Dominican Sisters of Eastern Australia and Solomon Islands

PO Box 353

Strathfield

NSW 2135 



ph  (02)9744 9511

fax(02)9744 5020

Email:domadmin@netspace.net.au   and  rkinne@netspace.net.au

21st April, 2003.

The Secretary

Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee

Room S1.57

Parliament House

Canberra
ACT
2600.

Dear Mr Holmes

Re : Supplementary Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Papua New Guinea and the Island States of the Pacific.

Following the invitation of Senator Cook at the Inquiry Hearing on 19th February, 2003, I have written a supplementary submission.

Unfortunately, it has taken me longer to write than was planned  and I realise that the time for additional material may be past.

However, I am sending it in the hope it may still be useful.

With best wishes

Yours sincerely

Dr Rosemary Kinne OP

Senate Inquiry into Papua New Guinea and the Island States of the Southwest Pacific.

Supplementary Submission from Dr Rosemary Kinne, following a visit to Solomon Islands, 11/3/03 – 8/4/03.

Executive Summary.

At the Senate Inquiry on 19th February, 2003, Senator Cook invited me to describe what life is like for people in the Solomon Islands today, and for practical suggestions for dealing with some of the problems there.

This supplementary submission is in two parts:

1.  What is life like for people in the Solomons now?

Life for most people is not easier or better than it was 10 years ago. Families have given up expecting help from the Government and are relying even more on extended family networks. They have lowered their expectations.

Provision of basic health care and education has deteriorated.

There has been an increase in family food growing, but commercial agriculture is suffering from lack of marketing and transport. Families are cash poor – and this is affecting food security and encouraging  the breakdown of traditional family structures. Marihuana and alcohol abuse are filling a vacuum, especially for the single men mid-teens to mid-twenties, for whom there is little paid employment and almost no opportunity for in-country training.

The Solomon Islands College of Higher Education  is the only tertiary institution of any size in the country and it has been seriously deprived of funds by successive

 Solomon Islands governments. Aid donors have not been able to target funding to the College. There is nowhere for Form 5 and 6 leavers from 2000, 2001 and 2002 to receive further education. This is a dangerous situation for economic and social stability. It is essential for the country’s recovery that SICHE be fully functional.

Suitable in-country training is needed, especially in agriculture, forestry and natural resources.  The School of Natural Resources ( SNR, SICHE )can provide practical training in  these areas but it  is in  danger of being closed. The value of  much Australian aid given to it in  staff training and infrastructure  over the period 1987-2002 could then  be lost.

2. Practical Suggestions :

 AUSAID assistance for the School of Natural Resources , SICHE in the form of:

*Scholarships in Forestry at certificate and/or diploma level for  government Forestry staff and landowners 2004-2005.

*Agriculture scholarships at certificate level for ex-militants and special constables 

2003-2005.

* funding for Women in Development short courses 2003-5.

* SNR : equipment and infrastructure up-grading and replacement of  computers/ faxes/ email capability/ maintenance of buildings: renegotiation of farm land to replace two SNR  farms occupied by militants on Guadalcanal and Malaita.

*Bougainville : keeping the Australian Peace Monitoring  force there¨: an unstable Bougainville will continue to destabilize Solomon Islands .Both places are fragile.

Senate Inquiry into Papua New Guinea and the Island States of the Southwest Pacific.

Supplementary Submission from Dr Rosemary Kinne, following a visit to Solomon Islands, 11/3/03-8/4/03.

Introduction.

When I gave evidence at the Senate Inquiry in Sydney on 19th February, 2003, Senator Cook asked what life in the Solomon Islands was like now ( p 222) and he also invited practical suggestions of what could be done ‘to address a problem seriously’… ‘ to give real meaning to paying more attention to this area or this region’(p221).

This supplementary submission will be in two sections  :

1. What is life like for people in the Solomons now?

2. Practical suggestions for Australian aid.

Preamble:

During a recent visit to Solomon Islands, I spent  a week in Honiara,  then two weeks based on a small island near Gizo, Western Province, followed by three days in Nila, Shortland Islands ( near Bougainville) and  then another  six days in Honiara.

During that time I met  twenty-two of our Sisters, visited a village primary school near Noro, a Rural Training  Centre for young women  and a clinic in Nila,  and  St Joseph’s Secondary school, Guadalcanal,  I interviewed the Director of the College of Higher Education , Gabriel Talokwai  and also the Head of the  School of Natural Resources, SICHE , Alex Makini. 

 Joseph Waleanisia , Project Specialist, for the UNDP shared some of his work  and hopes  for rehabilitation of the country.  Ex-students from St Joseph’s and forestry and agriculture graduates from the School of Natural Resources  and former colleagues shared some of their current experiences. Just before leaving, I met the Deputy Australian High Commissioner Anita Butler, and her program officer Gloria Suluia and had a brief conversation at the airport with the Australian  High Commissioner, Mr Bob Davis. 

In Australia, I have spoken with Donella Bryce from APACE and also a project officer with Caritas in Bougainville.

The following  ideas are based on these conversations  but since there is not time to check what I have written with each person, any errors of fact or interpretation are mine.

1. What is life like for people in the Solomons today?

I didn’t find anyone who thought that life was better or easier than 10 years ago, either in urban or rural areas. Most had lowered their expectations and were trying to make the best of altered circumstances.
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Families have given up  expecting help from the government and rely even  more on extended  family networks. This is increasing the strain on those still being paid  and living in town, where garden access is limited.

There is an  increase in informal marketing / kerbside selling / growing food on roadside areas. Betel nut selling has increased . Urban and rural people are growing more food. Marketing of cash crops ( copra and cocoa) is still patchy, after the breakdown of the Copra Export marketing Board. ( CEMA). It has been partially ‘privatised’ but transport and   sales are not coordinated . In some places, beche-de-mer  is  providing income. The local soap factory is trying to buy coconut oil from small producers, as it has lost both  the palm oil and large coconut oil suppliers.

The ethnic ‘tension’ caused well-educated people to retire early / move home, and some of these have set up local businesses and marketing in more distant places eg the Zoleveke family returned to Choiseul.  Choiseul Island now has new  local cocoa ‘wet bean’ buyers who dry the beans locally. Teak tree planting has become fashionable ! Forestry graduates are in contact with rural people and advising them on planting and tending the trees.  This  is remarkable because teak ties up land for 20-50 years .

As the peace process in Bougainville makes slow progress,  criminal incursions into Solomons seem to have increased, especially into the Shortlands, Choiseul and even Gizo( press releases: SIBC 14/04/03). This is a pity , as this part of the Solomons was relatively free of the major problems on Guadalcanal. While I was  waiting at Gizo market for a canoe, a militant Bougainvillian leader was pointed out – he had just come in a ray boat. 

It is hard for customs and quarantine officers to protect the northern border. Bougainville is 10km distant from Shortland Islands. The quarantine officer in Shortlands has limited transport and the police force cannot effectively control the passage of people and potential agricultural pests across this border.

The failure of industries to re-start is a major problem.  The cannery and fishing fleet at Noro are  not operating, except for the smoking of small quantities of high value tuna .The Commonwealth Development Corporation ( CDC from UK) had large oil palm and cocoa plantations on Guadalcanal. They are overgrown and the clinics and schools built by the company have been looted and dismantled; local  families have occupied the CDC houses.  Gold Ridge mine is not operating and there a questions about  the  safety of their chemical stores ( cyanide extraction process). Shortland Islands near Bougainville now has no sawmill, no marketing for copra, and disputes with landowners and government are about to close the logging company ( exporting teak to India!). There is  shortage of money / high prices / increased stealing/  occasional opportunistic demanding of  money with menaces . However, the majority of  Solomon families are not affected and there is no particular danger for overseas visitors.

Educational opportunities have been severely curtailed. The Solomon Islands College of Higher Education ( SICHE ) has not re-opened all its Schools and courses.  Discipline in secondary schools is difficult : there are  older students , due to student 











P 3

backlog during the crisis and lack of reasons for motivation – no future can be offered as a reward for study.

 There is also a breakdown also  in traditional family structures  and discipline. Marihuana and alcohol are causing problems , even in rural communities. Not all the guns have been handed in. Village communities used to give ‘free community labour’ for projects – now – cash poor- they want money. There is no free education.  All the public schools charge fees and there is no reduction for large families. This is making it even harder for some children to learn to read and write.

Although the elections were judged ‘ free and fair’, complaints are still surfacing in a number of places that  money promised for voting for successful candidates was not paid.

Some  community secondary schools have very few text books , even for the teachers and no facilities for photocopying or duplicating. Many primary schools have nothing but chalk and that in limited supplies. NGOs like Rotary and church agencies are helping some schools, but in a haphazard pattern.

A village primary school, 1hour by canoe from Gizo had not received its supplies for the year by the end of first term . One teacher was asked to find them and bring them in - 3 cartons for a school of 200 pupils  with no text books or reading books  in the whole school !

Teachers were still not being paid reliably, and this insecurity about money affected their freedom to use what they might have had in the bank. Rural people have almost no access to banks and bank statements.

There was another teachers’ strike during the first week of April – over missed pay periods. The government appeared to take little notice.

 Correction to previous evidence; teachers, nurses and public servants are meant to be paid fortnightly, not monthly.

Rural Training Centres (RTCs) have received help, especially  over the past 6 years from  EU funded programmes for training teachers. The RTCs offer suitable further training for young people to return to their village communities. However, they can  take only 5% of primary school leavers.  One RTC had 500 applicants for 63 places last year – most were from Form 4 and 5 leavers, but their courses are designed  for Standard 6 leavers.

Malaria has increased and each place I stayed had people sick with it. There had been four cyclones in three months. The wet weather had helped increase malaria, pneumonia and asthma.

Hospitals were still suffering shortage of basic equipment ( Gizo maternity section ran out of umbilical  cord clamps the week I was there). The Australian funded Health Trust  promised pharmaceutical supplies for hospitals and clinics but a doctor in Gizo did not expect supplies to return to normal until the end of the year!

 Food prices are high : 20 kg bag of rice : $75 Honiara; $85 Gizo: $100 Shortlands and Choiseul. Books are expensive:  Maths dictionary : $109: Good News bible : $83. 

Building supplies are expensive and good quality is hard to get. New vehicles/ canoe engines  are no longer stocked in Honaira . Payment is expected before an order is made.
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A common concern for parents of Form 4, 5 students, was the lack of higher education both  in-country and overseas, as there have been no post-school intakes for form 5 and 6 leavers for the past two years( very small intakes for SICHE, no scholarships for university study overseas;  very limited courses locally,  University of South Pacific(USP) offers some units  for fee-paying students).

SICHE , School of Education was given some funding from Taiwan to open the School of Education for continuing students, but it is still not functioning properly . The Certificate in Teaching cohort from 2000 have been held back for 2 and ½ years of their course. After the crisis, School of Education staff were allowed to take fee paying students and keep a percentage of the fees. This seems to have resulted in two classes of student and although aid money is now there for sponsered students, it is hard for staff to strike a balance between  taking sponsored and fee-paying students..

I was told that incentives are also given to custom officers – a bonus is paid according to the customs they collect. This has increased income for the honest ones , though is probably not an ideal situation.

The School of Natural Resources is struggling to survive. The UNDP are involved in a restructuring, but lack of Government priorities for training in agriculture, forestry and natural resources have made it more difficult. Insistence on ‘user-pays’ means that ‘private’ forestry students would have to find $12000 SBD per year for two years to complete a certificate course. It seems as if the country could lose its SICHE capacity for training carpenters, plumbers, mechanics, electricians, foresters, agriculture workers ,  secretaries and accountants. Australian aid over the past twenty years gave SICHE opportunities for training for staff and for libraries and buildings.  These resources of people and buildings are likely to be lost.  Two former staff members of SNR with master’s degrees in Agriculture  are teaching – one as a secondary principal ( ready to return if the College functions again) : one an exceptionally gifted woman is teaching primary (her family needed a steady income ).

There has been a change in attitude towards former militants . rather than calling them ‘ramos’ or ‘ malagai’ - ‘warriors’ , both sides are calling them criminals.  The presence of Australian and New Zealand police has been ‘good news’, along with the appointment of an English Police Commissioner and slow progress is being made. 

There is close co-operation among the major  aid donors ( EU, Australia,  New Zealand and Japan) and they are trying to encourage to the Taiwanese to set more conditions on their aid. The Australian High Commission staff are  well-motivated and making a good impact, though still  have a relatively low profile.

 We were lent a video player to watch the news on Iraq. The main source of news eg on Iraq was through the BBC ( radio and TV in Gizo and Honiara)  and radio New Zealand. The ABC TV concentrated more on sport and ‘holiday’ programmes. All were outsmarted  by  American tele-evangelism TV, locally beamed, clear picture, strong sound    – culturally inappropriate but fascinating the local people who were imitating their preaching style in every market place I was in.
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The UNDP initiative setting up PFNet, a People First internet system for remote rural areas has broken down isolation in a number of places. The internet café in Honiara  is crowded!

The UNDP have started a development project on Isabel which they hope could be a model for other parts of the Solomons or the wider region.  It is trying to set up a form of governance that recognizes the power exercised by the Chiefs, the Church and the Provincial Government . Extensive local  consultation and partnership is built into the project. 

UNDP are also assisting in the rehabilitation of the former ‘ Special Constables’, trying to get them off the government pay roll and into alternative ways of  earning a living.

APACE is an example of what an  Australian NGO  can do. With the help of AUSAID ( or its earlier equivalent) APACE worked with village communities in Solomon Islands  for over twenty years using the expertise of engineers at the University of  Technology, Sydney,  to install village hydro electric schemes. They made sure that the villagers were partners in the project and worked with the women to ensure that the electricity was available for all and not just a select few. When the rules changed on APACE eligibility for Australian  aid, APACE formed Village Electrification Councils  and helped them become self-funding. This pattern was used to set up a Melanesian Islands Electrification Group, based on the Solomon Islands model.  Some  funding is being obtained again  from AUSAID for  a workshop in July  for further expansion of these  hydro-electric systems in the Pacific.

The APACE Kastom Gaden project  also continued  throughout the ethnic tension time.

It is important that others learn from the experience of APACE in successful community partnership in Melanesia . 

I am in admiration of the way most Solomon Islanders have adapted to their changed circumstances. They are making to most of limited opportunities.

It is important for aid donors to identify local leaders /projects  that are already making a difference and which,  with additional bridging assistance, could help turn the country around. Community involvement is important. If the people ‘own’ a project , it will continue beyond the project time span.

Labour intensive rather than capital intensive projects could help restore cash flows and dignity .

2. Practical suggestions for Australian aid.

It is important to continue  the current Australian assistance  for strengthening Customs and Excise;  Law and justice;  basic health and health sector management ; community peace and restoration; and  to continue with multi-lateral aid co-operation.
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(1)  AUSAID assistance for the School of Natural Resources.

This School is likely to be closed, in  the current  restructuring  process. The EU has identified lack of Government support for training in the  natural resources area. Australia also identified this lack in some sectors of government policy ,but reacted differently in the past, with its extensive support for the forestry sector and for the School of Natural Resources, SICHE 1987-2004. The forestry sector is currently providing over 80% of Solomon Islands export income and is also  receiving AUSAID 1999-2004.

Priority :  that the School of Natural Resources be included in   future  Australian aid  plans  and aid foreshadowed, so that this important resource for agriculture, forestry , and environment protection is not lost in 2003. 

 Type of aid needed:

1. In-country scholarships.

Both the Director of the College and the Head of the School of Natural Resources suggested that this is the most immediate way of ensuring viability for planning for a the immediate future.

1.  Scholarships 

(a)  SNR, Poitete.: Forestry Scholarships for Certificate and/or Diploma level, 2004-2005.

Details would need to be done in consultation with the College and ‘end-users’.

There is already a  long range plan for up-grading in-country from Certificate in Forestry to Diploma in  Forestry .This entailed Poitete staff training overseas ( Australian aid funding). Many of SNR forestry graduates are now ‘Senior Forestry staff ‘  in the government service. Sending them overseas has problems.  Neither the Ministry nor landowners have the finance at present to fund reliably the ‘user-pays’  fees of $12,000SBD per year to SICHE  for the next two years. A custom designed course in blocks could be provided.

This could be part of the integrated Australian aid to the forestry  sector.

(b) Agriculture : Certificate Course. Scholarships / Peace and Justice restoration. (2003-2005).

The SNR staff are skilled in providing agriculture education that is practical and graded, so that students are gradually introduced to more complex methods of practice and agriculture business management.

Scholarships could be offered to the ex-militants as part of the  Peace and Justice restoration programme. Some of the demobilised ‘special constables’ are women and these could be given preference, as women in Solomon Islands form most of the agriculture work force, for the subsistence sector and the paid work force.
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Lack of basic skills in numeracy and literacy could prevent enrolment of some of these potential candidates. Therefore, enrolment in short practical modules would need to be the starting point, with the  College General Studies expertise providing bridging courses again, so that skills are increased to Certificate standard.

( c)   Funding for Women in Development. /short courses.(2003-2005).

Women have been in the forefront of the peace movements in Solomons. Traditionally, as food growers, they were seen as the family’s source of wealth. Many can be helped by short courses that include agriculture, nutrition, simple management and health .

The SNR has experience in providing such courses. These  were done in co-operation with other sectors of the College eg basic machine maintenance/ simple plumbing/    with the women , in turn, sharing some of their traditional knowledge of medicine plants/ food security measures.

Solomons is cash poor. Rural women could not enrol for such  courses now,  unless fees, transport and possibly accommodation were paid. Short block courses are the most practical .

One possible component may also be needed: funding to the SNR,  to attract back suitably qualified women lecturers , perhaps on a part time basis.

2. InfrastructureAssistance.(2003-2005).

SICHE has  had to allow its facilities  to deteriorate, due to lack of funding over 2000-

2003. There has been a reduction in phone lines/ faxes/ email facilities / photocopying / allowance for maintenance of buildings, access roads and the remaining farm land  in Honiara. 

 Computers have not been upgraded or replaced, and the ability to produce flyers to advertise courses and to produce teaching material suitable for module courses  has been curtailed. ( The SNR lost two farms – at Aruligo on Guadalcanal and  NATI on Malaita, and the College did not receive any  compensation  ). 

A return of good working conditions for staff would allow some to rejoin the College. This is particularly true  for   Agriculture  and the environment.  

Infrastructure Assistance : Up-grading of teaching resources and facilities for Agriculture and the Environment.  at School of Natural Resources ,  Kukum campus 2003-2005.

Renegotiation for substitute farm land on Guadalcanal.

3. Bougainville Peace Process : 

It is important not to scale down the Australian Peace Monitoring force on Bougainville. The hardest work is yet to come. The ‘willing’ have joined the peace process in Bougainville. The unwilling  criminals have not and have power bases across the Solomon border. Guns and drugs are still their currency and power.  Co-operation between police on the Solomon side with the Peace Monitors in Bougainville could help  bring  lasting stability to both countries.

Action : Reverse the current decision to withdraw  the Peace Monitors from Bougainville and  continue the Peace Monitoring Force until objectives are achieved.







Rosemary Kinne    22/04/04

