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3. Descent into armed conflict

Fighting begins

In 1988, three Guadalcanal villagers were reportedly murdered in a payback 
killing by a group of men from Malaita. This led to the submission of a petition 
to the government from ‘the indigenous people of Guadalcanal’. Among other 
things, it called for an end to impunity for the crimes of settlers and for the 
government to look for ‘ways and means to repatriate all non-indigenous 
unemployed illegal squatters’ (Fraenkel 2004a:47). The prime minister at the 
time was Ezekiel Alebua from Guadalcanal. He took no action on the petition. 
For this, he was much criticised by his own Guadalcanal people. By 30 November 
1998, Alebua was the Premier of Guadalcanal, and indigenous grievances had 
built to the point that it was good politics for him to issue a demand for S$2.5 
million compensation for 25 Guadalcanal people murdered by immigrants and 
for the building of Honiara as the national capital on indigenous land.1 The 
Premier’s speech was widely read as threatening violent reprisals if the demands 
were not met. They were not met at the time, so at this point a loose band of 
young Guadalcanal men—the ‘Guadalcanal Revolutionary Army’—began to 
evict and harass Malaitan settlers in rural parts of the island. 

We can interpret the evictions as partly a running out of patience with inaction 
over grievances that Guadalcanal had sought to assert by democratic means 
since 1978. But it was also in 1998 partly a political play of the ethnicity card 
by a premier who was vulnerable over inaction concerning longstanding 

1 John Braithwaite interviewed Ezekiel Alebua in prison in 2009 about why he had not supported the 
Guadalcanal claims in 1988 when he was prime minister. He said, ‘I was not prime minister of Guadalcanal, 
I was prime minister of the Solomon Islands [Harold Keke has scornfully confirmed, including in his trial, 
that this indeed is what Alebua said to the militants]. But maybe I should have responded more. And I had a 
little bit of regret about that but not too much. If I had granted what they requested there would have been 
uproar from the other side. My ministers would have left.’ To the question of whether this meant he would 
have lost the government, he said: ‘Yes I probably would have lost the government.’ He went on to say that 
he was trying to be more responsive and to listen better in 1998. The irony as he sees it is that as a result 
of him doing that, he was blamed for leading and starting the conflict. Because Prime Minister Ulufa’alu in 
1998 was also listening, Ulufa’alu was accused of being on the Guadalcanal side. They both asked Australia 
to become involved to secure the peace at that point. Premier Alebua went with the Prime Minister and met 
with the Australian and New Zealand high commissioners to ask Australia to send peacekeepers. Alebua did 
not think, as the Prime Minister himself did, that this was a campaign to destabilise the Prime Minister by 
the then opposition leader, Solomon Mamaloni. Or at least at the early stages Alebua did not believe it was a 
campaign against the Prime Minister led by his opponents. Mamaloni also worked with Premier Alebua and 
with the Prime Minister to try to settle the conflict and calm militants down. The three of them really worked 
together quite well, as Alebua saw it.
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indigenous grievances—what the Guadalcanal Provincial Assembly in 1999 
declared as ‘Demands by the Bona Fide and Indigenous People of Guadalcanal’ 
that included among many other demands state government for Guadalcanal 
under a federal system. Clive Moore (2004:104–6, 222) has identified some 
evidence for his conclusion that Premier Alebua could have been the mastermind 
of the violent expulsions and could have funded them, including purchase of 
weapons. Premier Alebua argued in our interview with him that he was just 
trying to stay close to the militants so he could steer them to peace. A context 
for the simmering grievance was a government that was captured much more 
by Malaitan interests than by Guadalcanal interests and that had given in to 
some quite large compensation demands from Malaitans who alleged insult 
and violence by non-Malaitans. The Guadalcanal Revolutionary Army secured 
some quality weapons through a raid on a Russell Islands police armoury. But 
most of their weapons were rehabilitated World War II 303s or homemade guns. 
During the Bougainville crisis, Honiara was home to a large Bougainville refugee 
population and the manufacture of homemade weapons was probably a legacy 
of this period. Guns had never previously been a big issue in Guadalacanal or 
elsewhere in the Solomons. As well as more than 100 people killed in this first 
phase of the fighting in 1998 and 1999, a number of Malaitan women were raped 
(Amnesty International 2004; Moore 2004:112). The IFM was a loose coalition of 
militant groups focused on different local grievances—some on the Gold Ridge 
mine, some on the large Guadalcanal oil-palm plantation,2 some on specific land 
grievances and some were just criminal gangs exploiting the opportunity of 
the collapse of order. By November 1999, about 35 000 people were reported to 
have been displaced from their homes in Guadalcanal as a result of the violence 
(Fraenkel 2004a:55).

The militants seemed surprised, empowered and exhilarated by their early 
successes in driving terrified Malaitans off their lands. The response from the 
state was a strategy of vacillation. The Prime Minister, Bart Ulufa’alu, shifted 
regularly between a hard-edged ‘law and order’ response and his personal belief 
that the ‘tensions’ were a conspiracy on the part of his political opponents. 
The expatriate police commissioner responded aggressively at first with 
counterattacks directed at militants who resisted arrest. Some of his Malaitan 
senior officers at the time alleged that the commissioner’s intent was to kill 

2 Oil-palm was originally established on the Guadalcanal Plains in the 1970s by Solomon Islands Plantation 
Limited (SIPL), a company co-owned by the Solomon Islands Government (18 per cent), the Commonwealth 
Development Corporation (80 per cent) and local landowners (2 per cent). As part of the establishment of the 
plantation, some land was compulsorily acquired from the customary landowners, but most was formerly 
alienated land that had been converted to government ownership with perpetual estate title vested in the 
landowners (Fraenkel et al. 2010). SIPL took over vast tracts of land with a workforce that was more than 50 
per cent Malaitan (Karle 2004:39). 
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the Guadalcanal militant leaders one by one.3 Given the Malaitan-dominated 
character of the police, ruthless policing tactics were at great risk of being seen 
from the Guadalcanal side as ethnic politics by state means. Certain politicians 
felt a more Melanesian approach based on a great deal of dialogue and then 
offers of compensation was a better way to go. The effect of this contest was 
that the militants first experienced force, then a melting away of that force, 
which they attributed to their own strength, then offers of dialogue and 
compensation, which they interpreted as evidence of weakness of the state. 
The sequence of force, then dialogue, then vacillating back to more force when 
dialogue was shunned was the opposite strategy to responsive regulation. 
Responsive regulation counsels holding off on all use of force while dialogue is 
attempted again and again. Yet responsive regulatory dialogue implicitly signals 
a willingness to escalate to whatever degree of force is ultimately needed to 
protect citizens. Instead of projecting this posture of firm but fair listening, 
the state projected vacillation between vindictiveness and talk of capitulation. 
One reason for this is that it was difficult for the government to identify a clear 
militant organisation and leadership structure to negotiate with—the same 
problem the Indonesian state often confronted with its ethnic and religious 
conflicts of this period (Braithwaite et al. 2010a).

Failed early peacemaking efforts

Before the largest evictions of Malaitans began, on 23 May 1999, a government-
organised traditional kastom feast was held with an exchange of traditional 
gifts to seek to reconcile representatives of the two ethnic groups, though none 
of the militants attended (Moore 2004:110). This set a pattern for most of the 
subsequent reconciliation initiatives right up to the time of our fieldwork in 
2009; the key players were mostly politicians, chiefs and religious leaders, with 
the leading militants not being reconciled. 

The next effort at brokering peace was more successful, however, in engaging 
the Guadalcanal militants. The Commonwealth, following a request from the 
Solomons Government, invited in 1987 Fijian coup leader, General Sitiveni 
Rabuka, as a special peacemaking envoy joined by another Commonwealth 
envoy, Ade Adefuye from Nigeria. They brokered the 28 June 1999 Honiara 
Peace Accord, in which all sides renounced violence, large compensation 

3 An assassination policy had support from some members of the elite. John Braithwaite’s notes from an 
interview with one prominent business leader record that he favoured assassinations targeted on the Malaitan 
side as well: ‘He would assassinate Dausebea. He believes Commissioner had right idea on this. Compared 
Dausebea to Idi Amin or Hitler. Just have to go. He thinks RAMSI is too soft and would do better by country 
to kill those who would come back to haunt the country.’ Mediator General Rabuka spoke on the record (‘If 
what embarrasses me teaches the world that’s fine’) when we interviewed him in Fiji; he agreed with targeted 
killings of the militant leaders by the police to give Solomon Islands a better future. 
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payments were made to the people of Guadalcanal to respond to the militants’ 
compensation claims and considerable compensation was also paid to develop 
Malaita, assisting Malaitans driven back to their island. The hope was that this 
might motivate the Malaitan refugees to stay in Malaita. Displaced families 
were given S$1000 a head. The money went to the provincial authorities for 
distribution, with the justice and integrity of this distribution becoming a new 
source of grievance in both Malaita and Guadalcanal. The rest of the nation, 
in turn, was deeply unimpressed with violence extorting a deal in which the 
largest and most powerful islands received large payments, in effect funded 
by the rest of the country. This was compounded by subsequent payments 
from the national government in May 2000 for chiefs who had been sworn at 
or insulted in both Malaita and Guadalcanal, though Premier Alebua seems to 
have purloined a good bit of the Guadalcanal chiefs’ compensation and MEF 
leaders seem to have pocketed most of that intended for Malaitan chiefs (Moore 
2004:135). While the IFM leaders attended the two days of peace talks convened 
by Rabuka and imbibed the spirit of the June 1999 Honiara Peace Accord, they 
did not sign it and continued to evict Malaitans after it. 

A follow-up Panatina Agreement, on 12 August 1999, upheld the Honiara 
Accord after a shoot-out with the police in which three IFM members were 
killed. Panatina called on militants to give up their arms and on the police to 
moderate their violence, shifting back to community policing. The IFM saw the 
police as thuggish and Malaitan dominated. At the time of the coup, some 75 
per cent of the police were Malaitan and only 3 per cent were from Guadalcanal 
(with most of the latter assigned to other provinces at the time of the coup) 
(Amnesty International 2000:7–8). Again, the Guadalcanal militants did not 
sign the Panatina Agreement. Church leaders were enrolled to run weapons-
surrender centres, but few were surrendered. A succession of two foreign police 
commissioners came and went, powerless to manage the disorder within their 
force and without. 

The first regional peace conferences occurred in August 1999 concerning mainly 
Malaitan evictions from Western Province. The Marau region of Guadalcanal 
was another unusually complex regional peacemaking process that proceeded 
much more slowly than the main Guadalcanal–Malaita process. 

In October 1999, an unarmed Multinational Police Peace Monitoring Group of 
20 arrived from Fiji and Vanuatu to monitor the surrender of weapons—with 
limited impact. By January 2000, some Guadalcanal militants were beginning 
to disarm. But on 17 January, the Malaita Eagle Force (MEF) captured 34 mainly 
high-powered weapons, a grenade launcher and ammunition from the main 
Auki Police Station on Malaita (Moore 2004:124)—almost certainly with the 
knowledge and tacit approval of police commanders. Surrendering their arms 
then seemed imprudent to the Guadalcanal militia leaders. 
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In May 2000, General Rabuka was back mediating a peace meeting of 100 
delegates in Buala (Isabel Province). But militia leaders from the MEF and the 
IFM did not attend in the end, unimpressed that their organisations had been 
banned by the government and by the government’s decision not to grant them 
amnesties as a condition of their participation. This banning seems another 
early mistake of the government in that it drove the militants underground, 
beyond the embrace of dialogue. 

The coup

Prime Minister Ulufa’alu wrote to Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, in 
April 2000 asking for the intervention of Australian and multinational security 
forces. The request was denied. There was a rumour in subsequent weeks that 
Ulufa’alu then asked for Cuban mercenaries to prop up his government. Some 
people we interviewed saw this as a final trigger for the coup. But the main 
motivation was the determination of certain Malaitan leaders to resist further 
evictions from Guadalcanal (in particular, to protect Malaitans who dominated 
the national capital), extract larger compensation payments for insults they 
believed they had suffered and frustration at the failure of the Guadalcanal 
militants to surrender their arms pursuant to the Honiara and Panatina accords. 
In addition to widespread Malaitan frustration at the failure of the government 
to deliver security, there were powerful elements in the business community 
who wanted to unseat a reformist government. And there was a lot of resistance 
to the Ulufa’alu government from vested interests across the Public Service and 
the Parliament who had shared in the spoils of the patronage system of Solomon 
Mamaloni.

Successful lawyer and former finance minister Andrew Nori allegedly helped 
bankroll the coup and was the ‘spokesman’ for the MEF. He announced on 5 
June 2000 that the MEF had captured the main police armoury in the capital at 4 
am. Solomon Islands does not have an army, so the armoury of the paramilitary 
wing of the police was the most potent in the nation. Weapons were collected 
from other police stations and prisons, giving the MEF control of almost all the 
high-powered weapons in the country by the time the Prime Minister and the 
Governor-General woke that morning to find they were under a form of house 
arrest (Moore 2004:4). Three Australian-funded patrol boats were also seized, 
as was the state electronic media monopoly, the Solomon Islands Broadcasting 
Corporation, and the government Telekom Centre. A substantial proportion of 
the police joined the joint operation, with both neutral police who stood for the 
rule of law and Guale police who supported the IFM fleeing the capital or being 
stripped of their weapons and marginalised. Nori styled himself as a ‘mediator’ 
and opened up negotiations with heads of state and with the Australian and 
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New Zealand high commissioners on behalf of the MEF. As with the Fiji coup 
just a few weeks earlier, here the regional powers were persuaded not to go in. 
This was in accordance with a longstanding strategic preference of Australia and 
New Zealand for military non-interference in the internal affairs of neighbouring 
states—a policy that was displaced with a more muscular philosophy in 2003.

Nori was a clever lawyer who had a realistic fear of an international intervention 
that might see him rot in prison for leading the coup. So he insisted this was 
not a coup; de facto it was a coup, but de jure Nori was perhaps right. On Nori’s 
account, it was a joint operation of the police and the MEF under his guidance 
to restore security to the capital, Honiara. Nori said he had no intention to 
install himself or anyone else as prime minister. The legislative and judicial 
branches of governance were still intact. All he was doing was demanding the 
resignation of the Prime Minister. Even though these demands were at times 
made at the point of the gun, the Prime Minister did not tender his resignation 
until 14 June. By this time, six members of his government had been persuaded, 
some with threats, to desert their prime minister. Amid much corruption and 
coercion, Opposition Leader, Manasseh Sogavare, became prime minister on 30 
June 2000.

Nori asked for his interview to be on the record so that it could attribute his 
perspective on these events to him by name (contrary to our normal approach 
of guaranteeing anonymity). He said in his interview that the MEF was a 
spontaneous movement of mostly young men whose families had been evicted 
from their land. Far from recruiting them, the MEF came to him and sought 
to recruit him to declare a coup and be installed as prime minister. He said he 
declined this invitation and opted instead to be a mediator who sat down with 
the high commissioners of Australia, New Zealand and other nations to find an 
internationally acceptable way of getting around the house arrest of the Prime 
Minister to discover a parliamentary means for changing the government.4 
He claimed there was general agreement by the international players that the 
MEF should be persuaded by Nori to allow the Prime Minister to contest a 
parliamentary vote for his leadership. Nori said that the MEF  wanted him to be 
prime minister, did not want Charles Dausebea, who was being touted by many 
Malaitans, and was not especially keen on Sogavare. 

Other MEF leaders insisted that they did not go to Nori asking him to lead; 
rather Nori went to them offering to represent them in negotiations—an 
offer they accepted. Nori had been a senior minister in the former Mamaloni 
government. Most MEF leaders see the root cause of the tension more in terms 

4 One prominent government official involved in negotiations with Nori during this period said: ‘Nori 
was very clever. He would always steer the meetings, then go outside the meetings and say he was just the 
spokesman. He was always the cleverest person in the room.’
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of an elite political conspiracy than in terms of land. While they tend to agree 
on this, they have very different views on who was the powerbroker at the 
root of the conflict; some say it was Mamaloni wanting to unseat Ulufa’alu, 
others say it was Alebua, others say it was Nori’s pursuit of a dream to lead. 
One saw elements of political culpability in all three. Some informants believe 
Nori, like Alex Bartlett, was being used by the Opposition Leader, Solomon 
Mamaloni, initially to destabilise the government. But the MEF militants were 
a power unto themselves and only rather partially under the control of Nori or 
any Mamaloni-Nori-Bartlett axis, if that is what it was. It could be that when 
Mamaloni unexpectedly died in 2000, there was a political vacuum devoid of an 
alternative and Nori filled that vacuum in the critical period. 

In the end, the MEF leaders felt stability would require a prime minister who 
was neither Malaitan nor Guale. That ruled out Nori. Sir Allan Kemakeza was 
one prominent non-Malaitan who was not liked by some MEF leaders. Manasseh 
Sogavare from Choiseul Province became the compromise choice in the event 
in 2000. Sogavare struggled to hold a majority together after he dismissed 
Kemakeza as deputy prime minister. This happened after evidence emerged that 
Kemakeza had paid huge compensation to himself as minister responsible for 
reconciliation and compensation payments. Kemakeza regrouped and bought 
the votes of Members of Parliament to have himself elected prime minister, 
following the national election of December 2001, replacing Sogavare. Solomon 
Islands government formation is not based on automatic assumption of power 
of the leader of the party with most members in the Parliament, or of the leader 
who can form a coalition of parties with the most members. Instead, MPs trade 
their individual vote, often for cash, in open ballots of members for the prime 
ministership, without great reference to any party allegiances they might have 
(Steeves’ [1996] notion of ‘unbounded politics’, which we will discuss further). 
This system allows the kind of instability that saw Kemakeza replace Sogavare 
in 2001. A further destabilising feature of this system is that it is so opaque; it is 
impossible for anyone not right inside the process to predict a likely outcome.5

What other interviews confirm to be absolutely correct is that Nori did not 
recruit the MEF; he harnessed them to a bold political project. Our interviews 
with the most prominent militant leaders such as Jimmy Rasta Lusibaea and 
Alex Bartlett also do not suggest that they worked hard to recruit a militia. The 
on-the-record account of the most prominent MEF commander, Jimmy Rasta, 
makes this point. Once Rasta took a public stand in favour of resistance, fighters 
spontaneously flooded to him without any recruitment drive on his part. 
Malaitan young men were ripe by 2000 for a militarised response to defend and 
protect their people; there were so many who no longer fitted into the world 

5 We saw this with the subsequent riots fuelled by surprise and anger at the election of Snyder Rini as prime 
minister in 2006. 



Pillars�	and	Shadows�

30

of the modern village and felt excluded from opportunities in town (Hegarty et 
al. 2004b:11). Rasta simply provided the most important focal point they could 
rally around. This was a Melanesian leadership model of a big-man and his 
followers. Each of the many militia groups in both of the main entities (IFM and 
MEF) revolved around individual leaders and followers (often from the same 
area and sharing the same language).

Figure 3.1 MEF fighter, with ‘Freedom for All’ on his weapon

Photo: Courtesy of David Hegarty
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The IFM found itself outgunned and outmanoeuvred by the audacity of the 
coup. Honiara had become almost completely a Malaitan enclave controlled by 
the MEF. The IFM fought back on behalf of the indigenous people of the island 
through some skirmishes with MEF forces. Nori urged restraint on hotheads 
within the MEF ranks who might have used their superior firepower to more 
aggressively go after the IFM. He and Henry Tobani (an IFM spokesman) 
organised a conference on the Australian Navy’s HMAS Tobruk to discuss a 
cease-fire between the IFM and MEF, but the MEF refused to attend because not 
all IFM leaders were attending. A meeting was held chaired by church leaders 
on the Tobruk on 23 June with the premiers of Malaita and Guadalcanal, who 
did attend, calling on the militants to cease fire. 

Churches and women leaders ameliorate 
escalation

The Anglican Melanesian Brothers (Carter 2006) and the Red Cross played 
significant roles as mediators when skirmishes broke out. For a year before the 
coup, women had organised themselves as peacemakers into a Reconciliation 
and Peace Committee and a Honiara Women for Peace group (Leslie 2002; 
Pollard 2000). The ‘Malaita Women for Peace were the first to go to the MEF 
bunkers arguing for peace’ (former Malaitan premier, 2006). Honiara had a 
besieged character, with MEF bunkers surrounding the town, facing outwards 
to defend against IFM attacks; beyond a ‘no-man’s land’ lay IFM bunkers facing 
towards Honiara. The Catholic Daughters of Mary Immaculate Sisters were also 
very active. At the height of the coup, as illustrated on this book’s cover, these 
women’s groups took food to militants on both sides. ‘Stories emerged of men 
from both sides in the conflict leaving their bunkers and meeting together with 
the brave women, hugging and crying, honestly showing fear of the conflict 
in which they were enmeshed’ (Moore 2004:15). As leading regional women’s 
activist (and Solomon Islander) Afu Billy put it, the contribution of women was 
especially important at the height of the conflict in demanding that their own 
young men stop fighting, as we saw in Bougainville: ‘If it wasn’t for the women 
of Solomon Islands the armed conflict wouldn’t have ended. They went beyond 
their own safety and security to go out there to the camps to talk to their warring 
boys to stop fighting’ (Oxfam 2003:17). In an even more direct parallel with 
Bougainville, a provincial premier said that much later women had a ‘very big 
effect’ in the peace talks that led to the Townsville Peace Agreement by telling 
their stories of how women were the worst affected by the tension. In contrast 
with Bougainville, however, here women were excluded from the process of 
actually crafting the peace agreement in Townsville (Corrin 2008:187).
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As in Bougainville, in the Solomons, when the fighting finally did stop, women 
were quickly marginalised in peacebuilding decision making. Their contribution 
was also quickly excluded from a memory of how peace was accomplished, 
which was dominated by the RAMSI public relations machine. Australian 
memory gives central place to the top two RAMSI leaders—Nick Warner and 
Ben McDevitt—in persuading Harold Keke to surrender to them, even though 
local mediators had already persuaded Keke to do this before the RAMSI leaders 
landed, and one of these local mediators was with them when the final surrender 
was transacted. It gives no place at all in the view of Melanesian Brothers whom 
we interviewed to Melanesian Sisters (Sister Rosa’s Christian Care Centre sisters), 
who in the process of nursing Keke’s brother, Joe Sangu, persuaded him to lead 
his followers to join the peace. 

We are jumping ahead of our narrative here as we seek to make the point that not 
just at this early stage of the conflict, but at every stage, it might have spiralled 
into something much worse without the restraining influences of church leaders 
and women leaders, and the efforts of many ordinary Solomon Islands villagers 
in general. The story of the intervention is one written by the interveners. The 
stories of local players remain largely unheard.

Economic collapse

Most foreign nationals were evacuated on Australian and New Zealand military 
ships and aircraft immediately after the 2000 coup. All the major export 
industries had also shut down by then; many hundreds of jobs had been lost at 
the Gold Ridge Mine; the Solomon Taiyo fish cannery closed at a cost of 2200 jobs 
(3000 at its peak); and Solomon Islands Plantations Limited closed at a cost of 
1800 jobs (2500 at its peak) (Government of Solomon Islands 2002:63). Tourism 
and logging6 collapsed to almost zero in export income (a silver lining in fact). 
International assistance to Solomon Islands fell from US$75 million in 1998 to 
US$28 million in 2001 (Plunkett 2003:43). The secretariats of many international 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) also closed their doors. This could 
have been an overreaction. It certainly had a number of negative effects on 
prospects for peace. The evacuation of most expatriates was demoralising 
for many Solomon Islanders, who naturally felt abandoned. In Honiara, the 
evacuation was referred to as ‘the chicken run’ and T-shirts appeared bearing 
that inscription. It accelerated the utter collapse of the waged economy, though 
the informal economy remained resilient in villages, where most people lived. 
Locals lost their jobs both in businesses and as community workers and in other 
roles working for NGOs all over the country. Real gross domestic product (GDP) 

6 Logging had started to collapse in 1997 due to the Asian financial crisis.
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dropped 14 per cent in 2000 (18 per cent in GDP per capita) and another 9 per 
cent the next year (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2004:5). Following 
a further fall in 2002, the Australian Prime Minister pointed out that in six 
years, per capita GDP had halved in the Solomons (Howard 2003:2). 

The contraction increased the supply of unemployed urban youth who were 
angry and in the market for a rumble. Two-thirds of the nation’s teachers 
found themselves on unpaid leave during the conflict (Moore 2004:14). This 
further increased the supply of young people on the streets with time on their 
hands. Solomon Islands has a formidable ‘youth bulge’, with a median age for 
the population of nineteen (Dinnen 2008a:60). The expatriate evacuation ‘also 
removed the stabilising international presence that had held both militant 
groups back from all-out attack’ (Moore 2004:11).

One businessman said that two prominent MEF leaders in Honiara during their 
period of control of the city cooperated in a hard-cop–soft-cop routine. One 
would shake down a businessman then the other would arrive to offer the 
business protection. With other businessmen, they would reverse roles.7

While the IFM militancy of 1998 and 1999 caused great harm for those displaced, 
GDP in fact grew slightly in these two years. It was the three years (2000–02) 
when the MEF controlled the capital and milked its economic institutions that 
economic collapse and default on interest payments on its bonds occurred. And 
as soon as control of Honiara business and government by the militants and 
their cronies ended with the arrival of RAMSI, growth returned to more than 
5 per cent, for 2003 (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2004:5) and the 
next three years, to 6.1 per cent in 2006 and 10.3 per cent in 2007, falling back 
to only 8.2 per cent with the onset of the global financial crisis in 2008. Much 
of this was a result of the resumption of unsustainable logging enabled by the 
restoration of security; logging accounts for 70 per cent of export earnings 
(Parliamentary Inquiry 2009:149). There was also a surge in post-conflict 
construction and in foreign aid pumping up GDP.

7 A prominent Chinese business leader suggested the MEF did not loot the country as effectively as it could 
have. It mostly shook down wealthy people and businesses for small amounts of cash, television sets, cars and 
the like. They ‘could have made millions, hundreds of millions instead of thousands by doing a deal with’ 
foreign logging interests to offer them armed protection to go into places such as Ringi Cove and cut all the 
timber there. Even though the MEF controlled most of the modern weapons in the country, it could be asked 
whether such an offer would have been credible given that MEF control did not extend to the areas where 
most logs were to be found. 
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Figure 3.2 An IFM checkpoint stops a vehicle on the outskirts of Honiara, 
mid-2000

Photo: Ben Bohane 

Grievances unresolved

On 11 June 2000, a Commonwealth Ministerial Action Group arrived that 
included the foreign ministers of Australia, New Zealand and Botswana. Nothing 
concrete towards peaceful resolution was accomplished. The next day, the 
general state of disorder allowed conflict to spread to Western Province. Early 
June had seen a sign appear in the market of the Western Province capital, Gizo, 
advising the 200 Malaitans living there to leave within 21 days. Anti-Malaitan 
feeling was widespread in the west, as in many provinces.8 Forty men associated 
with the Bougainville Revolutionary Army (BRA) arrived from Bougainville 
armed with M-16s on 12 June in support of locals who had provided their ethnic 
brethren in the BRA so much assistance during their war. It seems the BRA was 
invited in by provincial leaders to guarantee security. Without a police force, 
these leaders feared harassment by the MEF. Before arriving in Gizo, the BRA 
fighters looted a police armoury on the nearby island of Choiseul. Senior BRA 
commanders Ishmael Toroama and Thomas Tari were persuaded to go to Gizo 

8 There had been clashes between Malaitans and the people of Rennell and Bellona in 1989 and between 
Malaitans and people from Temotu in 1996 (Parliamentary Inquiry 2009:197). 
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and convinced the BRA men to return to Bougainville without further incident. 
During what became known as ‘the Tension’, there were numerous incidents of 
violence associated with the BRA crossing into Western Province. 

Like the IFM, the MEF was a loose coalition of separate militant groups—some 
motivated by grievance over the eviction of Malaitans and other insults, others 
footloose young men motivated by the pursuit of excitement, others criminals 
more concerned to inflict injustice than to correct it. Theoretically, camp 
commanders took orders from the MEF Supreme Council, but they acted as local 
gang leaders. There was an interesting symbiosis between the MEF with more 
political objectives and militants with more criminal objectives. The former taxed 
robbers ‘as they passed through roadblocks with their loot’ (Moore 2004:140). 
Most of the MEF leaders had been displaced from their homes on Guadalcanal. 
But we must be careful about simply saying that grievance over the expulsions 
was the most important motive for joining the MEF. Among Malaitans there 
was a surprising degree of acceptance of a right of the people of Guadalcanal 
to evict them as guests on their land even if land had been purchased on terms 
recognised by colonial or post-colonial land law or under customary law. 
There was a shared acceptance of the principle—even by an MEF lawyer such 
as Andrew Nori, who made a living from state law, and certainly by Jimmy 
Rasta—that guests on traditional land could be asked to leave. What Nori and 
Rasta resented was the way it was done—with violence and without assistance 
for repatriation back to Malaita and appropriate compensation for what had 
been paid for what was left behind.9

Nori spoke with anger at the way Prime Minister Ulufa’alu told 1000 Malaitans 
who marched on Parliament in December 1999 that it was their decision to come 
to Guadalcanal, not the government’s; it was not the government who chased 
them out and the government had neither the responsibility nor the funds to 
compensate them. That dismissiveness engendered anger. Nori says it was that 
response from the Prime Minister that resolved Malaitans to respond militarily. 

JB: ‘What was the ultimate objective of the MEF?’

Andrew Nori: ‘To get paid.’

9 Both ‘sides’ shared a common cultural understanding about the importance of land and identity, as 
well as a common resentment of ‘government’ (meaning generically all governments) for ineffectiveness and 
corruption. Indeed, they were probably more angry towards ‘government’ than towards each other. The 
mutual blaming of the ‘government’ for ‘causing’ the conflict is discussed in detail in Allen (2007:189–94).


