of the political and social system. Parliamentarians 
dispense their CDFs rather like chiefs and big-men giving handouts to 
families in their villages. 

Creating an urban culture
Honiara is a hybrid Pacific urban space, while also a Pacific ‘arrival city’ 
and a developing-world city.69 The relatively small size of Honiara and 
Solomon Islands, plus the resilience of aspects of village culture, argue 
against applying models from other developing-world cities. 

In Honiara’s expanding urban settlements, and elsewhere in the Pacific, 
many of the features of the people’s rural origins survive. Pathways from 
settlements into the more affluent suburbs and middle-class life seldom 
exist, owing to the smallness of the formal economy and constraints on 
the informal economy. In some ways, these Pacific cities are not vehicles 
of development comparable with ‘arrival cities’ beyond the Pacific. They 
operate more as extensions of rural life, and circulation is a dominant 
feature. In the 1960s, M.E.P. Bellam noted that two-thirds of his Honiara 
informants associated mainly with kin, half of them lived with kin, and 
one-quarter worked with kin.70 This remains true half a century later, 
particularly within the THA/TOL and squatter areas. One argument put 
forward here is that a Malaitan ‘world’ has developed in Honiara. While 
there are middle-class and elite Malaitan families, the majority still lives 
in THA/TOL settlements and squatter areas where leaf-thatch houses 
mingle with more substantial houses. 

In his study of Honiara in the 1990s, Cato Berg suggested Honiara’s elite 
was not representative of the rest of Solomon Islands. Berg concluded 
that Honiara’s elite was based on Solomon Islands families who became 
prominent during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

68  RAMSI 2013: 98, 127–29. In November 2017, Prime Minister Sogavare calculated the total 
amount given directly to the 50 parliamentarians was more than SI$500 million annually. SS, 
9 November 2017.
69  Saunders 2010.
70  Bellam 1968: 10.
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usually through connections to Christian missions or the serendipity of 
living near trading stations or BSIP district headquarters. He argued that 
the ‘British protectorate may have left behind an implicit hierarchy which 
now manifests itself in the composition of the urban elite’.71 Honiara’s 
indigenous elite of the 1990s was descended from the second generation 
of the colonial elite. Their families were the ones who first migrated to 
Honiara after the war, although how much of this elite formation was 
British-inspired and how much was indigenous-motivated or created 
anew in Honiara is not clear. Solomon Islanders masterfully managed to 
modernise their indigenous cultures, and little of the British influence 
remains.

As described in Chapter 5, masta liu, a term in use since the 1970s, 
depicts another cultural phenomenon: temporary and permanent urban 
residents, usually youths and men, who depend on their wantoks and 
wander opportunistically in urban space. It is a lifestyle adopted out 
of necessity in a harsh urban setting with few jobs. Other more recent 
related terms are hospaep (from ‘hosepipe’), which means to suck up 
resources from the wider group of primary affiliation, and the graphic nila 
(to insert a needle to drain blood). Many masta liu become adept at nila 
and hospaep techniques, draining the financial body of dollars under the 
pretext of wantokism. They can also turn to crime to support themselves, 
usually through theft.72 Another word has also recently entered the 
vocabulary: beliga (meaning thieves, who often have a violent edge).73 
Masta liu are just conniving gentlemen by comparison. Beliga have more 
in common with Papua New Guinea’s raskols and are hardcore criminals. 
The introduction of the term beliga is an indication that urban tensions 
are increasing.

Language, kinship networks, circulation, and integration are all woven 
into urban strategies for survival and success. Linguistic complexity is 
part of everyday life in Honiara. There are 65 to 70 languages still used 
in Solomons Islands, with another 50 or so dialect variations.74 Each is 
probably spoken in Honiara. Solomons Pijin is the lingua franca linking 

71  Berg 2000: 193.
72  Frazer 1985; Chapman and Prothero 1985: 10; Berg 2000: 37–59; Jourdan 1995a; Keesing 1994.
73  Beliga literally means ‘theft’ in the To`ambaita language from north Malaita. The rise of street 
crime in Honiara in the 2010s led to the general adoption of the term as a label for a range of antisocial 
youth behaviour—predominantly pickpocketing and street theft, as well as violent harassment and 
muggings. The bus stop at Central Market is now often called ‘Beliga Point’.
74  Lewis et al. 2013; Jourdan 2014: 77.
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all groups, and most residents also use or at least understand standard 
English. Most Honiara residents speak more than one vernacular language 
and understand phrases in others. Often, they say they can ‘hear’ other 
languages, even when they cannot speak them. This linguistic world is part 
of the complexity of Honiara. Vernacular languages are intermingled with 
Pijin, the verbal context varying, depending on the language groups and 
individuals involved. For some, Pijin has become their mother tongue. 
Conversations among wantoks may remain in a particular vernacular 
language or begin with pleasantries in the language, then retreat to Pijin. 
The educated elite will often begin with pleasantries in Pijin, before 
turning to English peppered with Pijin words and phrases. Humour, 
casual style, and good manners permeate most conversations. Solomon 
Islanders choose their words carefully, indicating familial relationships, 
and showing respect, even changing linguistic kin categories to fit difficult 
situations.75 Outsiders can often be blissfully unaware of the interpersonal 
relationships being played out around them, spinning on the slang 
meanings of a single word or an oblique cultural reference. 

Invisible boundaries, such as tambu (‘taboo’), which in some Solomons 
cultures regulates gender relationships in spatial and behavioural ways, 
need to be added to this mix. My favourite examples relate to the three 
walkways installed by well-meaning planners trying to make the busy 
coast road safer to cross. The two walkways under Mendana Avenue have 
remained closed for years, largely because the more traditional Malaitan 
men would never allow women to pass over their heads; it would be a tambu 
pollutant that traditionally requires a compensation payment. Recently, 
I was told of Kwaio Malaita men in a taxi, confronted by the third walkway, 
an overpass between the hospital and Chinatown. They asked the driver 
to stop, and they got out and walked around the overpass, thus avoiding 
any chance of pollution.76 The Central Market’s underground walkway 
has now reopened, although with guards to stop misuse. Languages also 
contain subtle cultural codes that help individuals negotiate relationships; 
swearing or cursing via reference to offensive sexual scenarios is common. 
Breaches of tambu codes and curses are usually compensated in cash and 

75  Berg (2000: 115) gives an example of two Rennellese brothers who met at a hotel and conducted 
their conversation as if they were uncle and nephew to escape the implications of the disrespect of two 
brothers meeting in that situation.
76  This was related to me by David Akin, July 2018.
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customary wealth items, forming another thread in the social fabric. 
Compensation can also be misused, with claims engineered and relying 
more on gullibility and fear than actuality.77 

Anthropologist Christine Jourdan reminds us that living in town is a new 
phenomenon for Solomon Islanders with no model to follow and no path 
of evolution: 

[T]hey are continuously creating a culture in which they are 
immersed. They are both agents and recipients in this process, as 
marginal participants in a worldwide capitalist consumerism and 
as cultural creators. In this case one can confidently argue that 
this urban culture in the making is being created by urbanites as 
they live it, although the creative possibilities of urban life-styles 
are constrained by town structures, the type of socioeconomic 
activities of urbanites, and the type of social relationships they 
establish in urban settings.78 

As well as operating within a customary framework, Honiara is a modern 
city in which Western popular culture thrives, mixed with Pacific 
variations. Church-based singing is part of a modern vibrant music and 
youth culture. Christianity, the Bahá`í Faith, and now Islam are essential 
parts of the social glue that makes it all work. 

Music and popular culture are important aspects of nation-building and 
national consciousness. Traditional panpipe music, local bamboo bands, 
country and western, gospel, love ballads, and black music like Pijin rock, 
reggae, and rap, are all available on CDs and are played on local radio 
stations, enabling learning and the mixing of languages in enjoyable 
circumstances. Musicians from Papua New Guinea and Australia visit 
Honiara. Rock concerts by visiting and local reggae and rap artists are 
standard entertainment. Some bands base themselves at hotel venues, such 
as the outdoor bar at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. CHM, the big PNG 
recording studio, has signed up Solomons’ groups. Honiara musicians, 
such as Sharzy, often play in Brisbane. Singers such as Sharzy, Papa Yanni, 
Lulu, Sisiva, Litol Rastas, 2-4-1 Band, and Native Stoneage have replaced 
the earlier musical scene. The use of Solomons Pijin and local languages 
is commonplace in song lyrics. Bands are male-dominated, and women 

77  Much of this paragraph is based on my observations since the 1970s. See also Berg 2000: 176–79.
78  Jourdan 1995b: 142.
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are seldom lead singers—an indication of ingrained cultural attitudes. 
YouTube allows Solomons’ music to reach around the world, and digital 
networks in the Solomons have improved rapidly, enabling anyone to 
watch and listen on their mobile phones. 

Modern Honiara is in part a replica of international urban societies. 
Fashion consciousness in clothes and hairstyles, modern body language, 
and the most evolved use of Solomons Pijin—all emanate from Honiara. 
There is now a small gay and lesbian scene, although sexuality and gender 
variations are not easily welcomed in Honiara. A few LGBTQ refugees 
have ended up in Australia, granted residence on compassionate grounds 
because of their lack of acceptance in Honiara. 

Festivals are always welcome diversions. The annual Trade Show (an 
agriculture and industry fair) is an opportunity for tens of thousands of 
residents to wander the exhibits. National ceremonies are choreographed 
occurrences executed with great skill. The 11th Pacific Arts Festival, held 
in Honiara between 1 and 14 July 2012, was a unique opportunity for 
Solomon Islanders to highlight and celebrate their cultural diversity. The 
theme was ‘Culture in Harmony with Nature’. The festival provided a 
chance for Solomon Islanders to show pride in their nation and its many 
cultures, and to invite the peoples of the Pacific to join them in celebration. 
It was a time for unification, an opportunity to build infrastructure, and 
to create long-term cultural, economic, and spiritual benefits for artists 
and communities. The festival cemented Honiara’s place in Pacific 
tourism and was also a peaceful event that involved all residents of the 
capital. The crowds walked to and from the Panatina venue every day and 
evening, reclaiming the streets. The festival restored the confidence of 
the people of Honiara. After dismal years, they were on the international 
stage and created a memorable, peaceful event showcasing their city and 
nation, and the entire Pacific. It was emblematic of a newly self-assured 
Honiara. The 2023 Pacific Games will generate a similar pride in Honiara 
and the nation.
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Plate 10.16 A women’s marching group in Vura, Honiara, 1995.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.17 Cultures are preserved through cultural groups performing 
at public events. Here, Malaitan panpipe dancers perform at the Art 
Gallery in 1995.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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Plates 10.18–10.20 A Malaitan bride-price ceremony for Clive Maesae 
and Salome Stella in August 2011.
It began at Fishing Village (trucks have replaced canoes) (Plate 10.18) and moved to the 
bride’s family home at Rove, where a wall of 50 Malaitan shell valuables (Plate 10.19) 
was presented to the bride’s family by the groom’s family, along with SI$24,000 in cash 
and 40 rolls of cloth. The feast was held back at Fishing Village, where taros and yams 
were being prepared (Plate 10.20). 
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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2020: Iumi Tugeda against COVID-19
COVID-19 eventually reached Solomon Islands after a valiant effort 
to keep the virus out. In early 2021, as this book was being finalised, 
there had been no deaths, no community transmission, and the national 
coordination effort had been well planned. Solomon Islanders are not 
new to disease epidemics, although their isolation over several thousand 
years protected them from diseases common in Europe and Asia. 
Then, during the nineteenth century, whaling ships introduced outside 
diseases, as did labourers returning from work on overseas plantations, 
missionaries and their converts, and traders. There was no immunity 
in Solomon Islands to diseases such as the common cold, and some 
gastrointestinal and influenza-type infections, mumps, measles, and 
chickenpox, which caused large-scale depopulation.79 Solomon Islands 
escaped the eighteenth and nineteenth-century smallpox epidemics that 
ravaged Aboriginal Australians and affected New Guineans. The first 
known major epidemics were of measles in 1875, introduced by labourers 
returning from Queensland, the influenza epidemic (Spanish flu) of 
1919–20, and various poliomyelitis outbreaks, particularly those in the 
1950s. Government reports also note other large influenza and infectious 
disease epidemics. Tens of thousands died in their villages during colonial-
era disease outbreaks; on some islands, perhaps half the population died.

When the COVID-19 virus began to sweep around the world early in 
2020, grave fears were held for the effect it would have on Solomon Islands. 
From 1 February, restrictions were placed on entry to the country from 
overseas.80 The National Referral Hospital and the provincial hospital 
system operate under strain at the best of times. Government policy 
was focused on stopping the virus entering the country, which provided 
sufficient time to build up domestic defences. In March, commercial 
international travel ceased entirely in an attempt to stop entry of the 
virus, and both the governor-general and the prime minister addressed 
the nation. Prime Minister Sogavare made many radio broadcasts to 
the nation on COVID-19 planning, and government agencies issued 
competent planning advice, all of which engendered confidence. The 
Emergency Powers Act was invoked to institute the Emergency Powers 
(COVID-19) Regulations 2020 to deal with any public emergency. 

79  Moore 2017a: 54, 86, 307, 401–2, 417, 430–3; Scott 2007: 84–87.
80  SIG 2020a; Pagepitu 2020.
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Honiara was declared an emergency zone and all nightclubs, kava and 
other bars, and casinos, were closed; kava and alcohol bars reopened 
in mid-May. Initially, many residents chose to return to their home 
provinces and villages, and Members of Parliament were allowed to use 
their discretionary funds to return constituents to their home villages, 
although this flow soon stopped as interisland movement was closed. 
Initially, churches were encouraged to stay open, although during Easter 
(10–12 April), many members chose to worship at home. Schools were 
closed and, just as in the rest of the world, a sense of fear spread through 
Honiara’s population. This slowly lifted as it became clear that the nation 
had no recorded cases of COVID-19. With no flights to Australia until 
July, the government relied on the People’s Republic of China to provide 
the capacity for local testing. The first COVID-19 testing supplies arrived 
in Honiara on 22 April, allowing local testing from mid-May, even though 
doubts were raised in some quarters about the quality of the Chinese 
testing equipment. There were also questions about a Chinese vessel said 
to have broken quarantine and entered the country illegally.81 

In late March, the public service was scaled down and staff in non-
essential services were authorised to take emergency paid leave of absence. 
The economy went into negative growth (with gross domestic product 
predicted to be –5 per cent), and the Solomon Islands Provident Fund 
was allowed to assist its members beyond the usual facilities. In May, the 
government announced the sale of a COVID-19 Domestic Development 
Bond of SI$120 million to help fund a SI$309 million stimulus package 
for the economy.82

Solomon Islands had poor facilities for palliative care, which required 
immediate upgrading.83 By mid-April 2020, quarantine facilities were 
established in Honiara, utilising 442 rooms at Guadalcanal Beach Resort, 
Telekom Recreational Area, the VIMO apartments on the outskirts of 
the airport, and at King George VI School. Provincial sites were also 
established. In late April, limited numbers of schools were allowed to 
reopen, but not on Guadalcanal, at Noro, Munda, Choiseul Bay, or in the 
Shortland Islands. All early childhood centres and primary schools up to 
Year 6 remained closed, as did rural training centres. 

81  IS, 1 May 2020; SIBC, 14 May 2020; Osifelo 2020a; Kaukui 2020; Saeni 2020.
82  SIG 2020b, 2020c, 2020d, 2020e, 2020i; Fanasia 2020.
83  Spratt and Spencer 2018.
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Attempts were made to close the border between Bougainville and 
the Shortlands, instituting the Coastwatchers 20/20 Program for local 
communities to report boat traffic to police—a throwback to the 
Coastwatchers of World War II.84 Betel nut and other local market stalls 
were closed, although these quickly sprang up again in new locations. 
Planning also began for satellite markets to take the pressure off Central 
Market, where social distancing was virtually impossible. This strategy, 
already in Honiara City Council planning documents, was brought 
forward by COVID-19 preparations.85

By mid-May, with no cases reported in the nation, Prime Minister 
Sogavare allowed businesses and schools to reopen. Short lockdowns were 
practised in Honiara. One result of the May 2020 trial lockdown was eerie 
photographs of Honiara without vehicles and people. However, cracks 
had begun to appear in the united front when, in late April and early May, 
the Premier of Malaita Province was involved in a slanging match with 
the national government over provincial and national powers relating 
to COVID-19 and China.86 And, just as in the Tension years, pyramid 
financial schemes emerged. One Link Pacifica, which collected more than 
SI$300,000, was condemned by the central bank and the prime minister; 
charges were laid against the directors.87

The situation in Solomon Islands remained remarkably stable for several 
months. Occasional planeloads of citizens and diplomats returned, 
from the Philippines, Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, and China and were 
placed in quarantine in Honiara, although from late July this was at their 
own expense. Solomon Islands recorded its first cases of COVID-19 on 
3 October: two students who had returned from the Philippines, both of 
whom were asymptomatic and in quarantine. Four more were diagnosed 
at the end of the month: professional soccer players returning from the 
United Kingdom. By mid-November, there were 16 cases. Prime Minister 
Sogavare showed his fury with those who had been dishonest in their pre-
departure information, warning of possible prosecutions for endangering 
the nation.88

84  SIBC, 19 April 2020; SIG 2020e; SS, 16 April 2020.
85  SS, 29 April 2020.
86  Osifelo 2020b; SIBC, 15 May 2020.
87  Buchanan 2020.
88  Maka`a and Piringi 2020; SIBC, 10 October 2020; Kusu 2020; Iroga 2020.
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The quarantine facilities for overseas arrivals have worked well. 
On  15  November, 105 ‘repatriates’ were released from the quarantine 
facilities into the general community, with 85 remaining. The Island 
Sun’s description made it sound like a class graduating from a short 
course.89 In early December, there were 170 individuals in quarantine 
or isolation wards. Even with more ‘rescue’ flights arriving, the situation 
was under control. By the end of 2020, there had been 17 positive cases: 
10 had recovered, seven remained in isolation, and three were still testing 
positive.90 By early 2021, the situation was stable with no positive cases. 
In March, vaccines from Australia and China began to arrive, with the 
aim of vaccinating all adults during 2021.91 One of the main fears is that, 
as COVID-19 spreads out of control in Papua New Guinea, Solomon 
Islands’ northern border is a likely future entry point.

The future
UN-Habitat data suggest that, in 2016, there were close to 4,000 informal 
settlement households within Honiara’s municipal boundary. Keen and 
Kiddle estimated that this included about 28,000 people, or approximately 
20 per cent of Honiara’s official population (excluding the peri-urban 
population). The 2019 estimate, illustrated in Map 10.1, suggested there 
were 92 THA/TOL and squatter settlements within or on the Honiara 
City Council boundaries. This figure does not include the peri-urban 
population, nor its continuing expansion inland into areas that are 
customary Tandai or Malango land, other registered land in Guadalcanal 
Province, or land designated as part of Queen Elizabeth National Park. 
The new squatter and THA/TOL areas, which are largely on Honiara’s 
inland fringes, will become ever more substantial. The government now 
recognises that many of these informal settlements are permanent and is 
seeking ways to legitimise their tenure and to provide urban services.92 
The forward estimate in Maps 10.4 and 10.5 is sobering, with future 
expansion mostly in the city’s east. 

89  Podokolo 2020a. 
90  Podokolo 2020b; SIG 2020f; SIBC, 21 December 2020.
91  SIBC, 16 March 2021.
92  Keen and Kiddle 2016; see also SIG 2016a.
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Map 10.4 Honiara’s current and projected urban growth, 2006–25.
Source: Ministry of Lands, Housing and Survey.
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If Honiara doubles in size—which is predicted in the next few decades—
it will begin to operate like Port Moresby and Suva, which have more 
in common with other developing-world cities. It may absorb all the 
adjacent Tandai and Malango wards of the Guadalcanal Provincial 
Government. In  2018, an Asian Development Bank study produced 
a  future development strategy for Greater Honiara and Tandai and 
Malango land—an area of 133 square kilometres (Map 10.5). The first 
phase suggested was upgrading the present facilities in time for the 
2023 Asian Games. The second phase covers the period 2023–27, with 
an emphasis on upgrading the city centre to encourage investments in 
business, particularly tourism, to improve connectivity between areas, to 
increase resilience to natural hazards and climate change, and to enlarge 
and upgrade urban centres and services. The third phase, 2028–35, focuses 
on strengthening economic potential, tourism, and housing expansion to 
the city’s south.93 

Plate 10.21 Point Cruz Yacht Club, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

93  SIG 2018.
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Plate 10.22 Sabot racing in front of the Point Cruz Yacht Club, looking 
out to the patrol boat wharf, 2007.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.23 The front entrance of King Solomon Hotel, 2006.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.
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Map 10.5 Greater Honiara, including the area of the Honiara City 
Council (in green) and Tandai and Malango wards (in red) of Guadalcanal 
Provincial Government.
Source: SIG (2018: 3). 

If we are to believe the planning reports, eventually the village-city 
concept will disappear, which I find unlikely. The city council and the 
national government have limited funds to spend on urban development. 
Urban services have always favoured the FTE and not the settlement 
areas. Honiara’s houses may be creaking at the seams, but they continue 
to shelter and maintain their occupants. Families still manage to look after 
their own, despite the financial challenges. Beggars are rare in Honiara, 
unlike Port Moresby, where for decades they have been a common sight 
in downtown Boroko. Honiara’s many settlements are home to the most 
vulnerable and marginal residents. Town planning must allow for their 
presence and enable them to live with dignity. Government, at all levels, 
must fulfil its obligations to its citizens. If this course is not followed, the 
unresolved issues that caused the Tension years—with full reconciliation 
and economic progress not achieved—may well bring a recurrence of 
urban turmoil. 

A 2019 UN survey commissioned to examine Solomon Islanders’ 
perceptions of peacebuilding after RAMSI found that about half 
the Malaitans and Guale surveyed were dissatisfied with the way the 
government had handled issues arising from the Tensions. The two 
most important changes identified as lacking were increased access to 
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economic opportunities and the need to grant greater power to provincial 
authorities. Improving employment, health, and education and reducing 
corruption had the highest ratings. Interestingly, achieving reconciliation 
relating to Tensions issues did not rate highly.94 

***

For 45 years, I have visited and lived in Honiara. I like the place and 
feel comfortable there. I visit friends and adopted family members, and 
look forward to each trip. The city has its detractors—mainly outsiders 
who find it an ugly, hot, and dusty sprawl over barren hills, lacking in 
charm. They are missing something. Honiara is a Solomon Islands canvas 
of startling complexity, both geographically and through its people. 
The hills, ridges, and valleys create small communities, each separate from 
the other, rather like villages. It is boisterous but also refined, respectful 
of differences, and on occasions almost demure. Its people are proud and 
nationalistic, relaxed, and full of smiles. The same cultural strengths that 
helped Solomon Islands survive the Tensions and RAMSI years will carry 
on. Although I worry about the poverty and the insecure land tenure, 
there is a sense of self-contained confidence and calm. Even so, those 
at the bottom of urban society have every reason to be concerned about 
their future. 

Although there are now one or two urban-born generations, even the 
richest members of the elite are not far away in time from the village 
origins of their parents and grandparents. A pre-Christian spiritual world 
still operates, alongside and including the most fervent Christians, and 
is respected by all. There is an acknowledgement that Solomon Islands’ 
spirituality is anchored in land owned under customary tenure, and that 
these land rights must be preserved. Yet, half of Honiara’s people live 
on land to which they have no legal rights. The big losers could be the 
Tandai on whose land Honiara sits, although with a little legal ingenuity, 
the government could rezone the customary land surrounding Honiara, 
allowing the owners to benefit from their proximity to the huge urban 
centre, and thus receive ample compensation.

94  Sloan et al. 2019.
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10. THE VILLAGE-CITY

There are few signs that national, provincial, and urban authorities have 
learnt lessons from the 1998–2017 Tensions and RAMSI years, or that 
they are willing to tackle looming issues. Two more large changes came 
in 2020. First, the Solomon Islands Government dropped its long-
term diplomatic allegiance with Taiwan, transferring recognition to the 
People’s Republic of China. Although it is a foreign policy issue, this has 
caused some social unrest, and the Malaitan Provincial Government has 
been at loggerheads with the national government. Because of the size 
of Honiara’s Malaitan population, this has a flow-on effect. The second 
change is of course COVID-19. The Solomons has done remarkably well 
in containing the pandemic.

Let us hope it does not take another period of civil upheaval to force 
the  hands of leaders on any of these issues. The hybridity that I have 
stressed is part of the answer for future success. If the government 
realises this, Honiara can succeed as a bourgeoning major Pacific urban 
settlement—and a village-city. Urban planning must be an indigenous 
process and it is up to the citizens of the nation to create a Honiara that 
fits their needs. 

Plate 10.24 Governor-General Sir David Vunagi GCMG KStJ and Lady 
Mary Vunagi, 2020.
Source: Government House Collection. 
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Plate 10.25 Isabel Province dancers on Independence Day, 2005, 
at Lawson Tama.
They are playing large panpipes and a bamboo percussion instrument that is struck 
with thongs (rubber slippers).
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 

Plate 10.26 Independence Day celebrations at Lawson Tama, 
Honiara, 2008.
Source: Clive Moore Collection. 
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