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Chapter 10
Cr�s�s �n Solomon Islands:  
forag�ng for new d�rect�ons

Transform Aqorau

Solomon Islanders are fed up w�th the constant pol�t�ck�ng and petty 
b�cker�ng of the�r pol�t�c�ans and the man�pulat�ve behav�our of As�an loggers, 
wh�ch has resulted �n the corrupt�on of the ent�re fabr�c of Solomon Islands 
soc�ety save for the jud�c�ary. Speak�ng to the former legal adv�ser to the 
Department of Forestry recently, I was told that he had grown t�red of brown 
envelopes be�ng handed to h�m. On one occas�on, as he was gett�ng out of 
h�s car, a group of Malays�an loggers turned up and—before he could w�nd 
the w�ndow closed—threw a bundle of neatly folded cash onto the passenger 
seat. They told h�m that �t was for h�m to keep. On return�ng to h�s off�ce, 
he told the comm�ss�oner, who �nstructed h�m to return the money. The 
legal adv�ser has s�nce left to work �n the Marshall Islands. Just recently, a 
former government m�n�ster (currently a member of the oppos�t�on) told 
me that when he was act�ng M�n�ster for M�nes and Energy, he was asked 
by a couple of h�s fellow m�n�sters just before the elect�ons to approve the 
appl�cat�on of a Ch�nese prospect�ng company and they would each be pa�d 
SI$50,000. The m�n�ster told me that the elect�ons were clos�ng �n, and 
the two m�n�sters sa�d that the money could help the�r campa�gn. When I 
was legal adv�ser at the M�n�stry of Fore�gn Affa�rs, I rece�ved a call from 
the pr�me m�n�ster ask�ng whether I could ass�st �n develop�ng draft�ng 
�nstruct�ons for a proposed commun�cat�ons b�ll. I sa�d that I would be 
w�ll�ng to help out and he asked whether I wanted to be pa�d add�t�onal 
money for the serv�ce. I sa�d no, s�nce I was a c�v�l servant and was already 
be�ng pa�d by the government.



 Cr�s�s �n Solomon Islands 247

If Solomon Islands �s to get anywhere, �f �t �s to prosper, �f �t �s to have a 
secure future, �f �t �s to have a susta�nable future w�th �ts people enjoy�ng a 
standard of l�v�ng that �ts natural wealth can generate, �t must overcome—
f�rst and foremost—the terr�ble legacy of corrupt�on that has permeated 
every �nch of Solomon Islands soc�ety. The corrupt�on that has been spawned 
largely by As�an logg�ng compan�es has �nf�ltrated the h�ghest echelons of 
government and reaches down to the common man on the street. Solomon 
Islanders have gone berserk over logg�ng, and �t �s be�ng fuelled largely by 
the lav�sh way �n wh�ch As�an logg�ng compan�es br�be, cajole and unduly 
�nfluence Solomon Islanders.

Th�s chapter seeks solut�ons to the cr�s�s that has beset Solomon Islands. 
Notw�thstand�ng the presence of the Reg�onal Ass�stance M�ss�on to Solomon 
Islands (RAMSI), Solomon Islands st�ll has a long way to go to br�ng back 
accountab�l�ty, transparency and good governance to �ts �nst�tut�ons. Current 
cond�t�ons of peace and stab�l�ty are only superf�c�al and there rema�ns 
deep-seated resentment between former adversar�es from Mala�ta and 
Guadalcanal. The unfortunate s�tuat�on �n wh�ch As�an logg�ng compan�es 
have become so powerful �s only a small part of the problem. The b�ggest 
problems are poverty and soc�al and econom�c �nequ�t�es. 

Th�s chapter proposes a number of pol�cy opt�ons for the Solomon 
Islands government. These are by no means exhaust�ve. W�th the problems 
that Solomon Islands has exper�enced, f�nd�ng solut�ons has become ak�n to 
dragg�ng oneself up from a bottomless p�t. The d�lemma that the Solomon 
Islands government faces �s where to start: wh�ch sector should take pr�or�ty, 
should �t be educat�on, health, law and order, land rev�ew, const�tut�onal 
restructur�ng, rural development or prov�nc�al government strengthen�ng? 
The l�st goes on. Th�s chapter offers some �deas about some areas that can 
be addressed as a matter of pr�or�ty. It concludes that Solomon Islands �s 
st�ll forag�ng for new d�rect�ons. On the one hand, there �s the pol�t�cal 
rhetor�c of Pr�me M�n�ster Manasseh Sogavare, who often says one th�ng 
and does another. On the other hand, there �s a lack of resources to do the 
th�ngs that the government wants to do. Solomon Islands �s torn between 
two compet�ng forces: the des�re to get on w�th l�fe, and a lack of resources 
to establ�sh the bas�s for th�s.
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The As�an logg�ng connect�ons
Logg�ng �n Solomon Islands has been well establ�shed s�nce colon�al days. 
In the beg�nn�ng, most logg�ng operat�ons took place on government land, 
therefore there were none of the �ssues confront�ng the �ndustry today. 
Customary land was preserved for Solomon Islanders. The trees and forests 
on customary land were well conserved and prov�ded Solomon Islanders 
w�th a source of bu�ld�ng mater�als, herbal med�c�ne and other trad�t�onal 
needs, wh�ch were met from whatever the forests could prov�de. Tr�bal 
commun�t�es were largely und�v�ded and the soc�al �lls assoc�ated w�th 
large-scale logg�ng were unknown.

When logg�ng on government land decl�ned �n the early 1980s because 
of reduced numbers of trees, logg�ng compan�es started to look at ga�n�ng 
access to customary land areas. At the same t�me, the Government of 
Malays�a t�ghtened �ts laws govern�ng the large-scale explo�tat�on of �ts 
forests. Th�s compelled Malays�an logg�ng compan�es to look offshore to 
supply the�r cl�ents. Solomon Islands offered ready prey. Cyclone Namu, 
wh�ch h�t a large part of Solomon Islands �n May 1986, destroyed much of 
the country’s r�ce and o�l-palm plantat�ons. Solomon Islands’ economy was 
h�t hard. The government was, therefore, compelled to pursue other forms 
of econom�c development act�v�t�es and large-scale commerc�al logg�ng 
prov�ded an easy alternat�ve. 

Accord�ng to Kabutaulaka (2006), between 1980 and 1983, there was 
a fourfold �ncrease �n the number of logg�ng l�cences �ssued to fore�gn 
compan�es. One of the problems of the surge �n logg�ng �s the percept�on 
that �t del�vers real development to ord�nary v�llagers. I have f�rsthand 
exper�ence of the devastat�ng soc�al and env�ronmental �mpacts of logg�ng 
and have w�tnessed the man�pulat�on by As�an logg�ng compan�es, and the 
�nept�tude of Solomon Islands government off�c�als to stand up to the undue 
�nfluence that logg�ng company off�c�als can exert. S�nce 2000, I have made 
my home �n Rakutu, Z�ata, wh�ch �s a good two hours’ walk from Munda 
on the south coast of New Georg�a. The �sland of New Georg�a has been the 
s�te of some of the most extens�ve logg�ng operat�ons �n Solomon Islands’ 
forestry h�story. Rakutu �s s�tuated �n the bush along the Munda–Noro road. 
Noro hosts two �mportant compan�es prov�d�ng much-needed revenue for 
the coffers of the Solomon Islands government: the Solta� F�sh�ng Company 
and NFD F�sh�ng Company L�m�ted. Unbeknown to me, a t�mber r�ghts 
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agreement was s�gned �n November 2004 between f�ve trustees—three of 
whom are closely related to me—and Delta T�mber Company to log areas 
w�th�n Kazukuru Left Hand land, �nclud�ng the area where I l�ve. Th�s d�d 
not come as a surpr�se to me because logg�ng �s on the m�nds of almost 
everyone who has a p�ece of land. It was, however, sadden�ng because of the 
�nev�table loss of b�od�vers�ty �n the pr�st�ne trop�cal forest and the fact that 
people w�ll be poorer, not r�cher, as a result of logg�ng. Delta �s a subs�d�ary 
of Earthmovers, one of the largest logg�ng compan�es �n Solomon Islands 
and owned by Malays�an bus�ness �nterests. Delta T�mber Company was 
establ�shed by an employee of Earthmovers and �ts local consultant, who was 
also a serv�ng member of parl�ament at the t�me of Delta’s establ�shment. 
The �nd�v�dual concerned �s now a m�n�ster �n the Sogavare government. 
The assoc�at�on between prov�nc�al and nat�onal pol�t�c�ans and logg�ng 
compan�es makes �t very d�ff�cult for the government to address the 
corrupt�on that th�s �ndustry has caused.

The extraord�nary way �n wh�ch As�an logg�ng compan�es have permeated 
almost all levels of Solomon Islands soc�ety �s �llustrated by two cases w�th 
wh�ch I am acqua�nted personally. The f�rst �s my own fut�le endeavour to 
get �nformat�on from the Department of Forestry and the Western Prov�nce 
government about Delta’s operat�ons on Kazukuru Left Hand land. After 
learn�ng about the agreement, I v�s�ted the Forestry Department �n Hon�ara 
several t�mes and asked to see the relevant f�le, wh�ch would have allowed 
me to see the terms of the agreement and also see a copy of the l�cence. The 
�nformat�on would have helped �nform me about the nature of the operat�on 
and determ�ne the legal act�on I could take aga�nst the so-called trustees, the 
Forestry Department and Delta. I also wrote to the secretary of the Western 
prov�nc�al government to rece�ve conf�rmat�on of the m�nutes of the t�mber 
r�ghts hear�ng, wh�ch �s requ�red under the Forest Resources and T�mber 
Ut�l�sat�on Act (Solomon Islands Government 1999:Cap.40). 

All my �nqu�r�es were, however, �n va�n and I kept gett�ng all sorts 
of excuses about the relevant f�le. I was told that the f�le was w�th the 
comm�ss�oner. The next t�me �t was w�th the m�n�ster, and then aga�n �t was 
w�th the AusAID-funded project personnel. Each t�me I went to �nqu�re at 
the forestry department, the f�le was w�th someone else, but I was assured 
that they would f�nd �t and make �t ava�lable. I eventually wrote to the 
permanent secretary but, l�ke h�s counterpart �n the Western prov�nc�al 
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government, he deemed me not worth respond�ng to. I d�d, however, f�nd 
out from the ass�stant adm�n�strat�ve off�cer at Munda (the off�cer respons�ble 
for all adm�n�strat�ve matters perta�n�ng to the prov�nc�al government at 
Munda) that no t�mber r�ghts hear�ng had been convened at Munda �n respect 
of the t�mber r�ghts granted to Delta. Sect�on 8 of the Forest Resource and 
T�mber Ut�l�sat�on Act requ�res the execut�ve of the prov�nc�al government 
to f�x a place w�th�n the area of �ts author�ty and a date—no earl�er than 
two months and no later than three months from the date of rece�pt of the 
copy of the appl�cat�on—for a meet�ng to be held w�th the appropr�ate 
government, the customary landowners and the appl�cant. The purpose of 
the meet�ng �s to determ�ne: whether or not the landowners are w�ll�ng to 
negot�ate for the d�sposal of the�r t�mber r�ghts to the appl�cant; whether 
those propos�ng to grant the t�mber r�ghts �n quest�on are the people, and 
represent all the people, lawfully ent�tled to grant such r�ghts and, �f not, 
who such people are; and the nature and extent of the t�mber r�ghts, �f any, 
to be granted to the appl�cant. I was also able to subsequently conf�rm w�th 
the pr�nc�pal forestry off�cer �n charge of the Forestry Research Stat�on at 
Munda that to the best of h�s knowledge no t�mber r�ghts hear�ng had been 
convened, as was requ�red by law. 

Recently, the prem�er of Mala�ta Prov�nce called for an �nvest�gat�on �nto 
all t�mber r�ghts hear�ngs for logg�ng operat�ons �n Mala�ta. I can only �mag�ne 
what such an �nvest�gat�on would reveal. What most logg�ng compan�es have 
done �s bypass the t�mber r�ghts hear�ngs and s�mply negot�ate d�rectly w�th 
so-called landowners. The Forest Resources and T�mber Regulat�ons spec�fy 
that when a t�mber company negot�ates w�th a commun�ty, �t must do so 
‘w�th the chosen representat�ves of the landowners �n publ�c’ and that the 
negot�at�ons must take place �n the presence not only of the landowner’s 
legal adv�ser but also of representat�ves of the prov�nce and the Forestry 
D�v�s�on. If the two s�des agree, the agreement �s to be s�gned �n the approved 
form by ‘the Company and not less than 5 representat�ves chosen by the 
landowners’. One copy of all such agreements must be depos�ted w�th the 
prov�nce and one copy w�th the Forestry D�v�s�on w�th�n 14 days of be�ng 
s�gned (Solomon Islands Government 1999).

Wh�le th�s �s requ�red under the regulat�ons, �t does not negate the 
requ�rement under the act to determ�ne the r�ght of those who can grant 
t�mber r�ghts.
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The second �llustrat�on concerns the �nfluence that logg�ng compan�es 
have even over such th�ngs as charter�ng planes for deceased relat�ves of 
the trustees. I know of one recent case where relat�ves who travelled to 
the�r home v�llage after the father of a trustee passed away had the�r costs 
re�mbursed. The company also contr�buted to the costs of food for those 
who had gathered �n the v�llage for the wake. Th�s same company advanced 
money to the trustees. Whenever the trustees travel to Hon�ara, they are put 
up �n hotels. To renovate the�r church, the trustees advanced money from 
the company to pay for the renovat�ons. All of these advances are, of course, 
deducted from the agreed royalty so usually the landowners’ proport�on 
pa�d by the company �s far less than what was or�g�nally agreed because of 
the deduct�ons for advances. Th�s story �s, of course, repeated everywhere: 
the same th�ng happens �n every logg�ng concess�on. 

In 1999, the government granted logg�ng company S�lvan�a Ltd perm�ss�on 
to establ�sh an o�l-palm plantat�on on government land �n Vangunu, New 
Georg�a. Recently, the aud�tor-general’s off�ce �ssued a scath�ng report 
reveal�ng that the o�l-palm plantat�on was merely a d�sgu�se to enable the 
company to log the trees on the land. The company d�d not have any exper�ence 
�n grow�ng o�l palms and had no �nterest �n develop�ng a plantat�on. Th�s 
happened under the government of Bartholomew Ulufa’alu.

Solomon Islanders at all levels, from the grass roots r�ght up to the 
h�ghest echelons of government, have become crazy about logg�ng. It �s easy 
money. The government’s reluctance to take drast�c measures to address 
the explo�tat�on of Solomon Islands’ forest resources �s largely because of 
�ts m�sgu�ded bel�ef that logg�ng contr�butes s�gn�f�cantly to gross domest�c 
product (GDP). It should not be �nterfered w�th because that would severely 
�mpact on the country’s fore�gn exchange earn�ngs. 

Apart from unsusta�nable log product�on, another �ssue that dom�nated 
d�scuss�ons of the forestry �ndustry was Solomon Islands’ econom�c 
dependence on log exports. In 1990, logg�ng contr�buted 34.5 per cent 
of the country’s total exports. Th�s �ncreased to 54.9 per cent �n 1993. In 
1994, �t contr�buted 56 per cent of the country’s export earn�ngs and 31 
per cent of all government earn�ngs…In the ten years between 1988 and 
1998, t�mber made up a huge percentage of Solomon Islands’ pr�nc�pal 
exports…From 1992 to 1996, rece�pts from log exports �ncreased 
dramat�cally and dom�nated total exports. The average value of t�mber 
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exports �n that per�od was SI$285.2 m�ll�on per annum. In 1998, however, 
there was a dramat�c decl�ne �n log export rece�pts: SI$196.3 m�ll�on as 
compared to SI$290.7 m�ll�on �n 1997 and an average of SI$285.2 m�ll�on 
�n the per�od from 1993 to 1996…The 1997 and 1998 decl�nes were 
due to the fall �n export pr�ces and volume as a result of the cont�nued 
adverse developments assoc�ated w�th the As�an f�nanc�al cr�s�s. Desp�te 
th�s decl�ne, the value of log exports was st�ll well above that of other 
commod�t�es (Kabutaulaka 2007:247).

The behav�our and pract�ces of As�an logg�ng compan�es have not helped 
make the s�tuat�on any better. In a penetrat�ng analys�s of how the government 
and pol�t�c�ans have exacerbated the problem, Tony Hughes (2004) argues

[a]t the same t�me success�ve governments were mak�ng a famous mess of 
the arrangements for promot�ng and mon�tor�ng fore�gn d�rect �nvestment 
�n [Solomon Islands]. The process was heav�ly pol�t�c�sed from the start, w�th 
m�n�ster�al and pr�me m�n�ster�al �nvolvement �n �nterv�ew�ng and select�on 
of �nvestors and dev�s�ng of �nvestment cond�t�ons, w�th some of the more 
�mportant and personal cond�t�ons apparently not be�ng recorded. Th�s 
long-w�nded and corrupt�on-prone process has had a deterrent effect on 
a number of genu�ne would-be �nvestors, some of whom have made the�r 
feel�ngs known �n Hon�ara, and has encouraged some obv�ous con-art�sts 
to try h�jack�ng parts of the economy. Amaz�ng stat�st�cs have per�od�cally 
appeared about the number and value of �ncom�ng �nvestments approved, 
but there has never been any ser�ous attempt to follow [these] up to see 
what actually happened and publ�sh the �nformat�on.

The problem �s not just how pol�t�c�ans man�pulate the system. I 
also blame the self-�nterest of As�an logg�ng compan�es. Just before the 
pr�me m�n�ster�al elect�on �n Apr�l 2006, Sean Dorney of Rad�o Austral�a 
�nterv�ewed Charles Dausabea, the Member for East Hon�ara. I heard the 
�nterv�ew on Rad�o Austral�a. Dorney descr�bed Dausabea as a l�nchp�n 
of Solomon Islands pol�t�cs. I d�sagreed and wrote a letter to the Solomon 
Star newspaper (Aqorau 2006). It was a�med largely at the As�an logg�ng 
compan�es and the�r role �n mak�ng and break�ng governments �n Solomon 
Islands. The letter stated �n part that 

…the real l�nchp�ns �n Solomon Islands pol�t�cs are actually unelected. 
They are already busy man�pulat�ng the process, �f not expl�c�tly, at least 
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�mpl�c�tly. The full-page advert�sement that appeared �n Monday’s Solomon 
Star �s ev�dent [sic] of the undercurrents already at play. There are also some 
fa�rly well known power broker(s) lurk�ng �n the background somewhere, 
seem�ngly obl�v�ous to the s�tuat�on, but certa�nly strenuously work�ng �n the 
background to �nfluence next Tuesday’s elect�on results. There are poss�bly 
some very powerful ent�t�es who could potent�ally lose cons�derable leverage 
and advantage also work�ng t�relessly at �nfluenc�ng the outcome so that they 
can cont�nue to ma�nta�n the�r preferent�al status. The mach�nat�ons of the�r 
operat�ons are fa�rly well known. They are not elected and represent only 
the�r narrow �nterests wh�ch they w�ll want to pursue through the outcome 
they are endeavour�ng to �nfluence. These are the real l�nchp�ns and not, 
w�th respect, Hon. Charles Dausabea as alluded [to] by the med�a. W�th 
respect, [Dausabea] be�ng h�mself as everyone who knows h�m, w�ll lobby, 
w�ll endeavour to form all�ances, w�ll make med�a statements, and w�ll 
ostens�bly appear as the power broker, but w�th further respect, h�s �s a spent 
force, lack�ng the potency he once y�elded, and certa�nly not as powerful as 
the unseen forces work�ng �n the background (Aqorau 2006).

Solomon Islanders confront many challenges. One of the b�ggest 
challenges fac�ng the Sogavare government �s restor�ng publ�c conf�dence 
�n the l�ght of the total breakdown of government structures, �nst�tut�ons 
and processes. The Sogavare government has been mak�ng the r�ght no�ses 
about transparency, good governance and accountab�l�ty, but so far, Solomon 
Islanders have not seen any ev�dence of real progress on th�s front. Indeed, 
Sogavare h�mself has demonstrated d�ctator�al tendenc�es. F�rstly, he took 
on the D�rector of Publ�c Prosecut�ons (DPP) and accused the DPP and 
the jud�c�ary of collud�ng to keep two pol�t�c�ans who were arrested after 
the Apr�l r�ots �n custody longer than necessary. Secondly, he appo�nted the 
secretary to cab�net w�thout advert�s�ng the pos�t�on, and advert�sed for 
the pos�t�ons of permanent secretar�es but hand-p�cked them nevertheless. 
Th�rd, he establ�shed a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto the Apr�l unrest to be 
headed by a ret�red Austral�an judge, who �s h�mself under �nvest�gat�on. He 
also �ncluded �n the terms of reference of the comm�ss�on an �nvest�gat�on 
�nto whether the arrest and prosecut�on of the two pol�t�c�ans were 
pol�t�cally mot�vated. At the t�me of wr�t�ng, he was embro�led �n a publ�c 
d�sagreement w�th the attorney-general about the latter’s appl�cat�on to the 
H�gh Court to str�ke out the two controvers�al terms of reference relat�ng 
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to the c�rcumstances of the pol�t�c�ans’ arrests because the matter was the 
subject of court proceed�ngs. Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare threatened to sack 
the attorney-general and replace h�m w�th a pr�vate lawyer from Austral�a, 
who �s known to have pol�t�cal connect�ons �n Solomon Islands. (Th�s �s what 
subsequently occurred. See Chapter 1.) All th�s talk about good governance 
�s at the moment just that—all talk and no act�on.

Forag�ng for new d�rect�ons: �s there a way forward?
The scenes of r�ot�ng �n Hon�ara �n Apr�l 2006 were broadcast around the 
world. Now when I meet people and tell them about Solomon Islands, they 
know where �t �s because of the publ�c�ty the r�ots rece�ved. I l�stened to the 
reports on the rad�o and to analys�s from var�ous academ�cs from Austral�a, 
New Zealand and F�j�. Funn�ly enough, there were not as many Solomon 
Islanders �nterv�ewed as there were Austral�ans and New Zealanders. 

I have often been bothered by the fact that Solomon Islands �s a r�ch country, 
yet �t �s so undeveloped. It �s true that be�ng r�ch �n natural resources does not 
necessar�ly translate �nto soc�al and econom�c wealth; there must be pol�t�cal 
stab�l�ty as well as an educated populat�on. I th�nk of the case of Oman, wh�ch, 
30 years ago, had only three m�les of paved road. Today, all �ts roads are paved. 
Although �ts sultan �s very wealthy because of h�s country’s o�l, he has ensured 
that h�s people also �mprove the�r soc�al and econom�c well-be�ng. I have often 
pondered what could have happened �n Solomon Islands. 

As legal adv�ser to the Pac�f�c Islands Forum Secretar�at �n 2003, I had the 
un�que pr�v�lege of attend�ng the forum’s fore�gn affa�rs m�n�sters’ meet�ng 
�n Sydney on 30 June. It was touch�ng to hear the support and sympathy 
for Solomon Islands from reg�onal leaders. They had gathered there under 
the ausp�ces of the B�ketawa Declarat�on, wh�ch allowed the forum to lend 
whatever support was necessary to ass�st a forum member. RAMSI was born 
out of th�s meet�ng. Hav�ng l�stened to the d�scuss�ons �n Sydney, I v�ewed 
RAMSI as the condu�t through wh�ch Solomon Islanders could rebu�ld 
the�r shattered and war-torn country. The reg�on was g�v�ng Solomon 
Islands a second chance. That opportun�ty, however, cannot be dependent 
on RAMSI. The respons�b�l�ty to rebu�ld Solomon Islands, to re-establ�sh 
�ts �nst�tut�ons and restore conf�dence �n the country rests ult�mately w�th 
Solomon Islanders. Only Solomon Islanders can rebu�ld the�r country. 
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As I watched and l�stened to events unfold from Suva, I began to see 
some worry�ng trends. These were reconf�rmed when I returned to work �n 
Solomon Islands. My major worry was that our pol�t�cal leaders would not 
use the opportun�ty afforded by RAMSI to put �n place pol�c�es that would 
ensure Solomon Islands d�d not repeat the problems that resulted �n the 
ethn�c tens�ons. There was an almost total lack of d�rect�on as to where the 
country was head�ng. I have not changed my v�ews about RAMSI �n sp�te of 
cr�t�c�sms about �ts response—or lack thereof—to the Apr�l 2006 r�ots. In 
an art�cle on local perspect�ves of RAMSI, Matthew Allen argues that 

…the RAMSI of ‘state bu�ld�ng’ and ‘nat�on bu�ld�ng’ �s markedly d�fferent 
to the RAMSI wh�ch �s seen and �nterpreted by Solomon Islanders. For the 
major�ty of people �n Solomon Islands RAMSI means pol�ce and sold�ers. 
Moreover, �t �s w�dely perce�ved as an Austral�an dom�nated enterpr�se, 
composed mostly of Austral�an secur�ty forces wh�ch are commanded by 
Austral�an off�cers (Allen 2006:199).

W�th respect, RAMSI cannot and never w�ll be able to nat�on bu�ld and 
state bu�ld �n Solomon Islands; only Solomon Islanders can leg�t�mately and 
real�st�cally do that. The onus �s on Solomon Islanders and not on RAMSI 
to rebu�ld Solomon Islands. RAMSI, however, offers Solomon Islanders and 
�ts pol�t�cal leaders an easy target to blame for the�r own fa�lures. I do not 
want to be construed as an apolog�st for RAMSI, but Solomon Islanders 
cannot just s�t back, lament and compla�n about the �nequ�t�es between 
the�r salar�es and those rece�ved by RAMSI-supported personnel hold�ng 
l�ne pos�t�ons w�thout say�ng openly: th�s �s what we want Solomon Islands 
to be �n 50 years, and we w�ll ach�eve �t w�th RAMSI’s support.

In the per�od lead�ng up to the Apr�l 2006 general elect�ons, I wrote an 
art�cle that set out some of the cr�t�cal �ssues that had to be handled by the 
�ncom�ng government. I wanted a broader readersh�p �n Solomon Islands 
to read my thoughts and I also wanted to part�c�pate �n a debate about what 
�ssues should be addressed by the new government, so I sent the art�cle to the 
Solomon Star. It was never publ�shed, so I sent �t to Islands Business magaz�ne. 
In the art�cle, I argued that the Kemakeza government had been prov�ded 
w�th an env�ronment through the support of RAMSI �n wh�ch to govern 
effect�vely. The two and half year t�me frame that the Kemakeza government 
had after the arr�val of RAMSI was only long enough, �n my v�ew, for �t to 
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address governance structures and law and order �ssues. I argued that �f �t 
had attempted to address the underly�ng soc�al and econom�c problems that 
had beset Solomon Islands �n the past 27 years, �t was not apparent.

The Sogavare government has announced that �t w�ll pursue rural 
development as one of �ts key pol�cy pr�or�t�es. Rural development w�thout 
any �nfrastructure support to spur �t w�ll be hard to ach�eve. There rema�n, 
however, some very ser�ous �ssues that the government needs to address. 
I have set these out w�thout mak�ng any cla�m as to whether they are the 
only �ssues that need to be addressed. I l�ke to th�nk that Solomon Islands’ 
problems are l�ke fall�ng �nto a bottomless p�t: �t �s very hard to beg�n 
cl�mb�ng out unt�l you have h�t the bottom. Th�s �s perhaps Solomon Islands’ 
last opportun�ty to re-establ�sh �tself. The current members of parl�ament 
have only the next four years to lay a foundat�on on wh�ch to bu�ld Solomon 
Islands’ prosper�ty. 

The omens, however, are not good. Pr�me M�n�ster Sogavare has already 
found h�mself �n all sorts of self-�nfl�cted d�sputes. He has made several 
contrad�ctory statements, and seems bent on underm�n�ng the �ndependence 
of the three arms of government. Already h�s government �s unstable, w�th 
the recent sack�ng of h�s M�n�ster for Commerce and former pr�me m�n�ster, 
Franc�s B�lly H�lly. S�x of h�s m�n�sters have also res�gned from the Nat�onal 
Party. The s�gns are fa�rly om�nous that Sogavare’s government m�ght not 
see out �ts full four-year term. Nonetheless, the challenges fac�ng Solomon 
Islands rema�n, �rrespect�ve of who �s �n government. I set these challenges 
out below, as well as suggest�ng ways �n wh�ch Solomon Islands can move 
forward. So what are some of these challenges? One of the b�ggest challenges 
fac�ng Solomon Islands today �s overcom�ng corrupt�on and the �nfluence of 
As�an logg�ng compan�es, �n part�cular, the negat�ve �nfluence th�s has had on 
the m�nd-set of ord�nary v�llagers and government off�c�als. The hand-out 
mental�ty that �t has spawned and the �dea that logg�ng �s the panacea for 
Solomon Islands’ econom�c problems needs to be debunked. Solut�ons are 
not easy to come by. Th�s �s because government m�n�sters, sen�or publ�c 
servants, prov�nc�al pol�t�c�ans, v�llage ch�efs, commun�ty leaders, lawyers 
and ord�nary v�llagers all have a stake �n logg�ng. 

The other challenges perta�n to address�ng the underly�ng causes of the 
ethn�c tens�on and Solomon Islands’ rap�d populat�on growth. 
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Underly�ng causes of ethn�c tens�on not addressed
The soc�al, pol�t�cal and econom�c factors that led to the ethn�c tens�on and 
quas�-c�v�l war have not been addressed. There should not be any pretence that 
all �s well �n Solomon Islands now that law and order has been restored, just�ce 
�s be�ng del�vered and the Gold R�dge m�ne and o�l-palm plantat�ons are be�ng 
rev�tal�sed. There are ser�ous undercurrents s�mmer�ng and feel�ngs of m�strust 
that st�ll ex�st among the former warr�ng part�es. If these undercurrents are not 
addressed, they could eas�ly re�gn�te the tens�on. It �s common knowledge that 
not all the h�gh-powered guns used �n the confl�ct were collected by RAMSI. 
The notor�ous Edmond Sae �s st�ll at large and �t �s alleged that he and others 
h�d�ng w�th h�m st�ll have such weapons. After the r�ot�ng and �mmed�ately 
before the conven�ng of parl�ament at wh�ch Sogavare was elected, Hon�ara 
was r�fe w�th rumours that Sae and h�s group from the ‘bush’ were h�d�ng �n 
the settlements on the outsk�rts of Hon�ara. The�r m�ss�on (accord�ng to the 
rumours) was to ensure that Snyder R�n� stepped down and to take on the 
m�l�tary component of RAMSI. In l�ght of the fact that guns are st�ll �n the 
commun�ty, such rumours have the potent�al to create �nstab�l�ty. There are 
always rumours that once RAMSI leaves, the confl�ct w�ll start aga�n.

Much has been sa�d about the economy and the conf�dence brought 
about by the restorat�on of law and order. The Apr�l r�ots severely shattered 
that momentum. Even before the r�ots, however, th�ngs were generally not 
what they were made out to be. The f�re that burnt down the new o�l-palm 
plantat�on headquarters early �n 2006, the calls for greater resource-owner 
part�c�pat�on �n the Gold R�dge m�ne and the demands for al�enated land 
�n Lunga and Tenaru to revert to the or�g�nal landowners were ev�dence 
of the tens�ons that st�ll ex�sted. The only reason these �ssues have not 
resulted �n v�olent confrontat�on �s because of the presence of RAMSI. The 
prol�ferat�on of squatters �n Hon�ara needs to be addressed. One cannot help 
but not�ce the exponent�al growth of unemployed people lo�ter�ng �n the 
town s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the year. There are now more squatters �n the 
nat�onal cap�tal than there were before the tens�on. What �s more worry�ng 
�s the encroachment of these squatter settlements on customary land just 
outs�de Hon�ara. Someth�ng must be done about rural development. The 
development of Mala�ta, �n part�cular, �s an �mportant part of the long-
term solut�on of some of the problems fac�ng Solomon Islands. Naturally, 
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because of �ts larger populat�on and underdevelopment, Mala�ta suppl�es a 
greater proport�on of people m�grat�ng to Hon�ara than other �slands. Th�s 
�s �n no way meant to be an �nd�ctment of Mala�tans; �t �s s�mply stat�ng a 
fact. What �t means for the Sogavare government �s that the Auluta o�l-palm 
plantat�on, the B�na Harbour project and an �nternat�onal runway for Mala�ta 
must be pursued w�th v�gour. It also means that land and resource owners 
from Mala�ta must be amenable to the �dea that �f they are to develop, 
they must allow the�r resources to be developed. Th�s �s true not only for 
Mala�ta; �t �s true for everyone else. It means that approaches to econom�c 
development must be d�fferent from what they have been �n the past 27 
years s�nce Solomon Islands ga�ned �ndependence.

Rap�d populat�on growth
Solomon Islands’ populat�on cont�nues to grow at an alarm�ng rate. It has 
one of the h�ghest populat�on growth rates �n the world, wh�ch has ser�ous 
�mpl�cat�ons for soc�ety. The effects of rap�d populat�on growth are qu�te 
v�s�ble �n the areas of publ�c health and educat�on. V�s�tors w�ll �mmed�ately 
not�ce the stench and f�lth of betel-nut sta�ns and the p�les of rubb�sh outs�de 
res�dent�al and commerc�al bu�ld�ngs �n Hon�ara. Solomon Islands’ cap�tal 
prov�des a good �llustrat�on of the publ�c health problems ar�s�ng from the 
populat�on explos�on. There �s generally poor san�tat�on and dra�nage, w�th 
the dusty and d�rty general env�ronment not conduc�ve to healthy l�v�ng. 
HIV/AIDS �s also another threat that w�ll have to be addressed w�th greater 
pol�t�cal v�gour than has h�therto been the case. In educat�on, the annual 
�ncrease �n the number of ch�ldren attend�ng school �s obv�ous. There �s 
overcrowd�ng �n schools, wh�ch generally are also under-resourced. Such an 
env�ronment �s not conduc�ve to learn�ng. There �s also �ncreas�ng poverty, 
espec�ally �n Hon�ara. Poverty fuels other soc�al problems, such as petty 
steal�ng, ravag�ng �n garbage dumps and prost�tut�on.

It �s not poss�ble �n a short d�scuss�on such as th�s to descr�be all the 
challenges fac�ng Solomon Islands. I have often thought that there are so many 
challenges that one problem �s know�ng where to start. The key challenge, 
of course, �s choos�ng a path that w�ll avo�d a repeat of the ethn�c tens�on. 
Once aga�n, I do not cla�m to have a monopoly on knowledge about what 
should be done. The follow�ng �deas are s�mply that—�deas about �ssues that 
should rece�ve the government’s attent�on
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establ�sh a royal comm�ss�on �nto the ethn�c tens�on

establ�sh, as a matter of urgency, a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto 
land matters

establ�sh an appropr�ate populat�on pol�cy

decentral�sat�on of development projects

ra�se educat�on standards 

healthy env�ronment 

free the publ�c serv�ce of pol�t�cal �nterference

address the flu�d�ty of elect�oneer�ng and pol�t�ck�ng

make �t unlawful for members to sw�tch pol�t�cal part�es once 
elected 

�ntroduce l�m�ted preferent�al vot�ng 

make �llegal the g�v�ng of g�fts, money, a�rfares, ass�stance and 
demands for money w�th�n s�x months of an elect�on

f�nd an alternat�ve way of elect�ng the pr�me m�n�ster

enhance the role of the med�a. 

Establish a royal commission into the ethnic tension. I have always 
felt that Solomon Islands’ pol�t�cal leaders had someth�ng to h�de, that they 
wanted memor�es of the ethn�c tens�on to be swept under the carpet. The 
danger of such an approach �s that we w�ll never really know the full extent 
of the �nvolvement of var�ous �nd�v�duals, �nclud�ng nat�onal and prov�nc�al 
pol�t�c�ans, and we w�ll never understand fully the reasons for groups tak�ng 
up arms. How can Solomon Islands be expected to move on w�thout ensur�ng 
that the reasons for the ethn�c tens�on have been addressed? The v�ct�ms of 
the tens�on are st�ll call�ng on the government for compensat�on. If noth�ng 
�s done to understand and address the causes of the ethn�c tens�on, �t �s 
poss�ble that �t w�ll happen aga�n. It �s also dangerous to s�mply forget about 
�t. The nat�on needs to know who planned and masterm�nded the ethn�c 
tens�on. Those who trag�cally lost the�r l�ves should not be nameless v�ct�ms 
of v�olence perpetrated by a few who held the ent�re nat�on to ransom.
Establish, as a matter of urgency, a commission of inquiry 
into land matters. The outgo�ng M�n�ster for Lands �n the Kemakeza 
government announced the establ�shment of a comm�ss�on of �nqu�ry �nto 
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land matters, but so far noth�ng has been done towards the creat�on of 
such a comm�ss�on. Address�ng problems of land tenure �n Solomon Islands 
must be among the top pr�or�t�es of the government. I bel�eve that there �s 
already a class of essent�ally landless Solomon Islanders. I say so, however, 
w�th some qual�f�cat�on, but there are people for whom return�ng to the�r 
ancestral land �s no longer an opt�on. Th�s must be recogn�sed. Dur�ng the 
ethn�c tens�on, many people were compelled to return to the�r ancestral 
land. Some of them had not been back s�nce they were born. In�t�ally, they 
were welcomed, but many of them were later forced to leave and return 
to Hon�ara because—hav�ng been away for a long t�me—the�r r�ghts to 
land had d�m�n�shed. The prol�ferat�on of squatters �n and around Hon�ara 
attests to th�s. Sadly, many of these settlements are not serv�ced by proper 
publ�c ut�l�t�es—roads, water, electr�c�ty and telecommun�cat�ons—creat�ng 
a d�st�nct class of c�t�zens �n Hon�ara depr�ved of the most bas�c serv�ces. 
The �ssue of squatters �s sens�t�ve and needs to be handled carefully. Hav�ng 
sa�d that, I do not bel�eve the government should shy away from �t, hop�ng 
that �t w�ll just d�sappear. It won’t—and left alone, �t could be the tr�gger 
for further ethn�c tens�on.
The need for a population policy. Solomon Islands’ rap�d populat�on 
growth needs to be addressed through the development of a populat�on 
pol�cy that encourages smaller-s�zed fam�l�es. The trad�t�onal �dea that larger 
fam�l�es mean more hands to prov�de labour �s no longer val�d. In fact, the 
converse �s now true because the ma�n struggle people face �s f�nd�ng the 
money to pay the�r ch�ldren’s school fees. In my v�llage these days, �t �s almost 
not worthwh�le celebrat�ng a b�rthday because �f you do have a party there 
are usually many more ch�ldren than there �s ava�lable food. Wh�le I do not 
advocate the b�rth-control methods used �n Ch�na, I would suggest that the 
government could a�m, as a matter of pol�cy, to reduce the populat�on growth 
rate by half over a def�ned per�od of t�me, say 20 years.
Decentralisation of development projects. One of the p�llars of the 
Sogavare government �s rural development. It was on th�s bas�s that Dr John 
Roughan was appo�nted secretary to cab�net so that he could spearhead 
the government’s new development strategy. Roughan was d�rector of 
the Solomon Islands Development Trust (SIDT), wh�ch worked for a long 
t�me to empower v�llagers. The test for the government �s whether any 
new major development projects w�ll be d�verted to the prov�nces. What �s 
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sorely needed �s �nfrastructure such as roads, br�dges, telecommun�cat�ons, 
wharfs and ports to spawn development. Two �nternat�onal-standard a�rport 
runways should be bu�lt �n Western and Mala�ta prov�nces. The ethn�c tens�on 
clearly showed the danger of central�s�ng government funct�ons �n one 
locat�on. W�th �nternat�onal-standard fac�l�t�es �n the prov�nces, Hon�ara 
could be d�vested of �ts pr�macy as the ‘br�ght l�ghts’ of Solomon Islands 
and thereby reduce the �nward m�grat�on of people to Hon�ara.
Raising education standards. I have also advocated the �mportance 
of educat�on for prov�d�ng better opportun�t�es. The government should 
ensure educat�on standards are ra�sed to a level whereby Solomon Islanders 
can export the�r sk�lls rather than cheap raw mater�als that damage the 
env�ronment. In the past 10 years, the number of schools has �ncreased but 
the number of qual�f�ed teachers has not matched th�s. The large number 
of untra�ned teachers �n many schools throughout Solomon Islands has 
affected the qual�ty of educat�on. Educat�on �s a three-legged partnersh�p 
between parents, students and teachers, whereby students should be taught 
to be creat�ve, cr�t�cal and thought provok�ng and not just to regurg�tate 
what teachers/lecturers tell them. Too often students, �nclud�ng un�vers�ty 
students, lack creat�ve, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng ab�l�t�es.
Healthy environment. The health of the env�ronment �s fundamental. The 
government and every Solomon Islander should ensure that Solomon Islands 
has a clean, healthy env�ronment. In add�t�on to the beaut�f�cat�on of Hon�ara 
and v�llages throughout the country, a green�ng of Solomon Islands pol�cy 
should be adopted by the government whereby every household, suburb, 
v�llage and town �s encouraged to plant trees, not just for beaut�f�cat�on but 
to help the env�ronment.
Freeing the public service of political interference. In the past 
15 years, the pol�t�c�sat�on of the publ�c serv�ce has led to a lower�ng of 
standards w�th�n �t. The government should ensure that the publ�c serv�ce �s 
free of pol�t�cal �nfluence. The publ�c serv�ce plays an �mportant role �n the 
fabr�c of Solomon Islands soc�ety. One of the f�rst th�ngs the government 
should do �s change the nomenclature ‘permanent secretary’ because there �s 
noth�ng permanent about the pos�t�on. A problem fac�ng the publ�c serv�ce 
�s a lack of capac�ty �n pol�cy �mplementat�on, espec�ally through leg�slat�ng 
to �mplement government pol�cy. Th�s �s ev�dent by the extremely small 
amount of leg�slat�on that parl�ament has enacted �n the past four years. Th�s 
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problem w�ll, unfortunately, be compounded �n the next few years because 
of the capac�ty gaps that now ex�st �n the serv�ce. Hav�ng sa�d that, I should 
po�nt out that a number of very pos�t�ve developments have taken place 
�n the past three years. There are well-publ�c�sed manuals on the Solomon 
Islands People F�rst Network’s web s�te on var�ous procedures, �nclud�ng 
the role of permanent secretar�es, how to make leg�slat�on and the role of 
cab�net. These manuals are very useful tools that should enhance the capac�ty 
of the publ�c serv�ce.
Addressing the fluidity of electioneering and politicking. Perhaps 
Solomon Islands’ b�ggest problem �s pol�t�cal �nstab�l�ty. Electoral laws 
should be amended so that elect�ons are contested only by pol�t�cal part�es 
and not by �ndependent cand�dates. Th�s would el�m�nate the uncerta�nty 
of �nd�v�duals stand�ng w�th no part�cular pol�t�cal platform or pol�c�es. 
The counter-argument �s that pol�t�cal part�es have never worked, do not 
have a strong grass roots base, have no part�cular �deolog�cal lean�ngs and, 
h�stor�cally, once elected, parl�amentar�ans have osc�llated from one s�de of 
the house to the other. Greater pol�t�cal stab�l�ty �s needed so that Solomon 
Islands can have a secure future and th�s should be the overr�d�ng publ�c 
pol�cy concern. It would be better for Solomon Islands to have a group�ng 
w�th�n parl�ament that already had �ts pol�c�es and strateg�es �n place once 
elected, rather than a group that started to th�nk about �ts pol�c�es and 
strateg�es only after form�ng government. We also need to move forward 
rather than be�ng constra�ned by the uncerta�nt�es of the present system. 

The �dea of elect�ng part�es rather than �nd�v�duals �s certa�nly not new 
and can be found �n a number of countr�es throughout the Commonwealth. 
It could be argued that Solomon Islanders are not yet ready for the elect�on 
of part�es because of the wantok system, low levels of understand�ng of 
government and the electoral processes. My response �s that we need to start 
somewhere. The suggest�on that Solomon Islanders are not soph�st�cated 
enough to apprec�ate a strong party system has two �mpl�cat�ons: f�rstly, 
Solomon Islanders are not �ntell�gent and flex�ble enough to understand and 
accept change; secondly, �t �s best that Solomon Islanders be condemned 
to the same old uncerta�n, �nherently weak system that we currently have. 
Most Solomon Islanders would be only too happy to see change that would 
real�se greater pol�t�cal stab�l�ty. The key to econom�c growth and greater 
soc�al and econom�c well-be�ng �s pol�t�cal stab�l�ty. 
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Making it unlawful for members to switch parties once elected. 
Log�cally, �t follows that �f �nd�v�duals are to be elected on the bas�s of the�r 
party aff�l�at�on, they should rema�n loyal to the pr�nc�ples, pol�c�es and 
strateg�es espoused by the�r party. Therefore, the electoral laws should 
be amended to make �t unlawful for any person who has been elected to 
parl�ament as a member of one party to sw�tch to another party. The counter-
argument �s that �t would be hard to d�sc�pl�ne parl�amentar�ans and such a 
law would s�mply not work. My response �s that there �s an overr�d�ng publ�c 
pol�cy �nterest �n ensur�ng stab�l�ty, reduc�ng flu�d�ty and t�ghten�ng d�sc�pl�ne 
�n the nat�onal parl�ament, wh�ch necess�tates such change. Ensur�ng that the 
sanct�ons and penalt�es were h�gh would be �ncent�ve enough for members 
not to change part�es after they were elected. The system �s appl�ed �n some 
countr�es �n the Commonwealth—for example, Papua New Gu�nea—and 
could be tr�ed �n Solomon Islands as a means of address�ng the problem of 
members frequently cross�ng the floor and thereby creat�ng �nstab�l�ty.
Introducing limited preferential voting. The f�rst-past-the-post system 
of vot�ng does not result �n a democrat�cally elected member who �s truly 
representat�ve of the electorate. In the just-completed nat�onal elect�ons, 
only two members were elected w�th more than 50 per cent of the votes 
cast. The elect�on of the pr�me m�n�ster, on the other hand, requ�res that the 
w�nner must obta�n at least 51 per cent of the votes. Electoral laws should be 
changed to ensure par�ty �n the general pr�nc�ples underp�nn�ng the major�ty 
requ�red to elect a pr�me m�n�ster and MPs. Introduc�ng l�m�ted preferent�al 
vot�ng whereby voters have a cho�ce of up to three people can do th�s. If a 
cand�date rece�ves more than 50 per cent of the votes cast on the f�rst count, 
he/she w�ns. If, however, no one w�ns an outr�ght major�ty, the preferences 
are d�str�buted unt�l such t�me as a cand�date rece�ves more than 50 per cent 
of the votes. The counter-argument �s that such a system �s compl�cated, w�ll 
confuse voters and �t w�ll take too long to count votes. My response �s that 
there �s a strong publ�c pol�cy �nterest �n ensur�ng that a truly democrat�c 
parl�ament �s elected, wh�ch represents the major�ty of Solomon Islanders; �t 
�s also someth�ng that �s be�ng �mplemented �n Papua New Gu�nea. 

Wh�le such a system would not el�m�nate br�bery and vote buy�ng, �t 
would certa�nly reduce these pract�ces, because voters would at least have 
more than one cho�ce. The �ntroduct�on of a l�m�ted preferent�al system 
can be phased �n through prov�nc�al assembly elect�ons and eventually the 
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nat�onal elect�ons. It �s �nstruct�ve to note that the �ntroduct�on of the s�ngle 
ballot box system generated cons�derable debate �n parl�ament. Indeed, 
there were suggest�ons that Solomon Islanders were not l�terate enough to 
understand th�s system. I th�nk �t �s a fa�r observat�on that such comments 
were generated largely by fear among some leaders that any change to the 
system m�ght lesson the�r chances of w�nn�ng. I would argue that the ma�n 
cons�derat�on should be the nat�onal �nterest—stab�l�ty and ensur�ng elected 
representat�ves rece�ve more than 50 per cent of the votes—rather than the 
narrow, self-centred �nterests of MPs. The �dea �s not new and �s appl�ed �n 
countr�es throughout the Commonwealth, �nclud�ng the Pac�f�c Island Forum 
countr�es. In fact, �n 1995, I made subm�ss�ons to the Electoral Rev�ew 
Comm�ttee to �ntroduce a l�m�ted preferent�al vot�ng system. I re�terated 
those same sent�ments �n the Solomon Star �n 1998. 
Making illegal the giving of gifts, money, airfares, assistance 
and demands for money within six months of an election. My 
observat�on of the general elect�ons �s that they are becom�ng more corrupt 
and rout�nely �nvolve the exchange of goods and serv�ces. Voters have also 
exacerbated the problem by �mpos�ng all manner of demands on cand�dates. 
The tendency for voters to ask cand�dates for money, sea fares and a�rfares, 
food and school fees dur�ng the per�od lead�ng up to elect�ons has become 
progress�vely worse. The 2006 elect�on was one of the most unclean �n terms 
of the att�tudes of the voters and cand�dates. The movement of supporters 
from one cand�date to another depend�ng on who gave them money was not 
obv�ous to the casual observer, but was an open secret �n the const�tuenc�es. 
There �s an overwhelm�ng publ�c pol�cy �nterest �n ensur�ng that elect�on 
campa�gns are conducted cleanly and fa�rly on a level play�ng f�eld. 

To ensure that money, goods and serv�ces are not transferred between 
cand�dates and voters, and to ensure that voters do not �mpose undue 
pressure on cand�dates by demand�ng money from them, the prov�s�ons on 
br�bery and treatment under the Nat�onal Parl�ament Electoral Prov�s�ons 
Act and the local government regulat�ons should be made more spec�f�c by 
proscr�b�ng altogether any exchange of money, goods or serv�ces and voter 
demands up to s�x months before elect�ons. As �t �s, the current laws requ�re 
proof that such exchanges of goods and serv�ces are �ntended to �nduce a 
person to vote. The problem �s that �t �s d�ff�cult to determ�ne whether 
the d�str�but�on of water tanks and other forms of ass�stance a few weeks 
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before an elect�on const�tute ‘development ass�stance’ or ‘spec�al treatment’. 
Perfectly leg�t�mate arguments can be developed e�ther way. 

The counter-argument �s that such a law �s unduly proh�b�t�ve and 
would prevent MPs prov�d�ng leg�t�mate ass�stance to the�r const�tuents. 
My response �s that the best form of ass�stance that MPs can offer �s to 
del�ver laws that w�ll enhance the soc�al and econom�c welfare of the people 
of the Solomon Islands. There �s an overr�d�ng publ�c pol�cy �nterest for 
MPs to d�scharge the�r dut�es as parl�amentar�ans rather than be bankers 
underwr�t�ng school fees, a�rfares, sea fares, plane charters and so on for 
the�r const�tuents, and �n ensur�ng that elect�ons are a t�me when �ssues 
affect�ng the soc�al and econom�c well-be�ng of Solomon Islanders are 
debated. It should not be a t�me when the greed, graft and cunn�ng of voters 
and cand�dates are man�fested so blatantly. Voters must not use the elect�on 
campa�gn per�od as a pretext to m�lk cand�dates of whatever money they 
have set as�de for the�r campa�gn. Even w�th t�ght laws �n place, �t �s d�ff�cult 
to control the exchange of goods and serv�ces. The proh�b�t�ons should, 
therefore, be made broader so that they cover any form of exchange of 
goods and serv�ces s�x months before an elect�on.
Finding an alternative way of electing the prime minister. It �s sa�d 
that the real pol�t�ck�ng starts once elected members arr�ve �n Hon�ara to 
choose the pr�me m�n�ster. Indeed, �f one has been observ�ng the elect�on 
of pr�me m�n�sters s�nce �ndependence, �t m�ght be fa�r to say that elected 
members have become more �mmature, �rrespons�ble, ch�ld�sh, �rrat�onal 
and m�l�tant �n the�r approach to the elect�on of the pr�me m�n�ster. It �s 
almost laughable the way that �nd�v�dual members are l�terally h�jacked by 
the d�fferent groups. The MPs m�ght not real�se �t, but to the members of 
the publ�c, such behav�our �s tantamount to lunacy. 

Black Tuesday—as the Apr�l 2006 r�ots became known—underscored 
the need to f�nd a more sens�ble, transparent, accountable and less d�v�s�ve 
way of elect�ng a pr�me m�n�ster. The reforms suggested above are a 
precond�t�on for the proposals for choos�ng the pr�me m�n�ster. A couple 
of models are offered. Once aga�n, these models are not new and ex�st 
w�th�n the Commonwealth, �nclud�ng Pac�f�c Islands Forum countr�es. The 
f�rst alternat�ve would be for the head of state to �nv�te the leader of the 
party or all�ance of part�es that commands the major�ty of MPs to form 
government. Th�s would �mmed�ately address the hanky-panky that currently 
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occurs. Fundamental to th�s, of course, �s the strong representat�on of 
part�es �n parl�ament. The second alternat�ve �s for MPs to nom�nate two 
cand�dates—or such numbers as appropr�ate—and have them elected by the 
people of Solomon Islands. The publ�c pol�cy �nterest �s to f�nd a more stable 
and cohes�ve way of elect�ng the pr�me m�n�ster. Th�s would not necessar�ly 
el�m�nate the need for horse-trad�ng, but �t would certa�nly m�n�m�se 
the uncerta�nt�es �n the present system and ensure a more transparent, 
accountable and cohes�ve way of choos�ng the pr�me m�n�ster.
Enhancing the role of the media. One of the major contr�butors 
to a free soc�ety �s med�a freedom. Much has been sa�d about the role 
of the med�a �n Solomon Islands and �t �s not my �ntent�on, therefore, to 
go through what has been hammered home on several occas�ons. I was, 
however, d�sappo�nted w�th the med�a coverage dur�ng the Apr�l r�ots. In 
ema�ls exchanged w�th Ofan� Eremae, ed�tor of the Solomon Star, after the 
Apr�l r�ots, I wrote that

…the med�a has a very �mportant role to play �n not only rebu�ld�ng the 
nat�on, [but �n] galvan�s�ng publ�c v�ews on what could be �ncorporated 
�nto publ�c pol�cy. My v�ews are only just one of the v�ews that can be 
put across, but the most �mportant th�ng �n my m�nd are [sic] the v�ews 
of ord�nary Solomon Islands [sic] and how they w�ll be affected. I don’t 
want the exchange of v�ews to become él�t�st only because some people 
can express themselves clearer than others. The �mportant lesson that 
should be taken from th�s �s that we should also learn to l�sten, and l�sten 
even more.

In terms of the med�a, I know that there are l�m�ts to what the pr�nt 
med�a can do, but the real reach out [sic] �s the SIBC [Solomon Islands 
Broadcast�ng Corporat�on] rad�o and I th�nk they have fa�led. Yesterday 
I l�stened to your panel d�scuss�on through Rad�o Austral�a wh�ch was 
excellent, but I cannot understand why SIBC cannot be do�ng the same, 
and ask�ng people quest�ons, and search�ng for solut�ons. There �s far too 
much mus�c be�ng played on the nat�onal broadcast serv�ce and not enough 
educat�onal mater�al from wh�ch we can learn. I really want to see a lot of 
pressure be�ng put on pol�t�c�ans…[to] �mprove the connect�on between 
them and us, and the med�a must ensure that th�s happens over the next 
four years otherw�se these 50 people w�ll ru�n [the l�ves of] the 450,000 
who l�ve here. Your coverage has been good and I understand perfectly 
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the l�m�ts that you have. I th�nk that one p�ece of �nvest�gat�ve journal�sm 
a month w�ll go a long way to expos�ng corrupt�on and keep�ng leaders on 
the�r toes (author correspondence w�th Ofan� Eremae, 28 Apr�l 2006).

Conclus�on
One of the th�ngs I not�ced �mmed�ately after the October 2000 cease-f�re 
was that people were enthus�ast�c about rebu�ld�ng the country. They were 
desperate to f�nd any form of work. Dur�ng that t�me, I sa�d that there was 
renewed energy to rebu�ld Solomon Islands from the ashes. I cannot speak 
for other prov�nces, but dur�ng that t�me I observed that people from my 
area �n Western Prov�nce d�d not wa�t for government hand-outs �n order 
to do someth�ng. Many people got �nto grow�ng tree crops. It was also 
at th�s t�me that I bu�lt my own home �n the bush—grow�ng a small teak 
plantat�on, as well plant�ng na�l-nut trees, betel-nut and sago palm. I dec�ded 
that there was no future �n Hon�ara and that the ethn�c tens�ons had taught 
Solomon Islanders some �mportant lessons: �t reaff�rmed the �mportance 
of land and �t demonstrated that you could not l�ve on someone else’s 
land. The Sogavare government’s emphas�s on rural development should 
be welcomed; however, �t �s eas�er sa�d than done. Development cannot 
happen �f Solomon Islanders expect others to do �t. There has been a lot 
of cr�t�c�sm of RAMSI, but �t �s not for RAMSI to nat�on bu�ld �n Solomon 
Islands. Just l�ke the unreal�st�c expectat�ons that Solomon Islanders have 
placed on RAMSI, there are unreal�st�c expectat�ons that others w�ll help 
Solomon Islands solve all �ts problems.

Corrupt�on, graft, cunn�ng, uncerta�nty and so on cannot be totally 
erad�cated; they can, however, be m�n�m�sed. The �deas offered above w�ll 
certa�nly go a long way towards address�ng some of the uncerta�nt�es �n the 
current system. To those who would oppose change to the current system, 
I say: trad�t�ons, cultures and soc�etal values change over t�me. Wh�le laws 
are �ntended to be forward look�ng, they become outdated, obsolete and 
�nappropr�ate. That �s why they should be changed to reflect how soc�ety 
has transformed. I would argue very strongly that the democrat�c processes 
espoused �n the 1978 const�tut�on and the Nat�onal Elect�ons Prov�s�ons 
Act are outdated and need to be changed. I would also quest�on the moral 
author�ty of a democrat�c process that results �n the loot�ng, destruct�on 
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and d�slocat�on of Solomon Islands �n a way that has never been seen before 
�n the short h�story of th�s nat�on. If MPs are to ra�se the�r heads above the 
destruct�on, they must change the laws �mmed�ately. The test of whether 
parl�ament �s �nterested �n avo�d�ng another Black Tuesday w�ll be whether 
the leg�slat�ve changes proposed above are del�berated on and enacted 
dur�ng the next four years. Fa�lure to do so w�ll be a clear demonstrat�on 
that our pol�t�cal leaders do not have the nat�onal �nterests of Solomon 
Islands at heart. 

Recently, a m�n�ster �n the Sogavare government bought a car from 
a colleague of m�ne. When the cheque for the purchase of the car was 
del�vered, the drawer was a Ch�nese shop owner. Th�s was �mmed�ately after 
the Apr�l r�ots. Is there a way out of the cr�s�s? I would argue that there �s, 
but we are st�ll forag�ng for �t.
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