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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION: DECOLONIZATION AND DECENTRALIZATION

Decolonization of the Third World has generally been taken to refer to the
formal acquisition of sovereign status by colonial territories. A new flag is hoisted
as the imperial power departs. With a new constitution embodying a replica of the
political institutions drawn from the polity of the ex-colonial master, the new
nation embarks on a course proclaimed to be democratic. The legitimacy of the
new nation is founded on the assertion and pre-eminence of people's power. The
animus inspiring the policies of the new governors ostensibly addresses the needs of
citizens. Political participation by the grassroots is proclaimed as a fundamental

idea in the emerging order.

Operationally, however, and almost invariably, the reality of "returning power
to the people" has been thwarted. Few cases of meaningful popular control exist
among the entire group of one hundred or so Third World countries which were
decolonized since World War II. The pattern points more to the prevalence of
repressive regimes which have accumulated power through one-party systems or
military coup d'etats. From the aspiration of serving the people, the state has been
transformed into an instrument serving the interests of a few. The gap between
"master" and "servant," a characteristic from the extinguished colonial regime has
been replicated by a new system of internal domination. A well-armed, top heavy
central government located in a primal city and controlled by an oligarchy of

interests dominates a ruralized periphery inhabited by the mr:my.l

Most Third World countries inherited as part of their formal institutional
apparatus a centralized and relatively over-developed civil service.2 The physical
facilities of government are concentrated in a capital city where most public
servants reside.. Also, the major part of budgetary allocations is devoted to this
urban sector. This pattern persists despite an official rhetoric about government's
great concern for ordinary people most of whom live in rural areas. Government at
the center and people at the periphery are literally worlds apart. While linkage was
greatest just prior to independence when national parties mobilized urban and rural
residents alike to sever the colonial connection,3 the post-colonial record attests

either to neglect and/or a one-way top to bottom linkage of an oppressive sort.#
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To successfully undertake "decolonization" would entail at a minimum the
transfer of responsibility to units of government at the periphery. "Returning
power to the people" would literally mean bringing government closer to the
people, especially to the majority who are rural dwellers. During colonial times in
many parts of the Third World, the mode of connection between the center and the
periphery was executed through a French-type prefectorial district administrative
structure staffed by expatriate officers who exercised wide-ranging powers.5
Regional administrative dominance was but an extension of central coercive
control exercised from the capital city. There was not a two-way flow of views

involving mutual exchange and reconciliation of divergent interests.

On a day-to-day basis, the will of the colonizer was enacted in the lives of
the colonized through the primary device of the colonial bureaucracy. It was the
civil service that symbolized the ongoing relentless colonial presence in its
extractive and repressive form. To adapt to its basic penetrative and control role,
the colonial bureaucracy had to be fashioned in a particular way. It was designed
as a semi-military organization accountable to no local constituents and articu-
lating a fairly steep hierarchy from which commands issued forth to the periphery.
This structure represented the immediate reality of the colonial state. Even when
indigenous staff were recruited to manage parts of this bureaucratic octopus, the

general intent of the creature did not alter.

When, then, the first challenges against the colonial presence were asserted,
its aim was directed against the administrative structure, its component parts, its
agents and physical symbols. Indeed, many of the earliest rebels were once
seemingly compliant employees within this bureaucracy. Attempts to adapt the
colonial political and administrative system to its anticipated new status just prior
to independence were introduced too late and too fast. The civil service was then
expanded to become the largest employer in the country, provided with more funds
and partly indigenized. However in practice it remained essentially a structure of
dominance with ingrained habits of extracting compliance from citizens. As an

exploitative device, it continued to symbolize a system over which constituents had

no sense of control.6

It was the publicly-announced commitment of those who acceded to power
following independence to '"return power to the people."7 This proposition,
however, meant different things to different groups. For some, it could only be

accomplished by the nationalization of all foreign firms coupled with full
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indigenization of the public service and a radical restructuring of the economy and
external trade.8 But to others, it meant inter alia disaggregating the centralized
state apparatus and devolution of decision-making powers to regional and local
communities to conduct their own af:fairs.9 Government was no longer to be
something done to the people whether they cared for it or not, but something
people did themselves guided by their own will and interests.10 Active
participation in community self-determination was a cardinal principle of decoloni-

zation at the grassroots.“

The implications were clear. The old inherited central public bureaucracy
had to be dismantled. A new structure with new motifs would have to be forged.
This would require decentralization of both political and administrative functions
to units of government within the periphery. For the most part, this would dictate
that formal units and their staff be re-distributed with wide territorial sPace.12
Face to face contact with elected decision-makers and appointed bureaucrats
would then be facilitated.13 Decisions would be derived locally and those
acountable for implementation would be within easy access. Political responsibility
would thus be instituted in a new decolonized regime. Power would be returned to

the people through decentralization.

The complexity of underdevelopment especially in its political dimension
suggests that too much emphasis not be placed on any single variable as the most
critical in altering the structure of society. Decentralization is not propounded as
the key to the fulfilment of self-determination. We know that such factors as
external dependency on markets, aid and foreign investment as well as political
culture, land tenure, the structure of production and distribution, and resource
endowment among others are powerful forces which constrain political develop-
ment. In this work, we isolate "the politico-administrative" variable since within it
potentially resides the leverage in modern government by which ordinary people
can direct collective decisions affecting their daily lives. Lest the experiment in
local democracy be confused with an exercise in tinkering with the structure of a
formal organization, we define the nature of decentralization. The term refers to
both the political and administrative aspect of grassroots government. This was
succinctly set forth by White as follows:




The process of decentralization denoted the trans-
ference of authority, legislative, judicial or administra-
tive, from a higher level of government to a lower. It is
the converse of centralization and should not be
confused with deconcentration, a term generally used to
denote the mere delegation to a subordinate officer of
capacity to act in the name of the superior without a

transfer of authority to him. 14

The political aspect points to the determination of community decision-making by
those who pay for the services and who are governed by the enacted policies.
Typically, this is effected through a legitimating principle such as elections. A
council is established; extensive functions related to practically everything can be
the responsibility of the deliberative body. It is envisaged not only that items such
as health services, police, and housing regulation be within the ambit of a council,
but in a set of upward linkages, these councils collectively can also provide the
opinions guiding the formation of national issues including foreign policy and the
strategy of economic development. It is not often that decentralized councils are
empowered with such far-reaching national responsibilities, but there is no

compelling reason to prohibit them from doing this if so desired.ls

The administrative aspect of decentralization refers to the distributing out
(deconcentration) of administrative tasks of the government bureaucracy to
subordinate field agencies so that services and functions are dispensed from local
centers within reasonable reach of every community cluster. The proper
relationship between the political and administrative aspects of the decentralized
community government is that the former makes policy while the latter
implements it. To the process of devolution of decision-making and deconcen-
tration of administration are attributed a number of benefits which we briefly
recapitulate;16 (1) political responsibility is transferred to the governed;
democratic self-government is learned by practice; (2) fast and effective decision-
making is facilitated; the indefinite delays in waiting for a remote headquarters to
give permission for a policy is eliminated; (3) regional diversity is accomodated; (4)
appropriate, flexible and varied responses to different kinds and rates of change in
the diverse environments of the country are facilitated; (5) institutional experi-
mentation involving only parts of the polity at a time can be conducted; (6)
priorities are established according to the interests and problems of an area; (7)

alternative strategies of development can be devised so as to adapt to local
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peculiarities, customs, and resources; (8) innovation in techniques of production and
changes in outlook are more likely; (9) more and better information for planning
and project identification can be assembled; and (10) a training ground for national

leadership is established.

Decentralization consequently is likely to relieve central congestion and
overload.” Chances are that more might also get done than is accomplished from
central direction. Self-help projects are likely to engender enthusiasm. Fears may
be expressed that the latitude in decision-making suggested by this formula for
decentralization tends towards facilitating internal fragmentation, ethnic national-
ism, seccessionist movements, and ultimate chaos.18 Such a possibility does exist.
Much of the fear is real but a good deal stems from fear of the people, an anti-
democratic instinct. Much more seriously from a practical standpoint are problems
related to shortage of skills and the weak taxing base of local communities to
implement bona fide autonomous councils. The pragmatic issues of staff and tax
base apart, the decentralized units of provincial and local governments make

decisions through consent and consultation from constituents at the grassroots.l

There is no such thing as complete decentralization or centralization.
Every organization is a mixture of the two principles. There is not a dochotomous
relationship between the two but rather a continuum. Where centralization is
dominant in the mix, a qualitatively different political order is likely to exist. The
same is true with a structure with a preponderance of decentralized motifs.
Hence, it is crucial to note that when extensive decentralized re-organization is
undertaken, the effects are likely to entail qualitative or revolutionary changes.
The political system will be transformed radically; a new balance in the distribution

of power may emerge.

An immediate implication of decentralization is that power tends to be
shifted from one center to another. At one level of change, there is an areal or
spacial dimension. But that is secondary to the upheaval that is likely to follow
from the political c:hanges.21 Around the established centralized machinery are
encrusted not only careers and comforts of administrators who in most emerging
nations are among the most educated, organized and articulate, but also the
interests of national legislators who have accomodated to the old order. Political
careers built around the centralized machinery, and urban interests linked to
overseas holidays and life-styles would be displaced as new localized centers of
power emerge and proliferate country-wide. A new power structure is likely to be

born.




For those then, who promise to decentralize so as to return power to the
people, a severe struggle for power, of revolutionary proportions, awaits them. Not
only political will, but political mobilization and organization linked to the mass of
peasants and workers would be required to displace the old entrenched machinery.
A configuration of power can only be destroyed by a corresponding power of equal
or greater magnitude. The task is likely to be made doubly difficult if the new
power holders who promised decentralization know little about the extent of the
dislocation that their experiment entails and what it will take to implement it.
Decentralization, however, may have been promised only as part of a rhetorical
exercise in which popular symbols are wielded to provide temporary palliatives for
a desperate situation. When this happens, a dangerous idea, teasingly thrown to the
masses, may unwittingly be implanted in their minds. It may return to haunt the

promise makers causing havoc to their comforts.

In this monograph, we study a case of a new state which had fhrown to the
people the decentralization teaser. @ The promise was not extended by a
revolutionary party in a mobilization system. The change was entrusted practically
to the same bureaucrats in the centralized system whose careers and life-styles
were to be disrupted by successful implementation. The rhetoric of devolution and
local responsibility was freely engaged in by those who were about to inherit power
from the departing colonial master. The promise of decentralization was in fact
made so as to placate certain sub-national groups which opposed independence
unless regional autonomy was guaranteed to them. Other sub-national groups
wanted shifts of political and administrative concentrations after independence to

the provincial councils as a matter of principle.

The focus of our study is the Solomon Islands, a South-West Pacific country,
which became independent in 1978. In 1977, the country's constitutional founding
fathers promised '"decentralization of legislative and executive power."22 This
commitment which was enunciated at a constitutional conference convened in
London further undertook to establish a special committee '"to examine the
relationship between the National Government, Provincial Governments and Area
Councils and to recommend on the measures to promote the effective decentraliza-

23 The country's

tion of legislative, administrative, and financial powers."
independence was delayed by several years partly because of difficult issues related
to center-periphery relations. But, as the monograph will show, the demand for a

greater role to be played by subnational units in the determination of their own
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affairs has had a long history. After World War II, "Maasina Ruru," an indigenous
semi-revolutionary movement, erected its own counter-councils juxtaposed to those
of the colonizer to govern its affairs. It was an act of unprecedented defiance in
the face of superior British arms. Taxes were not paid to the British authorities
but to the Maasina councils. "Maasina Ruru" was symbolic of a yearning by the

colonized peoples of the Solomons to govern themselves.

In chapter one of the monograph we set forth an overview portrait of the
Solomon Islands. In chapter two, we begin our discussion of conquest and
colonization with a special focus on the administrative structures which were
imposed by the British. In this chapter we discuss "Maasina Ruru." Chapter three
elaborates on the evolution of decentralization in relation to the approach of self-
government and independence. The British view that local government provides a
good preparatory training ground for national autonomy gave accelerated emphasis
to decentralization exercises throughout the 1970s. But much of the debate over
dis-aggregating the centralized colonial decision-making centers and bureaucracy
would be tempered by fears of promoting national disunity. The devolution
experiment was also caught up in a contest for power among the new elites who
were poised to succeed the departing colonial power. A further complication points
to the fears and recalcitrance of central government bureaucrats surrounding the
dimunition of their powers and privileges. The faithful execution of the
decentralization aims threatened to alter the balance of power. In chapter four,
we discuss aspects of this struggle which were largely embodied in the

implementation of a Plan of Operations aimed at devolution. In chapter five we

discuss in detail the culmination of the devolution debate in the form of the
Kausimae Committee Report. We conclude by summarizing broad observations

from the experiment to date.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE SOLOMON ISLANDS: AN INTRODUCTORY OVERVIEW

On July 7, 1978, the Solomon Islands received its independence from B»ritalin.1
In 1893 Britain annexed the Solomon Islands declaring the islands a "protectorate."
Thereafter, the colony was called "The British Solomon Islands Protectorate" or
"BSIP." From 1893 to 1978, the Solomon Islands remained firmly under British
control; through those years English values became a measure of what was
desirable and superior. It was not until the early 1970s that the first strong
collective indigenous demands for independence were registered.2 The "wind of
change" which had witnessed the liberation from colonialism of numerous African
and Asian colonies in the late 1950s and early 1960s did not buffet the shores of
European colonies in the southwest Pacific until late in the 1960s and in the 1970s.
Apart from being distant and isolated from much of the agitational movements for
independence in the rest of the Third World, the Pacific Island colonies were very
small and generally resource poor.3 The attractions of independence were muted
by the prospect of conducting sovereign governments with permanent deficit
budgets. When the Solomon Islands became independent in the late 1970s, the
British were most willing to relinquish formal control. The colony was costly since
its annual budget required a subsidy from the British treasury to be balanced. The
final acts of Solomon Islands' decolonization were not intense demonstrations of
joy, but sober calculated conferences designed to solicit aid and technical advice so
as to provide economic self-sufficiency in the long run. No one can escape this
somber atmosphere in the Solomons even two years after independence. In the
capital city, Honiara, and its outlying island provinces, the psychological symbols of
self-determination are barely visible. The preoccupation is with expanding the
economic base and enhancing economic opportunities for Solomon Islanders.l'l Very
few strident chauvinistic sounds are heard to nationalize any of the few industries.
Instead, foreign investors are eagerly sought.5

The population of the Solomon Islands was estimated in 1980 to be about

225,000. Its annual growth rate is approximately 3.4 percent. Most of the people
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are Melanesians but the population is intermixed with small groups of Polynesians,
Micronesians, Chinese, and Europeans as the following table based on the 1976

6
census shows.

Table 1: Population by Ethnic Origin (1976)

Ethnic Type Numbers % of the Total
Melanesian 183,665 93.3
Polynesian 7,821 4.0
Micronesian 2,753 1.4
European 1,359 0.7
Chinese 452 0.2
Others 773 0.2
Total: 196,823

Among the Melanesian component, inter-ethnic suspicions and rivalries are
widespread. = The population is distributed over a scattered archipelago of
mountainous islands and lowlying coral islands covering a land area of 29,000 square
kilometers and an ocean area of 803,000 square kilometers. Nearly all of the
Melanesians live on the six major islands: (1) Choiseul, (2) New Georgia, (3) Santa
Isabel, (4) Guadalcanal, (5) Malaita, and (6) Makira. The Polynesians tend to live on
the small island atolls off the main islands. The Micronesians are recent settlers
who were transplanted from the nearby Gilbert and Ellice Islands when certain
segments fell victim to natural disasters.” The Europeans, Chinese and others are
mainly old residents from the colonizing and commercial groups as well as recent
arrivals from technical and aid missions.

The population of the Solomon Islands is distributed over seven provinces and

the capital city, Honiara, as follows:8
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Table 2: Population Distribution (1976 Census)

Province Population % of the Total
Malaita 60,043 30.5
Western | 40,329 20.5
Guadalcanal 31,677 16.1
Makira/Ulawa 14,891 7.6
Santa Isabel 10,420 5.3
Central Islands 13,576 6.9
Eastern Islands 10,945 5.5
Honiara 14,942 7.6
Total: 196,823 100.0

Several points from Table 2 are noteworthy for our subsequent discussion. The
population is distributed not on a single land mass, but fragmented over several
islands widely separated from each other. Internal to the islands is the
predominance of small localities—60 percent of the people living in villages of less
than 100 people. The average size of all localities is 39 people. The census of 1976
found a total of about 5,000 localities of which only 33 or 0.2 percent had more
than 300 people.8 Hence, both external and internal physical distribution factors
point to a very isolated and highly ruralized village-based population. Conse-
quently, communications are a major difficulty in the Solomon Islands. The island
of Malaita contains the largest population grouping. In modern times, Solomon
Islanders have come to describe their identity in regional terms. Hence, a person
from Malaita Province may call himself and be called a Malaitan. This is especially
so when he is away from Malaita. But on Malaita itself, he is likely to be identified
as a person from either a sub-regional or tribal group. Because of the divergent
experiences that each island group encountered with missionaries, planters, and
government administrators over the period of colonization, each island population

has developed a different image and sterotypical reputation among other Solomon
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Island groupings.9 In the case of Malaita, it is generally felt that Malaitans were
the most difficult people to colonize; they resisted foreign intrusion vigorously at
various times and places.lo Among Solomon Islanders, they were the last to
receive the full modernizing benefits such as schools and aid posts from the
colonial power. However, by sheer numbers and diligence, Malaitans have become
the most aggressive and successful bureaucrats and businessmen. In contemporary
Solomon Islands, there is a widespread fear of what is called "Malaitan domination."
Constituting only about 30 percent of the total population, their success in
commerce and government has exaggerated their role in political and economic
fields. Because of the very high population density on Malaita, out migration to
other islands has brought many Malaitans in hostile contact with other Solomon

Islanders. The following table gives the population density in the various

provinces:l 1
Table 3: Population Density

Land Area Population
Province 1976 Population (sq. kms.) per sq. km,
Malaita 60,043 4,543 13.2
Western 40,329 8,573 4.7
Guadalcanal 31,677 5,625 5.6
Makira/Ulawa 14,891 3,561 4.2
Santa Isabel 10,420 4,014 2.6
Central Islands 13,576 1,722 7.9
Eastern Islands 10,945 837 13.1
Honiara 14,942 21 711.5
Total: 196,823 28,896 6.8

Later in the monograph as we delve into the issues related to provincial
decentralization, we would note the inter-ethnic conflict that is being generated by

internal migration generally but particularly by Malaitan migration. Suffice it to
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note here that apart from the capital city, Honiara, with a population density of
711.5 and the atolls in the Eastern Island group with a density of 13.1, Malaita is
the most densely populated among the major land areas in the Solomons. The
freedom of movement provisions in the Solomon Islands constitution has come in
head-on collision with parochial ethnonational sentiments in the provinces against
"Malaitan" migration in particular. We provide in Table 3a a statistical portrait of
the movement of people in the Solomon Islands.12 The figures show that in 1976
that about 166,180 or 84 percent of the total population lived in the council area of
their birth., Of the remaining 26,000 persons who were living outside their Council

area, nearly half or 11,400 were Malaitans.

A noteworthy point that is evoked from Tables 2 and 3 is that the Western
province with 20 percent of the country's population has the largest land area of
8,573 square kilometers. This land space in the Western province is even larger
when note is taken that the province, unlike Malaita which is mainly one island, is
distributed widely over several major island groups including the Shortlands,
Choiseul, and New Georgia. Guadalcanal Province with 31,677 people or 16.1
percent of the population is also larger than Malaita. Guadalcanal Province
occupies a single large island (like Malaita) of 5,625 square kilometers. The main
resistance to the migration of Malaitans to other provinces comes from the two
physically largest provinces, Western and Guadalcanal, which are most capable of
absorbing migrants. The figures in Table 3a show that of the 11,400 Malaitans
living outside their province, the highest concentraions were in Guadalcanal and the
West., The issue related generally to national integration and unity. However, the
salience of provincial parochialism and ethnic fear, renders unity of the Solomon

Islands a problematic objective.

Apart from inter-ethnic fears, language and religion also divide Solomon
Islanders. "Pidgin," a Melanesian trade language, has emerged as a common
linguistic link among many Solomon Islanders from different indigenous language
groupings. The "Pidgin" in the Solomons, however, is a weak variant of broken
English quite unlike the complexity of Melanesian Pidgin in Papua New Guinea and
Vanuatu. The point is that the close affinity between English and Solomon Islands
Pidgin has limited the universality of the latter as a lingua franca among Solomon
Islanders. In parts of the country, such as the West, Roviana is the lingua franca.

Some eighty-seven different languages are spoken throughout the country.
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Table 3a: Solomon Islanders Born in the Solomon Islands by Area of Enumeration--1976 Census

Council Area Central Makira/ Eastern
of Birth Western Isabel Islands Guadalcanal Honiara  Malaita Ulawa Islands Total

Western 35339(883) 76 238 315 1287 333 64 21 37,673
Isabel 122 9532(91) 179 114 721 62 49 35 10,814
Central Is. 136 46 10491(77) 342 747 135 71 72 12,040
Guadalcanal 320 97 250 25581(81) 939 255 72 14 27,528
Honiara 515 283 482 1643 3092(21) 908 220 132 7,275
Malaita 1686 237 111 2991 5023 57977(97) 261 59 69,343
Makira/Ulawa 99 56 104 133 485 120 13714(92) 105 14,816
Eastern Is. 63 51 583 152 554 56 359 10456(96) 12,274
Not Defined 32 5 2 10 12 20 2 8 91
Total 38312 10383 13440 31281 12860 59866 14812 10902 191,856
Total CA

Population 40329 10420 13576 31677 14942 60043 14891 10945 196,823
Difference* 2017 37 136 396 2082 177 79 43 4,967

* mainly persons not born in Solomon Islands

Note: (Percentages in Brackets)

Solomon Islander = Melanesians + Polynesians + Gilbertese




Religion in the Solomon Islands is a salient characteristic of social life.
About 90 percent of the people are Christians of one type or another. It is said
that the busiest day in the Solomons is Sunday. Church attendance is a high
participation pursuit. The figures below give the distribution of religious groupings

in the Solomons.

Table 4: Religion (1976 Census)

Denomination Size % of Total

Church of Melanesia

(Anglican) 67,370 34.2
Roman Catholic 36,870 18.7
South Seas Evangelical 33,306 16.9
United Church 22,209 11.3
Seventh Day Adventist 19,113 9.7
Christian Fellowship 4,822 2.5

Jehovah Witness, Bahali
and Others 6,003 3.1
Pagan 7,130 3.6
196,823 100.0

Religion is an important political force in the Solomon Islands. Because of the
division of the colony during the early colonial era into spheres of religious
influence by a comity agreement among the main Christian denominations,
different provinces or groups of provinces tend to have the predominance of one

denominational group over another. 4

Turning to the economy of the Solomon Islands, the duality and dominance of
the agricultural structure is notable. Agriculture provides 70 percent of the gross

15 A subsistence sector

domestic product and 90 percent of the export income.
persists beside a monetized sector. It was estimated in 1978 that of a total GNP of

$75,516,000, the non-cash or subsistence sector contributed about $33,225,000 or a
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little less than half.16 However, the monetary aspect of the economy has been

outstripping the non-cash part as the following figures show.”

Table 5: Sectors (1978 prices, $'000)

Sector 1975 1976 1977 1978
Subsistence
Production $29,806 $31,529 $32,410 $33,225
Monetary Incomes 28,268 34,949 39,129 42,291
Total GNP 58,074 66,488 71,539 75,516

The monetary economy of the Solomon Islands is based mainly on four
primary products: copra, fisheries, timber and palm oil. Together, these four
products accounted for 85 percent of exports. The early colonizers came mainly to
exploit the coconut products. This was followed by a period of "blackbirding" when
large numbers of Solomon Islanders were recruited to work as a cheap source of

labor on sugar and cotton plantations in Queensland, Fiji, and Samoa.18

Until very recently, copra and timber production dominated the economy. In
1970, they provided about 92 percent of the total export receipts of SI $6.5
million.19 Since 1970, the government has embarked on a program of economic
diversification. Large scale projects were introduced in rice, palm oil, and
fisheries. By 1978, the contribution of copra and timber to export receipts was
down to 48 percent while palm oil and fish rose from zero to 37 percent.20 The

following table illustrates the more recent breakdown:21
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Table 6: Exports (SI $'000, 1978)

Product Value % Share
Fish and fish preparations $6,833 21.9
Copra 7,856 25.2
Timber 7,131 22.9
Palm oil 4,653 14.9
Rice and rice products 809 2.6
Cocoa 596 1.9

Note must be made of the point that in the expansion of timber, palm oil, fish and
rice exports, the small holder has barely participated. Large plantations are the
#ain holdings on which the new items are produced. In addition, these large scale
agricultural enterprises are mainly foreign-owned with minority equity

participation by the Solomon Islands government.22

Most imports are manufactured goods, machinery, and transport equipment.
The balance of trade over the last five years has given the Solomon Islands a small
surplus annually. The manufacturihg sector is still at an early stage of
development. In recent years, it has expanded mainly in the agro-business
industries such as palm oil milling, rice milling, fish canning, and saw milling.
Other small scale industries include boat building, rattan and wood furniture,
fiberglass goods such as water tanks and canoes, biscuits, tobacco manufacture,
soft drinks, nails and soap. Employment in the manufacturing sector grew from 650
in 1971 to 1,400 in 1977 when it accounted for about 8.5 percent of paid

employment.23
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Table 7: Cash Income Distribution per Capita (1975)

Total
Guadalcanal Makira & Solomon
Income & Central Eastern Malaita Western Islands
From Employment 23.8 20.2 14.8 25.8 20.8
From Cash Crops 17.5 7.7 3.3 41.0 16.0
Total Cash Income 41.3 27.9 18.1 66.8 36.8

Table 7(a) shows that of all the provinces, Western is the most advanced.
Similarly, it shows the Malaitan case to be the least developed. It is worth
emphasizing that rural households tend to meet their basic food requirements from
their gardens. Nonetheless, the figures point not only to a lack of cash income
opportunities but also to the discrepancy in the distribution of these opportunities
from province to province. Table 8 describes regionally the distribution of
households without any cash income.26

The country's National Development Plan 1980-8% commented on the
challenges and problems evoked by the foregoing statistical data as follows:

This lack of opportunities in many areas is one aspect of what appears

to be the over-riding economic and political problem facing Solomon

Islands at this stage in its development. The economy has been

growing fast in recent years, but the benefits of that growth have

improved the conditions of only a section of the population, mainly

the wage and salary earners, and have reached only limited areas of

the country, many areas remaining almost entirely unaffec‘ced.27
The problem of creating cash income opportunities is by itself a difficult problem.
When cast in a rural context where subsistence farming has tended to be dominant,
it becomes doubly difficult as urbanization drifts in the Third World have attested.
Compounding the problem even further and rendering it into a volatile political
issue occurs, as in the case of the Solomon Islands, when the distribution of cash

income opportunities is skewed in favor of one province against another within a
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Table 7a: Selected Indices of Involvement in the Cash Economy by Province, 1976

Santa  Central Makira/ Eastern Solomon
Western Isabel Islands Guadalcanal Honiara Malaita Uluwa Islands Islands

Cash earners as % of , ‘
working age population* 33.9 27.9 45.3 33.4 75.0 8.6 18.3 15.9 28.1

% of households growing
coconuts 82.8 90.0 63.7 53.2 5.8 b4.7 62.3 79.0 58.2

Smallholder production of :
copra per household (tons) 0.89 0.50 0.30 0.31 --- 0.16 0.34 0.21 0.38

% of households producing
food for sale 23.9 10.5 32.6 20.0 0.8 7.2 7.6 24.9 15.2

% of households owning a ,
radio 30.2 31.0 32.2 27 .4 70.9 20.5 21.8 16.9 28.7

% of households owning a
sewing machine 40.3 33.4 27.0 20.8 48.9 20.0 22.3 13.2 27.1

* Cash earners are defined as those in paid employment and self—employed Working age population is defined as persons
in the 15-54 age group.

Sources: Population Census 1976, Preliminary Results, March 1976; and mission estimates.




Table 8: Rural Households Without Cash (1974) in Percentages (%)

Total
Central & Eastern & Solomon
Guadalcanal Makira Malaita Western Islands
Households reporting
No Cash Income 14.6 6.2 25.0 1.0 14.2

a national framework of inter-ethnic and inter-regional distrust and rivalry. In the
Solomons, Malaita is on the one hand, regarded as dominant and aggressive, and on
the other, it is the most impoverished on a per capita basis. The relatively rich
Western province condemns Malaitan migration yet without development projects
to employ them, Malaitans need to move to find areas of income and employment
opportunity. In the land area, for example, Malaita faces extreme shortages. In
the Western and Guadalcanal provinces, however, land is available albeit under
traditional tenure pat‘cerns.28 Regional economic discrepancies can partly be
overcome by moving the factors of production to areas of opportunity. In this
context, that implies facilitating the migration of Malaitans to other parts of the
S.I. This is a rational plan but it cannot be operationalized in a context of ethnic

fear and jealousy.

The demand for decentralization of political powers to provinces is most
strongly made by provinces which claim that they can best address the issue of
efficient allocation of scarce resources because they are close to the environment
in which projects are identified and undertaken. But the observation is inescapable
that the devolution of economic planning and powers to certain provinces may
partly be intended to guard their economic resources from others thereby further
exacerbating regional inequalities, apart from leading to inefficient misuse of
scarce manpower and other resources. An Asian Development Bank Report
commented on aspects of the problem as follows:

An aspect related to the new Development Plan is the
implementation of government proposals to decentralize decision-
making to provincial governments. This is seen as an important
requirement if there is to be widespread involvement in development
and decision-making processes in a country of widely scattered

islands and poor transport and communication links. A major issue is
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the extent to which decentralization should be taken. Many of the
projects, especially those of a resource development nature designed
to expand export production, will necessarily involve general issues of
central policy if the best use is to be made of resources and thus may
be unsuitable for handling at the provincial level. Further, there is
the question of the availability of trained manpower at all levels to
enable decentralization to be effective. Such manpower, especially
of Solomon Islands origin, is already very scarce and to thin it out
further by too fast a rate of decentralization may prove counter-
productive and detract from the notable progress that has already

been made in establishing a strong economic base.29
The manpower aspect will, by itself, stimulate migration issues. The problem of
identifying projects and assigning them to different provinces to effect a regime of
balanced development and employment opportunities will also trigger inter-

provincial rivalries and quarrels in the Solomons.

Finally, in the economic sphere, note must be made of the role of foreign aid.
The Solomon Islands aspires to a condition of economic self-reliance. However,
foreign investment and aid are deemed prerequisites to exploiting and expanding
the country's economic base to realize the objective of self-reliance. At
independence, the country required a grant-in-aid contribution from the United
Kingdom to balance its recurrent budget. In 1979 this was reduced to half a million
out of a total of $27 million in the recurrent budget. In the area of capital
formation and investment, however, foreign aid is completely dominant. The
following table illustrates the role of capital funds in relation to recurrent taken
from the 1980 budget.30
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Table 9: Recurrent and Capital Budget

Revenue
Recurrent: Local $26,500,000
U.K. Grant-in-Aid 500,000
$27,000,000
Capital: Development Loans
- Bilateral 16,446,000
- Multilateral 2,277,000
18,723,000

Development Loans:

- External 8,460,000
- Local 2,000,000
- Miscellaneous 18,000
10,478,000
Total: $56 ,201,000

To spend the large amount of aid for development purposes, would require the
Solomon Islands to utilize its scarce skilled and managerial manpower efficiently as
well as to rely on expatriate imported skills. The following table points to the

31

extent of dependency on foreign skills.” " It results in the transfer of a significant

portion of monetary incomes to expatriate employees and foreign businesses.
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Table 9a

($ million)

1974 1977

Wages and Salaries 11.13 17.70
Expatriates 4.59 6.00
Others 6.54 11.70
Operating Surplus 10.72 11.21
Business 6.61 7.70

- Companies (4.07) (5.00)
- Others (2.54) (2.70)
Government 0.15 0.75
Households 3.96 2.97
Total: 21.85 28.91

From the table, a number of observations are important. In 1977, wages and
salaries received by expatriate employees amounted to (SI) $6 million. In addition,
the (SI) $5 million company surplus went mainly to foreign businesses. Thus, some
38 percent of all wages and profits accrued to foreign employees and companies. In
visible day-to-day terms these figures translate as approximately 1,000 expatriates
who received about (SI) $6,000 per capita in contrast to 15,800 Solomon Islanders

who received a per capita of (SI) $740.32

The disparity in income between Solomon Islander and expatriate is matched
by disparities between rural and urban dwellers. An estimated rural population of
170,000 (1974 figures) received cash incomes totalling (SI) $6.64 million giving a per
capital rural income of (SI) $40. For the 12,000 Solomon Islanders who resided in
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the capital city, Honiara, their per capital works out to approximately (SI) $320 or

eight times that in rural areas.

The provinces struggle to obtain their individual shares of development
capital for their own people. Inter-provincial rivalry for resources underlines the
proposition that a larger Solomon Island nationalism is still to evolve; regional and

ethnic loyalties remain today as powerful political forces in the system.

The final section in this part describes briefly the main features of the
Solomon Islands' political system. The Solomon Islands is a constitutional monarchy
with a Westminster model parliamentary system of government.% A 38-member
unicameral national Parliament, elected every four years, is the decision-making
center of formal power. A Prime Minister and a 12-member Cabinet is derived
from the elected Parliament. A public service exists as the main instrument for
policy execution and administration. An independent judiciary adjudicates civil and
criminal conflicts. The entire governmental edifice is established on the principles
of freedom of speech, religion, movement, etc., embodied in a Bill of Rights in the
country's constitution. Theoretically, political accountability by office holders
affirms the proposition that the Solomon Islands government is "a government by

the people," simply, a democracy.

No system of formal political institutions can survive without the appropriate
set of social values and cultural traditions to uphold i'c.3 > "Political culture" must
be congruent with "political structure" to ensure a minimal level of legitimacy and
stability to a polity. In the case of the Solomon Islands, serious issues arise
regarding the appropriateness of its British-derived constitutional structure for a
setting that is characterized by small-scale communities, fragmented by ethnic and
linguistic fissures, and driven by inter-regional distrust and fears.36 A body of
common opinions on the formal structure of government had more or less emerged
since the late 1960s when parliamentary committees were established to elicit the

37 In 1960, a country-wide

views of citizens on political and constitutional change.
nominated Legislative Council was established. This was followed in 1964 with the
introduction of universal adult suffrage under which a minority segment of the
Council was elected by the people. Through a systematic approach by which
nominated members were replaced by elected legislators, combined simultaneously
by a gradual approach of transferring executive powers to the elected members,

over a period of 10 years from 1964 to 1974, a fully elective parliament with a
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cabinet-style executive was put in place as the preferred Solomon Islands form of
government.38 The gradual approach of transferring legislative and executive
powers to an indigenous leadership had been standardized by British administrators
throughout their colonial empire as country after country moved towards
independence. The blueprint was applied to the Solomon Islands in its quest for
self-determination. On January 2, 1976, the Solomon Islands was granted internal
self-government. Full independence followed over two years later on July 7, 1978.
At that time, the Solomon Islands became a sovereign state joining the United
Nations as its 150th member and the Commonwealth of Nations as its 37th

member. The first Prime Minister was Peter Kenilorea from Malaita.

A parliamentary system on the British Westminster model requires political
parties as an essential component for its functioning. In the Solomons, the
introduction of universal suffrage for national elections and the establishment of an
elective legislature provoked the formation of par‘cies.z'9 The first efforts in the
late 1960s and early 1970s were sporadic and for the most part unsuccessful.
Parties were dissolved as quickly as they were formed. 40 Serious problems arose
even up to the 1980 general elections about the prospect of a stable party
government emerging.ql Most parliamentarians contested their seat by utilizing
their own resources and making their own programmatic appeals. Very few
concerted party linkages were organized to bring like-minded candidates together
before the elections prior to 1980. Most parliamentarians simply preferred to be
independents. In the 1976-1980 period a very uncertain situation existed in
Parliament.l'lz Three parliamentary groupings could be identified. The group that
constituted the government with an appointed Prime Minister and Cabinet
Ministers lacked a majority. From legislative bill to legislative bill, the
government had to lobby for a majority to pass its bills into national policies. On
one notable occassion, the 1978 Appropriations Bill, that is the annual National
Budget, was defeated because the government failed to mobilize a majority of
members to its support.43 In parliamentary systems, such a loss as an Appropria-
tions Bill is tantamount to a vote of no confidence. When the Prime Minister of the
Solomons in these circumstances offered to resign, no one was willing to come

forward and take his place.lm

When a full party system fails to emerge, another casualty in the
parliamentary system is the idea of continuity and accountability in policy.
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Citizens are left to ascertain from issue to issue how their Parliamentarians voted,
a most difficult civic duty even in developed countries, and rendered doubly
difficult in the Solomons partly because of the existence of only one newspaper
which is published weekly and only in English.l‘t‘5 The 1980 elections witnessed the
emergence of several strong parties. The new parliament is more structured than

hé It is too early

before but independents still command the largest bloc of votes.
to predict how much order and programmatic consistency will be maintained in the

present setting.

Political leadership in an unintegrated multi-ethnic state such as the Solomon
Islands tends to be fragmented. No single leader with towering charisma such as an
Nkrumah or a Nyerere has emerged on the Solomon Islands' political landscape.
Leadership is very much determined by specific ethnic and religious criteria. A
"big man" in Malaita is without similar stature in Santa Isabel. Ethnic suspicions
suggest that only a kinsman or wantok can be trusted. This perspective is pivotal
to the legitimacy of government. The present Prime Minister comes from Malaita,
a province whose people are feared for their aggressiveness and hard work. Fear of
"Malaitan domination" is a theme that pervades much of Solomon Islands politics.
The Prime Minister prefers to be reagarded first and foremost as a Christian
instead of a Malaitan. Lacking full recognition, his strategy in government is to
recruit leadership associates around him from other provinces. Nevertheless,
without a body of shared national consensual values, parliamentary challenges to
the Prime Minister in a government format that institutionalizes the role of an
Opposition Leader are likely to be popularly interpreted in regional or ethnic terms.
The Solomon Islands will continue to face a leadership crisis until a comprehensive
party system emerges to accommodate various particularistic interests under broad

neutral programmatic manifestos.

In the political field, some mention must also be made of the public service.
Like most Third World countries, in the Solomon Islands the public service is the
largest employer in the country. It is also the most likely source of leadership; the
educated elites seek employment generally with the government. The background
of most Cabinet members in particular, and parliamentarians generally, includes a
period of service with a branch in the government. The Solomon Islands' public
service consumes two-thirds of the recurrent budget. An attempt is made to
contain the growth of civil servants to about 5 percent annually. The problem with
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the public service is not size so much as the need for skilled personnel to execute
the increasing number of development projects undertaken by the government
every year. Because most foreign aid is granted to the government for public
projects, the public service is under growing pressure to recruit skilled overseas
staff to supplement limited local talent. Overseas officers constitute about 10
percent of the service and there is a vacancy rate of 16.3 percent.w Private
businesses compete vigorously with the government for skilled local staff.
Emerging as a general issue related to public servants is the extent of their
involvement in formulating policies. Elected political leaders are formally assigned
the responsibility of formulating and promulgating policy. However, where public
servants command the skills and experience in both policy formation and execution,
politicians and cabinet ministers who are generally less educated and experienced
tend to give way to the initiatives of senior public servants. In a number of cases,
charges have been made that public servants and not politicians run the state. The

issue continues to provoke public debate from time to time.

The final area in the Solomon Islands political system that needs comment is

local! government. This is the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE EARLY EVOLUTION OF LOCAL INITIATIVE

Part I: Colonization and Local Initiative

British acquisition of the Solomon Islands in 1893 was not intended to protect
or promote the interests of the indigenous people. From the outset, systematic
attempts were undertaken to harness their resources to serve colonial interests.
The administrative system that was established sought to subjugate Solomon Island
communities to imperial direction. The 1927 massacre of an official party that
went among tribesmen on Malaita to collect head taxes underscored local
resentment against the colonial administration. The head tax was designed to
extract resources from the indigenous population to defray the cost of the
administrative system utilized to establish official foreign control. In a sense, this
early role of imposed administration would cast a dark shadow of suspicion on
subsequent reforms of local government however innovative or well intended they

were.

When the British government took formal measures to colonize the Solomon
Islands in 1893, about forty years of "blackbirding" had already been experienced by
the indigenous population.1 "Blackbirding" was the recruitment of villagers for
rugged plantation work in Queensland, Fiji and Samoa. While most laborers were
voluntarily recruited, among both the voluntary and involuntary recruits, injustice
and exploitation on the plantations were common experiences. Numerous villages,
then, had developed negative images of persons who were collectively called

"Europeans."

Another major factor that would make European penetration problematic
would stem from the linguistic and social structure of the Melanesian communities
in the Solomon Island