Emerging Pacific Leaders’ Dialogue 2006

Study Tour Group 5  

Solomon Islands and Vanuatu

‘We sweat and cry salt water, so we know

that the ocean is really in our blood’

Teresia Teaiwa
The Pacific Ocean is central to our heritage, stories, sustenance and survival. It is a constant physical, symbolic and mythical presence in our lives. It is a constant in our diverse and interlinked journeys. The Director of the Oceania Centre at USP, Professor Epeli Hau’ofa puts it this way…

‘…the sea is as real as you and I…it shapes the nature of this planet…it is a major part of our sustenance…it is something that we all share in common wherever we are in Oceania…But above that level of everyday experience, the sea is our pathway to each other and to everyone else, the sea is our most powerful metaphor, the ocean is in us.’ (ibid.p148)

Our oceanic journey as Emerging Pacific Leaders to Solomon Islands and Vanuatu began with a diverse group from private sector, government and civil society from Tonga, Samoa, Fiji, Kiribati, New Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, Australia and New Zealand coming together with varying degrees of knowledge of the countries concerned, and with very diverse political, social and cultural beliefs and attitudes.  Ten days later we emerge from the study tour challenged with broader and deeper perspectives about the Pacific region, the nations we visited, the group and ourselves. 

All of the group members have observed that recent discussions of the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu emphasise ethnic conflicts, and core governance and security issues. Over and over terms such as ‘failed state’ and ‘Melanesian arc of instability’ are used without hesitation. This demonstrates a clear lack of understanding in regard to the impact of such overwhelmingly negative statements, as they fail to recognise the resilience and strength of these nations and serves only to further disempower the community.

This report does not shirk from addressing some very urgent and critical governance, development and socio-cultural issues, but always in a context of respect and solidarity with all Solomon Islanders and Ni-Vanuatu peoples. As Pacific Islanders, it has been our privilege to observe their journey of nation building.
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INTRODUCTION

Any analysis of Pacific countries must be informed by knowledge of deeper and enduring socio-cultural beliefs, accord and conflicts, if it is to be truly helpful to leaders and the community.  

Like many Pacific nations the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are confronted by a broad range of social, cultural and economic issues. Access to land and services such as water, sewerage, electricity, adequate housing and education are fundamental concerns for Solomon Islanders. In Vanuatu, the issue of land alienation, equitable return and the need for greater local partnership in development are critical.  Across both nations, it is the responsibility of the government to ensure that their citizens have access to justice and basic rights. 

Our report therefore focuses on key areas such as peacebuilding and good governance, the economy, environment and land and closes with a reflection on the various key challenges and strengths we observed in the lives of the people of Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. This is consistent with our belief that ultimately it is the stories and experiences of the people of these countries, their tenacity and strength that will see them through the challenges they confront. Therefore it is the people of these nations who must be supported, encouraged and challenged in their work.

PEACE BUILDING 

Over the past several years conflict has brought great pain to the Solomon Islands. The Solomon Island people are only now slowly rebuilding their nation. This has been aided by the introduction of external assistance through the Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) which has generally restored law and order, stabilised government finances and supported major sectoral capacity building, for example, the reform of the electoral commission, the strengthening of parliamentary standing committees, the judiciary and the reform of the police force.

There are however mixed reviews about the success of RAMSI amongst Solomon Islanders and the recent rioting and looting in Honiara on 18-19 April 2006 is a reminder that much remains to be done to ensure sustainable peace. RAMSI’s presence and involvement in peace and capacity building has nonetheless been perceived by most of the urban population as positive.

Vanuatu also experienced periods of political and social instability in the 1990s. However, the existence of a relevant and effective chiefly system supported traditional leaders to play a major role in restoring security and stability in the nation. 

Women and youth have been instrumental in the peacebuilding processes in both nations through informal strategies; however this can be strengthened through formal recognition of their roles in human security and governance. There also needs to be greater recognition and reconciliation of the ethnic and cultural diversity within the countries.

ECONOMY AND GOVERNANCE

Economic stability is essential for the strength and prosperity of any nation and its people. In the Solomon Islands, issues of governance have directly affected economic growth. When individuals, institutions and the government accept corruption as a norm it erodes the fabric of the nation.  Where there is a lack of transparency, accountability and well-defined roles, community obligations and ethical practice can be blurred. This may lead to corruption, and therefore increase the likelihood of community tension and economic instability.
For the Solomon Islands, the public sector is weak and the economy fragile. It is estimated that  economic growth will take at least a decade to return to pre-tension levels.  The low GDP per capita in conjunction with high population growth, suggest that whilst there is untapped economic potential, the major challenge is to convert this into real economic and social outcomes. 

Sustained economic growth is of course a long term outcome of sound policy decisions.  The government must therefore continue with its agenda of strong institutional and economic reform. Strengthening the public service and the expansion of the narrow economic base are critical. To this extent it is imperative that the government demonstrates the behaviours that build investor confidence and improve the delivery of government services.

The government and business sectors need to work together to identify the industries that can drive economic reform. This requires detailed and collaborative regional and national analysis and the use of development partnerships at the regional and national level. An example of industry and rural communities working together for mutual economic development is the Guadalcanal Plains Palm Oil (GPPO) program.  It provides a model of economic and social development through the provision of land holder equity, employee housing, schooling and transport.  
Another example of collaborative developmental partnerships occurs in Vanuatu through the Priority Action Agenda 2006, which identifies the key priority areas to be addressed for strengthening economic development. This process has harmonized external assistance in line with national strategic direction, which will over time reduce dependency on external aid.

ENVIRONMENT & LAND

Land tenure in the Solomon Islands is a complex and sensitive issue.  At present there appears to be no clear procedure for the management of land for either customary land owners or investors. Traditional land ownership, leasing of land and the equitable distribution of profits are key impediments to economic development in many areas of the country. 

In contrast, Vanuatu is in the process of addressing the issues of land ownership. The flagship component of Vanuatu’s strategy is the ‘National Land Summit’ planned for September 2006, which will draw together landowners, Chiefs, leasees and members of the public and private sectors. A ‘Land Summit’ may also be considered for the Solomon Islands. However strong leadership is required to ensure dialogue between all parties.

Natural Resources

The Solomon Islands is rich in natural resources.  However, the use of natural resources has wide-ranging social, economic, cultural, political and environmental impacts.  For example, through the Regional Development Strategy the government and donor programs are addressing the forestry sector crisis because it is estimated that all primary forest reserves will be exhausted by 2012.  The potential adverse economic impact is enormous as forestry currently accounts for more than 60% of the national GDP.  The challenge for policy makers is to devise alternative livelihood options for those rural communities who will suffer as the industry contracts.  

The fisheries sector in the Solomon Islands, as with all Pacific nations, is vital for economic and socio-cultural reasons.  Of the 26,000 fish species in the world, more than 18,000 species are found in Solomon Island waters.  The sustainability of the rich biodiversity is essential to support communities and ‘value added’ industries, such as tourism. As with most other Pacific nations, the majority of commercial fishing rights are sold to distant water fishing nations. This results in only a small percentage of total global fishing revenue being retained by the source nation. 

Conservation / Tourism

Through increased tourism the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are seeking to diversify their economies. For both Nations it is important to consider the inter-relatedness of environmental conservation and successful tourism. 

In the Solomon Islands there are key conservation and biodiversity challenges. These require clear policy and strong leadership at the community and government levels as the ability of the tourism industry to showcase pristine and unique environmental attributes is being compromised by unsustainable forestry and fishing practices.  

In the case of Vanuatu, the government has focussed on the development of key infrastructure in support of the tourism industry. The expectation of many foreign visitors and investors is that adequate infrastructure exists. The investment in infrastructure may provide an example for the Solomon Islands, where limited transportation and hotel capacity is already impacting on the potential of the tourism market.  

SOCIETY

Youth

The Pacific 2020 Report states that the most serious concern for Solomon Islands is the fact that 42 percent of the population is aged below 14 years. This presents serious social, economic and environmental concerns for the nation and region. 

A concern for all stakeholders is the number of young people from rural areas now living in Honiara. Often these young people are staying with their ‘Wantok families’ but are not able to contribute to the household income due to lack of employment opportunities. The resulting dislocation and disempowerment of the young people in Honiara makes them more vulnerable to high risk situations and behaviours. There is a need for dedicated public spaces and services for young people incorporating community health and education programmes, sports, arts and employment creation. It was therefore encouraging to read the first-ever youth report and action plan prepared by the Honiara Youth Officer as this emphasises the need to address rural to urban population movement, high risk behaviour and social dislocation. 

We spent time with many inspirational young people who despite the difficult situation are finding ways to contribute to the community in areas such as voter education and political awareness, micro-finance, and through the use of effective media initiatives. 

A touching moment for the entire group occurred when we asked the young people at Don Bosco School what they want from their lives… a young girl replied quietly: “to be somebody”. 

Education and Lifelong Learning

There are great gaps in the Solomon Islands education system. There is urgent need for a comprehensive and integrated lifelong learning strategy linking childhood, primary, secondary, tertiary, vocational and adult learning.  Across the community, a concerted effort is required to provide life skills and empowerment programmes. This is especially important for those young people at risk of early exit from formal education. For those that do achieve academic qualifications, there are limited opportunities to be employed in their core area of expertise.

The Constitutional recognition of Vanuatu’s three major languages is a national strength (French, English and Bislama). The challenge however for Vanuatu is how the education system takes responsibility for maintaining and enriching the 108 Indigenous languages and culture. This is currently being promoted through early childhood projects delivered in Indigenous languages; however such initiatives require further expansion and support at the national and community levels.

Health

The effectiveness of the health sector is another area that requires urgent strengthening. The government has taken steps to address this issue through the Solomon Islands Health Institutional Strengthening Project. However, further work is required on demographic specific healthcare, including youth and women-specific services. 

The complexity of health issues and the ability to effectively address critical adolescent sexual and reproductive health issues is exacerbated by social and cultural taboos. To reduce the instance of communicable diseases such as HIV and AIDS, STIs, malaria, and TB as well as non-communicable diseases, there is a need for behavioural change and innovative approaches to community health education.

Women

The role of women in the Solomon Islands is problematic and has wide-ranging social, economic and cultural implications. The absence of women from parliament is reflective of the strong patriarchal culture of the Solomon Islands. While Solomon Islands has international commitments to gender equality and empowerment goals, it is clear that this is yet to be realised at a local level

Any approach to women’s rights must be explicitly prioritised and multisectoral. It must occur within a framework that recognises the intersections between core and transformative cultural, economic and democratic values. In the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu urgent work is required to address the issue of violence against women, because until women are emancipated from the disempowering impacts of domestic violence true gender equity and full economic and social participation of women will not occur. 

Conclusion

“To build a nation you need a collective vision and people willing to work together to navigate the future.”

We believe that a nation is built upon respect of diversity, freedom of speech, due process of the law, gender equality and social mobility, enabled through community and government collaboration.

In the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu we observed many examples of people working to bring about stability and growth. However, there is a need for a collective vision informed by cultural and traditional awareness, socio-economic reforms, ecological sustainability and regional cooperation. 

This report, more than anything, is an urgent call from emerging leaders for innovative, strategic and ethical Pacific leadership to navigate a sustainable future for us as Pacific Island peoples. 
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