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Chapter 7
RAMSI—the way ahead

Mary-Louise O’Callaghan

It �s no small co�nc�dence that the f�rst to congratulate Solomon Islands’ 
new pr�me m�n�ster on h�s elect�on was a member of the Austral�an-led 
Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to Solomon Islands (RAMSI). Just four hours 
after Manasseh Sogavare had secured one of the most arduous jobs �n the 
reg�on, RAMSI Spec�al Coord�nator, James Batley—who, arguably, was 
hold�ng down an equally challeng�ng post—d�spatched h�s congratulat�ons 
to the man w�th whom he knew he must now attempt to forge an open and 
trust�ng partnersh�p �f RAMSI �n �ts current form was to surv�ve.

In real�ty, Batley and the government that put h�m there had l�ttle 
cho�ce. Austral�a’s grand v�s�on was of a reg�onal m�ss�on led and funded by 
Austral�a that could ass�st Solomon Islanders to rebu�ld and reshape the�r 
nat�on �nto a v�able, modern state, wh�ch could be ruled and run effect�vely 
by �ts own people. If that v�s�on was to be ach�eved, Austral�a needed not 
only the cooperat�on of the government of Solomon Islands, whoever that 
m�ght be, �t needed a mean�ngful work�ng partnersh�p w�th �t. Th�s �s the 
case even �f that government �s headed, as �t �s today, by a pol�t�c�an who 
catapulted h�mself �nto off�ce �n�t�ally on the back of a coup �n 2000 and 
who has been more recently on the rebound from the v�olent soc�al unrest 
that razed Hon�ara’s Ch�natown �n Apr�l 2006. 

Solomon Islanders have no opt�on. Most already know from the four 
agon�s�ng years of rule by the gun (from 1999 to 2003) just how bad th�ngs can 
get. Wh�le the major�ty of Solomon Islanders d�d not jo�n �n the ethn�c tens�ons, 
as they are called, between the two largest �slands of Guadalcanal and Mala�ta, 
they were forced to watch as any semblance of governance crumbled stead�ly 
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under the we�ght of the guns and the cr�m�nals w�eld�ng them. Most also 
rema�n to th�s day uncomprehend�ng of how the�r most powerful ne�ghbour, 
Austral�a, could s�t on �ts hands for those four long years.   

In the f�rst flush of the post-11 September new world order, Austral�a’s 
John Howard-led government d�scovered an urgent �mperat�ve for 
ne�ghbourly concern that eventually led to the format�on of RAMSI. 
Arr�v�ng �n the smoky dawn of 24 July 2003, RAMSI qu�ckly wrought the 
m�racle—the return of law and order and f�nanc�al stab�l�ty—that Solomon 
Islanders had been pray�ng for. In the four years that have passed s�nce, 
there have been great ga�ns. Desp�te a lot of hard work, however, Solomon 
Islands �s st�ll far from free of the legacy of those dark days of neglect, nor, 
therefore, �s RAMSI. In many ways, the challenges that RAMSI faces are 
the same as those that so daunt the future prospects of Solomon Islands, 
although RAMSI also has a separate set of challenges all �ts own, wh�ch w�ll 
be d�scussed �n th�s chapter. 

In the 12 months s�nce the Hon�ara r�ots, the Solomon Islands def�ed 
convent�onal w�sdom and cont�nued to grow. Real gross domest�c product 
(GDP) grew by 6.1 per cent �n 2006 and was forecast to grow by 6 per 
cent �n 2007; employment was grow�ng strongly and �nflat�on had fallen to 
6.9 per cent through 2006. Th�s �s largely due to a comb�nat�on of smart 
econom�c reforms �ntroduced by the government w�th the ass�stance of 
RAMSI’s econom�c governance program and the almost doubl�ng �n the 
past year of revenue collected from logg�ng. Even �n the face of such facts, 
however, the harsh real�ty �s that the Solomon Islands economy suffered so 
badly �n the prev�ous decade that �t �s est�mated that an annual growth rate 
of 5 per cent w�ll be needed for the next 20 years just to ra�se the standard 
of l�v�ng for the fastest-grow�ng populat�on �n the reg�on back to where �t 
was hover�ng �n 1994.

Add to th�s the grow�ng soc�al problems that accompany a nat�on’s 
decl�n�ng capac�ty to look after �tself and the deep-seated and as yet largely 
unresolved �ssues that were beh�nd the years of str�fe and there �s st�ll a very, 
very long way to go before �t w�ll be poss�ble to say that Solomon Islanders 
have wrested back control of the�r nat�on’s dest�ny. 

A key to turn�ng any of th�s around �s the requ�rement for rap�d change �n 
how Solomon Islands �s attempt�ng to fund, run and develop �tself. Th�s �s a b�g 
ask anywhere but more so �n a country where a comb�nat�on of corrupt�on, 
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�gnorance and na�vety has comb�ned w�th a poorly des�gned electoral system 
to produce success�ve governments that are barely representat�ve of, far 
less accountable to, the people. The �nst�tut�ons bequeathed 30 years ago 
�n the lead up to �ndependence are st�ll not understood clearly by most 
Solomon Islanders. Nor are these �nst�tut�ons w�thout the need for reform 
and ref�nement themselves. RAMSI has already put enormous resources �nto 
do�ng someth�ng about Solomon Islanders’ fundamental lack of knowledge 
of how the�r nat�on �s �ntended to work, �n 2005 fund�ng a mult�-m�ll�on 
dollar nat�on-w�de c�v�c educat�on project. 

RAMSI’s �nnovat�ve programs to enhance rural l�vel�hoods and develop 
prov�nc�al econom�es and �nfrastructure face a s�m�lar race aga�nst t�me and 
populat�on growth. W�th 85 per cent of the Solomon Islands populat�on 
l�v�ng �n non-urban areas, AusAID has focused some of RAMSI’s efforts 
on �mprov�ng the rural econom�c base, and to mov�ng some of the qu�te 
act�ve �nformal economy �nto the formal sector �n t�me to cush�on the 
nat�on from the �mpact of shr�nk�ng forestry revenues as Solomon Islands’ 
anc�ent trees—once a susta�nable resource—are f�nally exhausted �n the 
next four to s�x years. 

At the heart of RAMSI’s efforts to ass�st w�th the restorat�on of 
governance and the �nst�tut�ons of state �s a program of amb�t�ous econom�c, 
leg�slat�ve, publ�c sector and electoral reform that �s �n var�ous stages of 
des�gn or �mplementat�on. It �s here we start to see the rub of RAMSI. 
In stark contrast w�th the overwhelm�ng support for the m�ss�on’s qu�te 
extens�ve �ntervent�on �nto Solomon Islands’ law and order, there has been 
resentment, susp�c�on and act�ve underm�n�ng of RAMSI’s reforms and, 
�n part�cular, the pol�cy of putt�ng key RAMSI personnel �nto m�n�str�es 
such as f�nance and �n pos�t�ons �n other departments, such as that of 
the accountant-general. The same res�stance �s ev�dent �n response to 
the m�ss�on’s efforts to reform government pract�ces, pol�c�es and the 
endem�c corrupt�on that so underm�nes much of the State’s core bus�ness 
�n Solomon Islands, part�cularly the del�very of serv�ces. RAMSI encounters 
resentment, susp�c�on and act�ve underm�n�ng from the country’s pol�t�cal 
and bureaucrat�c él�te. The da�ly, endless and t�me-consum�ng struggle to 
push on w�th these reforms, w�th l�ttle or no support from all but a few of 
Solomon Islands’ sen�or bureaucrats, was descr�bed by one RAMSI �ns�der 
�n 2005 as ‘trench warfare’.
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An �nterest�ng conundrum has developed s�nce the r�ots of 2006: the 
ascendancy of Sogavare and h�s at t�mes man�c and v�rulent attacks on Austral�a 
and RAMSI. Wh�le the RAMSI/Solomon Islands government partnersh�p 
at the pol�t�cal level rema�ns fraught w�th compl�cated dece�ts, and not-
so-h�dden agendas to underm�ne the m�ss�on’s effect�veness �n mov�ng the 
nat�on’s �nst�tut�ons to a more accountable state, just below th�s a remarkably 
effect�ve work�ng relat�onsh�p has developed between sen�or Solomon Islands 
bureaucrats and those programs under RAMSI’s three p�llars of reform: 
econom�c governance, mach�nery of government and law and just�ce. 

In the year lead�ng up to Sogavare’s elect�on, RAMSI had moved to meet 
the concerns of the Solomon Islands government that �t was sett�ng an agenda 
for these reforms and other RAMSI-funded government programs w�th l�ttle 
or no consultat�on or mechan�sm of accountab�l�ty other than the agreement 
of the �ncumbent Solomon Islands pr�me m�n�ster and regular report�ng back 
to Canberra, Well�ngton and the Pac�f�c Islands Forum Secretar�at. Under 
the �n�t�at�ve of the then RAMSI Spec�al Coord�nator, James Batley, a lot of 
work was done w�th the Solomon Islands government to establ�sh jo�ntly 
agreed targets for all three RAMSI p�llars. 

A jo�nt consultat�ve forum has been establ�shed. Co-cha�red by the spec�al 
coord�nator and the secretary to the pr�me m�n�ster, the forum compr�ses the 
permanent secretar�es of the seven key government departments and the head 
of the RAMSI programs �n these reform areas. An annual performance report 
�s now produced us�ng 51 separate �nd�cators, all developed �n d�scuss�on w�th 
the relevant Solomon Islands author�t�es or counterparts. These draw on four 
d�fferent sources of data: program-level report�ng; analyt�cal surveys; surveys 
of the populat�on; and capac�ty-bu�ld�ng surveys for each of the reform 
p�llars. The latest of these populat�on surveys, comm�ss�oned by RAMSI 
but conducted by �ndependent researchers, reveals an extraord�nar�ly h�gh 
level of support for the m�ss�on—more than 94 per cent among ord�nary 
Solomon Islanders. 

Wh�le the Sogavare government’s close all�ance w�th elements of the 
former Mala�ta Eagle Force’s (MEF) cr�m�nal and m�l�tant leadersh�p has 
predeterm�ned �ts antagon�sm towards RAMSI’s core goals, �t has also 
h�ghl�ghted for Solomon Islanders the cr�t�cal value of RAMSI’s efforts to 
stab�l�se and rehab�l�tate the�r nat�on. For �nstance, the d�squ�et fuelled �n 
2005 among �nformed Solomon Islanders by Canberra’s �ll-judged dec�s�on 
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to �mpose an Austral�an Federal Pol�ce (AFP) off�cer as Solomon Islands’ 
pol�ce comm�ss�oner has been all but forgotten two years later, am�d 
Solomon Islanders’ d�staste for the pol�t�cally compl�ant �ncumbent recently 
rustled up for th�s post by the Sogavare reg�me from the dregs of F�j�’s now 
d�scred�ted post-coup pol�ce force. 

A top pr�or�ty of RAMSI �s bu�ld�ng the capac�ty of Solomon Islands’ 
�nst�tut�ons of governance, �nclud�ng the pol�ce. Solomon Islanders, however, 
�n sharp contrast w�th the�r government’s rhetor�c, rema�n wary of too fast 
a sh�ft back to full local�sat�on, lest they end up w�th noth�ng more than a 
smarter vers�on of what und�d the knot of statehood so effect�vely not so long 
ago. It �s an open secret—d�scussed frequently by Solomon Islanders—that 
most pol�t�c�ans would l�ke to get the�r hands back on the State’s coffers 
w�th vary�ng degrees of �ll �ntent.     

In what has become a large f�ll�p for the m�ss�on’s morale, the pol�t�cal 
�mpl�cat�ons of the cont�nued w�despread popular support for RAMSI are 
probably res�sted least by the Solomon Islands government’s newly appo�nted 
spec�al envoy to RAMSI, former pol�t�c�an M�chael Ma�na. Desp�te hav�ng 
h�mself been forced to step down as pol�ce m�n�ster �n 2005 when arrested 
on, but later cleared of, charges of fraud, the spec�al envoy appears to be 
work�ng construct�vely to ensure the m�ss�on �s able to fulf�l �ts w�dest 
mandate. 

A more soph�st�cated and coord�nated approach to the �nduct�on of all 
members of RAMSI on the�r arr�val �n Solomon Islands,  be they c�v�l�ans, 
pol�ce or m�l�tary, �s st�ll evolv�ng but the �mportance of th�s to the m�ss�on’s 
goals �s now acknowledged. The s�gn�f�cance and complex�ty of effect�ve 
engagement w�th local �nst�tut�ons and the�r personnel—the m�ss�on’s 
Solomon Islands counterparts—has been recogn�sed as the touchstone 
for �ts efforts �n capac�ty bu�ld�ng. Th�s �s eas�er sa�d than done �n a cross-
cultural env�ronment �n wh�ch there �s often a rad�cally d�fferent approach 
to commun�cat�ng and �mpart�ng ‘informations’, as �t �s called �n Solomon 
Islands P�j�n. A lot of ga�ns have, nevertheless, been made �n the wake of the 
post-r�ot scrut�ny appl�ed to the m�ss�on from Canberra and from RAMSI 
pract�t�oners on the ground. A good f�rst step has been the encouragement 
g�ven to young bureaucrats and other RAMSI personnel, espec�ally members 
of RAMSI’s Part�c�pat�ng Pol�ce Force (PPF), to equ�p themselves w�th the 
prec�se sk�lls they need for what �s the extremely del�cate task of work�ng 
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w�th Solomon Islanders to rebu�ld not only the�r country but the�r �nd�v�dual 
capac�ty to contr�bute to th�s process. Austral�ans don’t know how to s�t 
�n s�lence. Solomon Islanders rarely speak w�thout �t, that �s, w�thout the 
�nd�cat�on, through the respectful space prov�ded, of the other’s w�ll�ngness 
to l�sten.  The m�ss�on and �ts members are learn�ng to l�sten and to learn 
from Solomon Islanders about how best to commun�cate w�th them, to l�sten 
to what they th�nk, what they need, what they bel�eve they can contr�bute 
and what they th�nk we m�ght be able to br�ng to the RAMSI table. 

Nowhere was th�s need for a change �n approach and preparat�on more 
apparent than �n the p�votal area of law and order. Hav�ng secured most 
of the guns and prosecuted many of the hard-core v�olent cr�m�nals by 
the end of 2004, the PPF—led and staffed largely by off�cers of the AFP’s 
Internat�onal Deployment Group (IDG)—have grappled w�th how to relate 
to, let alone rebu�ld, a force dec�mated by the purge of off�cers �nvolved �n 
the recent lawlessness. The Apr�l 2006 protests outs�de parl�ament, where 
the predom�nantly Austral�an and New Zealand PPF off�cers could be seen 
act�ng �n a seem�ng vacuum from the mood of the crowd and the sen�or-
rank�ng local pol�ce off�cers who were present, was a ch�ll�ng �llustrat�on 
of the dangers of try�ng to rebu�ld someone else’s country w�thout be�ng 
steeped �n understand�ng of that culture and the dynam�cs of that soc�ety.

S�nce the r�ots, a lot of work has been done to �mprove the PPF’s ab�l�ty 
to equ�p �ts members w�th the sk�lls requ�red for effect�ve commun�cat�on 
and capac�ty bu�ld�ng. The �dea that the most effect�ve way to do th�s 
�s through a common language �s now accepted. Wh�le many Solomon 
Islanders are qu�te art�culate �n Engl�sh, the absence of all but a few P�j�n 
speakers �n the c�v�l—but part�cularly the pol�ce—arm of RAMSI was a 
major weakness before the r�ots. Now the benef�ts that fluency �n P�j�n can 
br�ng are recogn�sed, w�th compulsory P�j�n classes requ�red for all new 
members of the PPF who are not from p�dg�n-speak�ng countr�es. More 
thorough tra�n�ng of those �nd�v�dual off�cers be�ng posted to RAMSI �s 
now carr�ed out by a revamped �nduct�on process at the IDG �n Canberra, 
wh�ch �nvolves regular �nput from Solomon Islands pol�ce off�cers. There 
have also been some very good developments w�th�n the Solomon Islands 
Pol�ce Force under RAMSI. The resurgence of the Solomon Islands Pol�ce 
Academy and the pos�t�ve �mpacts of �ts tra�n�ng programs throughout the 
force are examples of th�s. 
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At the heart of th�s are the efforts be�ng made by the IDG to cope w�th 
the rap�d changes that have been requ�red of the AFP by the new demands 
of Austral�a’s more proact�ve role �n the reg�on and the changes �n the world 
�n wh�ch the AFP must now operate. The format�on of the IDG �s �n �tself 
a funct�on of these changes and �t �s currently deployed �n n�ne m�ss�ons 
throughout the world, none of wh�ch, bar Cyprus, ex�sted a decade ago. Wh�le 
great ach�evements were made by RAMSI �n the f�rst 12 months after �ts 
�n�t�al deployment �n July 2003—the surrender or se�zure of most guns �n the 
commun�ty and the arrest of most of the m�l�tant and cr�m�nal leadersh�p—the 
organ�sat�on of the PPF’s rap�d deployment to the Solomons led to a lack of 
long-term plann�ng, personnel management, sk�lls match�ng and cont�nu�ty 
of post�ngs. All of these shortcom�ngs had un�ntended consequences �n other 
areas of RAMSI’s operat�ons. Already there has been an acknowledgement 
of the need for a w�der sk�ll set, part�cularly �n areas such as commun�ty 
pol�c�ng. Vacanc�es �n the IDG are now advert�sed throughout Austral�an states 
and terr�tor�es, P�j�n classes are offered on a weekly and voluntary bas�s, the 
length of deployment has been stretched for many off�cers �nto cycles from 
40 up to 60, 80 and 100 weeks, and fam�ly accommodat�on �s be�ng bu�lt �n 
order to attract more stable, long-term off�cers to the force. 

There �s much at stake. If, as recent events suggest, the grow�ng number of 
progress�vely more �mpover�shed Solomon Islanders are no longer w�ll�ng to 
tolerate bad governance as plac�dly as they have �n years past, RAMSI forces 
could f�nd themselves confront�ng the very people who should be the�r natural 
all�es �n these reforms. 

The Apr�l 2006 r�ots requ�red a rap�d h�ke �n the number of troops and 
pol�ce deployed under RAMSI, br�ng�ng the m�ss�on’s m�l�tary cont�ngent to 
430 personnel from the paltry 63 deemed necessary �n the per�od lead�ng 
up to the r�ots. Drawn mostly from Austral�a and New Zealand, they rema�n 
on the ground w�th the add�t�onal 120 pol�ce sh�pped �n to boost the PPF’s 
numbers above the 450 mark. 

The absence of adequate m�l�tary back-up for the PPF dur�ng the Apr�l 
r�ots ra�ses another set of quest�ons. The deployment of RAMSI’s m�l�tary 
cont�ngency �s �ntended to prov�de support to the PPF, not to lead the 
m�ss�on. R�sk assessment �s therefore one of the pr�me tasks of the m�ss�on’s 
jo�nt �ntell�gence group. The pecul�ar role of the m�l�tary �n RAMSI l�m�ts 
the qual�ty and depth of the contr�but�on that can be made by the Austral�an 
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Defence Force (ADF)—a fact very much to the m�ss�on’s detr�ment and 
ev�dent at the t�me of the r�ots, when effect�vely no troops of the more 
than 60 �n country were ava�lable (�n any mean�ngful numbers) to support 
the �ncreas�ngly overwhelmed pol�ce. Clearly, the deployment of about 60 
troops was deemed commensurate w�th the assessed threat. The fact that 
the bulk of these troops were deployed to prov�de add�t�onal secur�ty at 
Hon�ara’s ma�n ja�l s�nce a r�ot there �n 2004 d�d not d�ssuade the m�ss�on 
from allow�ng those rema�n�ng, exclud�ng headquarters staff, to make a 
non-urgent patrol to the country’s Western Prov�nce. 

Head of the PPF at the t�me, W�ll Jam�eson, stated publ�cly that there was 
no �ntell�gence to suggest the k�nd of orchestrated v�olence that the pol�ce 
ult�mately faced. If not a fa�lure of �ntell�gence, th�s po�nts, at the very least, 
to an alarm�ng lack of �nst�tut�onal memory w�th�n the m�ss�on at the t�me. 
Although the prec�se t�m�ng of the assault could not have been ant�c�pated 
by many Hon�ara res�dents, the poss�b�l�ty of the cr�m�nal forces al�gned 
aga�nst RAMSI b�d�ng the�r t�me and mak�ng such an attempt to underm�ne 
publ�c conf�dence �n RAMSI, and to de-mot�vate and d�stract the m�ss�on, 
was expected by many Solomon Islanders from RAMSI’s very �ncept�on. 

Such confrontat�ons between wh�te fore�gn cops and angry black locals—
as were w�tnessed �n Apr�l 2006—not only left 25 RAMSI personnel �njured, 
they dealt a severe blow to Solomon Islanders’ conf�dence �n the ab�l�ty of 
the m�ss�on to guarantee publ�c safety. Iron�cally, the v�tr�ol�c attacks and 
clear agenda of the pr�me m�n�ster that came to power through the r�ots 
have focused the commun�ty’s attent�on on the strengths of the m�ss�on and 
why they don’t want RAMSI to go home. 

Last, but by no means least, RAMSI has become better, smarter and 
faster at gett�ng �ts message out to all stakeholders. Part�cularly effect�ve 
has been a new commun�ty outreach program, wh�ch puts teams of RAMSI 
personnel from all parts of the m�ss�on �n regular contact w�th Hon�ara’s 
d�saffected settlement commun�t�es and the prov�nc�al populat�on. The 
m�ss�on st�ll has enormous support from the broad mass of Solomon 
Islanders who genu�nely and whole-heartedly apprec�ate the turn around 
�n the�r l�ves that RAMSI’s deployment has wrought. There �s, however, 
never an exhaust�ble supply of good w�ll towards an �ntervent�on force. 
The people of Solomon Islands are now demand�ng good governance, and 
that also means they need to know what RAMSI, as the�r partner, m�ght be 
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prosecut�ng on the�r behalf. They also need reassurance about the nature 
of that partnersh�p. L�ke any marr�age �n wh�ch desperate c�rcumstances 
rather than real attract�on d�ctated a cont�nu�ng partnersh�p, there were 
always go�ng to be �ssues about manag�ng mount�ng tens�ons generated by 
the presence and act�ons of an �ntervent�on force, even a reg�onal one that 
was �nv�ted �n so enthus�ast�cally. The degree of honest self-exam�nat�on, 
�mag�nat�on and sk�ll w�th wh�ch such �ssues cont�nue to be addressed by 
RAMSI and �ts hosts—be �t the Sogavare government or those that succeed 
�t—w�ll not only be p�votal to a successful RAMSI, they w�ll determ�ne the 
as yet uncerta�n future of Solomon Islands and �ts people.
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