Reporting Challenges facing the Solomon Islands Ministry of Fisheries & Marine
Resources

Abstract

This study uses textual analysis of the audit reports of the Office of the Auditor General of
Solomon Islands to determine the reporting compliance of the Solomon Islands Ministry of
Fisheries & Marine Resources (MFMR) for the period 2001 to 2013. The results of the study
show that the MFMR faces considerable reporting challenges in the areas of internal control
systems, recording and documentation. The study puts forward a number of ideas how the
Ministry might meet these challenges to stem ongoing losses of fishing revenue for the
national economy.

1. Introduction

There are considerable financial benefits to a Pacific Island economy if its national fisheries
authority is able to comply with reporting regulations [1]. Sound financial reporting
compliance facilitates the management of the entity’s assets, liabilities, revenue and
expenditure. It also offers a mechanism for interested parties to gather a sense of stewardship
[2], governance [3], legitimacy [4] and accountability [5] of that authority. Moreover, it
provides many stakeholders, such as coastal communities, regional fisheries agencies [6], and
multilateral aid organisations, the opportunity to assess an authority’s performance in terms
of profitability, liquidity and efficiency [7].

The Solomon Islands Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR) was created in
2006. Before it became a ministry, it operated as the Department of Fisheries and Marine
Resources within the Ministry for Natural Resources. Under the Fisheries Act 1998, which
repealed the Fisheries Act 1972, the MFMR was responsible for the administration of the
fisheries of the Solomon Islands. Here, the Fisheries Act 1998 required the MFMR to manage
and develop of fisheries in the Solomon Islands “for the benefit of the people of Solomon
Islands” (Section 3(2)). In 2015, the Fisheries Act 1998 was repealed by the Fisheries
Management Act 2015, which provided for the conservation, development, management and
sustainable use of fisheries and marine resources, with a particular emphasis on the use of
management plans (Section 17 and 18) and “accounts, records, return and documents”
(Section 33(2)) related to fisheries and marine resources.

Financial reporting by Solomon Islands entities, including the national fishing authority, has
an uncertain history [1]. The Ministry of Health and Medical Services, for example, in recent
times has consistently found it difficult to produce accurate and timely annual reports because
of challenges in applying asset management, bank reconciliations, internal controls and stock
controls [8]. As with other fragile states, the Solomon Islands has experienced national
disunity and civil society anxiety [9, 10], which may have disrupted efforts across many
public sector entities to develop financial reporting in the country. However, these entities
have recently received advice on financial reporting through the World Bank [11] and
Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands’ State Owned Enterprises Accounts
Strengthening Project [12], which in 2012 helped bring about the Solomon Islands first State
Owned Enterprise unqualified audited financial report [13]. The need for sound MFMR
financial reporting appears particularly pressing given that considerable parliamentary



initiatives have been put in place to improve overall accountability in the Solomon Islands [4]
and the MFMR supposedly

strives to provide an effective and efficient service to all stakeholders, promote inter-
agency corporation and act as the focal point of national capacity building, research
and development within the sector [14, p. 73].

The study poses the following research question: What challenges confront the Solomon
Islands Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources in meeting its national legislative
requirements for financial reporting? It is an important question because MFMR financial
accounts may inform Solomon Island policy making on a number of issues of critical
concern. If fishery revenue, fisheries resources, food security, stocktaking of fish,
development of alternative fisheries income, fisheries management, fisheries administration
and profitable fisheries development are seen as contemporary critical concerns for Solomon
Islanders [15-28], then financial reporting with its emphasis on calculative rationalities has
the means to help respond to these concerns by providing an account of both financial and
non-financial operations of an entity’s activities. It is particularly useful in providing an
account of the status and outlook of complex ecosystems [29].

While the Solomon Islands has developed its own fisheries, it often does so in cooperation
with foreign owners with problematic outcomes [30]. As with many other Pacific Island
Countries, it has sought overseas partnerships for expertise and finance [7]. This has
accelerated the intrusion of market systems and neoliberal consumerism into the traditional
economy [23], which in turn has raised ideas of multilateral governance of fisheries [5],
carbon revenue programmes [31], economic valuations of ecosystem services [32] and other
social and environmental constructs that necessitate the generation of broad financial and
non-financial reporting if an account of these activities are required. These neo-liberalist
ideas, based on the precepts of classical modernization theory [33], have brought about
unintended results for the Solomon Islands. Some “problematic and undesirable” social
consequences have arisen, for example, from the interventionist approach of RAMSI, which
has facilitated a neo-liberalist style of economic development through market mechanisms
[34, p. 286].

2. The Theory of Indigenous Alternatives

The theory of indigenous alternatives provides space for local indigenous people to inform
stakeholders about many of these issues at the local level [33]. Consistent with the idea of
valuing traditional marine resource management [35-38] and the take-up alternative income
opportunities at the community level [39], the theory emphasises the importance of local
knowledge information in informing policy [40]. By embracing community, customary and
traditional ways of governance, the theory of indigenous alternatives suggests that local
management is able to respond to such matters as biodiversity and conservation [41], coastal
ecosystem governance [3; 42], community-based fisheries management strategies [43-45],
customary marine tenure arrangements [46-48] and traditionally-based influences on resource
use [49-51]. There is also space within the tenets of the theory to give prominence to the
voices of authoritative indigenous oversight bodies, such as the state auditor general and the
PAC, to provide feedback on important matters of stewardship and accountability:



indigenous economic logics shape contemporary economic practices and values in
such a way as to reconfigure people’s relationship with global capitalism to give it
cultural meaning [52, p.119].

This is consistent with the notion of providing room for indigenous voices and counter-voices
on local issues [53] that recognize indigenous values [54]. For example, in attempting to
minimize environmental vulnerability and manage environmental hazards, indigenous
knowledge of socio-ecological domains and major marine ecological habitat classification
systems has helped inform Solomon Islands fishers on managing their marine habitat [55].

Indigenous knowledge is owned by local peoples, expressed in their native languages,
and applied in the practice of their daily lives, which makes such traditional
knowledge “indigenous” [56, p 351].

This knowledge allows indigenous people to adapt to changing circumstances [57], such as
disasters to local marine ecosystems [58] and changing seascapes [59], and demonstrate local
governance. Indigenous knowledge is not only used for the purposes of environmental
management but also on other situated practices [60]. Thus, for example, the application of
the theory of indigenous alternatives to financial reporting compliance helps developing
countries critically reflect on their engagement with the reporting expectations of indigenous-
based legislation [61].

3. Methods

Textual analysis uses textual evidence of archival information to interpret complex meanings
of an issue [62].The interpretive analysis of the material evidence of text entails some
limitations in that it “never fixes the complete meaning of the text because of the hidden,
unrealized, and inexhaustible polysemy of text” [62, p. 795]. Nevertheless, textual analysis
offers a qualitative method to probe for innovative insights [63], and to explore and
understand an issue

that is both receptive to taken-for-granted, tacit understandings, and discriminating of
privileged and peripheral contributions [64, p. 461]..

For example, it is relied upon by scholars to interpret the designs of policy instruments and
the intentions of rulemaking [63, 65]. Textual analysis is employed in this study to consider
the challenges facing MFMR in meeting its financial reporting obligations, and is consistent
with the methodological approach of previous explorative studies that examine the link
between financial reporting and marine policy [66]. The formal analytic strategy of textual
analysis as research technique commenced with the grounding of the research question, as
posed earlier, and the identification of indigenous texts for analysis. These texts comprised
the audit reports of the OAGSI that covered the MFMR’s financial reporting for the years-
ending 2002-2013 [67-73] to determine the compliance of MFMR financial reporting with
indigenous legislative expectations of reporting.

In terms of the processes of the research technique, textual analysis followed very specific
guidelines for formal analytic strategy [74]. By deconstructing and reconstructing text [75],
textual analysis embraced traditional techniques of interpreting written data sources and



processes to understand the subject matter [76] and to unfold meaning of events over time
[77].

The framing of the indigenous expectations of reporting was constructed through the
reporting compliance instruments of the Constitution of Solomon Islands, Public Finance and
Audit Act 1996 (amended by Public Finance and Audit Act 2013), Financial Instructions and
General Orders, and Fisheries Act 1998. After specifying the frames of analysis, themes
from the instruments were then considered, providing a checklist of aggregated accounting
reporting to reveal the MFMR’s attention to reporting matters. Details of this checklist are
provided in the second column of Table 1 and highlight the importance of documentation,
internal controls and recording in the reporting process of MFMR. Each audit report was
verified to determine if the procedures of audit and reporting were conducted.

<Insert Table 1 here>

Table 1 lists the indigenous financial reporting compliance instruments that frame the
reporting expectations of the MFMR. The OAGSI is legally required to audit and examine
accounts of MPMR under Section 108 of the Constitution of the Solomon Islands and Part VI
of the Public Finance and Audit Act 1996 (as amended by Public Finance and Audit Act
2013). The Public Finance and Audit Act 1996 (as amended by Public Finance and Audit Act
2013) also requires the MFMR to present a statement of assets and liabilities, a statement of
receipts and payments, a comparative statement of actual and estimated revenue, and a
comparative statement of actual and estimated expenditure. The Finance Instructions and
General Orders invoke six broad principles, including value for money; competitive
purchasing; efficient, effective and ethical use of resources; accountability and transparency;
financial sustainability; advancement of community equality and the provision of economic
opportunities for Solomon Islanders. The Fisheries Act 1998 (amended by the Fisheries
Management Act 2015) also requires the MFMR to manage and develop fisheries for all
Solomon Islanders.

4. Results

No audit report on the Department of the Fisheries and Marine Resources was generated
between years-ending 1987 and 2004, [67]. However, in an extensive audit report for year-
ending 2005, the OAGSI found that the Department of Fisheries and Marine Resources had
not properly accounted for fishing income during years-ending 2001-2003, with “an
estimated shortfall of $37.2 million” [67, p. 1], in part because of a lack of accounting
records:

Proper fishing licence records were not maintained and some important accounting
records were deliberately destroyed which was a result of the breakdown of key
controls [67, p. 4].

The OAGSI also found that there was a loss of fishing licence fees collected by the
Department from locally based foreign fishing vessels and from bilateral agreements, where
evidence of non-compliance with the Public Finance and Audit Act appeared to leave the
Department “open to fraud and corruption” [67, p. 6].



As a result, the tracking of revenue received and due in the sector has been difficult,
with large sums of money unaccounted for. There is no doubt that a significant
amount of Fisheries revenue has been lost from the Government, which has had an
impact on the economy [67, p. 6].

The OAGSI’s year-ending 2006 audit report on MFMR briefly covered five financial years of
audit from 2002 to 2006 [68], and noted that there was a

major revenue potential in the fisheries sector and identified an estimated shortfall in
revenue of some $37 million in three years [68, p. 14].

In the following year, the OAGSI found that the Department of Fisheries and Marine
Resource’s financial reports for year-ending 2007 were non-compliant with the Public
Finance and Audit Act and Financial Instructions [69]. Here, the consequences of non-
compliance were rendered in commercial and legal terms:

Breakdowns in procedures and practices as well as major deficiencies in internal
controls have left the Department of Fisheries and Marine Resources open to fraud
and corruption. Inadequate processes for collection of fishing licence fees resulted in
major shortfalls in revenue [69, p. 10].

In the following year, the OAGSI investigated the administration and management of the
newly-formed Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources and found matters of concern in
relations to its fisheries projects, where small grants totalling $6 million had been paid out.
The OAGSI stated

that the management, monitoring and administration of project submissions for
funding was poor [70, p. 107].

and revealed

many weaknesses which created the opportunity for fraud and misappropriation of
SIG funds [70, p. 107].

It is worth pointing out here that in contrast to the relatively short space given in previous
audit reports to explanations of Department shortfalls in reporting compliance, there is
considerably more text written by the OAGSI to possible reasons for Ministry non-
compliance:

The extent of breaches of normal procedure and the Financial Instructions suggests
there was a deliberate act to circumvent the process for legal use of government
moneys. The manner of distribution suggests political favouritism during a critical
period of political uncertainty in the government, rather than consideration of the
areas of greatest need in the Solomon Islands [70, p. 107].

In a marked change from its past audit reports, the OAGSI also provide relatively more
details on the effect of this lack of reporting compliance on one of the MFMR’s key
stakeholder groups:



A significant sum of money has been illegally expended and it is questionable
whether the government will be able to exercise any control over the use of the
moneys that were supposed to be for fisheries projects [70, p. 107].

In addition, the OAGSI found that the money allocated for fishing projects was supposed to
be used to buy non-monetary assets such as canoes and equipment, rather than cash. These
were then supposed to be distributed to successful applicants, with periodical checking for the
proper use and care of the assets.

However it became quite clear that there was a lack of transparency and
accountability in relation to the application and approval process for payment of these
grants [70, p. 106].

The OAGSI also drew attention to “political favouritism” [70, p. 107] behind illegal
expenditure, and the powerlessness of the government “to exercise any control over the use
of the moneys that were supposed to be for fisheries projects” [70, p. 107]. In addition it
disclosed in an audit of a $3.08 million fisheries project that

There were many discrepancies in relation to this payment which breached normal
payment procedures and the Financial Instructions which suggest there was a
deliberate act to circumvent the process for the legal use of government moneys [70,
p. 107].

While the OAGSI audit on MFMR’s financial reports for year-ending 2009 was in the audit
process of analysing the issues of imprests, procurement and expenditure, bank accounts and
revenue [71, p.9], the OAGSI’s audit on MFMR’s financial reports for year-ending 2010
revealed missing documentation amounting to $225,537 of the MFMR’s special imprest
account [72, p. 15], and missing documentation for payment vouchers worth $122,124 [72, p.
17]. The OAGSI also disclosed that it was difficult to find supporting MFMR documentation
for revenue collection and revenue analysis, which created the “risk of theft, misappropriation
and unauthorized collection of public funds” [72, p. 18]. There was also “poor control over
non-current assets” [72, p. 19], which opened up the risk of loss, misuse and theft of assets.

Critically, in terms of reporting challenges, the OAGSI also revealed that the MFMR did not
maintain accounting records - such as licence files, receipt books and telegraphic transfers -
for revenue collection “of fishing licence and export permit revenue amounting to
$21,819,095” [72, p. 18]. This meant that the OAGSI could not assess the accuracy and
completeness of revenue collection. Further, the MFMR did not retire imprests amounting to
$114,776 in a timely manner [72], and missing special imprest documentation amounted to
$255,537[72, p. 15]. Moreover, the OAGSI discovered that MFMR did not charge interest
revenue on unretired special imprests. Monthly bank reconciliations were also not performed
by the MFMR and cash books were not maintained. These breaches in control increased

the risk of poor management, theft, fraud and misappropriation of public funds within
the Ministry [72, p. 18].

The audit of the MFMR’s financial reporting for year-ending 2012 again showed a “failure to
retire special imprest accounts on a timely manner” [73, p. 33]. The MFMR failed to produce
payment vouchers amounting in total to $2,386,016 [73, p. 14]. Its bank reconciliations were
not performed, and the asset register and a bank account details were not maintained. This



“contributed to the Auditor General’s decision to issue a disclaimer of opinion over the
financial statements” [73, p. 33]. By year-ending 2014, no financial report for year-ending
2013 was furnished by the MFMR for audit inspection.

5. Discussion

Evidence-based textual analysis was used to ascertain the challenges facing the MFMR in
meeting its financial reporting obligations but there are a number of limitations that need to
be acknowledged in the study. First, great reliance is placed upon the indigenous authoritative
voice of the OAGSI in terms of the reporting compliance of the MFMR. Although the study
took into account MFMR management responses to the audit findings, there was no stand-
alone narrative analysis conducted on management’s viewpoints of reporting. Further
research might conduct open-ended interviews to reveal managerial perspectives of the
indigenous reporting expectations raised in the Solomon Islands. Second, the study did not
extend to the viewpoints of other key stakeholders of the MFMR, particularly those groups
residing in rural and coastal communities that rely upon the reporting compliance of the
MFMR. Again, further research might consider how Solomon Islanders respond to the issue
of reporting (non-)compliance by their national fishing authority and whether the information
imparted through the annual report is considered important for decision-making at the
community level. This is particularly important given that a guiding principle of the
Financial Instructions is that reporting aids in advancing community equality and providing
economic opportunities for Solomon Islanders.

There is clear evidence from the results of the study that the MFMR was challenged by the
reporting expectations placed upon it by the Public Finance and Audit Act 1996. The OAGSI
found there were major shortfalls in MFMR revenue collection and considerable MFMR
internal control deficiencies. The results of the analysis showed that the MPMR was troubled
by the safeguarding of the collection and custody of revenue. Disbursing revenue for the
purposes it was given also appeared to cause difficulties for the MPMR. The OAGSI’s
findings of MFMR mismanagement and poor monitoring of funding suggests MPMR
expenditure was incurred without regard to economy and avoidance of waste. It was also
noticeable that the timeliness of submission of Department and Ministry financial reports for
audit did not comply with the Public Finance and Audit Act 1996.

The discovery by the OAGSI of MFMR’s non-compliance with the expectations of the
Financial Instruments over the 13 year sample period suggests there was evidence of fraud,
misappropriation of funds and loss of control of funds. The Financial Instruments’ guiding
principles of transparency and accountability were clearly compromised by missing
documentation, a lack of records and mismanagement of internal controls. The lack of
completion of bank reconciliations and the non-maintenance of asset registers added to the
difficulties of liquid and non-liquid asset management. Further, there appeared evidence from
the results that the fundamental principles of value for money and financial sustainability
invoked by the Financial Instruments were given short shrift by the MFMR. There also did
not appear to be an efficient, effective and ethical use of MFMR resources.

The results of the study may interest the market-bound foreign interventionist approaches of
the World Bank and RAMSI. There appears to be a need for local take-up of the most
rudimentary forms of bookkeeping procedures — asset management, bank reconciliations,
internal controls and documentation — before MFMR s in a position to prepare reports to a



readership interested in wide-ranging social and environmental accounts of the status and
outlook of its complex ecosystem. It is difficult to provide calculations of carbon revenue
programmes and economic valuations of ecosystem services if financial statements are
inaccurate or incomplete.

6. Conclusion

The Fisheries Act 1998 (amended by the Fisheries Management Act 2015) requires the
MFMR to manage and develop fisheries for the benefit of Solomon Islanders. One way to
bring about this benefit to Solomon Islanders is for the MFMR to improve its compliance
with indigenous legislative reporting compliance instruments. It could do this in a number of
ways. First, indigenous oversight bodies such as the OAGSI and PAC could provide further
feedback to the MFMR on how it could comply with specific parts of the Financial
Instructions, particularly in the areas of asset management and revenue collection. Textual
analysis revealed that while the OAGSI was able to provide evidence of non-compliance,
there appeared an opportunity for this independent body to extend its expertise to
demonstrate how MFMR could introduce further processes to provide unqualified timely
annual financial reports. In keeping with the tenets of the theory of indigenous alternatives,
advice from these indigenous authoritative voices may guide MFMR management in
culturally and socially acceptable ways.

There is also an opportunity for the PAC to provide a more detailed response to the OAGSI’s
audit’s reports when they are tabled to parliament. In relation to the OAGSI’s audit on
MFMR’s year-ending 2012 financial statements which was tabled to parliament, the PAC did
not directly refer to the matters raised by the OAGSI. Rather, it was more concerned with the
lack of data provided by MFMR on offshore long fishing, the overstretching of MFMR’s
staffing resources, and the passing of legislation needed for the continuing export of onshore
processed fish to the European Union [14].

A guiding principle of the Financial Instruments is for reporting to advance community
equality and provide economic opportunities for Solomon Islanders. Given a central tenet of
the theory of indigenous alternatives is to inform policy making at the local level, a further
indigenous alternative for the improvement of MFMR reporting compliance may be found in
encouraging MFMR management to communicate oral or written summaries of accurate
annual financial statements to outer (rural and coastal) communities, where the vast majority
of Solomon Islanders live. In this way, the relevance of compliance to the MFMR as
preparers of financial reports may be enhanced given that community-based fisheries as users
of financial reporting rely upon the successful collection and disbursement of revenue by the
MFMR. Answering to active user-groups such OAGSI, PAC as well as community-based
fisheries may motivate MFMR management to improve its reporting compliance to fulfil
culturally acceptable and financially strengthening ways of accountability.

Another relatively inexpensive alternative means of improving MFMR financial reporting
compliance is to call upon MFMR managers to make links with local indigenous accounting
groups such as the Institute of Solomon Islands Accountants. Although the accounting sector
is small in the Solomon Islands, the take-up of local indigenous expertise on reporting
matters appears a sensible one given the Institute’s familiarity with the local public sector
reporting context. The PAC acknowledges the concern about overstretched MFMR staff
resources but it appears there may also be scope for the Solomon Islands government to
increase resources for the OAGSI, given the increasing operational activities of the MFMR.



The great strength of using some of these indigenous alternatives for the improvement of
reporting compliance is that both technical and cultural embedded understandings of
reporting are taken into account at the local level.

An additional strength is that it that it offers a counter-voice to the foreign interventionist
approach of the RAMSI with its liberal mode of economic development by using local
agency rather than foreign advice in tackling its reporting challenges. Further research might
consider how the strengthening of reporting of MFMR may arise from the help of outside
agencies that are prepared to develop reporting through greater attention to local level matters
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