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Forests Patrick Pruaitch came under
attack by the member for Huon Gulf,
Sasa Zibe. Arguing that the minister
had allowed corrupt practices by
foreign logging firms, Zibe urged
Pruaitch to resign (PNG Post-Courier,
16 March 2005). Pruaitch’s proposed
amendment to the Forestry Act was
opposed by provinces that have log-
ging companies operating in them
(PNG Post-Courier, 5 May 2005).
The governors for Western Province
and Gulf Province argued there was
nothing wrong with the act as it
stands, and that any amendments
must take into account the interests
of the people and not just that of the
government (PNG Post-Courier, 13
May 2005). Members of Parliament
also raised questions about how the
prime minister would reconcile the
proposed amendment with his push
for carbon trading as a solution to
climate change problems. Markham
mp Andrew Baing warned that
amendments to the Forestry Act
would destroy the country’s forest
resources. Despite all the criticisms,
Parliament passed the amendments
during its sitting on 3 August.

A major blow to the forestry sector
was the withdrawal of us$34.4 mil-
lion (112.4 million kina) by the
World Bank for forestry and conser-
vation project in the country. The
loan agreement was designed to help
government force logging companies
to comply with forest and environ-
ment laws (PNG Post-Courier, 23
May 2005).

The Institute of National Affairs
Council reported that it was pleased
with the performance of the economy,
noting that political stability had
encouraged both investment and
consumption (PNG Post-Courier,

16 March 2005). The United Nations
Economic and Social Commission for
Asia and the Pacific also praised the
Somare government for maintaining
tight fiscal discipline during 2005,
which resulted in a surplus of 1.1 per-
cent of the gross domestic product
(PNG Post-Courier, 12 May 2005).

In June, the PNG Treasury secre-
tary reported that the economy would
grow by a projected rate of 3.4 per-
cent. The economy had grown by 2.8
percent in 2003 and 2.6 percent in
2004 (National, 5 July 2005). Garth
McIlwain, managing director of the
Bank of the South Pacific, stated that
the PNG economy is experiencing its
best conditions in the thirty years
since independence because of a sense
of maturity in leadership (National,
3 Oct 2005).
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Solomon Islands

By the end of 2005 much of the
public discussion in Solomon Islands
focused on the general election sched-
uled for 5 April 2006. Many people
hoped that this election would bring
in leaders who would steer the coun-
try away from the path it had fol-
lowed in the last twenty-seven years
of constitutional independence. Many
were convinced that poor leadership



424 the contemporary pacific • 18:2 (2006)

and government policies had con-
tributed to the social unrest and the
subsequent intervention by the
Australian-led Regional Assistance
Mission to Solomon Islands (ramsi)
in July 2003.

Governor of the Central Bank Rick
Hou echoed many people’s sentiments
when he said that voters should “elect
honest, trustworthy and leaders of
integrity . . . who can contribute posi-
tively to the welfare of the people and
the country so that we can enjoy a
stable landscape” (Solomon Star, 14
Dec 2005). But while people hoped
for the best from this election, past
experiences indicate that one should
never bet on a favorable election out-
come. For one thing, the election will
be contested under the same electoral
and political party systems used in
the past. Second, the predominant
political culture, which places enor-
mous social and financial demands
on candidates, will continue to influ-
ence both the election process and its
outcome. Unless these change, it is
difficult to see how this election will
be different from previous ones.

The election aside, and like the
previous year, 2005 was dominated
by the continuing struggle to recover
from the social unrest that started in
late 1998 and has since dominated
Solomon Islands political, social, and
economic landscapes. Central to the
recovery process was the work of the
Regional Assistance Mission and
other institutions engaged in strength-
ening the state’s capacity to restore
and maintain law and order, manage
the economy, and provide social ser-
vices. Cohorts of nongovernmental
organizations, foreign governments,
and financial and intergovernmental
institutions joined ramsi in the task

of post-conflict rebuilding. While
these institutions usually captured the
media limelight, there were also many
local communities and individuals
who—even before the ramsi inter-
vention—had been working to restore
order in communities across the coun-
try and rebuild relationships damaged
by the social unrest. These people
continued to contribute to the post-
conflict rebuilding processes.

The year started on a high foreign-
relations note with the historic visit in
early February of Taiwanese President
Chen Shui-bian. He was accompanied
by a huge delegation that consisted of
sixty-nine “high-ranking” government
officials and more than forty media
personnel. President Shui-bian’s visit
marked a milestone in Solomon
Islands–Taiwanese relations and high-
lighted Solomon Islands’ importance
in Taiwan’s push for international
recognition. The Honiara visit was
part of President Shui-bian’s Pacific
Islands tour, aimed at improving
Taiwan’s profile and recognition in
the international arena. With main-
land China’s rapid economic growth
and growing importance as a global
power, it was vital for Taiwan to
ensure that Pacific Island countries
like Solomon Islands were kept under
its diplomatic wings.

The Solomon Islands government
gave President Shui-bian the highest
diplomatic treatment, rolling out the
red carpet in the humid afternoon sun
on 29 January, and then according
him the honor of addressing the
Solomon Islands National Parliament
on 31 January. Governor-General Sir
Nathaniel Waena hailed Taiwan as
“the only helper in Solomon Islands’
dark days” (Solomon Star, 1 Feb
2005). In response, President Shui-
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bian called Solomon Islands “Taiwan’s
most loyal ally in the Pacific” (Solo-
mon Star, 1 Feb 2005).

Taiwan’s relations with Solomon
Islands has captured much interest
over the years, especially in relation
to what is often described as Taiwan’s
“checkbook diplomacy.” More seri-
ous were allegations that Taiwanese
money had been used to buy and
maintain patron-client relationships
in domestic politics. Although no one
has offered substantial evidence to
prove this, it is clear that prior to the
ramsi intervention Taiwanese money
was used to pay “compensation” to
armed groups and individuals, fueling
the extortion of the state and the
maintenance of relationships between
some government officials and armed
citizens.

The debate surrounding Taiwanese
money came to the fore in the lead-up
to the 2006 election, with two mem-
bers of Parliament, Joses Tuhanuku
and Alfred Sasako, accusing Taiwan
of bankrolling particular politicians,
including Prime Minister Allan Kema-
keza and his Peoples Alliance Party
(Solomon Star, 17, 20, 21, 22 March
2006).

The Taiwanese president’s visit was
significant, but as soon as he left the
country, domestic politics shifted back
to its usual gear. During the February
meeting of the National Parliament,
for example, Bartholomew Ulufa‘alu
moved a motion of no confidence in
Prime Minister Kemakeza, accusing
his government of unfairly dismissing
public servants and mistreating work-
ers at the Russell Islands Plantation
Estate Limited. However, realizing
that he didn’t have the numbers to
carry it through, Ulufa‘alu withdrew
the motion before it could be voted

on. In reaction, Kemakeza described
Ulufa‘alu as “a total coward” (Solo-
mon Star, 14 Feb 2005).

During the same meeting, the
National Parliament also debated 
and passed three reports on the
review of ramsi’s first year of opera-
tion: (1) the Review Report by the
Intervention Taskforce Committee; 
(2) the Cabinet Committee’s Report
of the Taskforce’s Review; and (3) the
Parliamentary Foreign Relations
Committee Review Report. The
debate was at times heated as parlia-
mentarians expressed differing opin-
ions about the work of the Regional
Assistance Mission. While many
expressed appreciation of ramsi’s
contributions to the restoration and
maintenance of law and order and the
continuing efforts to rebuild the coun-
try, some expressed concern about the
approaches it employed. Then Minis-
ter for Police and Justice Michael
Maina, for example, claimed that the
“gap between ramsi and [the Royal
Solomon Islands Police] rsip is deep-
ening.” He called for the closing of
the gap, and requested that Solomon
Islands’ “friends must listen” (Solo-
mon Star, 2 Feb 2005). Then Minister
of Finance Francis Zama made sting-
ing criticisms of the Regional Assis-
tance Mission, expressing concern
about ramsi officials taking on line
positions in the public service and
how that could be unsustainable in
the longer term.

For his criticism of ramsi, Zama
found himself at the wrong end of the
prime minister’s political whip. He
was sacked as cabinet minister, and
Kemakeza made no secret of the fact
that it was because of Zama’s critical
comments about ramsi. Zama said
that he would not rule out the possi-
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bility that Australian authorities might
have had a hand in his dismissal
(Solomon Star, 4 Feb 2005).

The country’s political discussions
were not confined to the National
Parliament. Politics outside of Parlia-
ment were as dynamic as they have
always been, and, as expected, were
influenced a great deal by issues
emerging out of the social unrest.
One interesting development was the
emergence of the Ma‘asina Forum,
a social movement that claimed to
champion the interests of Malaita
people. Formed initially to facilitate
discussions about development on
Malaita, the Ma‘asina Forum later
shifted to other issues such as a
demand for Malaita’s independence.
People increasingly perceived the
movement as anti–central govern-
ment and as pushed by a few elites in
Honiara to serve their own political
agendas. Commenting on the issue
of independence, Malaita’s Anglican
Bishop, the Rev Terry Brown, said
that “there is little grassroots interest
in independence in Malaita, indeed,
even some resentment of Honiara
elites trying to run the show again”
(Solomon Star, 31 January 2005).

In the other provinces, there were
attempts to bring people together to
reflect on what had happened and
map out paths into the future. The
Guadalcanal and Western provinces,
for example, organized leaders sum-
mits to discuss issues important to
their respective provinces. The
Guadalcanal Province Leaders
Summit in February brought together
more than 100 participants, and after-
wards the provincial government pro-
duced a document called “The Way
Forward,” aimed at setting direction

for the future. In late February the
Western Province held its own leaders
summit in Gizo, bringing together
people from various sectors of society.

Another issue that dominated pub-
lic discussions throughout 2005—as it
did in prior years—was the proposal
to introduce federalism, or a state
government system, as it is commonly
known in Solomon Islands. This issue,
which had been around since indepen-
dence, became prominent during the
social unrest because of Guadalcanal
Province’s demand for the establish-
ment of a federal system of govern-
ment to replace the existing unitary
system. In 2003 and 2004 the United
Nations Development Program spon-
sored a nationwide consultation
aimed at facilitating constitutional
reform to accommodate federalism.
Since then, a draft federal constitution
has been produced. Despite this, the
debate has continued, with people
expressing both support and opposi-
tion to the proposal. The Western and
Guadalcanal provinces strongly sup-
port federalism. In December 2005,
for instance, Western Province Pre-
mier Alex Lokopio stated his prov-
ince’s disappointment with the central
government’s delay in tabling the
draft federal constitution. He said
that the Western Provincial Govern-
ment “believes that State Government
is a prerequisite for peace and pros-
perity and seeks it as a matter for
survival” (sibc News, 7 Dec 2005).
On the other hand, individuals and
organizations such as the Ma‘asina
Forum were opposed to the proposed
federal system.

Apart from the political dramas,
2005 was also dominated by the con-
tinuing efforts to restore and maintain
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law and order and strengthen state
capacity. There was widespread recog-
nition of the fragility of the law and
order situation. This was fatally
demonstrated by the shooting of
Adam Dunning, a twenty-six-year-old
Australian police officer, on the out-
skirts of Honiara in December 2004.

As part of the attempt to restore
law and order and ensure the preva-
lence of justice, there were calls for
the instigators of the social unrest to
be brought before the courts. While
people appreciated the good work
that the Regional Assistance Mission
had done, there was a perception that
they had not brought the “big fish” to
justice and had not addressed the root
causes of the social unrest. Former
Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare,
for example, said that “this country
will be the same again unless these
people are brought to justice” (Solo-
mon Star, 21 Dec 2004). Bishop Terry
Brown also raised similar concerns,
saying that during the civil unrest
“many political and business figures
were involved in some potentially
criminal behavior” (sibc News, 9 Feb
2005). There were also allegations
that Prime Minister Kemakeza was
involved in criminal activities and
should therefore be charged. Kema-
keza, however, insisted that he was
innocent and the police stated that
they had nothing to charge him with.
Despite the police statement, through-
out 2005 certain individuals contin-
ued to demand that Kemakeza be
investigated and charged.

While the prime minister was never
charged, some of his cabinet ministers
were not as fortunate. By the end of
2005, five cabinet ministers had been
arrested and charged for crimes such

as demanding money with menaces,
false pretenses, inciting others to
commit arson, arson, and corruption.
They included Minister for Agricul-
ture Alex Bartlett, Minister of Provin-
cial Government Clement Rojumana,
Minister for Police and Justice
Michael Maina, Minister for Health
Benjamin Una, and Minister of
Finance Francis Zama. All except
Bartlett were released on bail.

The arrests of these cabinet minis-
ters signaled a new era in Solomon
Islands political history—it was the
first time that cabinet ministers have
ever been arrested and charged for
corruption while in office. Many ordi-
nary citizens hailed it as a step in the
right direction and there was hope
that other “big fish” would eventually
be caught. In fact, as late as March
2006, during a public forum at the
Auki Market and Malu‘u on Malaita
to mark the visit of a ramsi delega-
tion led by Special Coordinator James
Batley, people expressed the desire to
see the “big fish” arrested (Solomon
Star, 27 March 2006). 

Cabinet ministers were not the
only “big fish” caught by the law in
2005. Prominent lawyer and Malaita
Eagle Force (mef) leader Andrew
Nori was arrested in April 2005 and
charged (along with other prominent
mef leaders) with the misuse of si$5
million (us$980,000) paid to the
Malaita Province as compensation
during the height of the social unrest.
Another prominent figure who found
himself on the wrong side of the law
was Ezekiel Alebua, a former prime
minister and premier for Guadalcanal
Province. He was arrested in August
2005 and charged with four counts of
larceny relating to money paid to the
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Guadalcanal Province, also during the
period of social unrest.

In the meantime, the courts were
processing cases relating to other
“high-profile” individuals like Harold
Keke, Jimmy “Rasta” Lusibaea,
Andrew Te‘e, Moses Su‘u, and others
who had been arrested in the previous
two years. The highlight of early 2005
court cases was the trial of Harold
Keke, Ronnie Cawa, and Francis Lela
for the murder of the former cabinet
minister and member of Parliament
for South Guadalcanal, Fr Augustine
Qeve. In March the three were sen-
tenced to life in prison. Another case
that attracted a lot of public interest
concerned the murder of six Melane-
sian Brothers of the Church of Mela-
nesia. In October 2005, Ronnie Cawa,
Owen Isa, and Joses Kejoa were
found guilty in this case. The trial for
the murder of Selwyn Saki, a former
leader of the Isatabu Freedom Move-
ment, continued into 2006. 

Apart from law and order issues,
2005 also witnessed public-sector
reforms aimed at strengthening the
public service and making it more
efficient and effective. There was par-
ticular emphasis on the Inland Rev-
enue Department, and accountability
institutions such as the Auditor Gen-
eral’s Office, the Leadership Code
Commission, and the Ombudsman’s
Office. By the end of 2005, efforts to
strengthen these institutions seemed
to be paying off. Inland Revenue was
collecting more returns than it had in
the previous two years, and there was
a push to improve the tax system and
enforce existing tax regulations. In
late 2005 the Auditor General put out
two reports that revealed extensive
mismanagement and misappropria-

tion of funds in the fisheries and
forestry departments. Through these
reports, ordinary Solomon Islanders
for the first time caught a glimpse of
what they had always suspected was
happening in government depart-
ments. There was public outcry for
those responsible to be either disci-
plined or charged.

On the economic front, in Novem-
ber 2005 Central Bank Governor Rick
Hou reminded everyone that eco-
nomic recovery would continue to be
a difficult challenge. He said that the
growth of the past year was not
enough to make up for the economic
decline of the previous five years.
Further, the country faced challenges
such as rapid population growth,
narrow export base, and the risk of
high inflation. Hou also pointed out
that rising oil prices posed risks to
inflation, and excess liquidity posed
potential risk to external reserves,
inflation, and government debt,
which could threaten sustainability
(sibc News, 2 Nov 2005).

To address some of the economic
challenges, the government pushed
to reopen two of the major income-
generating industries on Guadalcanal:
the oil palm plantation on the Guadal-
canal Plains and the Gold Ridge gold
mine in Central Guadalcanal. The
Papua New Guinea–based New Brit-
ain Oil Palm Limited subsequently
signed an agreement to invest in the
palm oil plantation. A company
called the Guadalcanal Plains Palm
Oil Limited (gppol) was established,
and by the end of 2005 work had
begun clearing the plantation and
rebuilding infrastructure destroyed
during the social unrest. However,
the operation suffered a major set-
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back when on 8 February 2006 the
newly built gppol office at Tetere
was burned. Despite this, the com-
pany was determined to continue
with the project.

The reopening of the Gold Ridge
mine was, however, much slower and
complicated by landowner demands
for renegotiation of the mining
agreement, which had been signed
with the previous owner of the mine,
Ross Mining. The new owner was
an Australian consortium known
as Australia Solomons Gold. By the
end of 2005 negotiations were still
continuing.

The proposal for the establishment
of the Auluta Palm Oil plantation on
East Malaita was extensively dis-
cussed in 2005. Negotiation with
landowning groups had been going
on for sometime, and there was wide-
spread support from the Malaita
Provincial Government and land-
owning groups in the area. However,
by the beginning of 2006 on-the-
ground work on the plantation had
not yet started. There were calls for
the government that will take office
after the April 2006 election to make
this project a priority.

In the meantime, traditional
industries such as forestry and
fisheries continued to be important.
Also significant was the role of small-
scale farmers in villages around the
country. Indeed, the governor of the
Central Bank commented in 2004
that the growth of the economy in
2003 was attributable to the contri-
butions of small-scale farmers.

The year had its share of public
controversies. The most prominent
involved the National Provident Fund
(npf), the country’s only superannua-

tion scheme, recording a loss of more
than si$52 million (us$10.2 million)
in 2004; and the ongoing strike at
the Russell Islands Plantation Estates
Limited (ripel) in the Central Islands
Province. Workers throughout the
country were angered to learn of the
npf’s losses and were concerned that
they could lose their life’s savings. In
the meantime, ripel workers were
on strike for most of 2005, inciting
heated debates between the govern-
ment, the union, and the owners of
the estate. The strike has continued
into 2006 and is likely to influence
election outcomes.

In spite of all the difficulties that
the country has faced in the last cou-
ple of years, my spirit is always lifted
by the general sense of optimism
among Solomon Islanders, however
cautious they might be. It is always
great to see people gather, chew betel
nut, reflect on what has happened,
and map ways forward. At all levels
of society, people are working to heal
the wounds of the social unrest. This
optimism and work in mending rela-
tionships and rebuilding communities
must be identified and nurtured by
those wanting to help Solomon
Islands. While the bigger picture of
the nation-state is important, it is
these communities that provide the
foundation for the larger entity.

The April 2006 election brings
cautious hope that the country will
enter a new era. During this era,
assistance from Solomon Islands’
neighbors, such as that demonstrated
by the Regional Assistance Mission,
will continue to be important. In
helping, however, outsiders must
ensure that they do not take over the
agenda. Rather, they should provide
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the space for Solomon Islanders to set
their own agenda and plot the course
to the future. This will ensure that the
good work that has been done so far
is sustained and will avoid continuing
dependence on neighbors. Those
wanting to help must be aware that
Solomon Islanders could easily say,
“Sapos yu laik duim, olsem yu duim,
mi lukluk” (If you want to do it, then
you do it and I’ll watch).

tarcisius tara kabutaulaka

References

sibc News. Solomon Islands Broadcasting
Corporation.

Solomon Star. Honiara. Daily.

Vanuatu

Vanuatu celebrated its twenty-fifth
year of independence in 2005. How-
ever, it has largely been “business as
usual” on the political front, with the
normal morass of personal or person-
ality-based politicking, leavened by a
number of scandals. There was some
instability in the national government
and some political parties, and a
number of management issues arose
in various state institutions, but 2005
was not as turbulent as some recent
years have been. It has, however, been
a year of complexity. Maneuverings
within and between parties have
affected both local (municipal) and
national politics, and local politics
has affected national politics as well.
Various state-owned enterprises have
also had their composition affected 
as the political fortunes of various
parties have changed. 

In national politics, the year began
with Ham Lini as prime minister of a
newly formed government. Ham Lini
is a relative newcomer to national
politics, only assuming a leadership
role in National United Party (nup)
following the death of his brother 
in 1999. He gained the position of 
prime minister in December 2004,
after a no-confidence vote in the
short-lived government that had 
been formed following the July 
2004 elections, led by Serge Vohor
(Union of Moderate Parties, or ump).
While there was some talk that this
was “Vanuatu’s Lini legacy revived”
(PVPO, 14 Dec 2004), Ham Lini is
operating in an environment more
political than the one that existed 
for his brother, Father Walter Hadye
Lini, in the years following inde-
pendence.

Father Lini, who was prime min-
ister from 1980 to 1991, operated
under what was basically a two-party
system. He led a Vanua‘aku Party
(vp) government. The primary oppo-
sition was the ump, which had its
roots in a collection of several small
francophone parties. Following the
1987 election, only three parties—
vp, ump, and the Fren Melanesian
Party (which had one seat)—were
represented in Parliament. However,
1987 marked the beginning of the
change to a political system in which
many small parties vie for power, 
and coalition government is now the
rule rather than the exception. After
Father Lini suffered a stroke in 1987,
others began to challenge his leader-
ship. In 1988 Barak Sope broke from
the vp to form the Melanesian Pro-
gressive Party (mpp), and in 1991
Donald Kalpokas replaced Lini as 




