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State-Building in the Solomon Islands
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Francis Fukuyama

Overview

This memo reports on a trip that the author took to the Solomon Islands from March 29-April 7, 2008.  This follows on two earlier trips to Melanesia undertaken by the author on behalf of the World Bank.
  The purpose of this trip was to review ongoing state-building efforts by the Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI), and to make suggestions about long-term strategies for governance reform there.

The author conducted interviews in Honiara and Auki, with officials of the Solomon Islands Government, RAMSI, civil society and church groups, the private sector, donors, and any number of other interlocutors.  I am very grateful for the candor and access provided during all of these conversations, with special thanks to the RAMSI team in Honiara, including Paul Kelly, Chris Tarohimae, Diana Animamu, and Martin Oimisina.  I am also grateful to Laura Bailey of the World Bank who accompanied me on this trip and provided helpful comments on the draft, as well as other World Bank and AusAID staff who provided inputs.

Before moving on to discuss questions of governance reform and the role of RAMSI, I would like to take a small detour through some historical points of comparison that may shed light on the social constraints to state-building in the Solomons.  

A Digression on Historical Anthropology

Virtually all developed-country visitors to Melanesia have to confront the wantok system, which to many seems like a unique and exotic cultural practice, and a huge obstacle to the country’s modernization.  It is indeed an obstacle, but it is hardly unique or exotic in human history.  The wantok is simply the local version of what anthropologists call a segmentary lineage or descent group,
 which was at one point virtually universal in all human societies.  The classic description of a segmentary society was given by the great British anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard in his study of Nuer pastoralists in southern Sudan.
  Segmentary societies are a coherent and stable form of social organization, but in Europe they were superceded at a fairly early point by more modern forms of political organization not based on kinship.  Segmentary societies could not meet the challenges of large-scale social integration in a region characterized by persistent warfare and expanding trade.  

Virtually all Indo-European peoples from the Greeks and Romans in the West to the Hindus in the East were organized into patrilineal kinship structures at one time.  China and India from prehistoric times up to the present have also been characterized by patrilineal lineages, at least at a village level.  The Latin word agnatio refers to the Roman practice of tracing ancestry exclusively through male relatives, from which anthropologists derive the term agnation.  Societies will become segmentary—i.e., organized around exclusive, non-overlapping descent groups—only if inheritance is unilateral, that is, only if it goes through the father’s side or mother’s side alone (i.e., is patrilineal or matrilineal).  Bilateral inheritance tends to blur the borders of descent groups since a child is equally related to both the father and mother and can claim membership in more than one kindred.

Kinship systems are intimately related to property rights systems; indeed, one could argue that kinship systems developed as mechanisms for passing on property to descendants.  In virtually all segmentary societies, concepts basic to modern property rights like alienability and individual ownership do not exist.  Land is owned by members of the kin group; individuals exist to perpetuate the lineage and not vice versa.  In an often quoted statement by an early twentieth century Nigerian chief, “I conceive that land belongs to a vast family of which many are dead, few are living and countless members are still unborn.”
  In his classic work The Ancient City, the French scholar Fustel de Coulanges points out that for the early Greeks and Romans, land initially became private because it was where ancestors were buried and the focal point of ancestor cults.  But for this very reason it was not alienable to people outside the kin group; property rights changed hands oftentimes only through violence.
  

Segmentary societies tend to be egalitarian and non-hierarchical.  They can come together in temporary alliances of lineages, clans, or tribes for purposes of defense or aggression, but then fall apart when the emergency passes.
  The fact that there is no sovereign enforcer of rules means that justice has to be compensatory and negotiated on a case-by-case basis by kin groups.  Among the Germanic peoples of Northern Europe, this type of justice was known as the wergeld; the Beowulf saga is essentially an account of a murder and search for justice under wergeld rules.

Segmentary societies were, to repeat, virtually universal in human history.  As forms of social organization, however, they have certain critical weaknesses which is why they were supplemented, in the cases of China and India, and superceded, in the case of Europe, by more impersonal, territorially-based forms of political organization.  

The most important weakness of a segmentary society is its inability to achieve collective action at a large scale for extended periods of time.  Since there is no state—a sovereign source of political authority—cooperation is voluntary and consensual.  Alliances can fall apart or are subject to renegotiation at any time.  What is true at the level of the society as a whole is true at the level of the individual lineage or descent group:  the chief or big man is more of a trustee for the kindred rather than an authoritative leader.  The kin group delegates authority to the chief only on a temporary basis and can challenge his authority whenever they wish.
  Segmentary societies are therefore very unstable and incapable of modern forms of legal delegation.  The advantages of size and power conferred by state-formation explains why this form of political organization quickly displaced segmentary societies wherever they arose.
 

Of all world civilizations, Europe was by far the one in which kinship-based organization was least important.  Patrilineal lineages had largely died out by the time of the late Roman Republic; they were revived again after the Germanic barbarian invasions of Northern Europe, but in the 7th and 8th centuries the Catholic Church changed the rules of inheritance from unilateral to bilateral, undermining the economic basis of corporate kin groups.
   Apart from the Church, the driving force behind Europe’s transition to ever-larger political structures was the need to organize for war.
  Despite the early decline of kin groups in Europe, the transition from customary to modern forms of property rights was nonetheless extraordinarily long and painful.
  In much of Europe, customary constraints on the alienability of land persisted through the nineteenth century.  War played an important role in driving this process forward, since Europe’s endemic political violence permitted the periodic reallocation of property rights.

How the Foregoing is Relevant to the Solomon Islands

At the time of their colonization more than a century ago, the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea constituted perhaps the last pristine acephalous segmentary societies anywhere in the world, which is one reason that anthropologists have flocked to this region ever since.  The existing social system was coherent and perfectly adequate for a small-scale, subsistence agricultural society, albeit one characterized by a high endemic level of violence.
  The imposition of a modern state and the opening up of these societies to outside influences presented both opportunities and dangers, similar to those experienced in other parts of the developing world.  

The principal danger presented by the development process itself in this kind of society, in my view, is the likelihood that the strong, stable form of social organization represented by the wantok will be replaced not by modern rule-of-law institutions, but rather by new and highly dysfunctional forms of social organization like urban gangs and warlord armies that are present throughout Africa and Latin America.  Foday Sankoh, Joseph Kony, and Charles Taylor were not traditional African leaders; they and the organizations they spawned arose out of the rubble of traditional forms of social authority in partially modernized societies.  It is much easier to undermine traditional social groups than it is to create modern institutions, and the worst failed states in the contemporary world are the ones subject to this form of social collapse.

The European colonial experience in Africa is very instructive in this regard. At the moment of the scramble for Africa in the late nineteenth century, acephalous segmentary societies like those in Melanesia characterized roughly half of Africa.
  The Europeans wanted to create modern states, bind citizens to those new political units as citizens, and convert customary into modern property in an effort to promote economic development.  As Acemoglu and Robinson have pointed out, the colonial authorities succeeded in transferring modern institutions only to those parts of Africa where they were themselves willing to settle.
  In other regions they established regimes that were either forthrightly exploitative (as in the Belgian Congo), or else they relied on a system of indirect rule to extend their authority on the cheap.  They misunderstood the role of the chief in a traditional segmentary society, believing him to be the equivalent of a feudal lord in Europe who could extract capitation taxes and sign contracts alienating customary land.  Mahmood Mamdani has argued that the authoritarian “big man” politics of much of contemporary Africa was actually created by this effort of the Europeans to manipulate the traditional social system.
   

This past decade has seen the Solomon Islands reach a critical inflection point.  Urbanization and migration to Guadalcanal has created new social groups—the militias like the Malaita Eagle Force that fought each other during the tensions—that looked more “African” than anything that exists in PNG.  These groups were not traditional and represent a kind of “ethnic” level of identity, no longer under the close social control of the wantoks.
  The Solomon Islands state was not strong enough to disarm these groups on its own, and the traditional social system has been struggling to re-absorb them ever since RAMSI’s intervention.  

Many of the foreigners assisting the Solomons have argued that the wantoks have to be superceded if there is to be political progress.  But we have to be careful what we wish for, since it is not clear that there is at present a form of modern identity to which people can cling as an alternative.  The wantok-based social system has certain important strengths:  ordinary crime, delinquency, drug use, and HIV/AIDS are to date at lower levels than in many developing countries of a comparable income level, and the state does not have to provide a social safety net.  It is therefore perfectly legitimate for Solomon Islanders to see the wantok positively as a source of social capital.  

At the same time, there are certain problems that the wantok is completely unable to solve.  When a wantok goes up against a Malaysian logging company, the logging company wins:  it is too easy to bribe a chief into giving away land that is not really his, and the kin group cannot organize to enforce collective decisions on land use.  Similarly, commercial agriculture and other types of foreign investment are severely constrained by customary land tenure.  The fact that there are multiple classes of claimants to a particular parcel of land, no strong tradition of delegated authority, and no statute of limitations with regard to customary claims, means that it is extremely difficult both in the Solomons and in PNG to come up with schemes by which landowners can pool resources to convert customary land into modern, alienable property.  

It is sobering to realize that, not just in the history of Africa, but throughout the world more broadly, there are virtually no instances in which customary land was converted into modern property voluntarily, that is, without some degree of coercion or fraud.  People in the developed West conveniently forget the degree to which their own institutions were shaped and made possible by violence and conflict in earlier historical periods.  The strong, modern property rights systems that exist in the United States and Australia came into being only as the result of a considerable degree of coercion and deceit against indigenous holders of customary land rights.
  On the Indonesian side of New Guinea, the Sukarno dictatorship followed the pattern of many post-colonial African governments and simply nationalized the land.  The founders of modern Indonesia were implementing an ambitious nation-building project that involved creation of a new language and national identity, and had enough state capacity to enforce the shift in property rights.  In both the Solomons and in PNG, no post-colonial government has been strong enough to contemplate something like the nationalization of the whole territory of the country.  The underlying constraint was the lack of a strong national idea that would legitimate such a project.

As in the case of Papua New Guinea, the existing segmentary social system is a valuable source of social control.  But it is also the source of the system’s apparent corruption, and the reason why governments and political parties are unstable and fragmented.  It needs to be not replaced but supplemented by modern institutions in many areas; one of the key tasks is then to set priorities as to what is feasible and what is not.

Political Institutions in the Solomon Islands

The fundamental weaknesses of the Solomons political system are very similar to those of Papua New Guinea.  Because of the strength of the wantok system and because of the lack of a sense of national identity, the first-past-the-post electoral system produces not a strong two-party system,
 but a highly unstable mixture of weak parties and independent parliamentarians, who then negotiate the creation of coalition governments that divide the political spoils between them.  During the 1990s there appeared to be a coherent distinction between former prime minister Mameloni and his followers, and the more reformist Ulua’afu government that was unseated by the 1999 coup.  But since that time what boundaries may have existed between these groups have become blurred; any reformist champions would be individuals rather than groups or parties.
  

Parliament is considering a measure, modeled on a similar law in Papua New Guinea, to strengthen parties by limiting floor-crossing and improving party discipline.  Changes in formal institutional rules like this will help increase legislative coherence to some degree, but the fundamental problem lies in the lack of strong political identities above the level of the wantok and island.
  Changing PNG’s electoral law to a limited preferential vote did little to reduce the number of independents or parties in the 2007 parliamentary election, though it is possible that some consolidation will occur in later elections as politicians game the rules.  It is hard to see how national parties will emerge without cultivation of a stronger sense of national identity.  There has to be a sense of public goods shared by the Solomon Islands as a whole, whether that is natural resources, ecological or cultural patrimony, history, or the like, before parties will have an incentive to organized around national issues.

With regard to the central bureaucracy, the Solomons appears to have replicated the evolution of PNG.  The British protectorate bequeathed an adequate administrative system consisting of ex-pats and local officers in 1978, but as the civil service became indigenized in the 1980s and 90s, the bureaucracy’s professional standards declined.  Many of the most competent administrators are today older officials who were in place at the time of independence; there is a significant capacity gap among younger officials, and a striking lack of quality mentoring which the veterans all said they received from their colonial colleagues.  The public sector reform undertaken by the Ulua’afu government in the late 1990s sought to fix some of these problems; whatever one thinks of its design, it was cut short by the coup and never produced its desired effects.  It reportedly suffered from many of the same problems as other public sector reforms attempted at that time, i.e., resistance to reduced headcount due to the lack of social safety net for redundant civil servants.
  

One of the more successful capacity-development efforts under RAMSI appears to be the UNDP-sponsored parliamentary reform, which has provided staff for the Speaker’s office as well as for individual parliamentarians.  One of the reasons this was successful appears to be that the capacity support was delivered on a group rather than an individual basis.  Some of our interlocutors noted that while there is a decent supply of young, educated entrants into the civil service, they confront a dysfunctional bureaucratic culture that they have to cope with as individuals.  That system eventually defeats and absorbs them.  A more Mandarin-style training system in which entrants are inducted in classes rather than as individuals might provide some counterweight to this tendency.
  In addition, it may be worthwhile to consider providing the resources to buy out entire layers of middle management in key ministries, since there seems to be broad agreement that their deadening hand is a source of bureaucratic dysfunction.

The most significant differences between the Solomons and PNG lie in the quality, structure, and role of provincial government.  The current system was established by the Provincial Government Act of 1981, which was re-enacted in 1997, and provides for a two-level government (in contrast to the four levels of PNG).  In the provinces, authority is split between an elected premier and provincial assembly, and officials representing the ministries in Honiara.  As a 2004 Diagnostic Study indicates, the original legislation left unclear many aspects of the division of labor between the provincial governments and the representatives of the central government in the provinces, a problem compounded by a severe lack of capacity in both cases.
  Many locally elected officials do not have a clear understanding of their own powers and responsibilities.  They see themselves as competitors rather than allies of the national MPs representing their districts, so there is little cooperation between politicians at the two levels.  

The desire to amend the constitution to create a federal system seems to be motivated by the belief in all the provinces except Malaita that this would enable them to restrict immigration into their territories.  In addition, people on the other islands seem to believe that services would be delivered more effectively if they were under local control.  It is not clear, however, that such a federal system would actually succeed in limiting movements of population, and what the net economic benefits would be either nationally or for islands/provinces of such limitations on labor mobility.  Most developed countries with significantly greater state capacity still find it very difficult to control population movements.  It is questionable whether a federal system makes sense for a country as small as the Solomons; the provinces have severe capacity limitations and it is not clear whether any of them are capable of taking over the central government’s functions.  From an administrative point of view, it makes more sense to strengthen the central government’s capacity to deliver services in the provinces.  Politically, however, the strong demand for local autonomy has meant that provincial governance strengthening efforts have focused on the elected assemblies.

One of the most controversial issues in the current administrative system concerns the Rural Constituency Development (RCD) funds, by which each member of parliament is given S$1-2 million to distribute directly to constituents.  The system is directly comparable to the District Support Grants in Papua New Guinea.  Part of the motivation for the RCD funds lies in poor capacity of the formal administrative structure to deliver services on a local level; MPs find they can get resources to constituents more effectively through this channel.

As with the DSGs in PNG, however, these discretionary grants suffer from a number of drawbacks.  There is at the moment no accountability for the way that these funds are used (although the Auditor General is planning to audit these funds in the coming year), so some proportion is likely siphoned off by MPs in pure corruption.  While many of these funds are used for public purposes, such as the building of clinics or schools, the problem is that their distribution tends to be politicized and directed towards constituents that supported the MP, rather than to the MP’s district as a whole.  Obviously, the MPs themselves like to have these RCD funds to help themselves get reelected, and without other incentives for prioritizing and using the funds more transparently and across the entire constituency, this electoral motivation reigns unchecked.  (On the other hand, the burden of distributing these funds to individual constituents can be quite high for parliamentarians.)  

In my earlier papers on Papua New Guinea, I suggested that the PNG government was very unlikely to give up funding DSGs, and that a more realistic strategy might be to track and publicize these expenditures more closely.  In the Solomon Islands, the donor community has a great deal more leverage, at least in theory, to persuade the SIG to reduce these funds or at least subject most or all of them to regular audits.  The fact that the RCD funds come from Taiwan, a partner who does not currently formally adhere to the international frameworks
 that promote peer discipline on issues of transparency and alignment, is obviously an obstacle to this.  It is at least worth trying to bring the Taiwanese into a larger donor framework that would permit greater transparency in the use of donor money.
  For example, since so much of the demand for RCD funds appears to be driven by constituents’ need for school fees, might it not be possible for the donors collectively to suggest a simultaneous elimination of school fees and reduction or elimination of RCD funds, using the latter to pay for the former?  Under such a deal, Taiwan could get credit for sending children to school instead of being blamed for funding potentially corrupt politicians.  In any event, elimination of school fees would be a positive step forward in itself, regardless of whether it was linked to reduction of RCD funds.

Has Progress Been Made Towards Resolving the Underlying Social Conflict in the Solomons?

The social conflict that led to the 1999 coup and civil conflict lies in the out-migration of Malaitans to other islands, and particularly to Guadalcanal.  Malaitans are seen as energetic and entrepreneurial, and often willing to take jobs like working on palm oil plantations that are disdained by other island groups.  Their growing numbers on Guadalcanal and disputes over property rights was the direct cause of the tensions.  As in many similar conflicts in Africa, fights over resources could be exploited by leaders and converted into fights over ethnicity.  So the question arises, in the five years of RAMSI’s existence, has any progress been made towards resolving this underlying tension?

In a short-term sense, the answer is clearly yes.  The militias responsible for the violence earlier in the decade have been disarmed and disbanded, and the formal criminal justice system has been functioning to identify and punish those responsible for serious crimes.
  The traditional justice system has also been working to reconcile land claims and other compensatory justice issues, and a Truth and Reconciliation process will be undertaken next year.  

On the other hand, the social conditions that led to the violence persist in ways that make it impossible to consider ending RAMSI’s presence any time in the foreseeable future.  Many of the Malaitans repatriated to Malaita have not been reintegrated into society there, and lack of meaningful job opportunities means that there is continuing pressure for migration or re-migration to other islands.  In any event, a very large Malaitan population remains on Guadalcanal and on other islands, and the economy of the country as a whole is dependent on their labor.  There is also a significant population of jobless and disaffected young people in the settlements around Honiara.  

The most troubling indicator of potential future problems lies in the police force that has been one of RAMSI’s chief success stories since 2003.  The militias grew in large measure out of the Solomon Islands Police, many of whom were more loyal to their ethnic group or wantok than to the Solomon Islands as a whole.  It is not clear that any progress has been made in changing this mindset.  Five years after RAMSI’s intervention, there are still individual officers in the SIP who were involved in the conflict and have not yet been purged.  According to the focus group discussion quoted in the 2007 People’s Survey, 

Most participants believe nepotism, wantokism and corruption remain serious problems in the local police force, and some gave examples of personal experiences of this.  Most participants also believe that persisting tensions between Malaitan and Guadalcanal police officers would erupt into violent clashes as soon as RAMSI departed.  Cultural pressure to look after relatives if they are arrested can lead to retribution against police officers if they try to remain impartial.

The survey indicated that while most people believed that law and order had improved in recent years, 53% of respondents believed that violence would return to the Solomon Islands if RAMSI left soon.

Many of our interlocutors argued that the only fundamental solution to the social problem would be to promote economic development on Malaita in ways that would reduce emigration pressures and indeed attract Malaitans back to their own island.  And yet, despite the apparently strong political support that exists for this in many parts of the Solomons government, very little progress has been made.  There are a number of national development projects such as the creation of Bina Harbour Sea Port in West Kwaio, Malaita; Auluta Basin Palm Oil project in East Malaita; and Suava Bay seaport project in North Malaita that have been under consideration for years now.  The reasons for this blockage seem to center, first, on the general inability of Solomons governments to produce strong consensus over national priorities, and second, the usual problems with the acquisition of land for public purposes.  Not everyone thinks that the existing development projects are well thought through, and question whether even successful development there will attract enough Malaitans home in a way that would significantly reduce social tensions on Guadalcanal.  Development projects that bypass local civil society organizations like the churches that are important deliverers of social services will may in the end do more harm that good.  In any event, the end result is no action.  If focusing development projects on Malaita does indeed make sense as a long-term solution to the problem of ethnicity elsewhere, why aren’t the donors leading the way on this?
    

The Missing Sense of Nation

One of the most striking gaps in the discussions we had with Solomon Islanders was the absence of any sense of national identity on their part, around which a nation-building project could be established.  National identities do not come pre-packaged; they have to be self-consciously constructed by elites around a language, national symbols, a shared history, and the like, even if these seem quite artificial.  If wantok and ethnic loyalties within a national institution like the police are ever to be overcome, this will only happen if police recruits are bonded to the Solomon Islands state first and their wantok second.
  

Creating such a national identity is a long-term project.  In the short run it involves developing a communications strategy to deliberately manipulate cultural symbols; in the long run it requires use of the educational system to create an elite that has a national consciousness.  Something like this was once attempted in Papua New Guinea through the creation of national secondary schools that deliberately educated students away from their native areas.  The governor of Papua province in Indonesia is attempting something similar through the creation of a series of boarding schools designed to educate students away from their wantoks.  The Solomons may be too small for this kind of a scheme to work, but it is worth considering whether it would be feasible to invest at least in a high-quality national secondary school or university, located somewhere other than in Honiara.
  

In the absence of a long-term nation-building project owned and promoted by the country’s political leadership, I am at a loss to understand how the country will ever overcome the divisions that led to the 1999-2003 violence.  Ethnic and wantok loyalties will never disappear, but they can be held in check by a national elite that is loyal to a larger concept of nation.  At the moment, I don’t see any dynamic that would lead the country in this direction.  

RAMSI’s Role, Now and In the Future

RAMSI has a great deal to be proud of in the five years since the original intervention.  As noted in the Annual Performance Report, the acute sense of insecurity coming out of the tensions has been relieved; there is a good start at rebuilding the Solomon Islands Police; macroeconomic policy has improved, and there has been a shift in emphasis from performing short-term governance tasks to building the capacity of Solomon Islanders to eventually take over governance functions.
  As the report indicates, measurement and evaluation of capacity is inherently difficult to accomplish, so it is not clear at this point the extent to which Solomons Islands institutions are capable to sustaining themselves in the absence of outside help. 

Looking forward to RAMSI’s next five years, there is a fundamental ambiguity at the present moment as to its future role.  On the one hand, as the Annual Performance Report suggests, RAMSI is continuing to shift from stabilization of a post-conflict situation to long-term capacity building.  The role of the PPT and CFT have changed dramatically since 2003, with the SIP playing a much more visible role in maintaining order.  RAMSI was never designed to be a permanent occupation, but rather a stop-gap intervention that would last only as long as was necessary to restore order and create sustainable local institutions.  

On the other hand, apart from politicians like former prime minister Sogavare, relatively few people either in RAMSI or among the Solomon Islanders themselves are willing to admit to actively thinking about an exit strategy or are able to contemplate even a rough date for termination of the mission and ‘handing back’ the currently shared state functions.  According to the People’s Survey, support for RAMSI’s continuing presence remains extremely strong among the general public.  Whatever its original designs or intentions, RAMSI is serving a functional role across many dimensions sharing responsibility with SIG for core functions of the sovereign state.  

RAMSI is thus operating under rather fictional premises, namely  that at some point the country’s capacity will improve across the board to the point that RAMSI can be withdrawn.  It might be more useful to think about the foreign presence in the Solomons in terms of a very different model than the “crisis-responder” approach which led SIG to invite RAMSI to share sovereign functions including the monopoly on the lethal use of force.  In this new model, the international community commits itself to playing key governance functions on a continuing basis, and focuses immediate and sequenced capacity-building on other well-defined areas where there is a reasonable chance that the Solomons government will be able to create self-sustaining institutions in some reasonable time frame.  In these areas, there would be a clearly defined timetable for winding down the international presence, which would hopefully focus everyone’s minds on the need to have local capacity in place by a date certain.  

The reason that one might want to consider un-bundling the treatment of core state functions is not that there are strong political pressures for a wholesale exit, either on the part of the participating country publics, or across the Solomon Islanders themselves.  The current sharing of responsibility for sovereign functions is largely accepted.  The reason one might want to contemplate shared sovereignty is that there is a certain class of problems that can only be solved by strong, credible commitment to a set of institutional rules, which for the foreseeable future only the international community is capable of providing.  On the other hand, there are other areas where the proportionately very large international aid commitment is potentially creating dependence and moral hazard, and actually impeding the development of indigenous government institutions.  The international donor community today provides upwards of 60 percent of the Solomons Islands national budget, which permits, among other things, the government to indulge in things like the generous funding of RCD accounts.  One of the virtues of shifting explicitly to a shared sovereignty model is that it would necessitate frank discussion of where progress has and has not been made, where it is reasonable to expect progress, and where the idea that the Solomons government will be able to fully “own” a particular function is, for the moment, a entirely unrealistic. 

Credible Commitments

What state functions require the credible commitments that for now only international actors can provide, and which functions are better indigenized and handed off to Solomon Islanders on a relatively short timetable?  

The discussion with which this paper started about the strengths and weaknesses of segmentary kinship groups might be of some use as a starting point, because it creates a framework for understanding what functions a social system like that in the Solomons is and is not capable of solving.  As noted above, segmentary kinship groups provide a high degree of social order at a local level; they are egalitarian, participatory, and flexible.
  What they are not good at is underpinning collective action at any large scale, whether dealing with a logging company, foreign fishery, or even with the sorts of militias that appeared at the end of the 1990s.  They can solve customary land disputes, but they are largely incapable of managing a transition to modern property rights.  On the other hand, they are relatively better at dealing with issues like dispute resolution, the socialization of young people, and dealing with social problems like drugs, HIV/AIDS, etc.  They can provide a social basis for community policing within villages and local communities, but they are not capable of underpinning a national police force, and indeed seem to guarantee that such a police force will not act in an impartial manner.

This suggests the following division of labor.  There are several areas where there is a need for credible commitment to a set of institutional rules.  Current efforts at capacity building have not, to my knowledge, unleashed a dynamic that will allow Solomons society to solve the commitment problem any time in the near future.  These include:

· The development of a national police force that can be trusted to be loyal to the Solomon Islands as such, that can be depended on to intervene impartially in any future conflict between Malaitans and Guadalcanal natives.

· The creation of a legal trustee for land that will convince customary landowners that they will reliably receive the proceeds from a modern development project, in return for their ceding of their rights on a long-term lease basis to the trustee.  Customary landowners will have strong incentives to convert their land given the right development project; the problem with many trusteeship schemes is that they don’t believe in the trustee’s credibility.

· Dealing with foreign extractive industries.  It is very easy for a foreign logging or mining company to play on the internal social divisions that exist in a segmentary society to make a quick killing at the expense of the community as a whole and the collective resource endowment.  The manipulation and corruption of leaders by this process extends from the top of the society to the bottom.

· Related to the previous two issues, organization of large-scale development projects that require integration of land rights, enforcement of Solomons law on foreign investors, and a marshalling of financial resources.  According to the RAMSI pillar heads, the real governance shortfalls are not in providing routine social services like education, health, and policing, but in the development and productive ministries.  

With regard to these issues, both Solomon Islanders and international donors should ask themselves frankly whether even the most intensive and highest quality capacity-building by outsiders is likely to create indigenous governance institutions that will be capable to solving these problems in, say, the next 10-15 years.  If the answer is no, then serious consideration should be given to the possibility of a shared sovereignty model in which the international community seeks ways to provide the missing credible commitment on a quasi-permanent basis at the request of the national authorities, without pretending that its fundamental mission is capacity-building.  

On the other hand, there are a number of areas in which the local social system may actually work much better than modern institutions in resolving certain classes of problems.  The most important is:

· Arbitration, dispute resolution, and criminal justice up to a certain level of serious crime.  Modern rule-of-law systems have their own drawbacks:  they are cumbersome, slow, excessively formal, and expensive, requiring staffing by highly-trained professionals.  Customary justice, by contrast, is low-cost, flexible, and in line with cultural expectations.  The greater part of dispute resolution does not require the credible commitment of a modern legal system.

Obviously, there is a large class of legal issues that require modern formal procedure, such as commercial law, and dealing with serious crimes or political corruption.  On the other hand, the goal of state-builders here should not be, it seems to me, to create an across-the-board modern legal system, but to offload as much as possible onto the customary dispute resolution system.  Something like this has been pursued in Papua New Guinea over the past few years, with state funding for family courts that resolve disputes outside of the formal legal system.  Many Solomon Islanders commented that the modern justice system is too punitive and heavy-handed compared to their customary approaches.  This is a comment that should be taken seriously:  in the West, we have a punitive criminal justice system because we do not have strong wantoks to enforce social rules on young people. 

What would shared sovereignty look like in practice?  First of all, the donor community would need to come up with another descriptor of its long-term relationship with the Solomons, since no country relishes the idea of giving up sovereignty and the donors have no interest in retaining sovereign functions unnecessarily.  Shared sovereignty could be more positively described as long-term commitments to provide assistance in certain well-defined areas, much like the Status of Forces Agreements that underpin key alliance relationships.  

The first step in implementing such an arrangement would be a near-term discussion between RAMSI, as well as the broader donor community (if there is a good framework for including donors outside RAMSI—see below), and the SIG over a timetable for the near-term full transfer of governmental functions to the Solomons, perhaps on the model of the Transitional Result Matrix used in Timor Leste.  The purpose is to force a realistic discussion of where real capacity exists or could exist in the public sector, and where talk of “capacity-building” papers over shortfalls that will persist indefinitely.

Once a timetable is in place, it is important to meet commitments in two directions—to genuinely transfer authority in the agreed-on areas without retaining hidden “strings” behind the scenes, but also to commit to staying on indefinitely in the reserved functions.  How might this work in practice, say, in the security sector?  There are, at the moment, two parallel police forces, the Solomon Islands Police, and the RAMSI police.  The latter are better funded, trained, equipped, and are above all armed.  The authority and effectiveness of the SIP is low and can remain that way because everyone knows that the RAMSI police will ultimately back them up if necessary.  The current system thus invites plenty of moral hazard.  

Under a shared sovereignty model, RAMSI would commit to retaining a serious security force on the islands indefinitely, but one that would, after a certain date, remain in cantonments and only intervene in the event of a general breakdown of order.  (For an historical model, consider the shift in the role of US forces in Japan after World War II from an occupation authority to an alliance partner, a role they continue to play more than 60 years after the end of the conflict.)  All other policing functions would be turned over to the SIP according to a clear timetable, along with the necessary funding, training, and equipment, including the right to bear arms.  The latter, of course, is very controversial.  But it is hard to see how the SIP can be credible and effective without arms, while the danger of arming the police is considerably mitigated by the existence of a residual RAMSI security force.  Knowledge that there will only be one effective police force by a certain date will then force everyone to figure out how to get that force truly prepared for its new responsibilities.  

The foregoing is only one possible scenario; the way actual functions are delineated will obviously have to be the product of negotiations between RAMSI and the SIG.  While the outsourcing of core government functions is a very sensitive issue, there are increasing numbers of examples of foreigners providing good governance in functions where countries have not been able to provide it themselves.  Indonesia, for example, outsourced the collection of customs revenues to the Swiss, due to problems of endemic corruption.  In Papua New Guinea, the Sustainable Development Corporation that runs the Ok Tedi mine in Western Province has a governance board that meets in Singapore and out of reach of the government in Port Moresby.  

Given Australia’s dominance in the region and the resistance that has provoked, international trusteeship might be an area where other development partners could play a useful role.  For example, customary landowners may be more willing to trust a multilateral agency than either RAMSI or Australia acting as a long-term trustee for land in a development project.  

Is the Donor Community Maximizing Its Potential Leverage?

From the first there have been a number of donors active in the Solomon Islands that are not part of RAMSI, such as the bilateral programs of RAMSI members like Australia and New Zealand, the European Union, Taiwan, and the World Bank.  As in many other developing countries, fragmentation of the international donor community weakens the potential leverage and effectiveness that aid can accomplish. On the other hand, there are certain advantages to having donors outside of RAMSI.  Since RAMSI is numerically dominated by Australian expertise and for this reason has become the target of some resentment and backlash, it may be useful to have other international donors who are seen as less tied to Australia that can act as international trustees of Solomon Islands interests.  This will be particularly true if there is any interest in moving towards a shared sovereignty model, but it is also important for a more robust and healthy division of labor across international partners.  

The international community’s role in the Solomon Islands is very different from its role in neighboring PNG.  As in the case of other post-conflict interventions in weak and failing states, the size of the international contingent and the amount of development assistance flowing into the Solomons relative to the size of the country is enormous in per capita terms.  Despite this large commitment, however, I was struck during my visit with the relatively small amount of leverage RAMSI – or indeed donors as a group – is able to exert over the Solomon Islands Government on a number of critical issues.  

There are obviously a number of reasons why RAMSI has wanted to tread lightly.  The legitimacy of the whole operation depends on cooperation from both the SIG and the broader population, and under the previous prime minister RAMSI’s role came under attack.  The development community has moreover internalized the mantra concerning local “ownership” of the development process, and is much more willing to let locals make their own mistakes rather than to intervene in high-handed ways.

On the other hand, the discussion above suggests that there are a number of collective action problems that need a solution, but which the local society is simply incapable of resolving.  In these cases, local ownership will simply mean that the problems will go unresolved and development will not happen.  RAMSI has not, for example, taken a stand on a number of constitutional issues like the impending shift to a federal system, which is fraught with all sorts of dangers.  It has not pushed strongly to break Telekom’s monopoly on telecommunications, or to address issues of political interference in the management of Solomons Airlines, both of which are constraints on development.  Projects like the Provincial Government Strengthening Program take as given the current structure of center-province relations, without recommending reallocation of powers.  Sometimes only foreigners can help societies solve internal collective action problems.

The final issue to consider, then, is whether there are ways of maximizing the potential leverage that RAMSI and the broader donor community can exert.  The donor community itself suffers from a collective action problem:  the pressure that RAMSI exerts to counter corruption and increase budgetary discipline is offset by the untied money coming from Taiwan that flows into the RCD funds.  Taiwan is pursuing legitimate national interests in the Solomon Islands, but the net result is a weakening of donor efforts to promote good fiscal governance.

I do not have any specific recommendations as to how to approach this problem.  However, particularly with the arrival of a permanent World Bank country manager, some thought might be given to the establishment of a multi-donor fund that would pool the resources of the international community and would impose a greater degree of discipline on donor initiatives.  

Conclusions

The only initiatives that could solve the underlying conflict that led to the 1999-2003 tensions in the Solomons, and thereby obviate the need for RAMSI, are long-term nation-building efforts to create a sense of common Solomons identity.  I see in the Solomons no one in the political class pushing for this at present.  Even if such efforts were underway, the emergence of a new national elite will take many years to come about.  RAMSI’s ongoing capacity-building efforts address various critical shortfalls in specific technical areas.
  But while the immediate social conflict from earlier in the decade has been settled fairly and reasonably effectively by RAMSI, there is no dynamic process that that will permit RAMSI to wind down at least a residual security role any time in the foreseeable future.  

In thinking about RAMSI’s next five years, then, international donors might consider the following:

First, are there some nation-building efforts they could support, such as the creation of national secondary schools or a university, that might foster the growth of a national elite down the road?  If development on Malaita is one plausible route to easing social tensions on Guadalcanal, might it make sense to focus efforts there?

Second, in the near term, rather than pretending that RAMSI is building capacity across the board, might it not make sense to work with the Solomon Islands Government a shift to a shared sovereignty model?  This would involve identification of areas in which no amount of outside investment in capacity will likely solve the underlying social problem, and a refocusing of capacity-building on areas more likely to yield success.  I have suggested one way of thinking about this, but people with much deeper understanding of Melanesian society would need to weigh in.  

Third, and particularly if a shared sovereignty model is feasible, then the donor community needs to think about ways of increasing its leverage to help the society make breakthroughs in areas where the Solomon Islands Government is too weak or blocked to act.  

Finally, there is great need for follow-on analysis.  Compared to the Solomons, Papua New Guinea seems like a gold mine of analytical capacity, with the National Economic and Fiscal Commission, the Institute of National Affairs, and the University of Papua New Guinea able to provide indigenous expertise.  RAMSI should consider commissioning research covering topics such as the design of federal and decentralized systems, the role of leadership training and secondary education in nation-building, and simple descriptive analyses of how the existing governmental system on the Solomons actually works.  It would be much better to put this research in a comparative context, for example by looking at how discretionary funds like the RCDF are handled in PNG, Indonesia, and other parts of the Pacific.  
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