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Preface

This collection originates in a one-day conference organised jointly by
the State Society and Governance in Melanesia (SSGM) Program and the
Pacific Centre at the Australian National University on 5 May 2006. The
conference—Solomon Islands, Where to Now?—was held shortly after
serious disturbances in the Solomon Islands capital, Honiara, in April 2006.
This was a timely opportunity to reflect on these events and what they meant
for Solomon Islands, as well as for the substantial Australian-led Regional
Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI). As well as Australian-based
scholars, several colleagues from Solomon Islands and other parts of the
region accepted our invitation to contribute their observations and analysis
of developments in Honiara.

The crisis that gripped Solomon Islands in April 2006 started when
newly elected parliamentarians chose Snyder Rini as prime minister-elect.
People expressed outrage, peacefully at first but then in a riot that destroyed
Chinese-owned stores in the capital. Australia, New Zealand and Fiji sent
troops and police to join those already there under the regional mission.
RAMSI was deployed initially in mid-2003 at the request of the Solomon
Islands government. Law and order was restored quickly and peacefully

after four debilitating years of ‘ethnic tensions’, endemic lawlessness,

)
economic decline, and a progressive paralysis of the central government.
The disturbances in April caused extensive damage to Honiara’s Chinatown
district—though fortunately no fatalities occurred—and caught most
observers completely off-guard. While these events did not derail the
regional mission, they inevitably raised questions about some of the earlier
assessments. Before they occurred, many experts were hailing RAMSI as an
unqualified success. Some saw it as a model for ‘cooperative intervention’ in
‘failing states’ worldwide. In light of April’s developments, RAMSI’s success
appeared less certain and its model more problematic.

Shortly after the disturbances, a new government was established in
Solomon Islands under the leadership of Manasseh Sogavare. In the following
fifteen months relations between the governments of Solomon Islands and
Australia deteriorated dramatically as they struggled over the control and



direction of the regional mission. While some of the contributions, notably
the introductory chapter, allude to these subsequent developments, most
are focused on the events surrounding the April disturbances. While by no
means a definitive account, this book explores a significant crisis moment
in recent Solomon Islands history. Contributors examine what happened
when unrest engulfed the capital of the small Melanesian country in 2006,
the role of members of the local Asian community in business and politics,
and why the crisis is best understood in the context of the country’s unique
blend of traditional and modern politics.

Chapter One situates RAMSI in the setting of international state
building and the particular social and historical context of state building in
Solomon Islands. Chapters Two and Three look at the politics underlying
the disturbances and the Asian involvement in Solomon Islands politics
and economics. Chapters Four, Five and Six examine the workings of the
formal political and electoral process and, in particular, the 2006 election
and process of government formation. Some of the challenges facing the
regional assistance mission are examined in Chapter Seven. While most
contributors focus on developments in the national capital, Chapters Eight
and Nine offer some different perspectives from the provinces. ChapterTen
provides some broader reflections on the challenges facing Solomon Islands
in the years ahead. Appendix 1 is an Australian government perspective on
the events in Honiara in April 2006, while the terms of reference for the
Solomon Islands government Commission of Inquiry into these events are
reproduced in Appendix 2. Appendix 3 contains the terms of reference
for the subsequent Pacific Islands Forum Review of RAMSI. Chapters Five
and Nine are reproduced with permission from the 2007 Special Issue on
Solomon Islands of the Journal of Pacific History.

We would like to acknowledge the support of the State, Society and
Governance in Melanesia Project of the Australian National University, in
particular Ms Sue Rider, and the Pacific Centre at the Australian National
University in helping organise the conference in May 2006, as well as AusAID
for their financial assistance. Sincere thanks to all our patient contributors
and, last but by no means least, to Debra Grogan and her team at the Asia

Pacific Press.

Sinclair Dinnen and Stewart Firth
Canberra, February 2008
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Chapter 1

Dilemmas of intervention and the
building of state and nation

Sinclair Dinnen

Even by the momentous standards of recent times, 2006 was an eventful
year in Solomon Islands. The first general elections since the deployment
of the Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) were
held at the beginning of the year. In view of RAMSI’s early achievements in
restoring security and stabilising the economy, voters had high expectations
of continuing progress. The elections led, in turn, to the first change of
government since 2001. Despite its unpopularity, the outgoing government
of Sir Allan Kemakeza (2001-06) was the first since independence to survive
a full term in office. July 2006 also marked RAMSI’s third anniversary.

The events most widely reported were not, however, the passing of these
milestones but the public disturbances in Honiara after the announcement
of Snyder Rini as prime minister-elect and the subsequent deterioration in
relations between Solomon Islands and Australia under the new Sogavare
government. Two days of rioting and opportunistic looting on 18 and 19
April 2006 reduced much of Honiara’s Chinatown district to ashes, and
overseas military and police reinforcements were needed to restore order
in the national capital. For most observers, the unrest came as a complete
surprise, not least because of the success of the regional mission in the
previous three years. What lay behind the April disturbances and the souring
in bilateral relations, and what did they signify in terms of Solomon Islands’
post—conﬂict recovery?

After the disturbances, Rini quickly lost support among members of
the new parliament and resigned after failing to secure the votes needed to

survive a vote of no-confidence. In his place, Manasseh Sogavare became
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the new prime minister. In contrast with the compliant role adopted
by Sir Allan Kemakeza in his dealings with RAMSI and the Australian
government, Sogavare began to openly challenge various aspects of the
mission. Many of his fellow citizens and Australian officials have viewed his
more combative stance—undertaken in the name of reasserting Solomon
Islands’ sovereignty—as a brazen and cynical attempt to undermine reform
efforts and protect corrupt political and business interests. The second half
of 2006 witnessed an increasingly intense and acerbic struggle between the
governments of Solomon Islands and Australia over the control, shape and
future of the regional assistance mission.

This chapter locates recent developments in Solomon Islands in the
larger context of state and nation building. At the core of RAMSI is an
ambitious state-building exercise. Although some of the recent difficulties
in Solomon Islands arise from the particularities of local circumstances
and political culture, others are shared with state-building interventions in
other parts of the world. This chapter examines the contemporary setting of
international state building and the particular challenges presented in many
post-colonial settings, as well as examining some of the common difficulties
facing international interventions and the processes of institutional transfer
entailed. The character of RAMSI and its reception in Solomon Islands is
analysed before the discussion returns to the events of April 2006 and the
ensuing struggle for the control of the mission.

Contemporary international state—building interventions

Building or rebuilding functioning states capable of providing their citizens
with a guaranteed level of physical and economic security has become
one of the most pressing policy challenges in international relations today
(Chesterman et al. 2005). The frequency and intensity of state-building
interventions—usually, though not solely, in post-conflict situations—have
increased exponentially since the end of the Cold War. Internal tensions
and divisions that were effectively suppressed during that era resurfaced
after its demise, as demonstrated in growing levels of, in particular,
intra-state conflict and internal instability in different parts of the world
(Kaldor 1999). The attacks against the United States on 11 September
2001 and the ascendancy of the ‘war on terror’ have given rise to powerful,
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though contested, arguments linking issues of security with those of state
capabilities. In the process, they have imbued today’s external state-building
efforts with a sense of urgency and pronounced concern for security.

Whereas the international community once viewed state failure after
internal conflict primarily in humanitarian terms, the war on terror embarked
on by the United States and its ‘coalition of the willing” has recast this
phenomenon as a major threat to security. Moreover, this threat is not confined
to the unfortunate citizens of the state in question but extends to those in
neighbouring states and, indeed, the broader region. Building effective states
is now viewed as the necessary antidote to real and potential failure and its
contagious effects (Hippler 2004). Western governments contend that the
principal threat to international peace and stability comes not from powerful
and aggressive states but from failed and failing ones with limited capabilities.'
The result, as Francis Fukuyama puts it, is that ‘[sjuddenly the ability to shore
up or create from whole cloth missing state capabilities and institutions has
risen to the top of the global agenda’ (2004-:xi).

The limited capabilities of the small independent Melanesian states of
the southwest Pacific, including Solomon Islands, have been apparent for
many years, not least to Pacific islanders themselves. They have manifested
themselves in the difficulties experienced in fulfilling the most basic tasks
of modern statehood, including the maintenance of internal security,
the provision of essential services (such as health, education, transport
and communication) and prudent economic management. International
development assistance from Australia and other donors has been directed
at a wide range of capacity-building activities with Pacific island states
throughout most of the post-independence period. Despite substantial
amounts of aid, donors have been disappointed with the limited impact of
traditional approaches to development assistance in strengthening weak
recipient institutions and improving living standards. As well as reflecting
changes in the international strategic environment, Australia’s more robust
engagement with its Pacific neighbours in recent years has been driven by the
need to realise more tangible outcomes in transforming the capabilities of
these states. One feature of this more hands-on approach has been the direct
insertion of Australian personnel—including police and seconded public
servants—into ‘line’, as well as advisory, positions with key government
agencies and departments in recipient countries. In addition to Solomon
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Islands, this approach is evident, albeit on a lesser scale, in Australia’s efforts
to strengthen Nauru and in the Enhanced Cooperation Program (ECP)
in Papua New Guinea under which Australian officials—including, for a
short time, Australian police—have been deployed to build the capacity of
recipient government agencies.

The influential report on Solomon Islands by the Australian Strategic
Policy Institute, Our Failing Neighbour, offers an early articulation of the
strategic thinking behind Canberra’s changing policy. Published several
weeks before RAMSI’s deployment in July 2003, the report labelled Solomon
Islands a failing state and warned of the dire security and humanitarian
consequences if vigorous and prompt remedial action was not taken. It
proposed a ‘sustained and comprehensive multinational effort” to undertake
rehabilitation work with the consent of Solomon Islands. The restoration
of law and order would provide the initial focus, followed by a long-term
state-building exercise designed to ‘build new political structures and
security institutions and address underlying social and economic problems’
(Australian Strategic Policy Institute 2003:39).

While the prospect of Solomon Islands becoming an incubator for
terrorism and transnational crime is, to say the least, remote (Greener-
Barcham and Barcham 2006), positioning the troubled archipelago within
this larger strategic framework bolstered the initial case for intervention,
particularly among a domestic Australian audience with little familiarity or
interest in the travails of Pacific island micro-states. Beyond the emotive
rhetoric of failed states and terrorist threats, RAMSI has focused on issues
of governance and, in particular, strengthening the capacities of key state
institutions. The intervention has also provided an important source of
learning for further engagements, notably in the larger and more challenging
context of Papua New Guinea. Australian Prime Minister, John Howard,
revealed another strand informing Canberra’s change in policy in his
reference to Australia’s special responsibilities towards the struggling states
in ‘our patch’ (Sydney Morning Herald 2003b). Not only was Australia
expected to provide leadership as the major regional power, there was the
risk that others, with China and Taiwan already active in the Pacific, might
adopt a more prominent role if Canberra did not.

Although broad agreement exists about the potential consequences of

lack of state capabilities, there is less certainty about how to build effective
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states in divided societies. As Payne (2006:606) states, ‘The dirty little secret
of nation building is that no one knows how to do it.” In the literature generated
by recent interventions, the terms ‘state building’” and ‘nation building” are
often used interchangeably. This has confused different, though related,
processes of political development. Most interventions in the name of
nation building have focused on strengthening state institutions, or, in some
cases, are aimed at achieving political goals of regime change or transition to
democratic government. They have relatively little to do with nation building
in the literal sense of developing a shared sense of identity or community
among the population of a given state. Using these terms interchangeably
has also obscured the highly contingent relationship between nation and state
in historical processes of state formation and consolidation. These processes
have complex, diverse and lengthy histories in different parts of the world,

dating back, at least, to the emergence of the first European nation-states.

Post-colonial state building

Although it is unwise to generalise given the wide variations across time and
space, building the modern nation-state in Europe was different to the more
recent experiences in much of the so-called developing world, including
the Melanesian states of the southwest Pacific. In the former case, processes
of state formation often took place over centuries rather than years, they
were not the outcome of well-intentioned international interventions and
they frequently entailed extensive conflict as the forces of centralisation
confronted and overcame rival sources of power at local and regional levels
(Tilly 1992; Cohen etal. 1981). In addition nationalism, constructed around
the symbols and ideals of shared community and identity, was a major force
in the development of many European states (Guibernau 1996). Nationalism,
in this broad sense, often preceded the establishment of states. For example,
it contributed to the unification of Italy in 1861 and Germany in 1871, as
well as to the subsequent break-up of Austria—Hungary in 1918. The two
most widely cited cases of successful international nation building in the
twentieth century were the reconstruction of West Germany and Japan by
the United States and its allies after World War II (Dobbins et al. 2003).
Both countries, however, had long traditions of nationalism and strong state

institutions. They were already ethnic and cultural communities, as well as
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political states, and intervention was primarily about the re-legitimation
of their states on a democratic basis.

While the experience of a select few European powers continues to
shape much Western thinking about states, the establishment of states in
other parts of the world has followed a very different historical trajectory.
Many developing states have their origins in the era of colonial expansion
by major European powers during the eighteenth, nineteenth and the first
half of the twentieth centuries. In the process of annexing large swathes of
territory around the world, colonial powers created arbitrary borders and
imposed external systems of governance with little, if any, consideration
as to their fit with existing polities and other forms of indigenous social
organisation. Colonial states were external creations with (initially, at any
rate) an inherently non-democratic character.

The building of elaborate state structures and social infrastructure often
did not take place until very late in many colonial projects. Before the
accelerated institutional modernisation that typically preceded independence,
local participation in formal political processes was limited and any hint of
emerging nationalism was viewed as a threat to the maintenance of colonial
order. Where nationalist movements arose, they were often anti-colonial in
character, provoked by opposition to intervention rather than its engineered
outcome. Many former colonies were ill prepared for the challenges of
independent statehood that arrived in the second half of the twentieth century.
In Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, the timing of independence was
almost as abrupt and unilateral as the original acts of colonial annexation a
century before. Modern state institutions began to be assembled only well after
World War II, with, as a result, shallow foundations in the local environments
they were grafted on to. This lack of embeddedness was manifested not only
in limited capabilities as modern states, it was obvious in the low levels of
legitimacy accorded them by many of their new ‘citizens’. Many post-colonial
states were not only weak in an institutional sense, they were incomplete—
what some scholars have termed quasi states (Jackson 1990)—with a limited
presence in parts of their territories and incapable of delivering basic services,
such as education, to all eligible citizens (Nelson 2006). Colonial borders
were retained; formal economies remained skewed towards the interests of
metropolitan powers and the infrastructure and human resources required to
operate a complex bureaucratic state were often in scarce supply. For example,
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in Solomon Islands, there were only about a dozen university graduates at the
time of independence in 1978 (Bennett 2002:7).

There was little sense of shared political community, beyond a tiny urban
¢lite, capable of uniting the citizens of the new state of Solomon Islands. For
such citizens, living predominantly in rural communities, bonds of kinship,
shared language and ties to ancestral land, along with Christianity, were more
likely to constitute the basis for individual identities and allegiance than
abstract notions of citizenship or membership of the modern state. Localism
prevailed over nationalism in virtually every sphere of social, economic
and, significantly, political life. In the absence of a sizeable and unifying
anti-colonial movement, formal independence in Solomon Islands—as in
many parts of Africa, Asia and the Pacific—created what was, in effect, a
state without a nation. Nations, like states, have to be made; they do not
exist naturally. Nation building in a country such as Solomon Islands is
complicated by the sheer scale of its internal diversity (with more than 84
languages spoken) and its fragmented topography as an archipelago of about
1,000 islands. Jourdan (1995) identifies the most likely ‘stepping stones to
national consciousness’ as the education system; Pijin, the lingua franca; and
the growth and spread of an urban-centred popular culture.

The absence of a sense of shared identity makes it hard to fashion the
cohesive national community needed for the development of effective and
durable state institutions. According to Borgerhoff (2006:104), the ‘double
task’ of state and nation building aspires ‘to unify the national community
within the state container, with the objective of political stability’. As in
many other post-colonial settings, in Solomon Islands, processes of state and
nation building have had to be undertaken simultaneously. Unfortunately,
they have often worked against each other in practice, thereby contributing
to a growing crisis of state legitimacy and the weakening of state institutions
in the post-independence period.

Practical difficulties of international state building

Despite the complex historical reasons behind variations in state capabilities,
the latest wave of international state building has been undertaken primarily
as a technical and problem-solving exercise. There is scant evidence of
learning from the long and diverse history of state making in different
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parts of the world. The scale and urgency of today’s interventions inevitably
divert attention away from the need for a sound analytical understanding
of the processes involved and the particular ways in which local and global
forces have shaped the capabilities of individual states. Yet, unless we know
something of the existing state, we are going to have an extremely tough
time trying to improve it. Much of the policy discourse has an ahistorical
and formulaic flavour, approaching state building in much the same way
one might approach the repair of a faulty object. There is little questioning
of what state failure or fragility really means and how it has come about
in the country concerned. An unquestioning belief in the universality
of state structures and the technology of institutional transfer underlies
the confidence among international state builders that even the most
troublesome state can be rendered effective. The possibility that such a
noble goal might not be possible through external intervention, or that such
intervention might end up doing more harm than good, is rarely considered.
A booming global industry of technical experts devotes its time and energy
to the construction of new states and the repair of faulty ones.

In his critique of international state building, Chandler (2006) argues
that it constitutes a form of ‘empire in denial’, allowing Western powers to
surreptitiously create what are, in effect, ‘phantom states’ that depend on
international supervision and lack the capacity for self-government. He notes
‘the highly depoliticised nature of the discussions of state-capacity building,
where concerns of stability and regulation are discussed in a narrow technical
and functionalist framework’ (Chandler 2006:5—6). Deep-seated political
and developmental problems in post-conflict and otherwise fragile national
settings have increasingly been recast as technical and administrative challenges.
Institutional solutions are almost always derived from donor countries. The
current enterprise of state building is founded on the assumed merits and
feasibility of one-way processes of institutional transfer from (strong) donor
to (weak) recipient countries. Earlier critiques of modernisation theory and,
in particular, its underlying premise as to the inexorable and linear direction
of historical progress, have been forgotten. Today’s cadre of international state
builders appears intent on modernising in its own image.

There are many practical difficulties attaching to these processes of
institutional transfer. These include the task of managing processes of
transfer, as well as more profound questions relating to the appropriateness
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and sustainability of the institutions being transferred. Another is how
the interventions that provide the context for these transfers can be
reconciled—in theory and practice—with traditional notions of national
sovereignty. As is borne out by Australia’s recent experience in Solomon
Islands, one of the biggest dilemmas is how to manage successfully relations
between external administrations and elected domestic governments.

Although increasing resources have been devoted to international state
building, the results of these efforts have been patchy at best (Pei and Kasper
2003). Even in cases viewed as successful (as in Timor-Leste and Solomon
Islands) subsequent set-backs, such as the disturbances that occurred in both
these countries in April 2006, have led to the qualifying of earlier optimism.
Despite this record, the international response continues to be demands
for more of the same: more interventions, more institutional transfer and
building and more foreign personnel. Francis Fukuyama (2004) recently
outlined some of the most common difficulties with institutional transfers
in current state-building interventions. Most of these are evident in varying
degrees in the Solomon Islands case.

A major issue relates to the fit (or lack thereof) between introduced
institutions and the local conditions prevailing in recipient countries. Just
as human recipients can reject donated organs, recipient countries can
reject institutional transplants. Generally speaking, the greater the social
and economic disparities between donor and recipient societies, the less
likely it is that such transplants will succeed. Important matters here relate
to institutional design and the appropriateness of external models to local
circumstances. Questions about the apparent lack of fit between indigenous
and Western institutions of governance have long been a source of contention
in Solomon Islands, as they have in many parts of the Pacific, and are one
of the regularly identified root causes underlying the recent crisis (Morgan
and McLeod 2006). Whether these are genuine sources of discontent or
simply a pretext for mobilising opposition to intervention, it is difficult for
international state builders to do other than promote their own institutional
solutions, particularly when most have no previous local experience or
knowledge and are deployed for relatively short periods. This tendency to
be guided by ‘home’ experience is likely to be accentuated further by the
dominance of foreign personnel and sizeable numbers of public servants
seconded from overseas government agencies and departments.
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A second and related set of difficulties concerns issues of ownership
and the mechanisms of transfer. As development practitioners have
long been aware, local ownership is critical for successful institutional
transfer. How do international actors generate local demand for reform?
This issue continues to perplex development specialists who have
traditionally been more concerned with supplying solutions than with
stimulating local demand for them. There is also the very real dilemma
of how donors can engage in state building in fragile environments
without simultaneously ‘crowding out’ or marginalising local actors
who ultimately will have to take responsibility for running the state.
This is an obvious challenge in situations where there has been, in
effect, no functioning government and where large numbers of foreign
officials working to often unrealistic time frames and schooled in
foreign operating systems feel as though they have to perform many of
the functions themselves if the job is to be done. Early in the Solomon
Islands intervention, Kabutaulaka (2004) warned that the dominance
of RAMSI in decision making could lead to a debilitating dependency
or a perception of foreign occupation. In a later paper (Kabutaulaka
2006), he referred to post-conflict Solomon Islands as a ‘crowded stage’,
comprising a bewildering array of international actors with multiple,
sometimes conflicting, agendas and with relatively little space left for
local players. The capacity-building paradox is that the more substantial
the intervention is, the greater is the risk that it ends up sucking out
local capacity rather than building it (Ignatieff 2003).

A third set of issues relates to the challenges external interveners face
in charting a course through the unfamiliar and troubled local political
contexts where these engagements typically occur. Despite the technical
and depoliticised self-image of international state building, the intrusive and
unsettling character of such interventions reveals them as profoundly political
enterprises that deliberately seek to challenge and transform existing power
relations. Just as there were winners and losers in the conflict that gave rise to
the intervention (Dinnen 2002), there will be those who stand to gain from
the intervention and those who stand to lose. In this respect, no intervention
can be politically neutral. The much longer history of interaction between
Solomon Islanders and successive waves of interveners (entailing alternating
patterns of accommodation and resistance) is, in many respects, echoed
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in current relations between Solomon Islands’ political leadership and the
regional assistance mission (and its Australian sponsors).

The focus on restoring law and order is shared by all of today’s post-conflict
interventions and is manifested in the growing prominence of issues of policing
and criminal justice. Rebuilding the security apparatus of weak or failed states
through strengthening the rule of law reflects international thinking about the
importance of internal security as a prerequisite for all other aspects of state
building and development. International systems fail to acknowledge, however,
the highly contested character of historical processes of state consolidation and
tend to respond to any sign of conflict as a lapse from the normal condition
of peace. In asking today’s fragile states to consolidate without conflict, they
are expecting those states to do something never asked of their European
forerunners. Concentrating on suppressing the manifestations of conflict can
also mean neglecting their underlying causes. International insistence on rule-
of-law solutions in post-conflict settings such as Solomon Islands regularly
attracts criticism that the root causes are not being addressed. In addition,
the state-centric character of international conceptions of the rule of law can
obscure the important role of non-state institutions in the maintenance (and
not just the disruption) of order, as well as the resolution of local conflicts,

in countries such as Solomon Islands.

The Solomon Islands crisis and the regional intervention

RAMSI was deployed in July 2003 in response to a plea for help from the
Solomon Islands government. In the preceding five years, the country had
been gripped by a progressively debilitating internal crisis that manifested
itself in serious lawlessness in some areas, the breakdown of essential
government services, closure of major commercial enterprises and
impending national bankruptcy (Fraenkel 2004; Moore 2004). What began
as tensions between the indigenous inhabitants of Guadalcanal and settlers
from the adjacent island of Malaita, developed into a low-level armed conflict
between opposing ethnic militias and, in its later stages, into a process of
‘instrumentalisation of disorder’ whereby criminality became a key political
instrument (Chabal and Daloz 1999).The latter culminated in the effective
capture and ransacking of the state by a relatively small cohort of corrupt
leaders, ex-militants and renegade police officers.
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The police fractured along ethnic lines. Rogue officers, in collaboration
with Malaitan militants, raided armouries in Auki and Honiara and mounted
a de facto coup in June 2000. After the Australian and New Zealand-brokered
Townsville Peace Agreement (TPA) in October 2000, which helped avert
an all-out civil war, the Guadalcanal militants—who had forcibly displaced
about 30,000, mainly Malaitan, settlers from rural Guadalcanal—turned
in on themselves in a series of violent internecine struggles. The most
serious bloodshed occurred in the southern Weather Coast and involved the
notorious militia leader Harold Keke. By early 2003, it was clear that the
beleaguered and heavily compromised government of Sir Allan Kemakeza
was incapable on its own of halting the deteriorating situation.

Having declined previous requests for intervention on the grounds
that the crisis was an internal matter to be resolved by Solomon Islands
authorities, the Australian government agreed to lead a regional assistance
mission. Although leadership and most of the resources were provided
by Australia, the intervention was undertaken on a regional rather than
bilateral basis, largely to enhance its legitimacy. After agreement among
Pacific island foreign ministers, it was mobilised under the auspices of the
Pacific Islands Forum and, specifically, the Biketawa Declaration on Mutual
Assistance of 2000. RAMSI marked the beginning of Australia’s new robust
model of regional engagement. Labelled as ‘cooperative intervention” by
the Australian Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer (2003), RAMSI has
been described as having ‘a unique kind of authority in the world of state
building—it has substantial practical influence but works with and inside the
Solomon Islands Government, which remains the repository of executive,
legislative and judicial authority’ (Fullilove 2006b:33).

The mission’s design drew on previous Australian and international
peace-keeping and post-conflict reconstruction experiences—such as in
Kosovo and, in particular, East Timor—but added some new features. With
a large military contingent as back-up, the intervention was led initially
by police. Approximately 330 police made up the Participating Police
Force (PPF) and were drawn mainly from the Australian Federal Police
(AFP), but included smaller contingents from Australian state forces,
New Zealand and other forum member states.” Security was restored
quickly and without bloodshed in Honiara and a police presence was
extended to other parts of the country. Key militia leaders were arrested



Dilemmas of intervention and the building of state and nation 13

and large numbers of weapons and ammunition were removed from the
community. By February 2004, more than 50 police officers (including two
deputy commissioners) had been arrested and charged with 285 offences
(Dinnen et al. 2006:99). More than 400 officers (approximately 25 per
cent of the total police force) were removed from the force (Dinnen et al.
2006). Deployed originally in an executive capacity, the PPF has switched
progressively into an advisory and capacity-building role, although it
remains active in certain operational areas.

The police-building component was always intended as a gateway to a
more ambitious exercise aimed at reconstructing the Solomon Islands State
(Peake and Brown 2005). As former RAMSI Special Coordinator James Batley
(2005) noted, ‘[a]t its core, RAMSI is a state-building exercise.” Substantial
Australian resources have been committed to rebuilding the police force,
strengthening the law and justice sector, implementing a range of governance
programs, improving financial management and undertaking economic
reform. In addition to police personnel, RAMSI includes seconded Australian
public servants and private consultants in key departments and agencies of the
Solomon Islands government. Overall coordination is exercised by a Special
Coordinator’s Office in Honiara, headed by a senior Australian diplomat, and
through a high-level inter-departmental committee in Canberra.

The speed and peaceful manner in which RAMSI restored law and
order and essential services and stabilised government finances attracted
considerable praise (Fullilove 2006a). These impressive achievements
provided a welcome contrast with the generally disappointing results from
other international interventions. RAMSI was commended as ‘a model for
future deployments’ (Watson 2005:37). The disturbances in April 2006,
however, and the subsequent deterioration in relations between Australia
and Solomon Islands highlighted the premature character of initial appraisals.
Even before the April unrest there had been set-backs. An early example was
the fatal shooting of a young Australian Protective Services officer, Adam
Dunning, while on patrol in Honiara in December 2004. The security clamp-
down that followed led to complaints of heavy-handed policing tactics, and
gave rise to the first court action to test the constitutionality of the immunity
provisions provided to foreign police personnel under the Facilitation
of International Assistance Act. Although this and another constitutional
challenge were ultimately unsuccessful, they generated anxiety among senior
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RAMSI officials. Australian police serving in Papua New Guinea under the
ECP had to be withdrawn after a successful challenge in the Supreme Court
in May 2005 (Dinnen et al. 2006:103).

While there have undoubtedly been accomplishments (see O’ Callaghan,
this volume), the progress of capacity development has been slow and
uneven. Despite its prominence in the work of post-conflict reconstruction,
capacity development remains an imprecise and long-term undertaking.
Almost three years after RAMSI’s initial deployment, the Australian
Commissioner of the Solomon Islands Police Force (SIPF) acknowledged
that his force remained ‘inadequately prepared and is still not properly
equipped to perform the vast majority of policing functions throughout the
Solomon Islands’ . International police-building experience confirms the
uncertainties and slowness of this kind of work (Bayley 2006).

The majority of Solomon Islanders have been supportive of the
intervention throughout the past four years. Memories of the insecurity and
paralysis of government that preceded RAMSI’s deployment remain fresh
and many fear the consequences of a premature departure. Criticisms have
nevertheless been made and many of these are heard in other interventions.
Most have called for adaptation of the mission rather than its total withdrawal.
While some concerns have been addressed, others are trickier to deal with.
Outright opposition has been confined to a relatively small number of
people, such as the ex-militants and separatists in North Malaita who have
accused the mission of anti-Malaita bias (see Allen, this volume). Although
these views are not shared widely, indigenous sovereignty movements with
a strong antipathy towards foreign interference (real or perceived) have long
histories in parts of the country (see Timmer, this volume).

The sheer scale of RAMSI in such a small country has predictably
given rise to concerns about the dominance of foreign personnel in key
government agencies and the risk that Solomon Islands officials could
become marginalised. This was the gist of the plea by the Solomon
Islands Christian Association (SICA) that RAMSI should respect the need
for indigenous leadership and resist the temptation to provide all the
answers.* Enhancing Solomon Islander participation, particularly in the
early stages of the mission, proved difficult for many reasons, not least
owing to the shortage of suitably qualified local personnel to take up

senior positions.
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Concerns about Australian dominance reflect the fact that Australia
has provided the bulk of personnel and resources for the mission. Other
participating countries have not been in a position to make substantial
contributions. A shortage of relevant skills in Pacific island countries
has been a significant factor. Indeed, relatively few specialised personnel
(from any source country) can claim to be experts in Solomon Islands
cultures and languages. RAMSI officials have become increasingly aware
of these difficulties and have tried to broaden the regional mix of mission
personnel within these practical constraints, while trying to develop
more appropriate training for Australian personnel. Concerns about the
considerable disparities in pay and conditions between foreign and local
personnel have been a source of resentment in some quarters, as they are
in all international engagements.

The early focus by mission police on the perpetrators of violence during
the so-called tensions prompted criticism that RAMSI was less rigorous in its
pursuit of more influential figures, the so-called 'big-fish', widely suspected
of having manipulated the conflict for their own political and economic
advantage.’ Despite a series of high-profile arrests and prosecutions during
the first two years, including five former cabinet ministers,® this sentiment
continued well into 2006 and contributed to the anger after Rini’s election as
prime minister. Indeed, while anti-RAMSI sentiments were not a significant
cause of the April unrest, negative feelings were evident in the deliberate
targeting of PPF vehicles, as well as in some of the graffiti left behind in the
ruins of Chinatown (Allen 2006 and this volume).

As in other cases where interveners are forced to work closely with
unpopular domestic governments, a major challenge has been trying to
balance the need for political stability, on the one hand, with the appearance
of impartial law enforcement, on the other. This was particularly so during
the Kemakeza administration, given that many of its members (including
the prime minister himself) were widely believed to have been involved in
corruption and tension-related wrongdoing. Had all the allegations been
acted on, there would have been few leaders left to run the government.
Interveners such as RAMSI run the unavoidable risk of becoming tainted
in the public eye through their association with discredited governments
and leaders. This was evident in respect of the mission’s relationship with
Kemakeza and his short-lived successor, Rini.
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Owing to its high visibility and coercive role, the policing component of
RAMSI has attracted more than its fair share of criticism. For example, in
early 2005, Terry Brown, the outspoken Anglican Bishop of Malaita, raised
a number of concerns about the mission’s policing and security activities
(Brown 2005). These included the alleged failure to deal with minor crime
in the provinces; the Honiara-centred focus; the high turnover of RAMSI
personnel; understaffing of provincial police stations; detachment from
local people; lack of communication with crime victims; and the shortage
of magistrates and consequent delays in court hearings. He warned that
without improving its relations with ordinary Solomon Islanders, RAMSI
risked being seen as an occupying army.

Although viewed popularly as a unitary entity, RAMSI is a multi-faceted
exercise, comprising many different agencies and actors. It is also a dynamic
mission that has undergone various phases, ranging from initial peace-
keeping and stabilisation to longer-term capacity development with a broad
array of local institutions and stakeholders. Its complexity and evolving
character are often difficult to discern, let alone fathom, by those outside
its innermost circles. In the absence of a well-understood mandate, it is easy
for misunderstandings to arise. The mission is also susceptible to deliberate
misrepresentation by opponents. Officials regularly point out that certain
issues fall beyond the mission’s mandate and can be addressed only by local
stakeholders. These include the sensitive matter of reconciliation in conflict-
affected areas, which, according to mission officials, is the responsibility of
community leaders with the necessary local knowledge and standing. The
substantial resources available to the mission, especially when compared
with those of the Solomon Islands government, have heightened local
expectations about its ability to tackle all manner of outstanding problems.
Declarations that certain matters fall within the remit of domestic authorities
can be interpreted (or misrepresented) as either a failure to appreciate their
significance and/or a deliberate unwillingness to help.

High popular expectations have also contributed to feelings among some
critics that RAMSI has failed to go beyond the manifestations of conflict to the
deeper sources of stress that have undermined the political and social fabric
of Solomon Islands in recent years. These are often referred to cumulatively
as the ‘root causes’ of the conflict and, although they include the ethnic
tensions between Guadalcanal and Malaita, they cover a myriad other factors,
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including the poor policies of successive governments; corruption; regional
disparities in resources and income; the poor fit between indigenous and
introduced institutions; land exploitation; unresolved historical grievances;
and long-standing dissatisfaction with the centralisation of political power
in Honiara and neglect of the island provinces and rural areas where most
Solomon Islanders live (Morgan and McLeod 2006:416).

An Eminent Persons’ Group from the Pacific Islands Forum (2005) echoed
many of these concerns in its findings of a review of the mission in 2005.
Acknowledging RAMSI’s considerable achievements, the review also made a
number of recommendations concerning its future operation. These included
the need to adopt a more development-oriented approach with Solomon
Islands as an equal partner; increasing Pacific island representation in the
mission’s policing and civilian components; developing a clearer strategy for
utilising local counterparts; addressing the underlying causes of the conflict;
making greater efforts in the areas of reconciliation and rehabilitation; using
local chiefs in conflict resolution; improving consultation between central
and provincial governments, as well as with non-government organisations;
and implementing more effective donor coordination (Pacific Islands Forum
2005). RAMSI officials have subsequently tried to address, within existing

constraints, most of these recommendations.

The April unrest and subsequent developments

The angry response to the announcement of the prime minister-elect on
18 April 2006 indicated, among other things, the deep-seated frustration
felt by many Solomon Islanders with the workings of the formal political
process. Popular expectations of a decisive break with discredited politics and
leaders were high. Two days of rioting and looting injured about 50 police
personnel and unknown numbers of civilians, as well as causing extensive
damage to Honiara’s commercial centre (Hawes 2006).

Disappointment with the naming of the prime minister-elect provided the
immediate setting for the disorderly scenes outside the national parliament,
but there were many other factors involved. In Solomon Islands, as in Papua
New Guinea and Vanuatu, members of the new parliament elect a prime
minister in what is, in effect, a second election from which the ordinary voter
is excluded. Successful candidates do not require a commanding majority or
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indeed any support. In the absence of strong party affiliations or significant
policy differences, loose blocs of members coalesce around individual leaders
rather than ideology. There is usually frenetic manoeuvring by smaller groups
seeking to tilt the balance in favour of a particular bloc. The common goal
among new members is to secure a place on the government benches and,
preferably, a ministerial portfolio. As several elections have demonstrated,
the ease with which parliamentarians can change allegiances has meant that
prime ministers are particularly vulnerable to outside influences on their
colleagues, including overt bribery. Financial and other inducements provided
by Asian business interests are believed to have fuelled the formation of new
governments in recent years (see Moore, this volume). Given its patently
non-transparent and unpredictable character, this process invariably generates
intense levels of popular speculation and rumour. The election of Rini—deputy
prime minister in the previous government and discredited in the eyes of
many—came as a shock to voters and was also taken as evidence of the hidden
hand of Asian-backed ‘money politics’, hence the targeting of Chinatown.

The SIPF and its mentors in the PPF were clearly caught off-guard by
the scale and intensity of the disturbances. Public order was restored only
after military and police reinforcements were flown in from Australia, New
Zealand and Fiji. Several former senior SIPF officers contested claims by the
Australian commissioner that there had been no prior intelligence indicating
trouble, pointing out that the announcement of a new prime minister
should routinely merit special policing measures and that Chinatown
was especially vulnerable in the case of unrest in the capital.” The speaker
criticised mission police for exacerbating the situation by using tear-gas
outside parliament (ABC 2006a). Many others viewed the disturbances and
lack of police preparedness as evidence of more fundamental shortcomings
with the regional mission, including the large communication gap between
its personnel and the Solomon Islands population.® While most external
commentaries and media reports applied a law-enforcement lens (for
example, the role of the police and other actors in fomenting or responding
to the disturbances), the broader significance of the unrest and what
followed lay in the changing political dynamics in Solomon Islands and their
implications for the future of the regional mission.

The April unrest tarnished the aura of inviolability that had grown up
around RAMSI’s early achievements (see Allen, this volume). In doing so, it
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bolstered the confidence of local critics of the mission, while probably adding
to their ranks. The ransacking and destruction of a large part of the national
capital seemingly under the helpless gaze of the SIPF and its regional advisers
also raised questions about the substantial police-building component of
the mission. In addition to spontaneous expressions of anger, there were
rumours of deliberate manipulation of the disorder by certain leaders and
political interests. These suspicions appeared to be confirmed when two MPs
were arrested and charged with inciting the riots. Their detention, however,
led to Rini’s political opponents accusing mission police of partisanship by
depriving them of two critical votes in the proposed vote of no-confidence
against Rini (see ABC 2006b). These perceptions, refuted vigorously by
the police, were accentuated by the fact that the SIPF commissioner was
a seconded member of the AFP. As long-time Solomon Islands observer
and current RAMSI employee Mary-Louise O’ Callaghan remarked, ‘when
you’ve got an Australian Federal policeman as the Police Commissioner of
the local police, it’s much easier for those accusations to be made.”

The immediate political crisis after Rini’s election receded when he failed to
secure the numbers needed to survive the vote of no-confidence and resigned.
He was replaced by Manasseh Sogavare, who had shifted to the opposition
camp on the eve of the vote in return for an agreement to nominate him as
prime minister (see Alasia, this volume). Viewed by many Solomon Islanders
as the lesser of two evils, Sogavare’s assumption of power was a source of
disquiet among RAMSI officials and the Australian government. A leaked
email written by a senior RAMSI official described the choice between Rini
and Sogavare as prime minister as ‘depressing’.'’ Sogavare, who had served
as prime minister after the 2000 coup, was well known for his critical stance
towards the regional mission.'" His initial assumption of office in 2000 had
been facilitated through his close association with elements of the Malaitan
Eagle Force (MEF) and influential power-brokers, including Charles Dausabea.
Despite hailing from Choiseul in Western Province, Sogavare was seen as
being closer to the Malaitan side of the tensions, and appeared to share the
antipathy towards RAMSI held by many former Malaitan militants (Allen
2006). Conversely, many Guadalcanal people viewed him with suspicion.

Shortly after being sworn in, Sogavare called for a review of the mission, a
clear exit strategy and increased participation of Solomon Islanders in critical
decision making (see ABC 2006c). His most controversial act, however,
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was to announce the appointment of two detained parliamentarians, both
members of the prime minister’s political faction, as members of his new
cabinet. Dausabea was given the sensitive police and national security
portfolio, while his fellow accused, Nelson Ne’e, was appointed Minister
for Tourism and Culture (The Canberra Times 2006). Australian Foreign
Minister, Alexander Downer, expressed his government’s deep concern,
providing the opening salvo in the increasingly acrimonious exchanges
between the two leaders in the months to come (ABC 2006d).

Having been deployed at the request of the Solomon Islands government,
RAMSI is dependent on the acquiescence and cooperation of whatever
government is in power (see Butler, this volume); this leaves it especially
vulnerable to shifting local political allegiances (Wainwright 2005:5). Events
since April 2006 have demonstrated the extent of this vulnerability. Former
Prime Minister Sir Allan Kemakeza had gone out of his way to accommodate
the presence and demands of the regional mission and its principal sponsors,
appreciating, no doubt, that RAMSI provided his administration with a
legitimacy that it patently lacked among ordinary Solomon Islanders. Indeed,
the tacit support of RAMSI was a critical factor in the unprecedented longevity
of the Kemakeza administration (see Fraenkel, this volume). Sogavare, on
the other hand, had signalled well in advance that he would adopt a very
different approach. Cloaking himself in the mantle of defender of Solomon
Islands sovereignty, he adopted an openly combative approach, advocating
greater local control of the mission and the reduction of Australian dominance.
Underlying his personal style has been an unusual degree of suspicion about
the possibility of external manipulation of Solomon Islands affairs. Speaking
on national radio on 8 May, he stated that

Australia seemed to have used the provisions of the current partnership as
a licence to infiltrate almost all sections of the public sector. By their high-
level engagement in senior posts within the government we have a situation
where foreign nationals have direct and unrestricted access to the nerve
centre of Solomon Islands public administration, security and leadership.
This is an unhealthy situation (reported in the Green Left Weekly 2006).

Sogavare’s rhetoric might have struck a chord with those who felt threatened
or otherwise marginalised by RAMSI’s dominant presence in most sectors of
government; however, it also caused alarm among many of his fellow citizens



Dilemmas of intervention and the building of state and nation 21

about the practical consequences of a diminished mission or premature
withdrawal. For his critics, Sogavare’s assertions of sovereignty concealed
a less benign personal agenda aimed at undermining RAMSI’s efforts to
strengthen the rule of law and the accountability of state institutions that
had been eroded after years of corrupt and incompetent leadership.

The prime minister’s proposal to revise aspects of the mission, including
areas of financial management, met with vigorous opposition from Australia,
New Zealand and others, who saw it as a way for politicians to regain
unfettered control of public funds and, as such, a recipe for institutionalised
corruption. Downer argued that the mission was an integrated package
that could not be cherry-picked by the Solomon Islands government (see
Appendix 1)."” Relations deteriorated further after Sogavare announced
the setting up of a commission of inquiry into the April disturbances (see
Appendix 2).The terms of reference included directions to evaluate the police
response, investigate the role of MPs and, most controversially, to examine
the circumstances surrounding the detention of the two MPs charged with
inciting the riots, in order to establish whether this ‘was reasonably justified
and not politically motivated’ (Solomon Islands Government 2006). While
the last term was later dropped, it was viewed by many as a crude attempt
to undermine the case pending against Sogavare’s two political allies and
divert attention on to the police response to the riots." These views appeared
to be vindicated when the local media published damning extracts from a
leaked cabinet memo. In the document, Sogavare stated that the criminal
proceedings against the two MPs were likely to be dropped once the inquiry
started (ABC 2006f).

Primo Afeau, the attorney-general, claimed that the inquiry amounted
to an ‘outrageous case of political interference in the legal process’ and
instituted legal proceedings challenging the controversial terms of reference.
Sogavare responded by accusing Afeau of acting under Australian influence
and questioned his suitability for office (Radio New Zealand International
2006a). In the meantime, the prime minister’s nominee to chair the inquiry,
retired Australian judge Marcus Einfeld, was experiencing legal difficulties
of his own after allegedly lying about a speeding offence in Sydney. In an
atmosphere of growing paranoia, Sogavare and his closest associates saw the
timing of Einfeld’s troubles as a deliberate attempt to discredit the former

judge and undermine the inquiry.
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Bilateral relations hit a new low in early September when the Australian
High Commissioner, Patrick Cole, was declared persona non grata by the
Solomon Islands government for allegedly interfering in local politics. The
gist of the allegations was that Cole had been talking with the parliamentary
opposition, presumably encouraging it to mount a vote of no-confidence,
and had been trying to block funding for the inquiry (Radio New Zealand
International 2006b). Downer condemned the diplomat’s de facto expulsion
as outrageous'* and retaliated by imposing visa restrictions on Solomon
Islands politicians secking entry to Australia (International Herald Tribune
2006). Sogavare responded by accusing Canberra of meddling in Solomon
Islands politics. He told reporters that ‘the Government and the people of
Solomon Islands are concerned about the manner in which the Howard
Government has continued to subtly dictate over sovereign issues that are
beyond the jurisdiction of Canberra.’

The next, and most bizarre, twist came when it was announced that the
prime minister was considering replacing the incumbent attorney-general
with a controversial Australian lawyer, Julian Moti (Solomon Star 2006b).
Moti had been an associate of Sogavare for many years and was believed to
have had a hand in drafting the terms of reference for the inquiry. He had
also faced child sex charges in Vanuatu 10 years earlier. According to media
reports, Moti was committed to stand trial in Vanuatu’s Supreme Court in
1998; however, the Court of Appeal dismissed the case before proceeding
to trial on technical grounds. The case was returned to be heard before
another magistrate, but was again dismissed amid rumours that Moti had
paid off the magistrate (The Australian 2006). After Moti was linked with
the attorney-general’s position in Solomon Islands, it emerged that he was
wanted for questioning by the AFP regarding his earlier activities in Vanuatu
and would be arrested when the opportunity arose. The circumstances
and timing of the AFP investigation confirmed Sogavare’s suspicions that
Australian authorities were prepared to use every means possible to block
his chosen candidate for attorney-general. Moti was subsequently arrested
while in transit in Papua New Guinea at the request of Australian authorities
seeking his extradition (ABC 2006g).

After failing to turn up to his scheduled court hearing, Moti was
granted refuge at the Solomon Islands High Commission in Port Moresby,
sparking further angry exchanges between Honiara and Canberra. Sogavare
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denounced Moti’s arrest as a serious violation of Solomon Islands’ sovereignty,
while Australian leaders denied accusations that the arrest was politically
motivated (ABC 2006h). The bilateral dispute now drew in PNG authorities
and, in particular, Prime Minister Sir Michael Somare, a veteran of many
acrimonious exchanges with his southern neighbour.” Somare accused
Australia of bungling the extradition and causing diplomatic embarrassment
to Papua New Guinea (ABC 2006i). Moti was then secretly flown to
Solomon Islands in a PNG Defence Force aircraft, where he was arrested
(Sydney Morning Herald 2006a). Australian officials expressed outrage at
Moti’s ‘escape’ from Papua New Guinea, directed in equal measure at the
governments of Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, who had clearly
collaborated on this matter.'® Although Moti was suspended as attorney-
general, Sogavare threatened to end Australia’s role in the regional mission if
the extradition proceeded (ABC 2006j). Commenting on the tenor of these
exchanges between the leaders of Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and
Australia, strategic analyst Hugh White lamented the reversion to a ‘puerile,
immature diplomacy’ (Sydney Morning Herald 2006b).

Police investigations into how Moti got back into the country, apparently
without a passport, led to the arrest of the minister for immigration. The
Solomon Islands government responded by threatening to withhold the salary
of the Australian commissioner. Shortly after Sogavare left to attend a Pacific
Islands Forum meeting in Fiji, police raided the prime minister’s office in
relation to the same investigation, prompting angry protests from leaders in
Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu (ABC 20061). Attempts to
rally forum support to Sogavare’s side in the stand-off with Australia failed and
served to highlight differences between the Melanesian and non-Melanesian
member states. A five-point plan presented by Sogavare to overhaul RAMSI
and reduce Australian involvement was rejected. The forum nevertheless
agreed to review the operations of the mission and establish a new consultative
mechanism comprising representatives of Solomon Islands and RAMSI, and
the leaders of Papua New Guinea, Fiji and Tonga (see Appendix 3).

As 2006 drew to a close, the Sogavare government again upped the stakes
by abruptly declaring the Australian SIPF Commissioner, Shane Castles, an
‘undesirable immigrant” while he was on leave in Australia. This had the
effect of preventing Castles, who had 20 months of his contract still to
run, returning to Solomon Islands to resume his duties. Foreign Minister,
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Patteson Oti, stated that Castles’ continued presence was considered
prejudicial to the peace, defence, public safety, public order, public morality,
security and good government of Solomon Islands (Solomon Star 2007a).
The Australian government and Solomon Islands opposition immediately
condemned Castles” sacking. Castles told journalists that he believed his
dismissal was related to SIPF corruption investigations and the continuing
Moti affair (Post-Courier 2007). Australian Justice Minister, Chris Ellison,
complained of the politics that were continually interfering with Australia’s
policing efforts in the Pacific (The Australian 2007a).

Sogavare took another swipe at the regional mission in his 2006
Christmas message to his fellow citizens. As well as complaining about the
lengthy delays facing detainees awaiting trial for tensions-related offences,
Sogavare questioned the retributive foundations of RAMSI’s approach to

those implicated in the earlier conflict.

It is worrying that the strategy so far has been very heavily focused on
punishing those who have been forced by the environment created during
the crisis to commit crime. This is a backward look to addressing our
problems. In fact one is fully justified to ask whether the huge investment
in this program, that will only financially benefit foreign companies that
run our prisons, will address the deep rooted problems of this country
(Solomon Star 2006¢).

In mid January, Australia’s decision to expel Fiji’s military contingent
from participation in RAMSI after that country’s December coup was
criticised by foreign ministers from the Melanesian Spearhead Group,
revealing the growing animosity among Melanesian leaders towards
Australia’s regional activism. Minister Oti lambasted Australia’s ‘dictatorial
leadership’ of RAMSI (Solomon Star 2007b). Further acrimony ensued after
it was revealed that Sogavare was planning to re-arm members of the SIPF
unit assigned to guard him. Outright opposition to any re-arming of the
Solomon Islands police was voiced by Australian and RAMSI leaders, as well
as by the opposition and civil society groups in Solomon Islands. Sogavare
accused Australia of interfering in local politics by persuading Taiwan to
drop the firearms training component in a proposed training scheme with
the Solomon Islands police force. He also accused RAMSI of retaliating by
withdrawing the mission police assigned to protect him.
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Sogavare added to Canberra’s frustrations by repeatedly delaying attempts
by the newly appointed Australian High Commissioner to Solomon Islands
(Patrick Cole’s replacement) to present his credentials (The Australian
2007b). Unsubstantiated allegations were also made of RAMSI involvement
in prostitution and serious traffic accidents. Another twist in the increasingly
surreal tussle between the two governments came with the arrest of a long-
time Australian resident, apparently on the basis of a conversation overheard
in a local hostelry. He was charged with conspiring to assassinate Sogavare,
but the charge was subsequently dropped after being widely criticised,
including by the director of public prosecutions, as blatant interference in
the criminal justice system. Media reports at the time nevertheless included
the unattributed claim that a bounty had been paid to Australian sources
to assassinate the Solomon Islands prime minister (Mercer 2007)! Shortly
thereafter, a visiting American official urged all parties to ‘get away from
this kind of boxing match’ (Solomon Star 2007c).

In a remarkable departure from normal protocol, an exasperated
Alexander Downer sought to go around the government and appeal directly
to the Solomon Islands people in a letter published in the Solomon Star in early
February 2007. In it, he listed and berated various attempts by Sogavare to
allegedly undermine the regional mission and appealed to Solomon Islanders
‘to go out of your way to encourage your leaders to listen to you, their
people, and make wise decisions for the future of your country’ (Solomon
Star 2007d). In a subsequent interview, Downer claimed that the Solomon
Islands prime minister wanted ‘to get rid of RAMSI and to go back to the
situation where the country was basically run by the Malaita Eagle Force
and people like that’ (ABC 2007a).

Parts of the western Solomons were devastated by a tsunami and a series
of tremors in early April, drawing attention away from the bilateral crisis.
These events and Australia’s prompt humanitarian response contributed to
some thawing in relations (New Zealand Herald 2007); however, this turned
out to be a temporary reprieve and the ‘boxing match’ soon resumed. The
Defence Force Board of Inquiry in Port Moresby investigating Moti’s flight
from Papua New Guinea was uncovering mounting evidence of political
involvement at the highest levels in the decision to facilitate Moti’s escape.
An increasingly petulant Somare sought to have the inquiry disbanded.
He also sacked his defence minister and named himself as replacement,
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thereby ensuring that the report ended up on his desk. Despite Somare’s
attempts to suppress the publication of the report, The Australian newspaper
obtained a leaked copy. The report pointed the finger squarely at Somare
and recommended that he and several of his civilian and military advisers
be investigated for a range of possible offences (The Australian 2007d).

The announcement that a Fijian police officer, Jahir Khan, had been
sworn in as the new commissioner of the SIPF in May prompted protests
from the Public Service Commission about irregularities in the appointment
process (Radio New Zealand International 2007). It was also opposed by
local groups who saw it as another attempt by Sogavare to place a compliant
person in a critical national post. Khan’s appointment was seen as a way
of undermining the legal system and the anti-corruption efforts of RAMSI
and the police. Groups that had been protesting against the appointment of
Moti as attorney-general now added the new commissioner to their list of
grievances (ABC 2007b). Unease about this appointment was heightened
when Khan announced that he had submitted a supplementary budget to
the government seeking US$2.6 million to re-arm elements of the SIPF
(SIBC 2007). Moti was formally sworn in as attorney-general on 10 July
2007, despite strident opposition from the Solomon Islands Public Service
Commission, the legal fraternity, parliamentary opposition and civil society
groups, as well as the governments of Australia and New Zealand (ABC
2007c). Meanwhile, the commission of inquiry into the April 2006 riots,
chaired by former PNG judge Brian Brunton, had finally begun in Honiara.
As RAMSI marked its fourth anniversary in July 2007, the commission
released an interim report (Solomon Islands Government 2007). Among
its preliminary findings were that the riots had been politically motivated
and that RAMSI police had fallen short in their preparation for and response
to the disturbances.

Conclusions

Despite the mounting difficulties facing RAMSI in the wake of the April 2006
disturbances, it would be premature to predict its impending failure, just as
it was to proclaim its success after its early accomplishments. The impact of
the intervention will be measured ultimately by what it leaves behind. As well

as set-backs, there have been successes that have been largely overshadowed
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by the disturbances and deterioration in bilateral relations. These have
included changes to the taxation system, which have seen Solomons Island
government revenue increasing by 170 per cent in RAMSI’s first three years,
and other reforms that have contributed to growth in the economy and
employment opportunities for Solomon Islanders (The Australian 2007c).
While falling well short of levels required by the fast-growing population,
they nevertheless represent a significant achievement given the disastrous
economic situation that existed in mid 2003. Likewise, as O’Callaghan
points out in this volume, beneath the high-level jousting between political
leaders in Honiara and Canberra, relations between many RAMSI personnel
and their Solomon Islander counterparts are very effective. Moreover,
retaining overwhelming popular support four years after deployment is
unusual among contemporary state-building intervention and remains the
mission’s principal strength.

That said, the fundamental challenges of implementing and sustaining
its reform agenda remain formidable. RAMSI was always much more than
a technical and politically neutral exercise. The protracted struggle over
its control should serve to dispel doubts about the inherently political
character of international state building. Appeals to sovereignty and
nationalist sentiments will continue to provide the rationale for strategies of
obstruction and resistance by those who stand to lose most from the mission’s
far-reaching governance and economic reforms. Alexander Downer’s
persistent objections show no sign of wearing down the resistance. Recent
events also demonstrate just how susceptible the language and conceptual
framework of intervening authorities are to appropriation by local actors for
their justificatory value and then to redeployment against the interveners.
This can be seen in Prime Minister Sogavare’s objections to the ‘injustices’
perpetrated against large numbers of Solomon Islanders awaiting trial in
Rove Prison. In a similar vein, others have sought to justify Commodore
Bainimarama’s illegal assumption of power in Fiji in December 2006 by
recasting it as the ‘good governance’ coup. In each case, one version of
justice and good governance competes with another.

The domain of law enforcement illustrates the near impossibility of
trying to maintain an impartial image in such a politically charged context.
AFP Commissioner, Mick Keelty, acknowledged recently the considerable
difficulties of working in ‘the morally ambiguous’ and ‘politically challenging’
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environments of ‘imperfectly governed democracies’ (Keelty 2006). Having
been criticised earlier for neglecting the big fish, police and other legal
agencies have increased their vulnerability to political attacks by switching
focus onto corrupt officials and leaders. Sogavare’s successful efforts to insert
his personal appointees into the key posts of attorney-general and police
commissioner not only threaten the integrity of the legal system, they drag
those who insist on strict adherence to the rule of law into messy political
struggles. Appeals to the technical imperatives of neutral and depoliticised
law enforcement are unlikely to displace perceptions of underlying power
plays, whether real or imagined.

Shane Castles’ sacking in December 2006 demonstrates the incompatible
nature of a freely elected government and its relationship with an external
intervening force. While the intervention makes possible the legitimacy of
the government, it cannot ensure or control its behaviour. This goes to the
heart of RAMSI’s current difficulties. The reforms it seeks to implement
demand robust political responses but the nature of its legal foundations—
‘cooperative intervention’—severely constrains the extent to which it can
engage politically with a resistant government in Honiara. The imperative of
cooperation limits the mission’s ability to push for deeper political reforms
while simultaneously making it more susceptible to entanglement in local
politics, as illustrated in the Moti affair and many of the other developments
discussed in this volume.

The narrow, technical orientation of the mission’s approach to state
building and capacity development obscures the social and political dynamics
that have contributed to the dysfunctionality of the post-colonial state in
Solomon Islands. This is not simply the result of a lack of institutional capacity
to be remedied by carefully targeted technical assistance. Rather it reflects
the particular history and politics of the post-colonial state and the manner
in which it has been shaped by local and global forces. The Solomon Islands
state, like all other states, does not stand apart from society as some kind of
discrete entity that can be worked on in isolation. Hameiri (2007) has shown
how the literature on failed states sets up a dichotomous conceptualisation
of state and society by defining institutions primarily in terms of their
policy capacity. As a result, ‘social and political relationships are not seen as
intrinsic to institutions but only as constraints or obstacles to performance’
(Hameiri 2007:414). The idealised institutions the interveners are seeking to
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(re-)build are to be devoid of politics and the pernicious influence of social
relations. Despite these noble aspirations, institutions cannot be separated
from what Leftwich (2000:9) calls ‘the raw processes and practices of
politics’ that gave rise to them in the first place and that have shaped their
evolution ever since. The history of post-colonial states such as Solomon
Islands attests to the centrality of politics in their development.

International state builders evaluate their subjects in terms of the
extent to which they fall short of the ideals of a modern state. The deficits
so identified—for example, the absence of good governance, lack of
accountability and transparency, corruption and nepotism, unfavourable
investment regimes and inefficient taxation systems—establish the
parameters for the remedial work of institution building and capacity
development. The imperatives of addressing these ‘self-evident deficiencies’,
often in absurdly short time frames, affords little opportunity to reflect on
why these institutions and the individuals that constitute them behave in the
particular ways they do. That would require a much deeper understanding
of the complex interplay between history, culture, politics and material
change that have shaped them. It would entail a search for the rationality
in political and institutional behaviour rather than simply dismissing it as
inherently irrational or pathological (Chabal and Daloz 1999).

While the Honiara riots involved manipulation by some parties, and
while Sogavare has embarked on a personal mission to frustrate important
aspects of the regional mission’s work, the travails of Solomon Islands
in recent decades and the present difficulties faced by RAMSI cannot be
reduced simply to the incompetence or mendacity of post-independence
governments and a handful of political leaders. While these factors have
undoubtedly contributed, they are not in themselves sufficient to explain
the profound difficulties of building state and nation in Solomon Islands.
Governments and their leaders are significant players within a larger political
economy whose roots extend deep into Solomon Islands society and the
manner of its engagement with the global economy. The peculiarities of
Solomon Islands’ electoral politics, process of government formation and
volatile system of coalition government cannot be understood in isolation
from their encompassing political culture. Nor can they be viewed apart
from the mutually transformative character of state—society relations
that have configured the political landscape in the past three decades. The
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relative absence in Solomon Islands of the institutionalisation and functional
differentiation between state and society on which Weberian state building
is premised, is a reflection of powerful historical and social forces rather
than the product of individual or collective pathology.

The entanglement of pre-colonial and colonial pasts remains deeply
implicated in the difficulties of the post-colonial present in Solomon Islands.
Rather than nurturing shared community, ‘the raw processes and practices
of politics’ in the post-independence period have accentuated localism and
divisions within the archipelago. An important message for the interveners
is the need for a much stronger appreciation of the importance of nation
building, in its literal sense, and the need for a significant broadening of
the narrow, technical state-building perspective. In part a consequence
of its mandate, RAMSI’s state-building efforts have not been embedded
in the larger and critical project of nation making, leaving it with little
scope to address the deeper causes of the recent crisis. On this point, it
is worth concluding that the disturbances in April 2006—viewed widely
as a manifestation of state-building failure—might be interpreted more
positively. Is it not conceivable that the spontancous anger of many
ordinary Solomon Islanders at the lack of openness and transparency of
their government system was itself an example of nation building in the
face of state failure? Likewise, an unintended consequence of the months of
bitter and debilitating wrangling between Prime Minister Sogavare and his
Australian nemeses might be the translation of growing popular concern into
a heightened scrutiny of the actions of their own government and leadership.
This illustrates the earlier point that the building of political communities
is often a messy and contested process. It also demonstrates how nation

building is as likely to occur by default as by design.

Acknowledgments

My thanks to Stewart Firth, Hank Nelson and the anonymous reviewers
of an earlier draft.



Dilemmas of intervention and the building of state and nation 31

Notes
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In 2002, the United States redefined its National Security Strategy to warn that ‘America
is now threatened less by conquering states than we are by failing ones’ (United States
Government 2002).

The PPF includes contingents from Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Cook Islands, Kiribati,
Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, Marshall Islands, Federated States of
Micronesia, Palau, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.

Shane Castles quoted in the Solomon Star (2006a).

Solomon Star 2005a. See also Roughan 2005.

See, for example, Solomon Star 2005b.

These included the conviction and imprisonment of a former minister of communication
in February 2004 for, among other things, demanding money with menace; the arrest
of the former foreign minister in September 2004 on a charge of demanding money
with menace; the arrest of the minister for provincial government and constituency
development on corruption-related charges in January 2005; the arrest for theft of the
minister for police, national security and justice in February 2005; the arrest of two
prominent lawyers, including the former MEF spokesperson, in February 2005 in relation
to the misappropriation of compensation funds; and the arrest on corruption charges of
the former finance minister in April 2005.

See the articles by Mike Wheatley (2006), former Assistant Commissioner, RSIF, and
Frank Short (2006), former Commissioner, RSIP.

See, for example, Roughan 2006.

Quote from O’ Callaghan 2006.

This email was a source of embarrassment to RAMSI and the Australian government.
It also described extensive behind-the-scenes lobbying against Rini by Patrick Cole, the
Australian High Commissioner (see The Age 2006a).

Sogavare was one of the only political leaders to speak against the regional mission during the
debates in the Solomon Islands Parliament that preceded its deployment. He warned then
that such a mission might lead to ‘re-colonisation’. See Sydney Morning Herald 2003a.
See also ABC 2006e.

See The Age 2006b. Concerns were also expressed by New Zealand and the European
Union.

See The Age 2006b.

This included the diplomatic stoush between Papua New Guinea and Australia after the
so-called ‘shoe incident’ at Brisbane airport in March 2005. Airport security officials
insisted that Sir Michael remove his shoes as part of a routine security check. This incident
led to public demonstrations in several PNG towns. Somare has been an open critic of
Australia’s new interventionism and has taken great offence to the labelling of Papua New
Guinea as a weak or failing state.

Alexander Downer subsequently announced a ban on ministerial visits from Papua New
Guinea to Australia (see ABC 2006k). The collaboration between the two governments
was later confirmed in the leaked report from the PNG Defence Board of Inquiry.
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Chapter 2

Politics of disorder:
the social unrest in Honiara

Matthew Allen

The rioting and looting that broke out in Honiara, the capital of Solomon
Islands, immediately after the parliamentary election of the new prime minister
in April 2006, and the national election two weeks earlier, highlight the deep-
seated structural issues that continue to plague this fledgling independent South
Pacific nation. The prime minister-elect, Snyder Rini, resigned a week after
he was elected in the face of a parliamentary vote of no confidence and was
succeeded in the nation’s top position by Manasseh Sogavare. Two Members
of Parliament were arrested on charges relating to the riots, parliamentary
sittings were ‘locked down’ by the commissioner of police, parliamentarians
travelled to and from Parliament House under heavily armed Australian and
New Zealand police and military escorts and the Regional Assistance Mission
to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) and the Solomon Islands Police Force (SIPF)
were criticised by MPs for interfering with the political system.

This chapter examines the 2006 national election and seeks to offer
some explanation for the social unrest that saw the looting and destruction
of numerous Chinese-owned businesses in Honiara. The election, which
was declared fair and free by international observers, exhibited all of the
elements that have come to characterise elections in the independent
Melanesian countries. It was contested by a large number of candidates,
meaning that seats were won with very small ‘majorities’, and by a large
number of parties and independents with weak or incoherent policy
platforms. There were allegations of vote buying (or ‘bag rice’ politics) and
the bankrolling of electoral campaigns by local and foreign interests. There
were also reports of corruption among electoral officers and problems with
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the electoral roll. Moreover, although a record number of women candidates
contested, none were elected.

After the election, we saw the inevitable ‘numbers game’ in the lead
up to the formation of a new government and the parliamentary ballot
for the prime ministerial position. Parties and independents coalesced to
form rival political camps based in the capital’s leading hotels and vied to
lure one another’s members. As has been the case in previous elections,
there were widespread allegations that local business interests, particularly
Asian businessmen, were closely involved in this political manoeuvring.
And, as in the past, there was a sharp disjuncture between the politics of
campaigning at the local level and the character of the government that
ultimately assumed power.

This last process is perhaps the greatest cause of frustration for the
electorate in Solomon Islands and, indeed, for voters elsewhere in independent
Melanesia. In the context of an extremely weak party system, election
outcomes are essentially indeterminable from the voter’s perspective. This,
perhaps more than any other factor, was the primary cause of the ostensibly
spontaneous riots that broke out after the announcement of the outcome
of the parliamentary ballot for the prime minister, particularly as the same
coalition that had held the previous government of Sir Allan Kemakeza was
returned to power. The electorate had become exasperated with the Kemakeza
administration and the inability or unwillingness of RAMSI to arrest the so-
called ‘big fish” within that government, including Kemakeza himself.

The riots can also be located in the long-standing tradition of Solomon
Islanders’ resistance to ‘alien’ and centralised authority (Keesing 1992;
Akin 1999). In two previous episodes of rioting and looting in Honiara, in
1989 and 1996, the rioters were Malaitans seeking compensation from the
central government for acts of swearing committed by Bellonese (in the 1989
incident) and Reef Islanders (in 1996). These ultimately successful claims
saw the invocation of Malaitan kastom, particularly the ‘traditional’ practice
of compensation, as a form of symbolic resistance to the government. There
is some evidence to suggest that former members of the Malaita Eagle Force
(MEF), disgruntled about having never received the rehabilitation provided
for them under the Townsville Peace Agreement (TPA) and later promised
to them by the Kemakeza government, deliberately targeted Chinatown as
away of ‘lodging a claim against the government’ (Stritecky 2001:230).The
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apparent targeting of RAMSI during the riots could also be understood in
the context of resistance to perceived foreign hegemony.

Other elements contributing to the social unrest include latent anti-
Chinese sentiments in the context of deepening socioeconomic inequalities
and the growing numbers of unemployed young men in Honiara; growing
opposition to, and frustration with, RAMSI; alleged mismanagement of
the situation by police, particularly the mission’s Participating Police Force
(PPF); the particular dynamics of the crowd in Melanesia; and suspected
attempts by MPs to incite social disorder for political ends. This last element
resonates, somewhat alarmingly, with the situation at the beginning of the
so-called ‘ethnic tension” in 1998-99, when it was argued by then Prime
Minister, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu (deposed in the coup of June 2000) that
the parliamentary opposition was stirring up ethnic violence deliberately
in order to destabilise his government. In that case, the alleged ethnic
manipulation drew on long-standing structural grievances to pit Guales
against Malaitans, while in the present case it is the Asian business community
that has fallen victim to the racial card.

The events in Honiara in 2006 would therefore appear to be another
example of a process of instrumentalisation of disorder, which has been used
to describe continuing political and social instability in parts of Africa (Chabal
and Daloz 1999) and which has been adopted by some commentators to
explain the violence and lawlessness that plagued Solomon Islands between
1998 and 2003 (Dinnen 2002; Fraenkel 2004). Moreover, as has been
the case since the early 1990s, and in spite of the best efforts of RAMSI’s
economic governance and the machinery of government programs, the
drama of politics in Honiara continues to unfold against a backdrop of
systemic corruption in the key export sectors of forestry and fisheries. It is
these lucrative but non-renewable resources that continue to provide the
bulk of spoils of the politics of disorder in Solomon Islands.

The 2006 national election and the formation of government

The national election of 5 April 2006, and the subsequent formation of
government, exhibited many of the characteristic elements of elections
and national politics in the post-colonial Westminster-style democracies of

Melanesia, particularly Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu
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(for a summary of these characteristics, see Reilly 2004 and Morgan
2005). A record 453 candidates, including 26 women, contested the 50
parliamentary seats, making an average of about nine candidates for each
constituency. As a consequence, seats were won with small majorities: an
average of about 31 per cent of the vote, with more than half of all elected
MPs polling less than 30 per cent of the vote. As observed by Jon Fraenkel,
a factor contributing to the unprecedented number of candidates was the
increasing use of dummy candidates, who were engaged by candidates to
split rivals’ supporters (Solomon Star 2006g).'

A record 12 political parties also contested the election, although of
the 50 elected MPs only 16 had submitted a party affiliation with their
nominations (Solomon Star 2006g). There was a high turnover of MPs, with
only 50 per cent of incumbents holding their seats. No women candidates
were successful. The turnover rate varied across the country: it was lowest in
Western and Choiseul provinces and highest in Honiara and Isabel Province
(Solomon Star 2006g). As in previous elections, and as is frequently the
case in Melanesia, party policy platforms were weak or non-existent and
campaigns were focused mostly on specific local issues. Throughout the
election campaign, the local media reported allegations of candidates
providing ‘gifts’ to constituents and the bankrolling of electoral campaigns
by local and overseas interests, particularly local Asian businessmen and the
Republic of China (Taiwan).

While the election was declared free and fair by international observers,
domestic observers, candidates and voters reported a number of problems.
Domestic observers in the three Honiara constituencies complained about
problems with the voter registration lists, whereby significant numbers of
voters who had claimed to be registered correctly were unable to find their
names on the lists and were turned away from polling booths (Solomon
Star 2006b). It was also reported that some voters were able to remove
the so-called indelible ink that was placed on voters’ fingers to prevent
them from voting more than once. In the Central Kwara’ae constituency
(Malaita Province), complaints were made in relation to the poor printing
and layout of ballot papers, which made it difficult for illiterate voters to
associate candidates’ names with their symbols (Solomon Star 2006c¢). In the
Gela constituency (Central Province), it was alleged that some candidates’
symbols were not present on the ballot papers (Solomon Star 2006d).
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Perhaps the most serious allegations relate to the rigging of electoral rolls
and interference by candidates in the selection and appointment of electoral
officials. Complaints were made about the rigging of electoral rolls in the
Gela and Central Honiara constituencies (Solomon Star 2006d, 2006f)
and in Gela it was also alleged that the winning candidate had hand-picked
the electoral officers (Solomon Star 2006d). On a more positive note, the
move from a multiple to a single ballot-box voting system was reported
widely as having simplified the voting process and very few invalid votes
were recorded.

Events after the national election exemplify the fluidity of party politics
in Solomon Islands. A week after the election, three camps had formed
and were vying to woo one another’s members (Solomon Star 2006¢). A
coalition comprising the National Party, Liberal Party, Solomon Islands Social
Credit Party (Socred), Solomon Islands Party for Rural Advancement and a
number of independents were camped at the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. The
Association of Independent Members of Parliament (AIMP) was camped
at the Honiara Hotel, which was owned by the association’s president, Sir
Thomas Chan. The third grouping—comprising the People’s Alliance Party
of caretaker Prime Minister, Sir Allan Kemakeza, and his previous coalition
partner, Lafari—were based at the prime minister’s residence at Vavaya
Ridge. Five days later, on the eve of the parliamentary election for the new
prime minister, the People’s Alliance Party had joined the AIMP camp at
the Honiara Hotel, while Sogavare’s Socred Party had left the Iron Bottom
Sound Hotel camp to form a new coalition with the One Nation Party and
members of the Lafari Party, basing themselves at the Pacific Casino Hotel,
reportedly with the backing of local businessman Bobo Dettke (Solomon
Star 2006f). There were widespread rumours circulating in Honiara that
vested interests, particularly local Asian businessmen, were offering bribes
and inducements to MPs in relation to the formation of coalitions in the
lead up to the election of the new prime minister.

Three candidates went into the parliamentary vote for the prime
minister’s post on the morning of Tuesday 18 April, a day now referred
to locally as ‘Black Tuesday’. Job Dudley Tausinga, MP for North New
Georgia and leader of the Solomon Islands Party for Rural Advancement,
represented the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel camp; Manasseh Sogavare, MP
for East Choiseul, represented the Pacific Casino Hotel camp; and Snyder
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Rini, MP for Marovo and leader of AIMP, represented the Honiara Hotel
camp. Sogavare was eliminated in the first round of voting and Rini defeated
Tausinga in the second round and was declared the new prime minister.

Black Tuesday: the aftermath of the parliamentary ballot

The crowd that had gathered outside Parliament House greeted the
announcement of the new prime minister, made about midday, with anger.
Prime Minister Rini’s statement to the crowd was met with insults, jeers and
shouts of ‘ Asian money, Asian money’ (ABC 2006).The events that followed
remain unclear. According to some eyewitness accounts, the crowd had
started to calm down after addresses made by a number of leaders, including
Job Dudley Tausinga, Sir Peter Kenilorea and Bartholomew Ulufa’alu. It
is claimed that PPF officers then decided to use tear-gas to disperse the
crowd against the advice of Solomon Islander police officers (Confidential
sources, Honiara). According to other sources, tear-gas was used after stones
had been thrown at the police and a police vehicle had been sprayed with
petrol and set alight. The use of tear-gas angered the crowd and seems to
have immediately contributed to the riots, which resulted in the looting and
burning of Chinese-owned retail stores in Chinatown and the Point Cruz
and Ranandi areas, and the torching of several police vehicles.

The rioting and looting continued into the next day when the Pacific
Casino Hotel (owned by businessman Patrick Leong) was burnt down and
more police vehicles were destroyed. It was announced that military and
police reinforcements were en route from Australia and New Zealand and that
the governor-general had declared a curfew under the Preservation of Public
Security Act. A petition was presented to the governor-general demanding
the resignation of the prime minister. The petition was passed onto Rini,
who promptly rejected it (SIBC 2006b). The situation had started to stabilise
by Wednesday after the arrival of 120 soldiers and 30 police from Australia
and a further 30 soldiers from New Zealand and 20 from Fiji. There were
still, however, small pockets of unrest in the Kukum and Ranandi areas of
Honiara (SIBC 2006c). During the two days of violence, 17 PPF officers
and an unknown number of Chinese people, including children, sustained
injuries. On Thursday, it was reported that 14 people had been arrested in
the Malaitan township of Auki on suspicion of attempting to cause unrest
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there on the Tuesday evening (SIBC 2006c¢). Apart from this incident, the
riots had been confined entirely to Honiara.

Rini was officially sworn in as prime minister onThursday 20 April and,
by the weekend, Sir Peter Kenilorea had been renominated, unopposed,
for the position of Speaker of Parliament. On the Sunday night, Police
Commissioner, Shane Castles, announced that the next day’s parliamentary
sitting to elect the deputy speaker—which was being contested by Sir
Allan Kemakeza as the government’s candidate and Patteson Oti for the
opposition—was to be closed to the public. Sunday also saw the arrest of
the Member for Central Honiara, Nelson Ne’e, on charges related to the
riots. Another MP was arrested for breaking the curfew and was released
on bail. Police were also secking a third MP (Member for East Honiara,
Charles Dausabea) for charges related to the riots, after they failed to
capture him during a raid on his room at the Mendana Hotel on Sunday
night (Solomon Star 2006g).

The political drama intensified as parliament resumed sitting on Monday
under lock-down and a heavily armed police and military presence.
Opposition spokesman and candidate for the deputy speaker’s position,
Patteson Oti, requested that the vote for the deputy speaker be postponed,
arguing that the opposition was disadvantaged by the absence of one of its
members, who was in police custody (Nelson Ne’e). Oti also challenged the
closure of Parliament House as unconstitutional. There was also discussion
in parliament of a vote of no confidence to be moved in the coming days.
Immediately after the swearing in of MPs, members of the opposition
absented themselves. Dausabea attended the parliamentary sitting but was
arrested by plain-clothed detectives as he was leaving the house and charged
with offences relating to the riots (SIBC 2006d; Solomon Star 2006h). Ne’e
had his bail application rejected at the Magistrates Court.

Parliament resumed sitting the next morning under lock-down.
Parliamentarians arrived under heavily armed police and military escorts.
Overnight, the minister for police and national security, the police
commissioner and the prime minister had all made statements rejecting
claims by the parliamentary opposition that the arrest and continuing
detention of two of its members were politically motivated (SIBC 2006h;
Radio New Zealand 2006b). Oti once again objected to the lock-down of
parliament, but the speaker upheld the situation, citing the separation of
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powers under the constitution. The speaker also insisted that parliament
proceed with the election of the deputy speaker. Ulufa’alu then led an
opposition walk-out from parliament, appealing to any MP ‘with an ounce
of Solomon Islands blood in him’ to walk out with him (SIBC 2006e).
Kemakeza was elected deputy speaker in the absence of the opposition.
Dausabea had his bail application refused at the Magistrates Court under
tight security.

The political situation reached a climax on Wednesday. Five members
of the government (including four ministers), led by Sogavare, crossed the
floor, giving the opposition a 28-20 majority. Before tabling the vote of
no confidence, Oti demanded that the prime minister ‘do the honourable
thing’ and resign. Parliament was adjourned for 15 minutes and, when
it resumed about 10.15am, Rini announced his resignation. There was
immediate jubilation on the streets of Honiara as taxis, buses and private
vehicles sounded their horns and a large crowd made its way down to the
Iron Bottom Sound Hotel to congratulate the opposition on its victory. There
was a general feeling of relief in Honiara that eight days of intense political

and social instability had come to an end, at least for the time being.

What went wrong in Honiara?

Some of the causes of the rioting and looting that broke out after the
election of the new prime minister remain obscure. The sequence of events
that occurred at Parliament House on the afternoon of Black Tuesday is
contested, as are some of the basic facts relating to those events. The extent
to which the outbreak of violence was premeditated also remains unclear.
It is possible, however, to identify some factors that arguably contributed
to the social unrest. These are now considered.

Frustration with the election outcome and the electorate’s inability to
influence electoral outcomes

The 2006 national election, and the subsequent formation of government
and the second election for the new prime minister, clearly caused a
great deal of frustration among the electorate. As in previous elections in
Solomon Islands, and elsewhere in Melanesia, the final outcome was entirely

unpredictable from the voter’s perspective. In the context of an extremely
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weak party and policy environment, campaigns were fought on a parochial
basis and had little or no bearing on the final composition of the government.
There was no way for voters to know whether elected candidates would
stay with their parties, who would form the government and who would
be prime minister. Moreover, the electorate was particularly cynical about
the circus-like dynamics of political camp formation and reformation. The
alleged sponsoring of this process by prominent local businessmen of Asian
origin fuelled a widespread belief that those vested interests had a strong
influence on the final outcome of the election.

These underlying frustrations were exacerbated by the outcome of
the parliamentary ballot for prime minister, which essentially returned
to power the same coalition that had constituted the former Kemakeza
government, with Kemakeza’s deputy, Snyder Rini, the new prime minister.
The Kemakeza government was extremely unpopular with the public from
the moment it came to power after the 2001 election. Indeed, Kemakeza
had been thrown out of the previous (caretaker) government of Sogavare
(2000-01) for misleading cabinet and allegedly misappropriating funds
in relation to the disbursement of a US$25 million loan from a Taiwanese
bank, for which he assumed overall responsibility at the time as minister for
national unity, reconciliation and peace (Dinnen 2002; Moore 2004).

Moreover, although the 2001 election had been declared free and fair
by international observers, there is ample evidence to suggest otherwise.
The country was still militarised with the ‘joint operation’ fighting Harold
Keke on the Weather Coast. Honiara was controlled by ex-MEF militants
and other parts of the country, such as North Malaita and Western Province,
continued to experience violence and lawlessness. It was also reported that
voters were intimidated at gunpoint in a number of constituencies in Malaita
Province and in Rennell/Bellona. The public response to the announcement
of Kemakeza’s victory in the 2001 election was negative. “There was a less
than enthusiastic reaction from the crowd that had gathered outside the
Parliament to hear the results. Nobody cheered when the governor-general
made the announcement’ (Radio Australia cited in Moore 2004:173).

Since the arrival of RAMSI in Solomon Islands in July 2003, there have
been regular appeals in the letters to the editor and editorial sections of the
local newspapers to arrest the big fish, including Kemakeza himself. These
appeals intensified after the publication in late 2004 of an auditor-general’s
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report into the disbursement of the loan mentioned above (Auditor-General
2004) and the subsequent arrest of Lucien Ki’i (Kemakeza’s permanent
secretary at the time) on corruption charges relating to the disbursement.
The return to power of the same ruling coalition—headed by Kemakeza’s
heir apparent—was, for many people in Solomon Islands, the final fatal act

in a process of mass political disempowerment.

Lodging a claim against the government

Anthropologists David Akin (1999) and Roger Keesing (1992) have
demonstrated that, since the early colonial period, Malaitan kastom ideologies
have had a strong anti-government emphasis. Akin (1999:38) describes how
compensation has ‘long been a key symbol within Malaitan identity and
resistance ideologies’. He locates the riots of 1989 and 1996 within this long-
standing tradition of Malaitan, and particularly Kwaio, compensation claims
against the government. Akin (1999:58) argues that while many factors were
involved in the riots, including increasing urban unemployment and a growing
‘rascal” subculture, all were underscored by ‘enduring Malaitan discontent
with government behaviour’. Drawing on Akin’s work, Jolene Stritecky
argued that the upshot of the 1989 and 1996 demonstrations in Honiara ‘was
that committing violence against persons not associated with the government,
especially Chinese store owners, became par for the course in the Malaitan
strategy for lodging a claim against the government’ (2001:230).

Some former MEF militants whom I spoke to on Malaita about six weeks
after the 2006 riots claimed that the riots were caused by Kemakeza’s failure
to pay ‘rehabilitation to all the boys’, as he had promised to (Confidential
interviews). This sentiment is related to a broader and widely held belief
among former MEF militants that the Sogavare and Kemakeza governments
should have compensated them adequately for their role in securing Honiara,
protecting the government and ‘saving” the nation during the ethnic tension
(Confidential interviews). They are also angry about never having received the
rehabilitation provided for them under the provisions of the TPA of October
2000 and later promised to them by the Kemakeza government.” Seen in the
historical context of Malaitan claims against the government, the involvement
of disgruntled ex-MEF in the 2006 riots is highly plausible, particularly as the
election effectively restored Kemakeza’s coalition to power.
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Latent anti- Chinese sentiments

Honiara has a large underclass of disaffected unemployed young men,
many of whom originate from the densely populated and historically
underdeveloped island of Malaita. These men, known colloquially as masta
liu, harbour latent resentment of the local Chinese business community,
which to some extent is shared by the populace at large. During
campaigning for the national election, candidates for seats in the East
Honiara constituency, including Charles Dausabea, expressed concerns
about the growth of the Chinese business community at a public forum
held in Honiara, claiming that Chinese people were dominating local
business and commerce and thereby disadvantaging indigenous Solomon
Islanders (Solomon Star 2006a). A few months before the election, a
Solomon Islander recounted to me a conversation he had recently had
with an indigenous Fijian friend who was visiting from Fiji. His friend
warned him that ethnic conflict could arise between Chinese migrants and
indigenous people in Solomon Islands as it had in Fiji between indigenous
Fijians and Indo-Fijians. His response to his friend’s warning was that
‘we already have an ethnic conflict with the wakus [Solomons Pijin for
Chinese people]’.

Discussions with Solomon Islanders reveal that people distinguish
between the long-standing Chinese families (many of whom have been
in the country for several generations) and the newly arrived migrants,
most of whom have come from Guangdong Province in southern China
(see Moore this volume). The latter group, referred to frequently as the
‘overnight passports’, came into the country in increasing numbers during
the social unrest of 1998-2003, allegedly under illegal or improper
immigration arrangements. Indigenous Solomon Islanders regard them as
being poorly integrated with local society, and they are often stereotyped
as being money-hungry, rude and arrogant. It would appear that it was the
newly arrived Chinese migrants who were particularly targeted during the
riots and looting. Indeed, it is rumoured that the rioters were following
a predetermined list of businesses that were to be targeted. The fact that
some businesses owned by long-standing Chinese families such as the QQQ
store in the middle of Chinatown were spared, indicates that some sort of
selective targeting could indeed have taken place.
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Growing opposition to, and frustration with, RAMSI’

Since its inception in July 2003, RAMSI has been subject to increasing levels
of criticism from certain sectors of Solomon Islands state and society, in
particular the public service, parliamentarians and former associates of
militant groups, especially the MEF. In late 2005, former MEF spokesman
and prominent local lawyer Andrew Nori launched a High Court challenge
to the legality of RAMSI, arguing that the legal instrument under which
RAMSI operates—the Facilitation of International Assistance Act 2003 (the
‘Facilitation Act’)—was unconstitutional. The chief justice struck the case
down in a lengthy judgement (High Court of Solomon Islands 2006).

Before his arrest, Dausabea, who also had close connections with the MEF,
criticised aspects of RAMSI during an interview with Radio New Zealand
(2006a). He stated that, as a newly elected MP, he was planning to scrutinise
aspects of the Facilitation Act, particularly the immunity clauses, which granted
RAMSI officers immunity from prosecution under the laws of Solomon Islands.
It had been reported earlier in the local media that Dausabea wanted to ‘get
rid of RAMSI’ (SIBC 2006a) and it was rumoured that he campaigned on an
anti-RAMSI platform in the lead up to the 5 April national election.

An anthropologist who spent three months on North Malaita conducting
research on the ‘lost tribes of Israel” religious cult reports of pervasive anti-
RAMSI sentiments among the local populace (see Jaap Timmer this volume).
The deployment of RAMSI to North Malaita in 2003 was interpreted locally as
an invasion of the island by foreign military forces. Moreover, in the teachings
of the ‘lost tribes” movement—currently enjoying considerable support in
parts of North Malaita—RAMSI is described as the anti-Christ.

There is also evidence of growing disaffection with RAMSI among the
public service, particularly within the Ministry of Finance, which is the focus
of RAMSI’s economic governance program. Before the national election,
Ulufa’alu said that while there was still unanimous support for RAMSI
among MPs, there was growing dissent in the public service (Ulufa’alu,
personal communication, 26 February 2006). Concerns revolve around the
fact that RAMSI advisers are perceived by local bureaucrats as contractors
who are essentially working for private-sector interests, rather than for the
public service. Furthermore, it would appear that the public-sector industrial
dispute was fuelled by growing agitation among local Ministry of Finance

emplovyees concerning the oreat disparity between local and expatriate
ploy g g parity p
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terms and conditions of employment. In his victory speech, Rini—who had
been openly critical of the outgoing Minister for Finance, Peter Boyers, in
meetings of the previous cabinet—criticised RAMSI for not doing enough to
build the capacity of local staft within the Ministry of Finance (ABC 2006).
Concerns about capacity building and counterparting in the Ministry of
Finance were also highlighted in a Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat social
impact assessment conducted in October 2003: ‘[a] repeating concern has
been raised about the effectiveness of current counter-parting arrangements
between RAMSI personnel and local DOF [Department of Finance] staff.
Local staff members feel excluded and RAMSI personnel are not coaching/
mentoring or transferring skills to national counterparts’ (Pacific Islands
Forum 2004:19).

Another factor that arguably contributed to the riots is the gradual
erosion, over time, of RAMSI’s authority. The ‘shock and awe’ generated
by the initial deployment of RAMSI has well and truly worn off. People are
keenly aware of challenges to RAMSI’s infallibility, notably the fatal shooting
of Adam Dunning in late 2004, which demonstrated that RAMSI did not,
after all, have machines that would find all of the guns that hadn’t been
surrendered. According to an ex-militant and former follower of Harold
Keke whom I spoke to on the Weather Coast of Guadalcanal, ‘people are
no longer afraid of RAMSI” (Confidential interview).

As mentioned above, the general public has voiced considerable
frustration with RAMSI’s inability or unwillingness to arrest the big fish in
relation to crimes committed during the tension. While a number of high-
profile parliamentarians have been arrested and charged with tension-related
offences—notably Benjamin Una and Alex Bartlett—there are widespread
feelings that RAMSI has not gone far enough. RAMSI has also been criticised
locally for privileging a Western-style law and order approach at the
expense of a Melanesian-style peace and reconciliation process (see Moore
2004:215-19). Calls for RAMSI to give greater support to Melanesian
forms of peace building have come from elements of society as diverse as
ex-combatants, chiefs, church leaders, public servants and judges, including
the chief justice. The review of RAMSI conducted by the Pacific Islands
Forum Eminent Persons’ Group in June 2005 recommended that a policy
paper be prepared to identify suitable models for a truth and reconciliation
commission (Pacific Islands Forum 2005:paras 14, 63, 90[xii]).
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The arrest of the two MPs and the lock-down of parliament attracted
sustained criticism from MPs; while the allegations that the PPF failed to
prevent (and even contributed to) the riots have been the subject of much
public debate. There can be no doubt that the riots were disastrous for
RAMSI’s public image, with members of the public remarking cynically
that the military and police reinforcements were too late, just as the
original deployment of RAMSI came long after the open armed conflict in
Solomon Islands was over. A further publicity nightmare for RAMSI was
the leaking of a confidential email written by an Australian official working
in the Solomon Islands Ministry of Finance and subsequently sent back to
Canberra (Sydney Morning Herald 2006). The email claimed that on the
eve of the parliamentary vote for the new prime minister, Australian High
Commissioner, Patrick Cole, spoke with Sir Thomas Chan expressing his
concern about the suitability of Rini as a candidate for prime minister.
The email went on to criticise both candidates for the prime ministership,
describing the next day’s parliamentary poll as ‘a depressing choice. . .either
way things do not look good for the future of RAMSI or the future good
governance of SI’.

Just as the riots of April 2006 could be seen partly in terms of the Malaitan
tradition of ‘lodging a claim’ against the government, they can also be seen
in the context of long-standing Malaitan resistance to alien authority. Viewed
in this light, RAMSI is the latest ‘alien’ to attract the symbolic opposition of
Malaitan kastom. In my discussions with Malaitan ex-militants, kastom was
evoked frequently as a challenge to the mission, particularly its policing
activities. They point to incidents such as trespassing on tribal lands, breaking
into houses without permission and general cultural insensitivity in the way
in which RAMSI police, and Australian police in particular, have conducted
their operations on Malaita. Indeed, many people on Malaita regard the
use of large numbers of armed soldiers and police in a number of failed
attempts to capture fugitive Edmond Sae as excessive and tantamount to
an invasion of Malaita.

The Malaita Ma’asina Forum also highlights these and other incidents in its
denunciation of RAMSI.*The forum executive argues that Malaitans perceive
the intervention as an exercise in recolonisation and Australian occupation in
the context of broader ‘Australian hegemony in the Pacific’ (Malaita Ma’asina
Forum Executive 2005:21-9). Itis further argued that as well as perceptions,
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there have been some real issues (the types of incidents referred to above)
that have given rise to growing Malaitan opposition to RAMSI. These issues
are ultimately grouped under the rubric of culture: “There are many cultural
issues that for simplicity purposes could be labelled as insensitive to the culture
of the people because of dissatisfaction with the Australian-led intervention’
(Malaita Ma’asina Forum Executive 2005:21-9).

It is not my intention to engage here in a detailed discussion of local
discourses surrounding RAMSI.” It is informative, however, to reflect on
statements made by the Malaita Ma’asina Forum Executive (2005:27),
which now appear somewhat prophetic. The forum executive warned
that the ‘long-term physical presence’ of RAMSI in the Solomon Islands
would ‘create an environment for resentment and subsequent resistance’ (my
emphasis). It stated further that it was predominantly foreigners who were
in favour of a long-term occupation and that [t]his too will create resistance
in due course and it is advisable that good intentions should not lead to
violence’ (my emphasis) (Malaita Ma’asina Forum Executive 2005:27).

Mismanagement of the situation by the police, particularly the PPF

The extent to which PPF officers contributed to the riots by firing tear-gas
at the crowd outside Parliament House on Black Tuesday is the subject of
controversy. Former New Zealand parliamentarian and frequent visitor to
Solomon Islands Richard Prebble claimed that AFP officers had erred by
firing tear-gas at a peaceful demonstration, stating that the ‘[cJrowd was
outraged and the riot spontaneous’ (Solomon Star 2006j). The New Zealand
Defence Minister, Phil Goff, rejected Prebble’s comments during a press
conference in Honiara. Goff stated that tear-gas was fired only after a police
vehicle had been sprayed with petrol and set alight and stones had been
thrown at police, some of whom sustained injuries (SIBC 2006f).

The public debate about the role of the PPF has raised broader issues
concerning the cultural appropriateness of the RAMSI approach. For
example, a Solomon Islander writing in the ‘Private View’ section of the
Solomon Star stated

I believe the situation could have been cool down [sic] if only RAMSI
officers stopped using teargas and let Sir Peter Kenilorea [the speaker]
address his own people [Solomon Islanders] on what he has according

to the mediation process and restorative justice, which are deemed
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appropriate to [the] Melanesian situation. .. Therefore let me advise the
RAMSI ofticers and military units, if...any disagreement arises between
the leaders and indigenous people of this country [Solomon Islands] please
allow Melanesians themselves to take the first approach to try and solve

their own internal matters and affairs (Solomon Star 2006j).

The dynamics of the crowd in Melanesia: criminals or voyeurs?

The rioting and looting in Honiara demonstrated aspects of the particular
dynamics of crowd situations in Melanesia. In Papua New Guinea, for
example, organised events involving large numbers of people, such as cultural
shows and rugby league games, frequently end in violence and the use of
tear-gas. It would appear that Melanesian crowds can become agitated quickly
and without warning. Another element of this crowd dynamic s that after the
outbreak of any sort of disturbance, even something as apparently mundane
as a lone drunk passing out on the footpath, people will stop whatever they
are doing to observe the event. It would appear that many of the so-called
rioters and looters in Honiara were law-abiding citizens who had essentially
voyeuristic rather than criminal motives. According to people who witnessed
the events, these voyeurs—including many women and children—took the
opportunity, as everyone else did, of helping themselves to some of the goods
that were being looted from the Chinese-owned retail stores.

The role of MPs in inciting the riot: the politics of disorder

Two MPs were arrested in relation to the riots: Charles Dausabea, Member
for Eastern Honiara, and Nelson Ne’e, Member for Central Honiara.
Both men were members of the Iron Bottom Sound Hotel camp in the
lead up to the parliamentary ballot for the new prime minister and, after
the ballot, became members of the parliamentary opposition. Dausabea
faced charges of inciting violence, threatening violence and intimidation,
while Ne’e was charged with two counts of intimidation and one count
of managing an unlawful society. Both suspects had their bail applications
rejected in the Magistrates Court and the High Court. During Ne’e’s High
Court bail application, the government prosecutor alleged that he had
urged rioters to blow up Parliament House on Black Tuesday, calling out
‘dynamitim parliament’ (Solomon Star 2006j). Similarly, prosecutors alleged
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that Dausabea had said to the crowd outside Parliament House, ‘[m]i fala lose
nao, iu fala doim what nao iu fala likim [we have lost, you do what you want]’
(Solomon Star 2006i). It is alleged further that Dausabea had driven through
the streets of Chinatown on the evening of Black Tuesday urging rioters to
continue looting. According to a witness statement, he told the crowd to
‘Go ahead, go ahead, go ahead” (Solomon Star 2006j).

Rumours circulated in Honiara that on Easter Sunday, just days before the
parliamentary vote for prime minister, Dausabea organised and sponsored
a party at Ten Dollar Beach on the outskirts of town. It is alleged that he
plied his guests, predominantly young men, with alcohol and told them that
‘if things don’t go our way on Tuesday, this is what you're going to do’. It
certainly appears that the riots were a mix of premeditation, spontaneity,
criminal opportunism and, as noted above, voyeurism. The fact that petrol
spray devices were used to torch police vehicles at Parliament House points
to premeditation, as do the reports that rioters had a predetermined list of
businesses that were to be targeted.

It is not the first time that Solomon Islands MPs have been accused of
stirring up social unrest for explicitly political purposes.® It has been argued
by some that the outbreak of ethnic violence on Guadalcanal in late 1998 was
precipitated deliberately by members of the parliamentary opposition (led
at that time by Solomon Mamaloni) who were seeking to reassert control of
the state, which had provided them with the lucrative proceeds of corruption
in the logging industry during the late 1980s and 1990s. According to the
so-called ‘opposition conspiracy thesis’, the reformist Solomon Islands Alliance
for Change (SIAC) government, which came to power in 1997 and was led by
Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, presented an unacceptable challenge to a powerful
coalition of vested interests, including politicians, public servants and Asian
logging companies. Unable to obtain numbers for a parliamentary vote of no
confidence, these vested interests sought to stir up trouble on Guadalcanal in
order to destabilise the government. According to Ulufa’alu, the ‘militancy
option’ had been in place since the early 1990s, and would have been used
to depose then prime minister Billy Hilly in 1994 had he not been forced to
resign as a consequence of a number of defections from his cabinet.” From
Ulufa’alu’s perspective, militancy has for some time been regarded by some
elements within Solomon Islands state and society as a ‘reserve option when
democratic processes fail”.*
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There would appear to be some merit to this argument, at least as it
relates to the coup. Greg Fry (2000:302), reflecting on similarities between
the coups in Fiji and Solomon Islands, states: ‘[ijn both coups we note the
importance of the middle class businessmen and politicians whose personal
wealth and status are tied up with who controls the state. . .In the Solomon
Islands, as in Fiji, the Ulufa’alu Government was introducing anti-corruption
regulations which would upset established business connections.” Indeed,
the SIAC government’s Policy and Structural Reform Program—a mix
of home-grown and donor-inspired initiatives—went much further than
tackling corruption (Bennett 2000:360, 379-383).The government reduced
the number of government ministries, down-sized the public service by 10
per cent and implemented significant reforms in the long-suffering forestry
sector, including the drafting of a new Forestry Act and the establishment
of a Forestry Board and a Forestry Trust. These reforms ‘would have not
only reduced the logging quota to a more sustainable level, but also would
have seen much more regulation of the industry’ (Bennett 2002:10). The
‘oppositional conspiracy’ theory holds credibility for some long-term
observers of Solomon Islands politics (Herlihy 2003;Tony Jansen, personal
communication, September 2004).

Although the military-style conflict ended after the TPA, banditry,
corruption, intimidation and extortion continued to plague parts of the
country—yparticularly Honiara, North Malaita and the Weather Coast of
Guadalcanal—until the deployment of RAMSI in July 2003. Some ex-
militants, particularly from the MEF, became indistinguishable from criminal
gangs; and ex-militants and politicians benefitted from the abuse of the
compensation and demobilisation processes and had vested interests in the
prolongation of the lawlessness and disorder. Selected local business houses
were awarded duty remissions and tax exemptions during this period (Dinnen
2002), and it was alleged that the backroom dealings also extended to the
issuance of new logging concessions to Asian companies.9

Commentators have drawn on the work of Chabal and Daloz (1999) in
Africa to describe the post-TPA situation in terms of the instrumentalisation
of disorder: political ¢lites were perpetuating lawlessness and disorder for
their own economic and political benefit (Dinnen 2002; Fraenkel 2004).
According to Dinnen (2002:289): ‘[t]he Sogavare government contributed
significantly to the instrumentalisation of disorder over the past two years
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by using compensation as a key instrument in peacemaking’ The apparent
involvement of two MPs in the riots could be understood best in the context
of this process. There was a brief hiatus in the explicit incitement of violence
by political ¢lites after the deployment of RAMSI, it seems, followed by a
return to business as usual.

Moreover, while attention has focused on the alleged involvement of local
Asian businessmen and Taiwanese money in the recent national election and
subsequent second election, the systemic corruption that has characterised
the logging and fishing industries continues unabated and, if anything,
has worsened since the arrival of RAMSI. Two auditor-general’s reports
were published in October 2005 cataloguing deepening corruption in the
Department of Forestry, Environment and Conservation and the Department
of Marine Resources (Auditor-General 2005a, 2005b). While local Asian
businessmen and the Taiwanese government could have some influence on
politics in Solomon Islands, we must not ignore the lucrative logging deals
that have been the key driver of the politics of disorder in Solomon Islands
for the past 20 years or so. There is no reason or evidence to suggest that the
situation today is any better than it was almost 10 years ago, when lan Frazer
(1997b:67) wrote that popular opposition to the environmental, social and
economic inequities of the logging industry ‘is pitted against a ruling ¢lite
that is far less committed to democratic decision-making and more popular
forms of rural development than it is [to] fostering, in its own interest and
the interests of foreign capital, intensive exploitation of the last-remaining
forests in the country’.

Conclusion

The 2006 national election and subsequent formation of a government
clearly contributed to the riots and looting that broke out in Honiara
immediately after the announcement of Rini’s victory in the parliamentary
ballot for the prime ministership. The election exhibited all of the elements
that have come to characterise national elections in post-colonial Melanesia:
a large number of candidates and political parties, a high turn-over of
MPs, gross under-representation of women, weak or non-existent policy
platforms and a strong disjuncture between the politics of campaigning at
the local level and the substance of the government that ultimately assumed
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power. There were also accusations of vote buying and the funding of
electoral campaigns by local Asian businessmen and the Government of
Taiwan. These interests were also widely believed to have been involved in
the circus-like formation and reformation of political camps that occurred
during the two weeks between the national election and the parliamentary
vote for the new prime minister.

This latter process was the greatest single cause of the riots. The
electorate felt entirely powerless to exert any influence over the formation
of the government and the selection of the new prime minister. The people
also felt that it was fundamentally unfair that powerful business interests,
including foreign interests, should exert such a disproportionate influence
on the political process. The return to power of the enormously unpopular
coalition that had held the previous government of Sir Allan Kemakeza—
with Kemakeza’s former deputy as the new prime minister—was, for many
people, the final exasperating episode in a political serial over which they
had absolutely no control.

There were, however, clearly other factors at play, such as the large
numbers of unemployed young men in Honiara who harbour resentment
against an expanding Chinese business community, which is perceived as
dominating business opportunities at the expense of Solomon Islanders.
The recent history of contflict in Solomon Islands indicates that these men
provide fertile ground for anyone who is seeking to stir up ethnic hatred
and violence (see Fraenkel 2004).

The riots reflect growing frustration in various sectors of Solomon
Islands society with RAMSI, particularly its inability or unwillingness to
arrest the big fish. There have also been growing expressions of opposition
to RAMSI, particularly from Malaitan quarters, and it would appear that the
shock and awe that initially provided the intervention force with inviolable
authority has eroded over time. The role of the PPF in contributing to the
riots remains the subject of controversy and has clearly become politicised.
Regardless of which version of the truth is the real one, RAMSI’s reputation
was damaged in the eyes of Solomon Islanders. Where was RAMSI? Why
couldn’t it stop the riots?

Former members of the MEF, disgruntled with the failure of successive
governments to provide them with the rehabilitation provided under the

TPA as well as compensation for their role in saving the nation during the
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ethnic tension, could also have played a key part in orchestrating the riots.
This is consistent with the long-standing Malaitan tradition of employing
compensation as a means of voicing dissatisfaction with the government.
Moreover, it appears that RAMSI has become the latest alien to attract the
symbolic opposition of Malaitan kastom.

The particular dynamics of the crowd in Melanesia were an important
factor in the riots and looting, A significant proportion of the crowd, it seems,
were voyeurs rather than criminals acting with malice aforethought. The
spontaneity and speed of the events was characteristic of crowd dynamics
in Melanesia.

The last and perhaps most unsettling factor contributing to the riots is
the likely involvement of two MPs.The clock has been thrown back to a time
before RAMSI, when political ¢lites were able to instrumentalise disorder
for their own aggrandisement. It would appear that while the presence
of RAMSI could have put a temporary stop to the blatant sponsoring of
violence by politicians, the politics of disorder has always been simmering
away just under the surface. And while attention has been fixed on the role
of local Chinese business and ‘chopstick’ diplomacy in recent events, let
us not neglect the systemic corruption in the fisheries and logging sectors,
the proceeds of which have, for many years now, provided the bulk of the
spoils of the politics of disorder in Solomon Islands.
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Notes

1 Before the election, Member for Aoke/Langa Langa, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, described
this as a ‘new type of politicking’ in his constituency, which entailed candidates being
paid to stand against him (Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, personal communication, 26 March
2006).

2 The section of the TPA titled ‘Rehabilitation of militants’ states that former members
of the Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM) and MEF will be repatriated to their home

villages at the expense of the national government, and that the government will ‘launch
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public works programs’ to employ ex-militants, and also provide counselling services
for them (Solomon Islands Government 2000:Part Two, Section 5). Former members
of the MEF obviously have high and unrealistic expectations about these rehabilitation
provisions.

During the riots, torched police vehicles and Chinese-owned businesses were
graffitied with the words ‘Fuck ramsi’. Other tags included ‘Fuck waku’, 2006 election
corruption’, ‘Fuck Rini’, “We need a new PM’ and ‘Born to destroy’.

Evoking obvious connotations with the Maasina Rule Movement of the 1950s, the
Malaita Ma’asina Forum is a non-governmental organisation that formed in September
2003 ‘as a voice to raise concerns and issues affecting Malaita and the people of Malaita’
(Malaita Ma’asina Forum Executive 2005:3). Although the forum has a management
council representing the 33 wards on Malaita, it is unclear how representative it really
is. According to informants on Malaita, it has an ambivalent relationship with the
provincial government. Kabutaulaka (2006:3) describes it as being ‘pushed by a few
elites in Honiara to serve their own political agendas’.

I have written about local perceptions of RAMSI in Allen (2006).

Note that a former minister in the national government, John Maetia Kaliuae, was
found guilty of inciting the riots in 1989 (Fraenkel 2004:117).

Like the SIAC government, Francis Billy Hilly’s National Coalition Partnership (NCP)
was attempting to reform the forestry industry, which had become so corrupted under
the governments of Solomon Mamaloni (for details of the reforms, see Frazer 1997a,
1997b; Dauvergne 1998-99; Bennett 2000). The NCP barely had a chance to implement
the reform program before it was brought down by a series of cabinet resignations
and defections in October 1994. It was proven later that five cabinet ministers of the
NCP government had defected to join Mamaloni’s Solomon Islands National Unity and
Reconciliation Party (SINURP) after receiving bribes from Honiara businessman Robert
Goh (Kabutaulaka 1997:488). Once in office, the SINURP government immediately
set about dismantling the reform program and it was quickly back to business as usual
for Mamaloni, who was the director of a logging company, and his ministers, most of
whom were also involved in the logging industry (Frazer 1997a, 1997b).

Ulufa’alu 2004; taped interview with Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, 25 July 2004.

During the period of the conflict, the production and export of all primary export
commodities declined; however, proportionately speaking, log exports declined the
least and recovered the most rapidly (Central Bank of Solomon Islands 2005). In
2003, the value of log exports exceeded pre-conflict levels, which lends some weight
to allegations that several new logging concessions were awarded after the coup in
a number of back-door deals (Ulufa’alu 2004; taped interview with Bartholomew
Ulufa’alu, 25 July 2004; Tony Jansen, personal communication, 10 September 2004).
It has also been alleged that illegal logging activities increased during the period of the
conflict (UNDP 2004).
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Chapter 3

No more walkabout long Chinatown:
Asian involvement in the economic
and political process

Clive Moore

In the 1960s, Solomon Islander Fred Maedola recorded a song with Viking
Records that became a classic in the Pacific. Written by Edwin Sitori, it
was called Walkabout Long Chinatown, and it described lyrically the delights
of wandering through Honiara’s Chinatown. Sadly, the old ramshackle
Chinatown has disappeared, burnt to the ground during two days of
rioting in April 2006 after the election of Snyder Rini as the eighth prime
minister of the troubled nation. Chinatown was a short distance from the
centre of modern Honiara. It was a homely place on the banks of Mataniko
River, where rural Solomon Islanders felt less intimidated than in the air-
conditioned specialist shops downtown; it was close to the main hospital,
close to the central market and not far from the main wharves. Constructed
when the capital shifted from bombed-out Tulagi to what became Honiara
as the new town grew into a bustling city of more than 60,000 people,
Chinatown remained the centre of Waku activities. Waku is the Solomon
Islands Pijin name for the increasingly diverse local Asian community. It
was used originally self-descriptively by Chinese residents (the only Asians
in the early years) and derived from a Cantonese phrase ‘wah kiu’, which
translates literally as ‘residing outside’, but is better glossed as ‘expatriate’
or ‘overseas Chinese’. In Mandarin, the phrase is ‘wai jii’. It was adopted by
Solomon Islanders to describe the Chinese and now is used more widely
for all Asians.'

Asians have played a large role in the economy for several decades

and, more recently, some have become involved in politics. Some Asians
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participated in corruption that helped destabilise the government in the
decades leading up to 1998, when the ‘crisis years’ began. During the
crisis years (1998-2003), some Waku elements prospered through duty
remissions and special deals. The fishery and forestry audit reports presented
to parliament in October 2005 show clearly that Japanese, South Korean and
Malaysian companies took advantage of the disturbed situation to increase
their plunder of the nation’s natural resources. The Regional Assistance
Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), which arrived in mid 2003, is intent on
exposing corruption and enforcing accountability, but so far the emphasis is
on seeking out corrupt indigenous officials. RAMSI has not tackled the illegal
operations of the largely Asian-controlled foreign companies. The April
2006 devastation that destroyed one-quarter of the commercial premises in
Honiara was targeted at the Chinese. The underlying dynamic tensions are,
however, much wider, and include large-scale corrupt business practices by
Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese, Malaysian and Philippine companies as well
as by the diverse local Chinese community.

This chapter is not meant to be critical of the Chinese or wider Asian
communities. As I will indicate below, many Chinese have been good
Solomon Islands citizens for decades. Even the rioters recognised this
when they specifically targeted individual Chinese stores and businesses
while pointedly sparing others. Some analysis will be tempted to use an
easy, broad bush to condemn ‘the Chinese’ or ‘the Waku’ as a whole. This
is not only counterproductive, it is an over-simplification and distortion of
the situation on the ground. What this chapter does discuss is corruption
and the groups and companies most involved. There is no doubt that some
elements of the Waku community are heavily involved in corruption, but
so are political leaders and ordinary rural people—even if, in the main, the
latter are unhappy, silent bystanders watching a cancerous growth that they
know is wrong and is damaging their nation. The April 2006 upwelling of
violence was a manifestation of trauma lurking just below the surface. There
was no real attempt at cultural reconciliation after the end of the crisis years,
which left many old wounds barely covered and open to infection.

The crisis years were not directly about corruption; however, everyone
knew that certain politicians and public servants were ‘on the take’, although
they felt helpless to do anything about it. The violence that surfaced between
1998 and 2003 was related mainly to antagonisms between two ethnic
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groups, the people of Guadalcanal and Malaita Provinces, and involved
some, certainly not all, of the people from these provinces. Many of the
participants were young, disenchanted males who could see no future for
themselves and who reacted aggressively, aided and abetted by some of
their leaders who should have known better. At the base of the tension was
economic inequality, which included corruption but was much wider and
covered overdevelopment without adequate compensation or consultation,
and underdevelopment with little thought to the consequences (Moore
2004; Fraenkel 2004).

Although there are long-term smouldering resentments against the
economic hold of the ‘old” Chinese citizens, indigenous Solomon Islanders
regard them very differently from the more recent Chinese residents and
citizens, who are mostly from mainland China. The old Chinese families see
with different eyes from the ‘new’ Chinese and ordinary Solomon Islanders
know this. They belong in a way that the Gilbertese immigrant community
also belongs—both are relics of British colonialism and are now part of
the modern nation.

Politicians have blamed the Republic of China for its dollar diplomacy
and the media has made much of the Taiwanese connection to the Solomon
Islands. It would be a mistake to suggest that there is a large Taiwanese
element in the local Waku community or that the Waku have benefitted
from this corrupt diplomacy. A rogue Waku element certainly exists, but
it stretches across the various Asian communities. The real beneficiaries of
Taiwanese largess have been indigenous Solomon Islands politicians, who
should shoulder the blame for the disgraceful burning and looting that took
place in Chinatown. The underlying question is whether any one indigenous
ethnic group orchestrated the unrest, and whether the remnants of the
Malaita Eagle Force (MEF) are behind the burning and looting of Chinatown
and other Chinese business ventures. The arrest of Charles Dausabea, Nelson
Ne’e and Alex Bartlett for their involvement in the riots suggests some link
to elements from Malaita, although not to the defunct MEF.”

The April 2006 riots were partly premeditated. The attacks were
strategically targeted and clues existed before the outbreak that should
have alerted the police to possible trouble. The police commissioner’s lack
of prior intelligence and seeming lack of an emergency plan to deal with
what was always going to be a potentially explosive day added to the poor
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performance of the RAMSI police, and their lack of coordination with
the local police indicates that long-term changes will be necessary if the
RAMSI operation is to retain credibility. This chapter argues that Waku
business interests and their corrupt influence on the political process are
at the heart of the troubles in Solomon Islands. Although Chinese citizens
and residents are not entirely innocent of involvement, they are not central
to the corruption. Solomon Islanders watched helplessly for 20 years as
corruption and government mismanagement increased; they were forced
to live through the 1998-2003 crisis years, and then the indignity of an
imported administrative and police apparatus. Their discontent boiled
over after the post-election parliamentary vote for the prime ministership
and the poorly handled situation in parliament. There was something very
‘Solomon’ about their reaction: despite the massive destruction, no one
was killed; the disturbance was focused almost totally on Honiara; and, in
a strange way, the riot and the related looting unified all ethnic groups. This
chapter looks first at the history of the Chinese in the Solomon Islands, then
at wider Asian business interests and connections with corruption. The final

section tries to understand the riots and draw conclusions.

Waku, business and corruption

The British Solomon Islands Protectorate was declared in 1893 and a small
administration established in 1897. In 1908, Resident Commissioner,
Charles Woodford, reported that although there were none in the
protectorate at that time, during the 1890s and earlier in the 1900s there
had been about 10 Japanese and Filipinos employed in the Solomons pearl-
fishing industry. Single Chinese had been introduced via German New
Guinea as cooks and gardeners, but most stayed for only six or 12 months.
Woodford’s explanation of their transitory behaviour was that they ‘become
discontented as they find no opportunity here of satisfying their desire for
sexual intercourse’, and that they were also looking for a back door into
Australia (Woodford 1908).

More concerted moves to bring Chinese into the territory of the
Western Pacific High Commission in 1908 came to nothing. This was due
to antagonism from Boers and the British public to Chinese labourers
taken to the mines of the Transvaal between 1904 and 1907, which led to
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the destruction of the unionist government in Britain in the 1906 general
election. The anti-Chinese ripple flowed through into the British Pacific. The
new Australian government also expressed an aversion to Asian migrants
and did not want any in neighbouring colonies. Australia did its best to
ensure that there were none in British New Guinea (Australian Papua from
1906). Then in 1910, the Colonial Office declined to allow Indian labour
to be imported into the Solomon Islands and, two years later, also said no
to similar plans to import Javanese. Lever’s Pacific Plantations Limited also
failed when it advocated the use of Chinese labourers during the 1910s and
1920s. There were exceptions in the Pacific: Chinese worked phosphate
deposits on Nauru and Ocean Islands and plantations in Samoa; and New
Zealand, short of labour, allowed Chinese immigrants entry after the 1918
influenza epidemic (Laracy 1974; Wilson et al. 1990; Mecke 1910).

The first Chinese tradesmen seem to have reached the protectorate in
1910. By 1913, Ah Choi had applied for a land lease on Kokona Island in
the Gela Group, and, in 1914, Kwong Cheong had a trading business at
Tulagi, the colonial capital. They probably came south from Rabaul, where
the Germans had allowed Chinese immigration. In 1914, there were about
1,000 Chinese living in or near Rabaul.

The protectorate’s Chinese community slowly increased, from 55 in 1920
to90in 1925,and to 164 in 1931 and 193 in 1933 (Laracy 1974; Woodford
1911; Bell 1927). Most stayed only for the duration of their contracts, but
some used their savings and connections in Rabaul, Hong Kong and Sydney
to import trade goods and establish stores. By 1918, there were 67 Chinese
inTulagi, where the protectorate’s largest Chinatown was well established
by the 1920s and 1930s, replete with trade stores and restaurants. They
were allowed to set up stores on Isabel, at Gizo and in the Shortlands in the
north, and at Auki on Malaita. Chinese also operated ships on trading circuits
around the protectorate. Numbers had dropped to 180 by 1941, probably
because the administration attempted to tighten entry requirements in the
1920s and early 1930s; the Hong Kong government did not issue passports
and they were difficult to obtain in China. The resident commissioner had
total control of all entries without passports and, in 1928, a new regulation
levied a bond of not less than £20 on jobless immigrants. Restrictions were
made even stricter the next year, but during the early 1930s a new high
commissioner arrived, who had previously worked in Hong Kong and had
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higher regard for Chinese. All restraints on Chinese were lifted in 1933,
although they were still not allowed to obtain frechold land. The major
merchant companies—W.R. Carpenters, Burns Philp and Lever’s Pacific
Plantations—did not want competition from Chinese merchants and raised
the usual complaints about their corrupting influence on the natives through
gambling, alcohol and vice. The British attitude to the Chinese was made
fairly clear during World War II when foreign nationals were evacuated
but the Chinese were left behind. Some joined the Coastwatchers, others
managed to take ship to Sydney or Noumea and the rest hid in villages for
the duration of the war (Wilson et al. 1990; Laracy 1974; Bennett 1987).

The Chinese community increased after the war and began to integrate
into colonial society in the late 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, adopting
Christianity, establishing a Chinese-language school, taking out British
citizenship and deliberately becoming part of Solomon Islands society. They
grew to control much of the retail trade in the country and became dominant
in Honiara and in the main provincial towns. One of the first signs of this
change to permanent-residence status was the establishment of Honiara’s
Chinese Chung Wah School, organised and financed by Chinese residents
and opened officially by Acting Resident Commissioner, J.D.A. Germond,
on 15 October 1949. In the mornings, teaching was in English and, in the
afternoons, in Cantonese. The first professional teacher was Fung Shiu Kat
from Hong Kong, who arrived in July 1952 through arrangements between
the Anglican Melanesia Mission and the Bishop of Hong Kong. The school
went from strength to strength and today is one of the major schools in
Honiara (PIM 1949, 1952).

In the early 1950s there were about 300 Chinese living in the protectorate,
all involved in technical and commercial services. The president of the
Chinese community in Honiara in the 1950s, and until his return to Hong
Kongin 1962, was Chan Chee, general manager of Kwan How Yuan Pty Ltd,
who was fluent in English. Lai Yuen Wo succeeded him. In the 1950s and
1960s, many Chinese residents applied for British citizenship. This was easier
if they were Christian, and many became Roman Catholics, encouraged
by Fathers van Mechlin and Leemans. In October 1961, 43 Chinese from
Chinatown were christened, watched by another 60 Chinese Catholics in
the congregation. A formal British Solomon Islands Chinese Association
was formed in November 1965, with Peter Lai as president, James Wang
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as chairman, C.K. Ching as vice-chairman, Henry Quan and K.H. Ip as
secretaries and Chow Leong as treasurer. Stephen Yee, Leong Fat and Paul
Sze-tu took responsibility for social and educational activities.’

In the 1959 census, there were 366 Chinese in the Solomon Islands and
another 100 or so in the ‘mixed’ category. In 1970, there were 577 Chinese
and a growing number in the mixed category. The Chinese numbers sank
to 452 in 1976, because some families left before independence, and had
declined again by the time of the 1986 census to 342 (Solomon Islands
Government 2002:32). Honiara’s Chinatown of the 1960s and 1970s was
the classic two-sided street of wooden red, green and blue trade stores
with tin roofs and crossed-frame railing verandahs. Business was conducted
behind counters in a central room and there were living quarters at the back
(Laracy 1974).The same style of Chinatown existed at Gizo and Auki, with
business links to the Honiara shops. The children of the first generation
began to branch out into other economic ventures: they supplied logging
camps, marketed trochus shell and béche-de-mer and began specialist shops
in the central business district along Mendana Avenue. There were always
tensions because Solomon Islanders resented the Chinese stranglehold on
retail and wholesale business, but they worked hard and served the nation
and themselves reasonably well. These old Chinese prospered under the
later decades of the British administration, which operated in a fairly non-
corrupt and straightforward manner. The years around independence were
a period of uncertainty about their future welcome, but many families stuck
it out and prospered, becoming leading hoteliers and owning a wide range
of businesses.

During the late 1980s and 1990s, a significant number of ‘new’ Chinese
settled in the Solomon Islands, adding to the already established Chinese
community. Many of this new generation are from mainland China and
Malaysia. Far from espousing communism, many were refugees from the
ideology who wanted to begin business ventures, become citizens and, in
the long term, move on to Australia and New Zealand. They have worked
hard, been able to send their children overseas for education and many
have become good citizens. Some of the new Chinese, however, do not
try to become part of local society: they do not learn Pijin, their shops
are hot and lack comfort and they seem not to realise that donating to

charities and so on is part of their obligations and useful grease to make
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the local social wheels go round. There is an element of disrespect for their
customers, which is exacerbated when they sell cheap stock and refuse to
honour warranty and basic quality obligations. Many Chinese are involved
in small-scale corruption, bribing their way through customs procedures
and generally greasing their paths with ‘small’ money just as the old Chinese
learnt to do since independence. The new Chinese often run small businesses
with indigenous Solomon Islanders as ‘sleeping partners’, and have begun
moving (illegally) into bus and taxi businesses. Some Chinese businesses also
commit minor abuses of commercial and health regulations, ignoring import
regulations by bringing in food items with the signage only in Chinese and
Bahasa Indonesia, leaving Solomon Islanders to scratch their heads about
the content of the items they are buying. Many new Chinese wanted to
become citizens before the statutory 10-year period (for the local advantages
and as a gateway into Australia and New Zealand) and fostered a lucrative
market in quick passports by paying bribes to members of the Citizenship
Committee. They stayed during the crisis years, became richer and in truth
were generous to the government and the people during the hard times, even
if ultimately for their own purposes. By dint of hard work and subterfuge,
the new Chinese were incorporated rapidly into the economy and grafted
themselves onto the old Waku community.

The old and now the new Chinese families are well established and
integrated into urban society. Some of the men have married indigenous
Solomon Islanders while maintaining their cultural core and networks.
Generally, they stay away from politics. Only two old Waku families have
gone into politics: the Chan family, of Chinese descent, and the Sato family,
of Japanese origin. Accountant and long-term resident Robert Goh also
had considerable influence as an adviser to the government of Sir Allan
Kemakeza (2001-06).

The Chinese families were the only Waku targeted in the burning and
looting of April 2006.There was indigenous resentment against the Chinese
for controlling the retail outlets, but they sold the right products at low
prices and provided about 2,000 jobs in Honiara and more in other urban
centres. One image gained from a stroll through Chinatown or along
Mendana Avenue was of the bored Chinese Misis on her high chair near
the cash register, surveying the scene like a tennis umpire while Solomon
Islanders did the serving. The Chinese controlled a huge proportion of



72 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

the retail trade (probably about 7080 per cent) and the economy could
not function without them. How much they have blocked indigenous
entrepreneurs from emerging is difficult to calculate, but when I'have asked
Solomon Islanders why they shop in Chinese stores rather than supporting
indigenous business, the usual answer is that the stock is cheaper and more

varied.

Other Asian business groups

How many Asians live in Honiara is hard to estimate. The 1999 census
recorded 464 Chinese in the whole country, plus 2,870 individuals of
‘mixed’ ancestry, many of whom would have been part-Chinese. The 1999
census cloaked the remaining Asian groups, numbering 1,131, under ‘other’
(Solomon Islands Government 2002:32). I was present at Chinese New Year
celebrations at the Pacific Casino Hotel in 2005 along with about 1,000
Asians, and there were celebrations at other hotels; however, this special
day would have attracted visitors from other provinces.

The real hard-core corruption has come not from the old or new
Chinese, but from Malaysian companies (many of which are connected to
ethnic Chinese) and South Korean and Japanese interests. The accounts
of Solomon Islands provinces and the national government have not been
audited properly since the late 1980s. One of RAMSI’s tasks has been to
employ a large posse of auditors working from the Office of the Auditor-
General. The findings for the Department of Forestry, Environment and
Conservation and the Department of Fisheries and Marine Resources were
presented to the national parliament in October 2005. They make interesting
reading and provide a useful means for assessing more general patterns in
the troubled nation.

Logging

Solomon Islands’ abundant hardwood forests began to be exploited
commercially in the 1920s (Bennett 2000). The demand for the
protectorate’s timbers picked up in the 1960s and, by the late 1970s, timber
was a major component of gross national product (GNP); however, less than

230,000 cubic metres was cut each year, well below the sustainable level,
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considered to be 325,000 cubic metres per annum. Most of the logging
was carried out in Western Province and 90 per cent was exported, the
majority as unprocessed logs. The early phase of timber exploitation was on
government land or customary land leased by the government. The logging
industry in the 1960s was dominated by Levers Pacific Timbers Ltd, which
was a subsidiary of the United Africa Company (Timber) Ltd; an Australian
company Allardyce Lumber Co., which also operated in Sarawak; and Kalena
Timber Co. Ltd from the United States. Levers, the largest of the early
companies, responsible for two-thirds to three-quarters of the logging,
withdrew from the Solomon Islands in 1986 because of protests about its
operations on New Georgia.

After independence in 1978, and particularly under the first Mamaloni
government (1981-84), the logging focus changed to Asian companies,
mainly from Malaysia, and the use of customary lands, which made up
about 87 per cent of the total land area of the country. No longer able to
obtain whole hardwood logs at home, Asian loggers moved into Solomon
Islands (and Papua New Guinea), cutting down trees at an unbelievable
rate. The Forestry Division, provincial governments and area councils did

Figure 3.1  Solomon Islands: log production, 1963-94 (‘000 cubic metres)
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not have the resources to monitor and police logging. Loggers moved into
Guadalcanal, Malaita and Makira-Ulawa provinces. The huge South Korean
Hyundai Group set up the Hyundai Timber Company and began logging
on Guadalcanal in 1983. Eagon Resources Development Ltd, another
large South Korean company, set up on Choiseul Island in 1989. Malaysian
companies moved in from 1991. lan Frazer’s figures suggest that 75 per
cent of the log export industry in the 1990s was controlled by eight foreign
companies, mainly from Malaysia, while Hyundai and Eagon controlled
about 14 per cent. Other new, smaller companies also arrived, but many
were undercapitalised and their output was comparatively slight. These Asian
companies often operated corruptly, putting pressure on and providing
monetary incentives for local officials. They developed close relationships
with politicians and forged lucrative agreements with local companies
to use their licence entitlements. Golden Springs International was one
of these, buying local companies and using their licence concessions. In
1988, the ombudsman investigated Hyundai’s Guadalcanal operations and
Kayuken Pacific Ltd’s Malaita operations, reporting most unfavourably. Asian
companies continued to move to new areas, for instance Hyundai transferred
to Vella Lavella (along with Allardyce), undertaking the first large-scale
logging of the island. Licences for 1990 allowed 924,000 cubic metres to
be harvested, which increased to 1.2 million cubic metres in 1992 and 3.3
million cubic metres in 1994 (Frazer 1997b; Dauvergne 1998:135-57).
By 1993-94, timber was providing 56 per cent of the value of exports
from Solomon Islands, and about 35 per cent of gross domestic product
(GDP). World prices reached US$386 per cubic metre in 1993, which
encouraged an increase in the volume of logs exported to 624,000 cubic
metres in 1994 and to 850,000 cubic metres in 1995. In 1990, timber exports
were worth SI$60 million, but by 1996 they were almost six times higher at
SI$349 million. In the years just before the crisis began in 1998, the Solomon
Islands government depended on logging for 20 per cent of its revenue and 50
per cent of its export earnings. The Forestry Department estimated that of a
total land area of 2.8 million hectares, 2,201,100 hectares (78.6 per cent) was
forest, but about only 300,000 hectares (7.3 per cent) was easily available for
commercial exploitation; the rest was too steep, inaccessible or in some way
protected.* Eighty per cent of this available forest was customary owned. The
rate of logging is clearly unsustainable and predictions are that, by 201015,
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all commercially exploitable land will have been cleared of forest. So far, only
limited reforestation has occurred, and the long-term prognosis is bleak.
Opposition from rural people to large-scale logging began in the 1970s, but the
easy money continues to lure many customary landowners. Small local milling
operations are now common, but they can never generate the huge revenues
of whole-log exports. A few governments, particularly those of Francis Billy
Hilly (1993-94) and Bartholomew Ulufa’alu (1997-2000), attempted to
halt the rape of the forests, but they failed miserably against the combined
power of the logging interests and their political cronies. Calculations of the
revenue leakage in 1993 suggested that US$41 million was forgone (Moore
2004:75—7; Frazer 1997a:329 and Table 20.2).

Logging exports dropped slightly during the crisis years, continuing
in areas away from the conflict. Afterwards, logging was the only growth
industry, beginning to increase in 2003 with exports reaching 1,043,150
cubic metres in 2004, a 46.1 per cent increase in 12 months. Of that
production, 68.3 per cent was in Western Province, 22.8 per cent in Isabel
Province, 5.5 per cent in Choiseul Province and 3.5 per cent in other
provinces (Hou 2002; Central Bank of Solomon Islands 2004:17). The same
Korean and Malaysian companies are involved. The government remains

Figure 3.2  Solomon Islands: log volume and export prices, 1995-2004
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desperate for money. The customary owners see the logs as their major asset
and they are willing to risk the environmental consequences and continue to
sell the wealth of future generations for a quite small proportion of the profits.
The current act, introduced in 1969 as the Forest and Timber Act, has been
amended several times and was renamed the Forest Resources and Timber
Utilisation Act in 1984. A new Forest Act was passed in 1999 by the Ulufa’alu
government but was not gazetted (hence, it never became law) although some
of its clauses were implemented. One significant change was the substitution of
provincial governments for area councils in negotiations. Another version was
presented to cabinet in 2004 but has not been enacted by parliament, deferred
for further consultations with resource holders. This has left the department
with outdated regulations that enable the rorting to continue.

The main fees imposed are log export taxes, royalties to landowners,
provincial government fees and corporate taxes on royalty payments and
profits. The agency responsible for regulating the nation’s forests is the
Forestry Division of the Ministry of Forests, Environment and Conservation.
Log export licences and exemptions from export taxes are issued by the
Ministry for Finance, the Foreign Investment Board is responsible for
approving applications and setting conditions and the Division of Inland
Revenue collects the taxes (Dauvergne 1998). The path is convoluted and
hard to follow, which advantages foreign companies or officials trying to
exploit the system. The audit report found that procedures were blatantly
breached, records were poorly maintained and there was more than a
suspicion that some records had been destroyed deliberately to cover
fraudulent or corrupt activities (Auditor-General 2005a:46, 63). The 2005
audit report shows that S1$99,863,335 of timber was exported during
2003—04, and SI$39,908,862 in revenue was forgone through exemptions,
which escalated by 200 per cent between 2003 and 2004. It found that
SI$4,173,910 worth of royalties from logging companies had not been
collected, another SI$654,306 were classified incorrectly in the consolidated
fund and SI$1,458,000 were diverted fraudulently as unauthorised
allowances. In many cases, auditing was impossible and millions of dollars
were unaccounted for. Unlawful ex gratia payments by the ministry were
estimated at SI$ 1.5 million, and there seemed to be a genuine lack of clarity
about which section of the government was responsible for collecting which
form of revenue (Auditor-General 2005a).
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Fishing

The fishing industry has not been established as long as logging, but Solomon
Islands’ tuna stocks are one of the nation’s most important assets, and the
industry is now the largest domestic tuna-fishing industry in the southwest
Pacific. A joint-venture arrangement began between Japanese CornpanyTaiyo
Gyogyo and the national government, which formed SolomonTaiyo Ltd in
1972. A cannery at Noro in Western Province soon superseded the first,
at Tulagi. The initial 2575 split was gradually altered with different joint-
venture agreements until, in the 1980s, Maruha Corporation (formerly Taiyo
Gyogyo) of Japan held 51 per cent and the Solomon Islands government held
49 per cent. Purse-seiners, pole-and-line and long-line boats were used,
originally owned mainly by Okinawans and manned by Solomon Islanders.
The Solomon Islands government, working towards local ownership of
the industry, established National Fisheries Development Ltd, 25 per cent
of which was owned by Solomon Taiyo Ltd, but sold the ageing fleet to
Canadian company British Columbia Packers Ltd. In 1990, this company
re-sold to TriContinental of Singapore, a subsidiary of US TriContinental
and SolomonTaiyo, trading as Tri-Marine International (Moore 2004:79—81;
Frazer 1997a:326-7).

Tuna exports reached their peak in 198688, when the catch was more
than 40 per cent of the nation’s exports, outstripping timber (Frazer 1997a:
Table 20.2). In the 1990s, the government issued excessive numbers of
fishing licences and the industry peaked in 1995 when 56,135 tonnes of
frozen, canned and smoked fish were exported. Solomon Taiyo Ltd always
caused consternation in the Solomon Islands as the company recorded a
profit only in two years out of 20; however, when a detailed report was
commissioned into it in 1995, no evidence of transfer pricing was found.
Kate Barclay, who has researched the industry, believes that the Japanese
mother company used the Solomons company, representing only 5 per cent
of its assets, as a pawn in much bigger moves in its relationship with the
Japanese government. Contrary to this view, other evidence from inside the
company suggests that the complex financial moves also cloaked transfer
pricing.’ The remainder of the industry consists of licences for about 30
foreign-owned fishing companies (almost all of which have connections

with local politicians) to take 572,500 tonnes of tuna each year. Many of
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these are Taiwanese companies. During the 1990s, provincial governments
began forming joint ventures with Asian fishing companies, allocating quotas
within their provincial waters.

In 1997, the Ulufa’alu government’s new Fisheries Act reduced the quota
by 75 per cent to 120,000 tonnes per annum, intending to indigenise the
industry. The plan was to sell the nation’s holdings in Solomon Taiyo Ltd,
but Maruhu was not cooperative and a buyer could not be found for such
a seemingly unprofitable company. In 1998 the commercial fishing catch
was 94,129 tonnes, worth an estimated SI$204 million or US$40.6 million,
representing a significant sector of the economy. The total fish catch in 2004
was 28,235 tonnes, slightly down from 2003 and well within sustainable
levels. When the tensions erupted, Maruhu withdrew from the whole
venture, leaving the government with 100 per cent ownership of a new
company, Soltai Fishing and Processing Co. Ltd. Western Province protested
and was granted 45 per cent ownership, which was increased to 49 per cent
in 2001 (Moore 2004:81-2).

The tuna industry has the same regulatory and revenue problems as the
logging industry. The relevant act has too many loopholes and is poorly

Figure 3.3 Solomon Islands: fish production and average prices, 1995-2004
(‘000 tonnes, US$ ‘000 per mt)
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enforced, the high price of licences leaves room for corrupt practices and
the size of the catch is as imperfectly known as the volume of the timber
exported. The relevant legislation is the Fisheries Act 1998 and the Fisheries
(Tuna Fisheries) Regulations 1999. The audit report found that fishing
licence fee revenues received into consolidated revenue were SI$4,948,923
in 2001, SI$4,089,052 in 2002 and SI$12,453,692 in 2003. The shortfall
over the three years was SI$37.2 million, the diversions occurring in port
sampling and training accounts (SI$3.85 million), in monies diverted from
a foreign affairs account (SI$2.7 million), unpaid fishing licences (S1$9.3
million), under-collected fees (SI$8.86 million), a traceable SI$ 3—4 million
misappropriated by staff of the ministry, plus an untraceable SI$ 10 million.
While some allowance needs to be taken for the general breakdown in
government services during these years, the audit suggests that the fraud was
systematic, and much of the public money was easily traceable to the personal
bank accounts of officers of the department or those of their spouses. Fees
were often collected in cash, and unofficial receipts were issued. The deputy
director of fisheries had verbally amended many licence and observer fees.
Not unexpectedly, the public servants involved were quite uncooperative
and reluctant to provide information. The audit concluded that there had
been ‘widespread misappropriation of public money’ (Auditor-General
2005b:1-22).

During the previous 20 years, an unhealthy relationship had developed
between the Waku and various governments, particularly those connected to
Solomon Mamaloni. Bart Ulufa’alu, the prime minister evicted from office
by a coup in 2000, has little doubt about the connection. Speaking at The
Australian National University in 2004, he described the ‘Solomon Islands
underworld’

I don’t need to point fingers, those who are acquainted with Solomon
Islands will already know what group it is. This particular group has been
in office for some 20 years, off and on, and the aid community did not take
aliking to them. And because of that, this group was isolated and therefore
they moved more towards the business houses and the private sector for
support. And hence they allowed the private sector, in terms of foreign
investment, to come into the resource sectors of the economy, mining,
forestry and fishing. So you find that the involvement of the private sector

in forestry and fishing intensified, outside of the normal practice under
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the colonial government and even immediately after Independence. In
the 1980s the forestry sector was opened up and the fisheries sector was
opened up to the private sector. And this moulded the relationship. .. That
relationship placed the resources under threat of being exhausted, and
the sustainability of the government became the bigger problem. I think
this is the group that actually was working both in the political arena and
the private sector arena as well as the underworld. And when the war
broke out. . .these same groups took advantage of that, and they made a
lot of money out of it (Ulufa’alu 2004).

Total domestic revenue in 2004 was SI$497 million—36.3 per cent
higher than in 2003, largely because of greater taxation compliance (ADB
2005). The two audit reports estimated that, at the very least, more than
SI$80 million that should have ended up in consolidated revenue during
the early 2000s had been skimmed off by corrupt Solomon Islanders or
was not paid by the foreign companies concerned. The reports are not
comprehensive and it seems likely that even more money is involved.
The two departments are important, but there are many more, plus the
provinces, yet to be audited. Corruption also occurred through the lucrative
exemptions to excise duty, and with aid money (particularly from Taiwan)
skimmed off in the past five years (Moore 2004). The real dollar value of
the corrupt practices since 2000 is hundreds of millions of dollars, and
similar practices have gone on, to a lesser extent, since the late 1980s. The
extent of illegal Waku practices beyond formal business dealings is unclear.
In Papua New Guinea, a similar ‘Asianisation’ has led to the same pattern
of corruption in business. It is also well known that in Papua New Guinea
some recent Asian migrants are involved in illegal activities such as drug
and gun running and prostitution. Presumably, the same pattern exists on
a lesser scale in Solomon Islands. Leading Solomon Islands politicians have
often hinted that Asian interests have interfered in the political process and
the 2006 elections and the subsequent riots leave no doubt of this.

RAMST has the unenviable task of guiding a suitable reform process for
a nation of half a million people spread through nine island provinces and
190 islands. RAMSI has restored law and order and is now dealing with
prosecutions of the ‘big fish’, while strengthening the public service and
the economy (Moore 2006; DFAT 2004). The necessary legal processes to
achieve convictions are so protracted that it is unlikely that the ‘small fish’
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will ever face the courts. In any case, Rove Prison is full and who would be
left to run the public service? Much of what is necessary to fix the problem
goes under the title of ‘institutional strengthening’, not prosecution. The
ombudsman’s office must be strengthened and the parliament and public
service have to be made accountable. The general public also has to be
educated on the consequences of accepting corrupt practices as normal
procedure. The reform process is under way. The re-established Institute of
Public Administration and Management, assisted by AusAID advisers, has
put almost 1,000 public servants through new training programs since it
began in 2004, and RAMSI has instituted many community-level education
programs.

The April 2006 riots

There is not much doubt that there was an attempt at organisation of the
riots. There seems to have been a core of about 30—40 agitators who led
the crowd, and identifiable individuals were also responsible for setting
most buildings alight. There was prior knowledge of the riot among some
Solomon Islanders; the real success of the riots was, however, owed to the
incompetence of the RAMSI police. There was no particular dominant
ethnic element, except that Malaitans were proportionally the dominant
group in Honiara. If anything, the looters were a cross-section of the urban
poor across all provinces.

The crowd gathered at Parliament House turned into ariot just after 3pm
on'Tuesday 18 April. The announcement that Snyder Rini was the new prime
minister occurred soon after midday and the trouble built up over three
hours, during which various senior politicians tried to talk the mob down, to
no avail. Despite the pleas of the Speaker of the House, Sir Peter Kenilorea,
for the police not to use tear-gas, an attempt was made to disperse the mob
with gas after stones were thrown and police vehicles were set alight. A
three-hour video film exists of the scene at parliament that afternoon. Early
on, the crowd was rowdy but unthreatening until the riot gear was handed
out (only to RAMSI officers) and tear-gas was fired, which, according to
the police, was at 3.22pm.* There are several remarkable things about the
video footage, clarified by my later discussion of the events with members
of the crowd. The local police were totally unprotected and understandably
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frightened, while the RAMSI officers wore protective jackets and eventually
used clear protective shields. The resultant injuries were to the protected
foreign police, which indicates what the mob thought of the relationship
between the two police groups. The most telling sign of the lack of RAMSI
preparedness was the absence of a megaphone, which made communications
difficult. The other absence was that of the police commissioner, which the
crowd took as a sign of arrogance. Had senior political figures and senior
police been allowed to talk the crowd down, Solomon Islanders feel sure
the riots would not have occurred. Some early reports said that the crowd
used petrol in squeeze bottles to set the RAMSI vehicles alight, which would
indicate prior planning, In reality, the fuel was cigarette-lighter refill fuel,
which is available readily at any Solomon Islands sporting event or crowd
scene, hawked about with cigarettes and betel-nut.

The crowd at Parliament House became a violent mob and managed to
destroy several RAMSI vehicles. They continued to stone the police, who
never managed to regain control. On 19 May, Police Commissioner, Shane
Castles, attempted a defence of his police in the Solomon Star. He said that
several malevolent groups were purposely gathered at key spots: around
Central Market and King George VI Market, in Chinatown and at the City
Centre Building. His interpretation was that these groups were organised,
however all of these places were shopping and recreation areas and they were
always full of loiterers. Central Market positively seethes with people six days
cach week. Castles claimed that ‘large crowds’ had gathered in Chinatown
by 2pm, which is not borne out by evidence from shopkeepers there, who
received warnings relayed from shopkeepers in central Honiara at 2pm.
These warnings alerted them that trouble was brewing; there were no large
crowds yet for them to see. When the riot spread to the central business
district, it was swelled by some of the crowd from Parliament House, but
this downtown riot seems to have acted fairly independently. Opportunist
looters increased the ranks of the aggrieved protesters. The actions of some
elements of the downtown mob were quite premeditated, although this does
not seem to apply to the initial mob at Parliament House. There are reports
of men in red T-shirts who seem to have been organising proceedings in the
central business district. This second mob gathered over several hours and
was 1,000 strong when looting began between 3.30 and 4pm. Acor’s small
shop in the City Centre Building, Wing’s and Sunrise supermarkets and other
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shops along Hibiscus and Mendana Avenues were looted, but very little of
the main commercial centre was affected. Prominent old Chinese-owned
stores, such as Acor’s Bookshop and Sweetie Kwan’s shop, were untouched,
and the government offices, banks and embassies escaped unscathed. Local
police mingled with the mob but could only watch helplessly as the crowd
surged around them.

The third phase began when elements of the mob headed down Mendana
Avenue to Chinatown, joined by others along the way, and began quite
targeted looting and burning, Only one building (old Chinese owned but
operated by new Chinese) was destroyed opposite Central Market, leaving
half a kilometre of shops untouched. Interestingly, Dettke’s huge hardware
store, which was close by, escaped attack, in part, because it had increased
security for the day. Almost all of the destruction in Chinatown was targeted
at the new Chinese, and many of the old Chinese stores survived. Sir Tommy
Chan’s Honiara Hotel and his son’s video shop in Chinatown escaped attack,
as did the businesses of a number of Chinese who were married to Solomon
Islanders or were old Chinese: H.M. Long, ].B. Leong, Quan Chee, Solo
Tai, QQQ and Aba. QQQ and Aba had their own security forces. Aba was
well known during the crisis years for employing up to 100 men in his
security force and had done so again. QQQ had a sizeable number of Reef
Islanders armed with bows and arrows at the ready, and understandably was
spared. The mob wanted to target Chan’s Honiara Hotel, because of the
family’s involvement in politics, but was held off by the increased, mainly
Malaitan security and the Christian authority of a force of Tasesiu—the
Anglican Melanesian Brothers, who exercise strong mana. Chinese escaped
by swimming or rafting across the Mataniko River, helped by Solomon
Islander friends and police (Guadalcanal Network Forum 2006).

The eyewitness reports are quite extraordinary.

As we got closer to Chinatown the sky really started to light up with a
big blaze. We took the shortcut through the Fiji settlement, and as we
rounded the corner, we could see that Chinatown was ablaze. REALLY
REALLY ABLAZE. As we popped up onto the road that leads up to the
old Mataniko River Bridge I was confronted by RAMSI guys in riot gear
who were holding the crowd back.You would not believe this unless you
saw it. From the old Mataniko River bridge end (Vuvula Poultry end) both

sides of the main street of Chinatown were fully ablaze, with explosions



84 POLITICS AND STATE BUILDING IN SOLOMON ISLANDS

going off at random. At least 20 buildings were completely engulfed in
flames. There was also a decent wind blowing down the river that was
feeding the fire, and blowing it further down the street. A new building
was being engulfed every five minutes, and the flames went at least 30
metres into [the] air. From the looks of it, the whole of Chinatown is

going to burn down to nothing.

After a few more large explosions, we decided to walk up Skyline Road
to get a more on top view of what was happening to Chinatown. As we
got to the Tehamorina turn-off, we could see that at least one third of
Chinatown was ablaze, and the fire was heading down towards the Chun
Wah end. Tdon’t even think ten fire engines would have made a dent in the
fire, considering how old the buildings are, and that they are all wooden,
close together, and I'm sure have no fire control gear inside (Guadalcanal
Network Forum 2006).

Not all the looted or burnt businesses were Chinese owned—indigenous
Solomon Islanders owned some. In the end, proximity went against some,
as once fires began, they spread out of control. Nearby New Chinatown
was left safe, probably because of a police presence at the eastern end of
the old Mataniko River Bridge.

Late Tuesday afternoon, the Pacific Casino Hotel was stoned, but the
complex was too well guarded, so the mob dispersed. They returned on
Wednesday, and the entire 800 metre-long complex with casino, sports
facilities, restaurants, bars and accommodation was looted, torched and
reduced to rubble. The destruction of the hotel complex, which contained
multiple business interests, requires several points of explanation. It has
long been rumoured that the ‘old” Chinese owner, Patrick Leong, obtained
the land by bribery, alienating what should have been public domain on the
sea-shore for the poorer suburbs of Vura and Kukum. There was also anger
at the existence of the casino and rumours of prostitution operating from
the hotel. Leong also made two mistakes: first, he relied almost solely on
RAMSI for his protection, rather than bringing in Malaitan security. The
men from the neighbouring Malaitan Fishing Village area offered to guard the
hotel complex for half a million dollars ($5,000 a man), but Leong refused,
foolishly trusting RAMSI to keep him safe. His other error was that his hotel
housed the offices of Robert Goh, Prime Minister Kemakeza’s much disliked
‘one-dollar’ advisor. Goh’s house was also the only private residence that was



No more walkabout long Chinatown 85

deliberately destroyed. The hotel was seen as the major RAMSI social base
in Honiara through accommodation and its restaurants and bars, which also
carned the establishment the resentment of many Solomon Islanders. Despite
RAMSI recounting constantly how loved it is by the people, RAMSI staff
and the other aid-funded expatriates are a new ¢élite, driving around in air-
conditioned four-wheel drive cars and living high. They are in Honiara only
for the extra money in allowances and socialise mainly with each other. This
combination of factors led to the demise of the Pacific Casino Hotel.

Despite the police commissioner’s protestations to the contrary, the
Tuesday mob was aggravated by the initial tear-gas attack. The mob was
soon made braver by alcohol taken from the looted shops. The looters were
men, women and children—a mixed bunch from all provinces, although
Malaitans predominated (they make up the majority in Honiara). Goods
were stockpiled at nearby work places and houses and then transported
to the suburbs. Even patients from the nearby hospital participated, and
took goods back to the wards. The Solomon Star (2006a) reported: ‘[t]he
protestors, a plethora of races, from Solomon Islands provinces, who little
over a year ago were at war with one another, were now united against the
government...The looters grabbed what [they] could including bicycles,
mattresses and whatever they could carry back home

Greed united Solomon Islanders, but in the main the burning and looting
was well controlled, blatant and methodical.

On the Wednesday, a mob went to the governor-general’s residence via
the Kukum—East Kola Road up from Kukum Highway, where they delivered
a petition demanding that Rini resign. They then returned peacefully to
Kukum, stopping only to burn the house of Robert Goh. At Kukum Market,
shops on one side of the street were burnt, while those on the opposite
side survived. A number of Chinese shops at Ranadi were also burnt: Tongs
big complex next to the King George VI School farm, some of the Chinese
stores opposite the school and adjacent industrial properties. The Solbrew
factory was surrounded by the mob late on Wednesday and was under attack,
but the alcohol supply remained untouched.” Curfews were imposed and
RAMSI and the local police set up road-blocks. The fire brigade and the local
police performed admirably in difficult circumstances. About 50 emergency
services personnel were injured during the riots, but there were no deaths,
which is remarkable considering the scale of the riots. Australia and New
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Zealand flew in extra troops and police. Solomon Islanders recount the
puzzlement on the faces of the troops, who arrived ready for action, Timor-
Leste-style, but found themselves welcomed by smiling locals, who just a
day before had trashed, burnt and looted. Gradually, the situation came
back under control. Rain helped put the fires out.

Once the flames died down, people began to take stock of what had
happened and searched for answers. There were calls for a commission of
inquiry. The police commissioner said that his forces had no prior intelligence
of the riots, and were not prepared for the level of violence that occurred
(Wate 2006c¢). This fails to recognise that the announcement of the result of
the vote for prime minister was the most important political announcement
since Manassch Sogavare became prime minister in June 2000 after the
coup. Even a football game at the sports ground near Chinatown can lead
to riots there, and the political climate in Honiara was tinder-dry on 18
April, which was reason enough for concern.

There had been three serious youth riots in Honiara before: in 1989,
1993 and 1996. The largest was in October 1989, when 3,000 Malaitans,
mainly youths and young men, insulted by scurrilous words written on the
wall of Central Market, went in pursuit of Rennell and Bellona people and
attempted to march on White River settlement west of Honiara. Over several
days, shops were ransacked and people were injured. The police managed to
diffuse the situation, 45 arrests were made, the national government paid
Malaita Province SI$200,000 in compensation and one prominent Malaitan
ex-cabinet minister went to jail for two months for his botched attempts
at achieving conciliation (Moore 2004:52). There was also a major riot at
Lawson Tama Oval in 1998, when then Police Commissioner, Frank Short,
ordered his riot police not to use tear-gas, even when they were being pelted
with rocks. As Short commented in relation to the 2006 riots: ‘I knew that
an overreaction could have provoked large-scale violence’ (Short 2006). A
former assistant commissioner Mike Wheatley supported him.

Even if there was a lack of intelligence available, [and] something did
really happen as a surprise, there are well-established procedures. [If]
you go back through [the] history of the police force, there are well-
established procedures to call out, to muster people, to call out including
headquarters staff, and one of the first places you respond to, is Chinatown
(Solomon Star 2006g).
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The size of the April 2006 riots was hard to predict, but violence was
always a possible outcome of the vote for the prime ministership.

The riots gathered momentum over 24 hours and were poorly handled by
RAMSI. There was also clearly prior knowledge of what was about to occur.
For instance, local police went door to door along the central Mendana Avenue
shops fully two hours before the riot at Parliament House, telling the Chinese
shopkeepers to close their doors because they had intelligence of the coming
attack. Whether they were following established local procedures, or reacting
to local intelligence, is not clear. John Roughan (2006), writing in the Solomon
Star, challenged the RAMSI version that police were caught by surprise.

That ‘story’ doesn’t stack up! At least two hours before the first smoke
whispers rose in Chinatown’s buildings and well after the troubles around
Parliament House had ceased to worry, senior citizens were telephoning
the proper authorities—Police Headquarters, Governor General. They
informed them what was going to happen. The message was sent loudly
and clearly: Chinatown was the mob’s next target. Sir Henry Quan of
QQQ, having been warned by a long time storeowner in the middle of
Honiara’s business sector, spoke directly to police authorities and warned
them in no uncertain terms that a mob was moving towards Chinatown,

it would be looted and even worse, could be burnt to the ground.

The Police response was curious! Sir Henry was informed that the police
force was already overstretched and it was going to station its forces to
protect Honiara’s centre. Had such a decision been made with civilian
concurrence? Who had made such a decision and under what authority?
[These] are only a few of the questions that a properly set up Commission

of Inquiry must study.

What was the level of RAMSI intelligence gathering? What was their
relationship with the local police, whom they had been working alongside
for almost three years? Why were RAMSI officers wearing riot gear while
the local police were not? Why weren’t extra police or troops flown in by
Wednesday morning, which would have saved the Pacific Casino Hotel
complex? At 9.40pm on Tuesday 18 April, the Australian foreign minister
agreed to extra military forces being put on standby. An official request for
military reinforcements was made at 1.15am on Wednesday 19 April, but
the extra forces did not arrive until late afternoon and into the evening of
that day (Wate 2006¢). After the crisis abated in 2003, RAMSI promised
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that extra troops could be flown in from Townsville very quickly. Australian
Army sources suggest that three days are needed to move a large force of this
nature, and the 1624 hour gap between the decision and troops reaching
Honiara is very fast by their standards. It seems that Australia moved its
disciplined forces as fast as it could. But it was not fast enough. Why was
there no rapid-deployment force available? Could more police have been
sent more quickly? If there was a fault, it was that RAMSI did not prepare
for the possibility of violence, or was not willing to be seen bringing in
more forces before the announcement of the election of Rini as prime
minister. Even on Wednesday night, Australian authorities were indecisive.
A foreign affairs official faced by furious Australians at the Airport Hotel,
some of whom had been injured, tried to tell them to fend for themselves,
until they blocked his exit and demanded immediate action. An Australian
Air Force Hercules evacuated them a few hours later.

Why is Taiwan being blamed for everything? On Wednesday 3 May,
the Republic of China Embassy in Honiara issued a pathetic press release,
pleading with Solomon Islands not to sever diplomatic ties, which is what
Sogavare had announced he would do when he became prime minister,
with a shift to recognition of mainland China (Chen 2006). For Taiwan, the
stakes are diplomatic not economic. There are very few Taiwanese citizens
involved in business in the Solomon Islands, except in the fishing industry.
The Solomon Islands government has remained a constant supporter of
Taiwan since independence in 1978, despite a few flirtations with mainland
China designed to makeTaiwan jealous, not to ruin the diplomatic marriage.
Taiwan has poured many millions of dollars into the Solomon Islands, but
local Chinese have little time for the Taiwanese government and certainly
have not benefitted financially. The nation has benefitted from legitimate
development projects, but there is no proof that old or new Chinese have
been used as a conduit to launder Taiwanese government funds, although
there remains a strong suspicion that illegal money is laundered through
the casinos. There is no doubt, however, that the 2001-06 government of
Sir Allan Kemakeza did very well out of the relationship.

The Chinese community is too diverse to describe as being united.
One interesting sidelight to this sorry tale is the cash deposits made into
the banks after the riots. On Friday 21 April, when the banks reopened,
the ANZ Bank in downtown Honiara at Point Cruz received SI$24 million
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(US$3 million) in cash deposits, while the NBSI received SI$ 10 million in
cash deposits, mostly from Chinese. If we presume a similar amount was
suddenly deposited in Westpac accounts, something like SI$ 50 million (US$6
million) came out of hiding (Brown 2006).The Chinese have never entirely
trusted the banks, and prefer to hide some of their money away from the
prying eyes of the taxman and the central bank. It is no wonder that Solomon
Islanders are suspicious of Chinese business operations.

The main Chinese political players are Sir Thomas and Laurie Chan of
the Honiara Hotel and Alex Wong of Iron Bottom Sound Hotel. The wealthy
Chans backed the previous government of Sir Alan Kemakaza and the new
but short-lived government of Snyder Rini, providing a base for the Rini
group. Their main motivation, apart from the tax breaks they have received
over many years, was to get hold of Honiara’s third casino licence. The first
licence went to the Honiara Casino, which is owned by the Chen family
of Singapore and other Chinese interests, and managed locally by Hayden
Fargas. Honiara Casino has never been attached to a hotel, but plans are
proceeding to build on land near the Town Ground. The second licence
went to Patrick Leong’s Club Supreme casino at the Pacific Casino Hotel.
The Chans wanted the third licence for their hotel and had almost achieved
their desire, even building suitable premises, but they were refused a licence.
Alex Wong, who housed Job Dudley Tausinga’s group at his Iron Bottom
Sound Hotel, fell out with the Taiwanese a few years ago and more recently
has backed the recognition of mainland China. The bills for the politicians
camped at Iron Bottom Sound Hotel were rumoured to have been paid by
Honiara Casino sources, via Charles Dausabea, but were eventually paid
by companies connected to the politicians. Sogavare’s political group was
holed up at the Pacific Casino Hotel (until it burnt down). Sogavare has
links to other Asian figures and to large business interests. One of these is
Filipino logging businessman Roman Quitales, said to be the inspiration
for Sogavare’s ‘social credit’ philosophy, enunciated during the run up to
the election, which includes printing more money to eliminate poverty
and abolishing all banks, including the central bank. The Dettke family
(of German and Guale origin) who own ITA Hardware and many other
business interests, also supports Sogavare. Despite his public denial, Bobo
Dettke is rumoured to have paid all the bills for Sogavare’s group at the
Pacific Casino Hotel.
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The wild card that no one could control was Charles Dausabea, Member
for East Honiara, who originally sided withTausinga’s political camp. Along
with another Honiara MP, Nelson Ne’e, Dausabea was arrested on suspicion
of orchestrating and encouraging the rioters (Solomon Star 2006b).* Alex
Bartlett, a former Malaitan politician and ex-MEF leader from Small Malaita,
was also arrested on similar charges. Dausabea’s actions followed a pattern
set over many years: he was an ex-MEF leader from the Fataleka district in
Malaita, who was banned from entering Australia. The extent of Malaitan
control of the riots is still unclear. Sogavare, thankful for Dausabea’s support
in his election as prime minister on 4 May, and no doubt making a point to
RAMSI about who controlled Solomon Islands, named Dausabea as his new
police minister, while he was in jail. Ne’e was offered the tourism portfolio.
The govenor-general, however, refused to swear the men in while they were
in jail, causing Sogavare to appoint acting ministers. In the end, they were
dropped from the cabinet altogether (O’ Callaghan 2006; Wate 2006d).

It will be a long time before the Solomon Islands recovers from this blow.
Some of the Chinese families will never return and business confidence will
not be restored for many years. Many of the businesses that were destroyed
were not insured or had policies that did not cover riot. At least 2,000
people lost their jobs (600 at the Pacific Casino Hotel alone) and thousands
of Solomon Islander families (estimates suggested 15,000 individuals) in
Honiara suffered extreme poverty as a consequence of the events of April
2006. Food shortages began immediately after the riot and the price of basic
consumer goods soared even for rice, of which there was plenty in reserve;
this smacked of profiteering. Without its Chinese business, Telekom forecast
a large loss. The Solomon Islands National Provident Fund expects to lose
SI1$500,000 a year in contributions. The 6,000 tourists who visit Solomon
Islands each year will be slow to return. Inflation (running about 10 per
cent) is expected to increase to more than 15 per cent (Solomon Star 2006b,
2006¢, 2006d, 2006¢, 2006f).

The Solomon Star has carried many heartfelt apologies from Solomon
Islanders to the Chinese community, expressing shame for the terror and loss
they have suffered. Solomon Islanders are trying to come to terms with what
happened. The high level of support for RAMSI has been damaged and its
officials must try to deepen the very shallow level of cultural understanding
they have of Solomon Islanders. The recent events show that a large
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number of Solomon Islanders are no longer willing to tolerate corrupt
government, nor what they see as double standards in the way RAMSI
has selected individuals for prosecution for crimes committed during
the crisis years. In his contribution to this volume, Transform Aqorau
suggests that the deep cause of the destructive riots is the cancerous
corruption that has affected the timber industry since the 1980s, which
has spread through the entire body of the nation.” I would add the fishing
industry to his argument. There is no doubt that this corruption is linked
to Asian business interests, but it has been encouraged by leaders in
local communities and politicians who have benefited along the way. The
problem is now how to halt the cancer without losing the patient: the
innocent people of Solomon Islands.

While they were quite obviously antithetical to modern democratic
practices and should be discouraged from ever occurring again, the
disruptions of what is now known as Black Tuesday made many politicians
reconsider their arrogant disregard of the electors who voted them into
power. The nation cannot be ruled by a 1,000-strong Honiara mob; but
there was an element of people power involved in it all, which forced an
elected prime minister to resign. Future Solomon Islands governments and

other nations in the Pacific region would be wise to take note.
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Notes

1 Tamindebted to GarthWong, Chi-Kong Lai, Tarcisius Tara Kabutaulaka and David Akin
for their help with the meaning of the word.

2 Bartlett, an ex-parliamentarian, was secretary-general of the MEF Supreme Council.
Dausabea was also involved intimately in the MEF.

3 The association also had advisors from the wider community: Michael Rapasia
(Legislative Council Member for Guadalcanal), Maiano Kelesi (Member for North
Malaita), Father Wall (a nominated member), Silas Sitai and Dr Gideon Zoloveke (PIM
1950; British Solomon Islands Protectorate News Sheet 1961, 1962, 1965).
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4 Dauvergne (1998:145) suggested that 480,000 hectares were suitable for commercial
logging, while other sources went as low as 280,000 hectares.

Interview with Augustine Manekako, White River, Honiara, November 2004.
Information from Paul Roughan, 18 April 2006.

Information from Paul Roughan, 18—19 April 2006.

They were allowed to vote in the Thursday 4 April election in which Sogavare became

@ J N U

prime minister.

9 See also Aqorau 2006.

10 The high commissioner had already been in trouble with the short-lived Rini government
in May, when he was summoned to explain an email sent by a senior RAMSI official,
which contained allegations that Cole was dissatisfied with the 18 April candidacies of
Rini and Sogavare for the position of prime minister. Cole’s reply was not acceptable
and Rini wrote to Australia’s Prime Minister, John Howard, to complain, recommending
that Cole be recalled. Prime Minister Sogavare did not pursue Rini’s call, but kept watch
and was unwilling to let Cole overstep his mark again (see Honimae 2006; Eremae
2006; Wate 2006a, 2006b). For a biography of Patrick Cole, refer to http://www.
dfat.gov.au/homs/sb.html. Robert Hooton replaced Cole in March 2007.

11 See also Solomon Star 2006h.
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