What We Can Learn From Provincial Governments in
Solomon Islands: A Personal Perspective —
Part 1: Local Recruitment
Melanie Phillips
The problems of Solomon Islands’ provincial governments
have been the subject of political investigations, with stories
of their corruption regularly run in the country’s two daily
national newspapers. Rarely is there a good news story about
provincial governments, unless it relates to their managing to
prove themselves slightly less corrupt by obtaining a qualified
audit report.
This In Brief is the first in a series of two. In the first In Brief I
talk about what we can learn from the way provincial governments
employ people and the importance of local recruitment. In part
two I discuss financing and, in particular, why understanding how
and where provincial governments get their money is important
not just for national planning, but peace as well.
I worked for the Ministry of Provincial Government and
Institutional Strengthening in Honiara from 2012 until 2017. My
roles varied, but people knew me as the LA, or legal adviser. I
was, in short, the ministry’s internal counsel and, by extension,
the lawyer for the nine provincial governments that comprise the
second tier of formal government in Solomon Islands. Of all the
jobs I have had over the years, this taught me the most. This is
due in no small part to the extraordinary generosity and personal
sacrifice that I saw every day from my colleagues working on the
front line of the provincial government system. I saw provincial
treasurers reject budgets presented to them by their provincial
executive because they failed to properly explain where and how
money was going to be spent. I saw provincial executives step in
to fill the gaps left by national ministries to broker disputes over
access to water for a hospital. I saw provincial assemblies come
together to pass laws to better protect the natural environment
of their province.
Yes, I saw corruption, and significant amounts of it. But this
is not what I remember the most. What I remember the most
is the extraordinary work that provincial governments did, and
continue to do, every day, to support their people. This work is
done with little or no support, financial or technical. It is done
because people saw that it was the right thing to do. Because of
this, I think that there is an enormous amount that can be learnt
from provincial governments.
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The importance of recruiting locally
There was a move during the years of the Regional Assistance
Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) — a 15-state coalition that
permissibly intervened in Solomon Islands in 2003 to end a lowlevel civil conflict and assist with state-building — to centralise all
public service recruitment (Cox and Morrison 2004). This meant
that core positions within the provincial government system —
provincial secretary, provincial treasurer, chief planning officer,
for example — all came through the national appointments
process. The national appointments process is not quick. It is
administratively cumbersome and appointments can take up
to a year to finalise. There was usually a significant amount of
negotiation and jockeying for appointments, especially prevalent
considering that many of the appointments, such as those of the
provincial secretary, were highly political.
Over the years, as the national government recruitment
process slowed, I saw provincial governments decide not to
give in but, instead, get creative. They used obscure sections of
their governing legislation, the Provincial Government Act 1997
(PGA), to appoint their own persons to various roles and pay
them out of their own provincial budgets. After the provincial
appointment had been confirmed, the premier of that province
would then petition the national government to retrospectively
recognise that individual and take over responsibility for payment
of their salary. Sometimes this succeeded and sometimes it did
not. But what provincial governments were able to do was speed
up the process and ensure that they were not without key staff
members for long periods of time.
This section1 of the PGA was used to appoint what are
colloquially called, ‘direct employees’. Direct employees are
those people who work for provincial governments but who,
unlike the national appointments described, are appointed —
and paid for — by provincial governments. The section of the
PGA that provincial governments use to do this was originally
intended to hire cleaners, receptionists and the like. It was
never intended to be used to create what became, in effect, a
parallel administration.
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There was a strong sense in Honiara that the process
described was not a good thing, that it was encouraging
corruption by not working ‘within the system’. But I saw it
differently. For example, I saw one province where the premier
had become tired of forestry officers seconded by the national
government not actually doing their job and, in many cases,
going on the payroll of logging companies. The premier decided
that, since the national officers were not doing anything anyway,
he would simply use his province’s own substantial revenue
collected from logging companies to hire his own logging officers
as direct employees. All of the inspectors were from the province,
and therefore, reasoned the premier, less likely to be corrupted
by pay-offs because they, their families, and their communities
were personally impacted by logging.
In another case, I spoke with a premier who was tired of
waiting for a lands officer and a tourism officer to be appointed
to his province, so he simply recruited his own. He then arranged
for these officers to be seconded to Honiara for several months,
working in the relevant ministries to which their roles related, so
that they could learn the ropes and build connections before
coming back to the provincial capital. When I asked this premier
why he did this, he told me, in what became a common refrain,
that when you employ people locally they care more, do a better
job, and importantly, you are also providing local employment,
often for young people who are then inclined to stay in the
province. I saw no evidence in my time working at the ministry to
be dissuaded from what the premier had said. In fact, more and
more, I saw the logic of his argument.

day demands. They are also, I argue, quintessentially Solomon
Islands solutions to Solomon Islands problems.
In my second In Brief, I discuss provincial financing. The
ability of provincial governments to recruit locally depends on
how much money they have to pay the ongoing salary of that
person. In part two I discuss where provincial government
money comes from and why provincial governments having their
own money — and being able to spend it on what they want —
is so important.
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Why localised solutions are so important
There is a common thread running through both of my In Briefs
on provincial government in Solomon Islands: it is the story of
local adaptability and ingenuity and why localised solutions to
localised problems are important. This can be a challenging
concept for those like myself, a lawyer trained outside of
the Pacific. However, I came to believe over time that blind
obediance to the strict wording of laws passed several decades
prior, often at the advent of independence, would not serve
communities well.2
There is a story of corruption to be told, but I will leave
that for the national newspapers. I would like to tell the story
less well known, about the people that are committed to the
provincial government system and to making it work in the
face of the considerable odds. Systems are not on their side,
yet there remains a need from provincial residents for localised
government services and accountability. To do this the provincial
government must be creative. Borrowing a bit of law from here
and bit of a customary law or practice from there, with some
money from national government thrown in, are all mechanisms
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